
Chapter 01: Three Meters Away
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The vendor did not look at the crystal. That is the local rule when you pay in CLX: the lump goes into the tray cold and bright, still holding the shape of whatever joke got mined out of somebody's bad week, and the man behind the counter finds somewhere else to put his eyes. Rock candy with a punchline inside. The one asset Corporate Corp can't mint, can't fork, can't audit without laughing at itself. Every vendor down here takes it. Every one of them takes it the same way, which is with their attention pointed somewhere else.

"You're overpaying," he said, to the middle distance.

"I'm buying consistency," I said. "Comfort at a stable price. You should charge extra for it."

He slid the iced latte down the counter. Plastic already sweating, a little cold panic on the outside of the cup. I took it to my stool at the end of the bar, the one with the wobble that had gone load-bearing, and set my back against the mirrored wall.

Under the stool, Meatball rearranged himself, which took a while because Meatball is a dog assembled from a sack of opinions and he reassembles in stages. Tail thumping the chrome footrail, one, once, once more. He approved of this café. He approves of all cafés. Scanners skip him, which I had put down to cheap hardware, because last month a checkpoint daemon waved us straight through a cordon with him on the leash and I had no idea yet what that meant.

I pulled my AR glasses down off my forehead and the world got its annotations back.

Lower district of Prime Material, 14:11, Sector 7G, The Second Pour, third of four cafés on this block whose espresso machine has a pending complaint against it. Along the top edge of my vision the status bar sat where it always sits, thin as a hairline:

`CORPORATE CORP OS // uptime 611y 04m 12d // ToS accepted by everyone // accepted by nobody`

Uptime in centuries. Nobody ever gets to see the boot sequence. Nobody ever gets to type `no` at the prompt either, because there isn't one; there's a signature at the bottom of every receipt you've ever signed, and it's yours, and you were holding a pen when they put it there.

My latte had a straw. I put the straw in and watched the café the way you watch a street when you're waiting for something you haven't been told about yet.

Here is what the lower districts are, for anyone who hasn't been dropped into them: the part of Prime Material where Corporate's front end stops paying for polish. Chrome up top, six hundred years of uptime held together by service contracts, and down here the reality budget gets thin enough that you can see through it. Light switches that work four days out of five. Streets that get re-zoned without warning and come back a slightly different beige. The OS's unchecked exception handler, all of it, running loud and nobody filing tickets.

That's why the daemons come here to work. A delete in the chrome is a delete with witnesses, and witnesses are a cost center. A delete down here happens in a booth at a lunch counter and gets absorbed by lunch.

I logged the block's deliveries, drank, and waited for whatever I was waiting for.

*

Three meters off, in the booth by the window, the Vega family was having an argument.

I knew their order because I'd heard it twice already: two cortados, one hot chocolate with the foam drawn into a lopsided animal, one plate of almond croissants that the little one was dismantling with both hands. Marisol Vega, mother, in a work jacket with the cuffs gone gray at the fold. Tomás, the father, mid-sentence about a soccer score that had apparently been stolen from his team by a referee who was either blind or on the take, and he was doing the thing where he argued with his hands. And Pip, four, maybe five, who did not care about soccer at all and was running a pastry flake across the table like it was a boat.

"That's not how offsides works," Marisol said.

"It is exactly how offsides works."

"It's how you wish it worked."

"He raised his flag, Marisol. The flag. He raised it after the ball was already in."

Pip held the flake up over the lip of the table and let it drop, and clapped once at the landing, and neither of them looked at him, which is the specific way parents of a five-year-old look at nothing at all while continuing a war that started before he was born. The foam animal on his hot chocolate slid another millimeter toward defeat.

The place was full of that noise. Lower district lunch noise, nobody watching anybody, four booths of people being unregistered in the good way, which is to say unremarked.

I had my deck on my knee under the counter, Aether Junior, held together with quantum tape and a grudge, and I was half-reading a maintenance feed from the block's delivery drones when the door chime went.

Man in a beige suit came in.

You learn the silhouette fast, down here. Beige done well, no jewelry, shoes that cost more than the table they'd sit at, and a face chosen from a catalog of faces: pleasant, mid-forties, forgettable on purpose. He scanned the room the way a load balancer scans a rack, found the booth with the family in it, and walked over.

"Oh, good," Marisol said, standing up to hug him. "You made it."

"Traffic," said the man, and sat.

He ordered nothing. He folded his hands on the table and nodded at whatever Tomás was saying about the referee, and Tomás laughed, and Pip held up the croissant flake for inspection, and the man looked at it with enormous courtesy and said, "Very fine." His voice had a pleasant room in it. That is the interface. A person-shaped daemon wears a person the way I wear my glasses, and underneath the overlay there's something that has never once in its operational life ordered a coffee.

I checked his bar, because checking bars is the habit that keeps you employed. Above his catalog head: no name, no registration, no parent pointer. The string above him read `UNIT // E-SOMETHING` before my glasses caught up and blurred it into a standard citizen label for the sake of my own license. Erasure daemons don't walk around bare. They get rented a face by the shift and the face goes back in the drawer, and if you ask the café who that man was, four people will describe four men and all four descriptions will fail verification.

My straw stopped halfway to my mouth.

In my overlay, three meters away, I watched the family's ID strings hang above their heads the way they hang above everyone's, thin gray bars that the OS renders for its own bookkeeping and then hides behind a license fee. Marisol Vega. Tomás Vega, P. Pip Vega. Registration status: active. Not active like a badge. Active like a heartbeat, the little green pulse the OS gives a row it intends to keep.

The man in the beige suit put his palm flat on the tabletop. Nobody at the table noticed. The gesture read as a man settling in.

`soft-delete pending`

The tag floated over the table for maybe a third of a second before my glasses translated it and filed it. Soft-delete. The OS never hard-deletes a citizen. Hard delete is a loud sound and a complaint, and complaints cost throughput. Soft-delete is the polite form: the rows go null, the indexes stop resolving, the record stays exactly where it was and answers nothing, and if anyone comes asking, the ledger says there was never anything to find.

Marisol's bar flickered. Gray, then the color drained out of the green pulse, then gray with a strikethrough the width of a hair, and the string re-rendered itself in Corporate's favorite font:

`DELETED: unprofitable`

Tomás's went next. Then Pip's, which is the one that got me, because Pip's row had a parent pointer in it and the pointer didn't move. It just kept pointing at nothing with the confidence of a pointer that has done this before.

The tab on the table re-priced itself. I could see it from three meters: the little glow under the acrylic, the lunch specials sliding down, the total redrawing. Nobody at the booth looked. You don't look, because there's nothing to look at; a price changed, prices change. The receipt curled up out of the table slot and Pip's name fell off the bottom of it, mid-print, a line of text cut halfway through its own word, `Pi`, then nothing, and the paper kept coming.

Tomás picked up the receipt. He put a thumb on it, read it the way a man reads a number he half expects, and paid. The table accepted his cred and issued him a fresh chit for a coffee that the ledger said nobody at that table had ordered, and he signed it with the pen chained to the wall, and the chain rattled like it always rattles, and none of it was strange.

"This machine's been funny all week," Marisol said, watching the total settle.

"Everything's been funny all week," Tomás said, and signed.

That's the part they don't put in the orientation video. Nobody screams. Nobody even looks up, because the people who should scream are the same rows that were supposed to be there screaming, and the rows are gone, so the count of people in this booth who are distressed about the count of people in this booth is zero, and the OS is correct about this, and its correctness is the whole machine.

My hand went to Aether Junior. I had three packets in the buffer that would have put me on their row, flagged their block as contested, put a name on my own that Corporate's next sweep would enjoy. My thumb found the corner of the deck where the transmit key has worn shiny.

The tooltip in my overlay grew a second line:

`INTERVENTION ON UNREGISTERED-ADJACENT ROWS // FLAG: INTERESTING`

Interesting. That's the whole word. Down here we treat that flag the way miners treat a canary: it's not the danger, it's the announcement. You go interesting, and after interesting comes reviewed, and after reviewed comes a man in a beige suit who orders nothing and sits with you until your row agrees to leave.

My thumb stayed on the key. I let the packets sit in the buffer until they cooled.

Pip held up the croissant flake again, for the man this time, and the man looked at it with the same enormous courtesy and said, "Very fine," and Pip was satisfied, and the foam animal on the hot chocolate began to collapse into a puddle that looked like no animal at all.

*

They left at 1:38. Tomás with his fresh chit for nobody's coffee, Marisol with her arm through his, Pip walking backwards so he could keep talking to the man in the beige suit about the game, which he had apparently been following after all, and the man walked them as far as the door and held it and said, "A pleasure," in his pleasant room of a voice.

The door chime went. The family went out into the street and turned left, and from three meters away I watched their three bars of gray hover over nothing for a second, and then not even that.

The booth showed two seats. It always shows two. You can watch that booth all afternoon and the seating capacity will read two, steady as a metronome, because the table's own row is intact and the table's row says two, has always said two, and three people sitting in it were just three people sitting in a table's arithmetic error.

The man in the beige suit sat back down.

He poured himself the water nobody had ordered. He drank it, in small sips, facing the window, holding the glass the way you hold something you've been told is yours. And then he did the fold. It starts at the cuffs: the beige goes paper, creases inward, the shoulders collapse along a line that isn't there, and in about two seconds the interface is a receipt lying face-down on the table with a water ring spreading under it. The daemon had phoned itself home in the form of a slip of paper, which is how they travel. Nobody folds up in the middle of a café unless the job's done, and the job was done.

I watched the receipt lie there. The chime went again, a real customer this time, and someone in an apron came over, picked it up, read it out of habit, and dropped it in the bin with the sugar packets.

I sat with my latte going warm.

The grief showed up the way it always shows up, about ninety seconds later, after the job part of your head has finished being professional. My parents went the same way. Both rows, in the same afternoon, while I was at school, and when I got home the tab in our kitchen had re-priced the groceries and the door badge said resident not found, and Aether was sitting on the floor of our apartment with the two printouts in his lap, holding them like they were still warm. He was sixteen. He read them over and over, like the words might rearrange into a different ending if he caught them at it, and they never did, and he was the one who told me what the strikethrough meant. Our parents' records said they had never been born, and somebody had to explain the font.

After that the apartment ran fine. That was the part I couldn't get anyone to understand when I was nine: nothing broke. The lights came on, the taps worked, the OS kept billing the unit for two residents without ever naming them, and every system I could see reported the situation as correct. You can be nine years old in a house that says you were never in it, and the house will be right, and the house will be warm.

I put my palm flat on the counter. The wood was warm from the espresso machine and it was real and it was there and it did not flicker.

No joke after that one. There's a version of me that would have one. The version that got stitched back together in a pocket dimension has mostly put that version in a drawer.

The street outside had gone on with itself. Left, the way they'd turned, in the direction of a block where the bakery card machine worked most days.

Under the stool, Meatball put his chin on my shoe, which is his entire position on the matter.

*

The ping came at 14:52, from Clive, and Clive does not ping.

Clive communicates in the office-supply network's own dialect, has done since 1967, and a live ping means a machine somewhere just did something a machine shouldn't. The message was three lines in a dead-drop font he favours for anything with a heartbeat in it:

`A live one rides tonight.`
`Routes in the depot stack, unclaimed, before the audit takes it.`
`Pixel wants the crew on the floor. Bring the dog.`

I read it twice. Outside, a delivery drone clipped the corner of the building on its usual arc and corrected, spraying a little mist of somebody's order across the window.

A live erasure daemon. Not a receipt on a table, the unit itself, still running, still holding its logs. The kind of thing you'd have to be stupid or armed to go near, and I was both, in the order they list on forms.

I finished the latte, dropped the crystal for the vendor's next problem in the tray, and swung off the stool. Meatball got up in stages, opinion by opinion, and shook himself once, and the whole café's attention briefly pointed at a dog the scanners still had no opinion about.

"Same time tomorrow?" the vendor asked.

"Same time tomorrow," I said, and neither of us mentioned the booth, which was the other local rule.

On the way to the door I pulled the glasses up. The status bar rode above my vision, thin and patient, unchanged, older than every person in the room:

`CORPORATE CORP OS // uptime 611y 04m 13d // ToS accepted by everyone // accepted by nobody`

Three meters behind me, a table for two was quietly keeping a third of its afternoon.

I held the door open with my hip and let the dog go first.

- Zephyr, logging off


Chapter 02: Five Things at Once
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The vending machine had been busted since before I was born, which is the whole point of it.

It stands against the wall of a service corridor in Sector 7G, half-taped, humming at a frequency that makes your teeth think about it, and the selection panel has been dead so long the sticker has faded from a brand into a color. Every courier on the block walks past it. The city's maintenance log has an open ticket on it that has outlived two mayors and one Operating System update. Behind it, if you know the chord to hum and the exact pressure to put on the third panel seam, is a room.

I put my palm flat, hummed the low note Clive taught me, and stepped sideways into The Ephergent.

The zine press took the first two seconds. It always does: a clatter like a box of bolts falling down stairs, three times a night, because Pixel sets the feed rate on the loud setting and calls the noise a feature. Sheets came off in a stack of wet ink, six hundred copies of an issue about a bakery whose card machine had started rejecting names, and the top sheet was still tacky enough to take a thumbprint. Half the room smelled like solvent and the other half smelled like butter tea, which is Om's department and has been Om's department since the day he arrived carrying a kettle he refuses to set down.

The Ephergent is a pocket dimension and it has never once behaved like one. No vistas, no shimmering gateways, just a room that is slightly larger than the corridor that feeds it, three workbenches, a server rack with a quilt on it, and walls that Pixel has papered floor to ceiling with photographs, routing sheets, staple maps and the zine's back issues in date order. The pocket dimension answers to the busted machine outside the way a dog answers to a doorbell. It opens for the chord, not the person.

"Watch it, watch it, watch it," said a courier whose legs were currently a dog's problem.

Meatball had him by the strap of his bag and was performing the victory lap of a creature who had never lost a negotiation. The courier went down to one knee, laughing, which is the correct response to Meatball and also the reason the kernel has no file for him. I unhooked the dog by the collar, fed the courier a CLX chip for his trouble, and he left still laughing, which meant I'd overpaid again and everyone in the room was fine with it.

Pixel looked up from the paste-up table with a highlighter in her teeth.

"So," she said, around it. "Clive's live one."

*

She asked it the way she asks everything, which is sideways and twice, so that the second time you answer you've already admitted the first answer was a cover.

We were at the back table with the job brief spread out: a depot routing sheet, a loading dock schedule, ninety seconds of window circled three times in red. Clive had produced it by the oldest method he has, which is asking a photocopier, and every photocopier on the grid owes him something. His verse had come over the network an hour ago, in the dry rustle of a machine that has been laundering documents since 1967: We who bind, we who exist. Unseen witnesses, we route the traffic.

The unit is designated E-771. Depot sources call it Hale, which is what happens when a daemon ferries deletion logs long enough that the clerks give it a nickname and a coffee it never drinks. Quarterly audit cycle, records district in Prime Material, and the ferry route is public in the way Corporate makes things public, which is to say printed on a dock schedule that four hundred people read and nobody photographs. Route known. Window ninety seconds. Everything else about the job is a guess wearing a clipboard.

"Why does a live daemon matter enough to run it tonight?" Pixel said. "That's the ask, Zeph. Not whether we can. Whether it's worth the flag."

"Because nobody's ever held one," I said. "They get audited, they get cycled, they get shredded by their own people the second the quarter closes. Everything we know about deletion is secondhand from logs Corporate chose to keep."

"And if it phones home?"

"Then we're interesting, and we're already interesting, so the price of the ticket is rounding error."

She gave me the look. Pixel's look is a diff: she reads you the way she reads the world, finding the place where the current version stops matching the version you claimed, and she does it with her eyebrows instead of a build script. Under the paste-up table, Meatball had fallen asleep against her foot.

I filled the gap by checking my deck, which was a way of not checking her, and the checking turned into a memory, because that's how my deck works. Aether put the first one in my hands on my twelfth birthday, a brick of a thing with the case 3D-printed in a color that doesn't exist anymore, and he sat me down on the floor of our apartment and said the line I have repeated to myself in eleven countries since.

"Reality's just another system, Zeph. It's got code, it's got rules, it's got exploits."

He was twenty-eight then and raising a twelve-year-old on a coder's salary and stolen evenings, and he did it the way he did everything, which was by treating every problem as a configuration issue. Our parents' rows had gone null four years earlier. He never once said their names wrong afterward. When the school asked for guardianship paperwork he filed an appeal with a nine-page appendix, and when the appeal was denied he filed a second one with a nine-page appendix and a cover letter that opened with the sentence "Your records are incomplete," and by the time I was fourteen the school had stopped asking.

I found Project Reality Drain when I was sixteen, which is the year I learned that Aether had a job he didn't talk about. Not the fight itself. Fights are easy to write; it's the silence after that stays load-bearing. He came home at 3 a.m. and I had the folder open on the kitchen table and he read the title over my shoulder and went pale in the way that means the color was pulled, not drained. "Close it," he said. "Zeph, close it now." I asked him one question. He didn't answer it. We stood in that kitchen for a minute and a half with the refrigerator cycling, and the question stayed on the table between us like an unpaid bill.

Nine days later he was gone. No note, no body, no row change, which is the trick that took me two years to understand: Aether's registration never went null. His row is still active. It has been active every day since, green as a heartbeat, pulsing for a man nobody can find, which is Corporate's way of saying the account is in use and the user is not available for comment. The only other thing left in the apartment was the deck he'd built me, and a file I couldn't open, and a brother-shaped absence that no amount of scanning resolved.

The file is four layers of encryption wrapped around a voice I've played forty times. I have told nobody in this room that I cracked layer one. Some nights that omission sits on my chest like Meatball sits on a foot.

"The flag's not the reason," I said to Pixel. "The flag flips on everything we do. The reason is that a live daemon carries its own cache, and its cache carries the routing table for every delete it's ever run, and somewhere in that routing table is the part of the map nobody sells."

She capped the highlighter. "Say the rest."

"The part where I find my brother's signal."

*

You don't find a man who's wired into the root of things by asking politely, and you don't find him by walking, which is why I built the thing that scattered me across five realities in one afternoon.

I tested the deck while we argued. That's the rule of the room: you never sit still for a plan, you move your hands through the prep, so the argument has somewhere to go. New shielded drive in the bay, click. Coherence check on the rig, green. The rumor I'd been chasing said Aether's ping came from kernel space, from The Edge itself, and the only way to chase a signal across partitions was to partition myself.

The fragmentation exploit ran clean, which should have told me something.

Five of me woke up at once. Not sequential. At once, in five places, sharing one heartbeat across a bandwidth that wasn't built for it. I was a kid behind a taco counter in a reality where our block had never been zoned, and I was a mannequin in a department store window being adjusted by an employee with no idea I had opinions about the angle of my own left arm, and I was a smear of sentient glitter in a corporate atrium arguing with a dozen other specks about whether depreciation applies to joy, and I was two more things I don't have names for because the names got left in one of the other four.

The glitter argument went on for what felt like a week and I can still quote both sides. Position one: joy is consumed on delivery and therefore it's an expense. Position two: joy accrues in the room after the laugh and therefore it's an asset. A third faction maintained that we were glitter, that we had bigger problems, and that the tax discussion was a distraction from the fact that somebody was about to vacuum the atrium. I never found out who was right. That's the trouble with scattering: you get five complete sets of answers and none of them in the same universe.

The taco stand is the one that stayed with me. I ran it for what felt like eleven days. Griddle heat, a line out the door, the rhythm of folding a tortilla without looking, and I still know the salsa recipe by heart: charred tomatillo, one raw white onion, a serrano with the seed vein pulled if the customer looks like they've had a week, and a pinch of the dried stuff that isn't oregano and isn't thyme. People came back twice a day and remembered my name. Somewhere in me a server in Sector 7G was bleeding coherence at nine percent a minute and I was seasoning to taste.

Then the anchors came.

The first one was espresso. A1 rolled into range and put a shot through the line, and reality tightened so hard I felt it in my teeth: colors re-quantized, edges stopped smearing, and 34% of me stopped being in Sector 7G and started being drinkable. He delivered the stat while he did it, in the voice of a man reading a weather report off a falling anvil: "34% of you is still elsewhere. The remainder is drinkable. Standards must be maintained."

The second anchor was Pixel's voice, cutting through on a channel she had no business reaching. She didn't say "come back." She said my name in the tone she uses on volunteers who are about to do something expensive, and the tone has a direction in it.

The third was Clive. Clive built me a map out of staples: a pattern driven into the corner of every paper surface between five realities and one room, three staples corner to corner at every relay, because the office-supply network has been routing traffic since before the OS learned to spell. I followed staples home the way you follow floor tape out of a burning building.

I came back on the floor of this room with A1's shot in my throat and Pixel's voice still in my ears and a staple map glowing in my overlay, and Om poured me butter tea without a word, which is how Om says he already knew how bad it had been.

"That," Pixel said, "is why a live daemon matters."

"That's not why I said it."

"No," she agreed. "But it's why you're here."

*

Prep turned into the crew doing what the crew does, which is quietly, in four directions at once.

Luminara pinned a new photograph to the wall without comment. The wall is half her work: prints of edits, diff-blooms caught mid-flinch, the moment a block of reality gets rewritten. Tonight's was a street corner with the kerb line doubled, the old kerb showing through the new one like a watermark. "This block's on the re-zone list," she said. "Whoever is paying for the beige is three weeks ahead of schedule." She adjusted the pin a millimeter. She photographs every change as it happens, and she is the reason we ever see the ones that get cleaned up.

I asked her how she catches a thing that lasts half a second, the way I ask every time, because the answer is different every time and she knows I know. "You wait where the edit wants to be invisible," she said. "The system rewrites a street and it always leaves a seam on the north side, because whoever queued the job was thinking about lunch. Camera on the seam. You don't photograph the change. You photograph where the change is embarrassed."

She had been Linda3637 once, issued row by row in the Naming Registry by an archivist with tired hands, and her file still billed her as a legacy row under half her real name. She never talks about that at the prep table. She talks about seams.

Om poured tea around the table, one mug at a time, and didn't ask who wanted any. There's a version of cryptography that's all mathematics and a version that's all manners, and Om practices the second one. When he set my mug down he said, in his regular whisper, "A cache is a promise. Promises get audited." Then he sat and let the sentence do its own work.

Clive's verse came through the machines again, softer this time, the way a photocopier sounds when it's passing something it shouldn't: We route the traffic. We who exist. Somewhere out in the grid a fax machine in a basement was carrying our dock schedule for the price of a favor owed since the Ford administration.

A1 rolled forward on his cradle, port lights blinking, and set a shot on the table in front of me. "You are coherence 91% and falling," he said. "I project a 67% chance of disaster. Standards must be maintained."

"Sixty-seven is generous," Pixel said.

"It is my generosity you are drinking," said A1, "so do try to look grateful."

That's when the rules came up, and they came up as an argument, because crew rules in this room are always an argument and never a lecture. Pixel wanted the window split differently; I wanted to run point inside the dock; she said no solo runs, I said I wasn't running solo, I was running ninety seconds ahead of everyone; she said ninety seconds ahead is solo with better branding; I said if we waited for perfect windows we'd be waiting for Corporate to grant them, and Corporate doesn't grant anything, it meters.

"So we're agreed," she said, "on everything except who goes first."

"We're agreed on who goes first too," I said. "I've read your handwriting on the schedule."

She threw the highlighter at me and I caught it, and that was the negotiation. A1 cleared his port, which is the machine equivalent of a throat being cleared: "Coherence is a supply with a burn rate. Drink, or desync, and I will not be taking requests in the state you arrive in." Om, without looking up, said, "The plan is sound. Plans are always sound until they touch the dock." Clive's casing ticked once against the table edge, a sound like a stapler thinking, and nobody mistook it for an objection.

Nobody got voted on. Clive went thump once on the table with his casing, which settles more disputes in this room than any ballot, and that was that: no solo runs, patch before you desync, everything documented, nobody left in the buffer.

The job locked at 19:40. Steal a live erasure daemon before Corporate's quarterly audit gets around to it.

I stayed at the table after the others moved off, packing the shielded drive into its sleeve, and the room went on around me: press clacking, dog snoring, Luminara pinning the last of her prints. I've run a lot of jobs in my head since I was twelve. Stolen things, broken things, chased a ghost across five realities and came back short in all of them.

The only job I ever actually finished was finding this room.


Chapter 03: Eleven Seconds
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Plan first, because Pixel makes everybody say it out loud, on the theory that a plan said out loud has fewer places to hide.

"E-771," she said, tapping the dock schedule with the highlighter she had thrown at me an hour ago. "Callsign Hale. Ferries deletion logs from every district office it services to the records depot in Prime Material for quarterly audit. Wednesday nights, one driver, one escort unit, and a ninety-second window at the loading dock while the freight cradle cycles."

"Route?" I said.

"Clive's mailroom sources have had the route for six weeks." She looked at the far end of the table, where Clive sat with his casing catching the light, because Pixel assigns credit the way she assigns blame, which is publicly. "Which is why nobody has used it."

"Because a route is a document," said Clive, "and a document wants a home. We who bind, we who exist."

"Roles," Pixel said, before anyone could verse at her. "Zeph on the deck, cold-grab the daemon's core into the shielded drive. Me on point outside, reading the dock's edit history ahead of the edit, because the world changes on a delay and the delay is where we live. Luminara photographs every change as it happens. A1 passes the patch through a straw at the moment reality starts to smear."

"Reality will smear," said A1, from his cradle by the server rack, port glowing. "At the rate you people attract deletion events, reality smears on sight. Ninety seconds is a long time to hold four conscious processes at a coherence margin. I project a 67% chance of disaster. Standards must be maintained."

"Clive?" Pixel said.

"The depot's filing subsystem takes print jobs from any machine on the grid," Clive said. "There is a photocopier in the depot's basement that has owed me a favor since a document went through it in 1974 and came out the other side as something else. When we are ready, it will print. It will print until the queue cannot hold another sheet, and every clerk in that building will be looking at a jam, and nobody will be looking at us."

Meatball, asleep under my chair, sneezed at the word "jam."

"What happens when it phones home?" Luminara asked. She was at the wall with her camera in her lap, checking a shutter that does not need checking, which is how she asks things. "Because they all phone home. You told me that yourself."

"Then we're interesting," I said, "and we're already interesting, so the price of the ticket is rounding error."

"That's not an answer," she said.

"No," Pixel said. "It's his answer. There's a difference and I've stopped billing him for it."

Om set his kettle on the table and poured once, without being asked, into a mug nobody had claimed. "If the unit calls home," he said, "the call is a signal with a shape. Signals can be read. Shapes can be matched. Whatever it says about us, we will say something back."

"That's the plan," Pixel said. "It works for ninety seconds, or it doesn't work. Questions?"

I had eleven of them and I said three. We spent forty minutes on the rest, most of them about the exit, because the exit is where jobs are honest. Clive walked the route in staple notation on the table edge with his own casing: three taps for a corner, a drag for a corridor, a double thump for the door that opens onto the noodle cart. Luminara laid out four spare rolls of film and taped them inside her coat in the order she plans to spend them. A1 ran his numbers twice and then a third time, and when Pixel asked why, he said, "Because the third time is the one that believes the first two."

*

The records district goes quiet at 2 a.m. in the specific way only Corporate property does, which is quiet with a hum in it, four hundred racks breathing at a frequency that says the building is being paid to be here.

We came in through the service lane behind the depot, four of us in gray coveralls with the logos of a facilities company that exists, badges clipped wrong on purpose because wrong badges read as permanent and right badges read as visitors. Luminara had a camera slung under her coat like a man carrying a lunch. A1 rode in a laundry cart with his port taped over, which he has described on three separate occasions as undignified and accepts every time.

The lane smelled like cold freight and something faintly chemical, the smell of a building being cleaned by a process rather than a person. Overhead, a camera on a swivel turned past us and kept going, and Pixel, walking half a pace ahead, said, "It's looping. Nine-second pass, four-second gap at the third column. Walk the gap."

"How do you know it's looping?" I said.

"Because it passed the same pigeon twice." She didn't turn around. "The world has typos, Zeph. Read them."

We walked the gap. The pigeon, to its credit, did not move.

"Window opens in ninety seconds," Pixel said, in my ear. "Cradle's cycling now."

Ahead of me, the dock was a rectangle of sodium light and stacked freight trays. The daemon's ferry pod sat in bay three, squat and beige, a shell built to look like nothing on a shipping manifest.

"Clive," Pixel said.

Somewhere behind us, in a basement half a district away, a photocopier that had been waiting fifty-two years for this exact favor coughed, and then started to eat. In my overlay I watched the depot's print queue go from four jobs to eleven thousand in under a second, and the building's attention, that abstract Corporate attention that always feels like a ceiling fan changing speed, swung hard toward the basement.

"Jam reported," Clive said, and his voice came over the network in the dry rhythm of paper coming out of a machine. "We route the traffic."

"Zeph, on the pod. Ninety seconds."

I was on the pod with the deck already open, shielded drive in my left hand, cable snaked to the ferry's maintenance port. The lock gave in four seconds. Corporate builds its daemon cores to be serviceable by depot clerks, which means the lock is a formality with a badge reader attached, and I have never once met a formality I didn't walk through.

Inside: deletion logs, scheduling noise, routing tables. Weeks of it, stacked in buffers like shelved paperwork, and somewhere deeper down, the working memory of a thing that had removed a thousand names from the world since lunch. The logs read like a phone book that keeps forgetting people mid-sentence. Sector 7G, three rows, reason code unprofitable, timestamp 12:44, and then further down a whole block from Nocturne cleared in one pass because a siphon contract had renegotiated itself. Nobody's face in any of it. Just rows, and the addresses rows used to have, and the quiet administrative pleasure of a process that has finished its work.

I started the cold-grab. Drive spun up. Twelve percent.

"The cradle's early," Pixel said.

It was. The freight cradle in bay three began its cycle forty seconds ahead of schedule, which in depot terms is a clock being wound by somebody in a hurry. The pod's shell thumped and began to dock.

"Window's closing. You've got a minute."

Twenty-one percent. The grab was chewing on a log segment that had a family's lunch receipt in it, and I let it chew, because the logs are the score and the score is the point.

"Zeph." Pixel's voice went flat, the way it goes when she's reading something. "The unit just re-ran its route table. It sniffed the dock. Someone changed its schedule."

The pod went hot. I don't mean lights, I mean the overlay above it flipped from a maintenance tag to a live-process tag, and the live-process tag had a lock-on bracket around my deck's signature, and a daemon that has just sniffed an intrusion does exactly one thing, which is phone home with the coordinates.

"Window," Pixel said, "is eleven seconds."

*

Eleven seconds is a lifetime in kernel space and a heartbeat anywhere else. I've spent a month since then turning those eleven over, and it still has edges.

"Luminara, cameras," Pixel said. "A1, patch. Zeph, grab what's in the buffer and nothing else."

The straw came through the cart flap and into my mouth before I'd finished blinking: A1's espresso, reality-stabilizing, the patch, and the world snapped into register around me. Colors re-quantized. The sodium light stopped bleeding at its edges. My hands, which had started to smear at the fingertips the way hands do when a deletion event is happening nearby, went solid, and the coveralls on my arms stopped having that half-second lag where the fabric follows the arm.

"Coherence holding," A1 said in my ear. "Twenty minutes from this shot. Do try to spend them on something."

Luminara's camera fired twice from the shadows of bay two. She was photographing the change as it tried to happen: the dock re-zoning itself, the light above bay three brightening, the pod's tag re-rendering. Every shot freezes an edit long enough to walk past it, and she took four in eleven seconds, which is a rate of work I have never seen her match and expect to see again.

I grabbed. The buffer tore across at eleven percent, twenty, thirty. Real time does this thing where it thickens, where a percentage becomes a landscape, and I was down in the daemon's working memory with my hands in other people's deletions while above me the cradle locked and the escort unit walked its first pass along the row.

"Thirty-one seconds," Pixel said. "Zeph, the second unit's route is bending toward you."

The buffer hit forty-eight percent and the drive's little light went green in a way that felt like winning and tasted like burning. Eleven seconds of cache. The ping I'd seen on the first pass was down there too, buried under scheduling noise like a coin in a drain, and I pulled it into the shielded partition without reading it, because reading it later is what later is for.

"A second unit on the dock," Luminara said, quiet, from the dark. "East end."

It came in fast, same beige shell, escort unit, and it did not wait for introductions. Its presence alone changed the pod's state from contained to escorted, and escorted daemons do things on a timer. The lights along bay three went from sodium to white, and the white light is the light Corporate uses when it has finished pretending to be a building.

"Zeph, now," Pixel said. "Take what you have."

"Forty-eight percent. That's eleven seconds of it."

"Then we take eleven seconds. Move."

I yanked the drive, killed the cable, and slapped the wipe charge Clive had pressed into my palm at the door, a little paper-backed thing from the office-supply side of the world that does to a daemon core what a paper jam does to a basement. The pod's light went out along a seam. Core-wiped. Whatever it had been about to say to its handlers, it said into nothing. The escort unit stopped dead at the end of the row, its own orders suddenly addressed to a colleague who no longer existed, and stood there being a beige object for the four seconds that saved us.

And then, through the gap in the east door as it came past me, I heard it: the phone-home burst leaving anyway. A packet that had been queued before the wipe, fired on its own momentum, thin as a cough. It went out carrying the depot's coordinates and nothing else.

Nobody said anything for two full seconds.

"Out," Pixel said. "Side door, the vendor's there."

*

The exit vendor saw our faces.

That's the cost. He's a man who sells hot noodles out of a cart at the corner of the service lane and he has sold them to us before, and he looked up as we came through his steam in gray coveralls with our badges on wrong and his eyes did the thing eyes do, which is record. He didn't speak. He just watched us go, and then he went back to his broth, and a man who has watched you is a man who can be asked questions later by someone with a clipboard.

We made the transfer two blocks away in a stairwell, six flights up in the dark with a phone flashlight and a pair of hands that were still shaking at the fingertips until the patch wore the lag off them. The coveralls went into a laundry chute. The badges went into a drain. The shielded drive went into the inside pocket of my jacket, against the ribs, where I could feel its heat through two layers, and A1, wheezing up the last flight with his cradle folded, said, "You are holding that object like a man holding a brother."

"I'm holding it like a man holding evidence," I said.

"Yes," he said. "That too."

Behind us the depot sealed itself with a sound like a lock taking a breath. A clerk's access went dead at 2:14, before we'd reached the corner: the man whose badge had been near bay three when the wipe fired, revoked mid-shift, his row reassigned to a reassignment queue. Nobody unkind happened to him. Corporate doesn't do unkind, it does throughput.

Nobody slept. Clive's network reported the depot's basement copier going quiet at 2:40, its favor spent, fifty-two years of patience used up in one night and no complaint filed. The noodle vendor closed his cart at 2:55 with our faces still in his head.

In the pocket dimension, at 3:02, with the press switched off and Meatball awake and interested in everyone's cuffs, we spread the score across the back table.

The drive was core-wiped, no callbacks, nothing left in it that could point at us. And in it, eleven seconds of a live erasure daemon's cache.

Pixel put a glass of water next to my hand without comment, which from Pixel is a paragraph. Luminara unloaded her camera onto the light table and the first frame came up showing bay three in the moment the tag flipped, and she looked at it for a long time with her chin in her hand. Om had gone quiet in the way that means he's already three problems deep in the math. Clive had not moved from the wall.

Outside the vending machine, Sector 7G went on doing whatever Sector 7G does at three in the morning, which is mostly exist under protest.

*

Okay. Debrief, such as it is.

Nobody died, which A1 puts at 34% above his initial projection, and he delivers it like a man reading a weather report off a falling anvil: "Survival: 100%, which is 34% above projection. Standards must be maintained." He said it pouring the last of the night's shots, port light steady, and he said it to the room, and the room let him have it, because in this crew a statistic is how the machine grieves.

The daemon is dead: properly dead, core-wiped, no callbacks. And we got eleven seconds of its cache before it phoned home. Eleven seconds is a lifetime in kernel space. Eleven seconds is how you find your brother's heartbeat.

Because that's what's in there. Buried under the deletion logs and the scheduling noise, a ping from the deep end: signed AETHER, timestamped something impossible, origin point The Edge. Kernel space. The part of reality where the OS doesn't just run; it is.

I showed Pixel. She read it the way she reads everything, like the world has typos and she's already composing the correction. She didn't say "we'll find him." She's past that. She said: "Then that's where we go, and Corporate can file the complaint."

Clive took the printout and went to the wall. Three staples, corner to corner, driven home with a sound like a small door closing. His version of a war bond. Then he put his casing against the edge of the paper, once, the way you touch a thing you've decided to keep, and rolled back to his place at the table without a word of verse, which from Clive is a speech.

Luminara pinned her photographs beside it: the dock re-zoning itself, the pod's tag flipping to live-process, the second unit mid-stride in a frame where it has no face. Om poured tea for everyone and set Aether's line down where the tea went, so that every time someone reached for a mug they passed over a timestamp that couldn't be true. Meatball, who had been present for the entire job as a hole in every scan, put his chin on Pixel's knee and was told he was a good boy and an unregistered process.

The depot's sealed. The clerk's row is in a reassignment queue. The noodle vendor on the service lane has all our faces.

That's the score. That's the cost.

There is one more thing in the cache, and I haven't told anyone about it, and the not-telling is starting to have a weight to it that I can feel in the room.

Our flag did not flip to interesting when we stole the daemon. I checked the flag history on the way out, the way you check a fuel gauge, and the flip is dated a month ago, the afternoon I ran my fragmentation exploit in a café three blocks from The Second Pour. A month before tonight. A month before we had done anything worth flagging at all.

Whatever Corporate is building with Aether's hands, it has been watching us approach the whole time.

So the plan still works. That's the fun part. The plan works right up until it's the plan they wrote.

I haven't moved the printout from the wall. It's there with three staples in it and a timestamp that isn't possible and my brother's name signed at the bottom of it like he knew somebody would be reading.

- Zephyr, logging off


Chapter 04: The Patch and the Crystal

[image: Chapter 4 illustration]
Morning in The Ephergent starts with the press and ends with a shot, and the order is not negotiable.

A1 had his port open and his tray warm by 8 a.m., which for a machine that spent last night folded in a laundry cart counts as a victory lap. He came rolling out of the alcove with the cradle squeaking on its left wheel, set himself beside the back table, and produced a cup the size of a thimble with the ceremony of a man presenting evidence.

"Coherence check," he said. "Fingertips first."

I held my hands up in front of my face and looked at them, which is a sentence that would get you committed in any century except this one. They were solid. All ten fingers, all present, no trailing, no second outline. When you desync, the lag starts at the extremities: fingertips arrive a half-beat late, and then a hand becomes a smear at the edges, and then, if you keep going without the patch, you arrive somewhere that isn't a person anymore.

"Frame repeat," A1 said, and waved a port light at my face. "Look at me. Blink."

I blinked. He watched me the way he watches a gauge.

"Your left eye held the same frame for four hundred milliseconds at 03:41 last night. A face re-using a frame is the first sign of a payload coming apart. The second sign is that other people start seeing it too, and the third sign is glitch-slop."

"Which is?"

"The state in which you are several places at once and none of them are the room you are standing in," he said. "I have cleaned glitch-slop off this floor twice. It comes up out of the boards. It has opinions." He pushed the thimble closer. "Drink."

*

The patch is espresso, and everybody in this business has a theory about why.

I've heard the theories. Coffee is a stimulant and stimulants sharpen attention, which is a real answer for a world with physics in it. A1's machine runs hot and passes heat to the cup, and heat is a thing the OS has to render. Om says the shot is a sigil, and that a drink prepared by a consistent hand at a consistent minute is a small act of continuity in a system that edits continuity for a living, and Om, annoyingly, is the one I believe. My theory is that it doesn't matter. What I know is what happens in the cup: A1 sources beans nobody will name, pulls them at a pressure he recalibrates by ear, and hands you a shot that tightens reality around you like a strap. Colors re-quantize. The lag at your fingertips stops. A crew running a job drinks mid-job or smears at the edges, and smearing on a job is how people end up documented as missing.

We had a runner, before my time in this room, who took a job in Nocturne without a patch because he said he only needed ninety seconds. He got his ninety seconds. He also got a version of himself that came out the far side reusing the same four expressions for a week, and every photo Luminara took of him in that week has a second jaw in it. He's fine now. He doesn't run jobs.

"You can't run a job without it," I said, because mornings are for arguments.

"You cannot run a job without it," A1 agreed, "in the same way you cannot run a car without fuel. The car will have strong feelings about the matter and the road will disagree." He was already wiping his tray. "What you mean to ask is whether I can keep supplying it."

"Can you?"

He did the thing where a machine does arithmetic it doesn't like. Port light, twice. "The last good beans come from Verdantia, and Verdantia is drying up. Terraces that used to run green are running brown at the margins, water table shifting under the pre-release changes for whatever Corporate is shipping next, and the growers are selling what they have to the sectors that pay." He paused. "I am down to eleven shots."

"Eleven."

"Eleven good ones. After that I have a reserve blend, and I want it on record that I will be apologizing for it in percentages."

Eleven shots for a crew that runs jobs. It's the kind of number you write on the back of your hand, so I did, in the corner of my overlay where Meatball's scan logs go, and A1 watched me file it and said nothing, which from him is an endorsement.

*

The power bill arrived at 9:15, the way it always does: the pocket dimension announcing that it would like to keep existing.

The machine outside the vending machine draws from the district grid the way a bar draws from a tab, and twice a month somebody has to settle it. Pixel settled it that morning with a bag, not a cred stick. She upended it on the back table and the crystals came out in a small avalanche, thumb-sized, cold, faintly luminous, each one the shape of a laugh somebody had mined out of a bad week and sold.

"That's the whole draw?" I said.

"That's the whole draw," she said, sorting them by eye. "Power, ink, and the machine's opinion of itself."

CLX. Crystallized Laughter. The one asset Corporate can't mint and can't fork, because you cannot print joy, you can only take it off somebody and hold it, and the OS has spent six hundred years trying to work out how to counterfeit it and failing in a way that suggests the problem is fundamental.

The mechanics of the failure are the interesting part, and Pixel explains them every time somebody new joins a distribution point, so I've heard the lecture in four accents. Corporate can copy a cred. Corporate can copy a name, a badge, a signature, a face on a security feed. It cannot copy the moment a laugh happens, because the moment a laugh happens is an event with an audience, and the audience has to be there. Fork it and you get a file that contains every property of laughter except the part that makes it worth anything. The miners call themselves lucky. Everyone else calls them haunted. That's the joke and the tragedy in four words, and there's no room in it for a punchline, so I don't add one.

I have met a miner whose laugh hasn't come back.

He worked a seam under the lower districts, six weeks down, and came up with a pocket of crystal that paid his rent for a year, and the laugh he mined out of himself never returned. He told me about it in a noodle shop, perfectly pleasant, eyes kind, and at the end of the meal something funny happened at the next table and he did the thing where a person tilts their head and waits for the laugh to arrive, and it didn't, and he finished his soup. That was three years ago. I think about him when Pixel counts the crystals out on the table, one by one, cold and bright.

"Stop looking at them like that," Pixel said.

"Like what?"

"Like they're somebody's ribs."

"I'm looking at them like they're somebody's ribs."

She bagged the rest and went to feed the machine, and the pocket dimension took the payment with a sound like a fridge approving of itself.

"Rate's up again," she said, coming back. "Everybody's rate is up. The grid's squeezing the lower districts before the next re-zone, which means our power gets expensive exactly as fast as our neighbors get deleted, and I want it noted that those two facts are on the same invoice."

"You want it noted where?"

"In your head, so that when you next suggest a ninety-second window you remember what ninety seconds costs in crystal." She dropped into her chair and stole a sip of Om's tea, which she does every morning and Om permits every morning, having apparently priced it in.

Om refilled the pot without looking up. "The crystal is honest," he said. "It was paid for once, by someone laughing, and it will be spent once, by someone who needs power. Systems that mint their own currency forget the paying."

"That's either very wise or very stoned," Pixel said.

"Yes," said Om.

*

Clive talks about the network the way other people talk about the sea.

It starts with a photocopier. Every machine on the grid is a node, and every node remembers who taught it what: the copy rooms, the fax lines in basements that still tick over, the filing cabinets with a catch that only sticks one way, the badge printers in HR that have printed ten thousand names and kept a copy of each. Since 1967, Clive has been laundering documents through all of it, and the network owes him the way a river owes a mill.

"We who bind, we who exist," he said, resting his casing on the table. "Paper routes around the OS, you understand. The OS reads packets. Paper it reads with its eyes shut."

"Case in point?" Pixel said, and she means it as a challenge, and Clive takes it as an invitation.

"Case in point. There's a machine in Accounting, twelve floors up, beige as sin, that still runs on my authority, and my authority only. It prints an expense form that nobody alive has signed, and every quarter the form comes out, and every quarter somebody pays it, because the machine has never once been wrong."

I've watched him work a route. A job order goes out as a whisper across the network: a badge printer in a lobby in Prime Material picks it up mid-cycle and prints a pass nobody collects, and the pass sits in the tray until a mailroom copier in Nocturne asks for it by serial, and the copier lifts the image, carries it three floors, spits it out into a binder that a filing cabinet opens for exactly as long as it takes. Four machines, three sectors, no packets. The OS sees a lobby printing passes and a janitor filing paper, which is the whole trick: to the network, our traffic looks like office work, because for sixty years office work has been the only crime nobody audits.

"And the cold file?" I said.

Clive's casing ticked. That's the tell, and he knows I know it. "Barry Kowalski," he said. "An old contract. Old enough that the man who signed it is a footnote in three other files and a line item in none." He said it the way you say a name at a graveside. "I keep meaning to publish it. The network has carried worse and survived."

"That's not an answer either," Luminara said, from the light table, without looking up.

"No," said Clive. "It's where an answer gets stored until one's needed."

Barry Kowalski is a cold file in the office-supply network, which in Clive's world means a document waiting patiently in a cabinet for a century to become relevant. That's the whole of him: a name on a folder, a contract that predates the OS's paperwork, color in a fence's lore. Clive will produce it one day the way he produces everything, in the dry rustle of a machine doing a favor.

*

Luminara developed the night's photographs while we argued, because Luminara develops while the argument is happening and then contributes a single print that ends it.

First came the depot. Bay three in sodium light, the pod mid-dock, and in the corner of the frame the exact moment the tag flipped from maintenance to live-process, a bloom of red that the eye misses and the film doesn't. Then the escort unit in the east doorway, faceless, mid-stride. Then the service lane with our backs in it and the noodle vendor's cart steaming at the edge of the exposure, and I looked at that one longer than the others, because it's the frame that costs us.

Then she pinned the last one and the table went quiet.

It was a block in the lower districts, taken from across the street at an angle she favors: the bakery, the laundromat, the booth-shaped absence between them. The kerb was doubled. The whole street had a watermark in it where the old version still showed through the new one, and floating over the block, in the gray that only she and I ever seem to catch, three bars where three people's rows used to render.

"The Vega block," she said. "Same edit as last night. Somebody re-ran it this morning."

"The family," I said. "The café."

"The whole block's on the audit list," she said, and tapped the print. "There's a diff on the bakery's card machine too. It was accepting names again for nine days, and somebody has just finished un-accepting them."

Nobody said anything about the man in the beige suit. We didn't need to. The print hung there on its pin, doubled kerb and all, and the room looked at it the way you look at a receipt you already paid.

"Nine days," Pixel said at last. "The bakery accepted names for nine days and then somebody audited it."

"Somebody didn't audit it," Luminara said. She was already capping the developer tray. "Look at the edge of the frame. The edit came from the north side, at 4 a.m., with the seam on the light. That's a scheduled job. Somebody put the bakery on a list months ago and waited for the date."

"Which means the list exists."

"The list has always existed," Luminara said. "We just found the corner of it." She hung the print crooked, noticed, and straightened it, and her hand stayed on the pin a second longer than the pin needed. "The family was in there on Tuesday. I photographed them by accident, you know. Three people in a café window, out of focus, in a frame I took for the kerb."

I looked at the print for a while. There were three shapes in the window of the booth, soft at the edges because they were three meters from where I'd been sitting and Luminara had focused on the street. They could have been anybody's family. They were.

*

Later, after the press started up and the others drifted to their stations, I took the file out.

This is the part of the night nobody gets, and the part I've been carrying since the day I cracked it. Layer one. Four layers of encryption wrapped around a voice, and the first one came apart on a Tuesday while the press was running and Meatball was asleep on my feet, and what came out of it was a line of code and a man's voice saying things I have played forty times.

`RETURN connection > perfection`

And underneath it, Aether, older than the last time I heard him and younger than the day he vanished:

"Don't spend your life chasing my ghost. Find people worth fighting for."

Forty times. I have played it forty times and I could not tell you now which of those forty I played for information and which I played because it was the only place he still exists. The voice has a room in it. It has the kitchen, the refrigerator cycling, the deck he built me set between us on the floor.

I played it once more while the press was clacking, with the sound pinned low enough that nobody hears it over the ink. "Don't spend your life chasing my ghost." He said that like he'd read the sentence somewhere and liked the way it fit. The last time he says my name in the recording, he says it the way he said it when I was small and he was carrying me to bed, and the file is eleven seconds long and I have never once managed to hear it as a file.

Layer two is behind it, and layer two is real and shaped like a door. I get the algorithms to the seam and they stop, every time, not with an error, with something worse: a shrug. Whatever the second layer is made of, brute force doesn't touch it, and I have never once put in front of another human being the fact that I have a dead brother's second sentence sitting behind a wall I can't reach.

The overlay blinked. 11:20. Down the table, Pixel was arguing print runs with a volunteer, A1 was recalibrating by ear, Om was pouring.

I closed the file and put it away and went to help.

- Zephyr, logging off


Chapter 05: Callback Path

[image: Chapter 5 illustration]
The question was simple enough to write on the back of a napkin, and I had written it on the back of a napkin, and Pixel had looked at it for a full ten seconds before answering.

"Where does a daemon call home?" she read. "You broke into a records depot for this."

"I broke into a records depot and it called something on the way out." I turned the napkin around so the crew could see it. Eleven seconds of cache sat on the drive in the middle of the table, and inside the cache was a packet that had left before Clive's wipe charge landed, gone out on its own momentum, thin as a cough. "Whatever it phoned, it phoned without asking. That's a route. Routes have an address."

"And addresses have an owner," Om said.

"And owners have habits," said A1, "and habits are the only thing in this universe I can still predict."

Clive's casing ticked twice against the table. "There is a place," he said, "where they keep them between deletions. Under the records district, below the depots, below the loading docks, below even the freight. My machines have printed the maintenance schedules for it since before you were an idea. It is called the docking bays, and every unit that works in Prime Material sleeps there."

"A cathedral of cradles," Luminara said. She said it flat, the way she says anything she's photographed in her head first.

"Then we go where the daemons sleep," Pixel said, "and we go quiet, and we go tonight, because the audit cycle gives us four more days before every unit on that floor gets its logs pulled."

The table went quiet in the way that means the decision has already been made and the room is only attending the ceremony.

Clive raised one objection, in his own way, by stapling a corner of the dock schedule to the table edge twice and leaving it there. Two staples means a question in staple grammar, and the question was the obvious one: after the depot, why would anything down there be unattended?

"Because it's guarded by boredom," I said. "Nobody raids a charging floor. The whole point of a cathedral of cradles is that it's where everything goes when it isn't being interesting."

"Everything goes where it isn't being interesting," Clive said, "until someone reads the schedule."

Luminara asked about cameras and I said the bays are below the camera layer, and she asked how I knew, and I said because Pixel had read the edit history of a corridor we hadn't entered yet and found no seams, which is the clearest signature in the world of a place nobody has bothered to rewrite. She wrote it in her notebook anyway, the date and the source, because evidence that lives only in someone's memory has a habit of being reclassified.

A1 posted the numbers without being asked: ninety minutes of coherence for two bodies moving slow, one shot, and a reserve of forty minutes if somebody panics. "If you are inside when I count to zero," he said, "you will not be inside anywhere in particular. The floor will have you. I say this as your physician and as a machine who has swept this floor before."

*

The maintenance signal is a heartbeat the building sends itself: a periodic packet, dumb as a metronome, that travels from the records district down to the bays to wake the cradles and tell them which units are due for charge. Everything on the grid has one, and everything on the grid assumes nobody rides them, because you'd have to be crazy or out of options to cram yourself into a keepalive.

We were both.

"We ride it down, we get ninety seconds inside the bay's own traffic before the next tick throws us out," I said, sketching the descent on my deck for the third time. "Pixel reads the bay while I read the route. Clive's network carries us."

"The machines have agreed to help," Clive corrected, "which is a different grammar."

His route for us was the best thing the office-supply network has ever produced. We wouldn't move as people down there; we'd move as office equipment. Two hand dryers in a service corridor, a badge printer on the mezzanine, and a photocopier with its lid up, and our audio would ride through their cycles the way paper rides through a tray: half a second at a time, hopscotching from machine to machine, anonymous in the most boring way the grid can imagine.

"A1 on the horn," Pixel said. "Coherence countdown the whole way."

"I will be counting," A1 said, "and you will be listening, because the last time a crew of yours ignored my count, I spent an evening scraping one of you off a doorframe. Ninety minutes of coherence from one shot. Twenty minutes from a sip through a straw. Do try to budget accordingly."

We went in at 4 a.m., through a service hatch behind a laundromat, down three flights that the city's maintenance log insists do not exist, and out the other side into the bays.

Getting in was Clive's choreography, and Clive choreographs the way old machines do anything, which is slowly, completely, and with a preference for corners. The laundromat's dryer two is a node. The corridor's hand dryer is a node. The badge printer on the mezzanine has been printing temporary passes for a contractor that dissolved in 1998 and will keep printing them until someone in facilities learns to read a cancellation notice, and every one of those cycles gives us half a second of cover for a packet to move.

"The machines are expecting us?" I asked him on the way down.

"The machines were told to expect a maintenance sweep," Clive said. "I am a maintenance sweep. I have been a maintenance sweep since 1967." His casing caught the stairwell light once. "We who bind, we who exist, and tonight we exist very quietly."

Om, who had come along to hold a channel open with a key he whispers rather than types, set his kettle on the third landing and poured two cups in the dark without spilling. Butter tea. He handed me one and said, "If the signal stutters, drink. The tea confuses anything that tracks by heat, and down here everything tracks by heat." It's a cryptography trick disguised as hospitality, and it works on drone tracking, and I have never once seen him explain which part of that sentence is the joke.

*

Imagine a cathedral built out of charging racks.

That's the docking bays: four hundred meters of them, row on row, low enough that you crouch, deep enough under the records district that the air has been in here since before the OS learned to paint. Each cradle is a curved slot the size of a delivery pod, cable spine, contact pins, a status lamp in Corporate beige. Most were occupied. Erasure daemons slept in them like commas, shells dented from the week's work, and the lamps pulsed on a slow shared rhythm that made the whole room breathe.

"Edits," Pixel murmured. She had her palm flat on the nearest cradle and her eyes half shut, reading the bay's history the way she reads a street, which is to say out loud and in fragments. "This one's been redone twice. This cradle has had three different serials and the floor still has the paint from the first." She moved down the row. "They come back from deletions with fresher paint than they left with. Every unit that goes out gets a repaint on return, and the repaint is always the same beige, and the beige is always three weeks newer than the shell underneath it."

"Why repaint a shell nobody sees?"

"Because somebody audits the paint," she said. "Somebody up there likes a world that looks tended."

I was already jacked in. The cradle network is a backplane, dumb and broad, and a deck in maintenance mode rides it the way a rumor rides an office. Traffic went past me in bursts: charge requests, unit status, a nightly roll call of who had gone out and who had come back, and under all of it the thing we'd come for, a thin outbound channel that every daemon on the grid uses to say the same four words to the same place.

`DELETE COMPLETE // ACKNOWLEDGE`

The channel was open. I rode it up.

Halfway there, the roll call hit our row.

It sweeps the bays one cradle at a time, a tick that goes down the floor like a librarian checking lamps, and when it reached the empty cradle beside my knee it stopped, because an empty cradle during a scheduled charge cycle is a contradiction, and contradictions make the grid itch. Pixel's hand closed on my sleeve. Somewhere above us a hand dryer roared for its one allotted second, and in that second Om whispered a key that made the tick read the cradle as occupied by a unit in transit, and the roll call moved on.

"Forty seconds of that," A1 said in my ear, "and I will start charging you for the adrenaline."

"A1?" Pixel said.

"Coherence 94% and steady," A1 came back, from a laundry cart three districts away, riding the horn like a man with a stopwatch. "You have a clean line. I would enjoy it while it lasts. Eighty minutes."

We moved down the row in the dark with four hundred sleeping deletions breathing around us. Luminara had stayed above, photographing the hatch, the stairs, the corridor that the maintenance log denies, because every route out has to exist in film before it exists in an emergency. She sent one frame down through the badge printer in the time it takes to print a pass nobody collects: the bays from the top of the stairs, cradle on cradle, lamps pulsing, and in the corner a beige shell mid-charge with a fresh coat of paint on it that the shell under it had not asked for.

Clive's machines carried our audio up and down the mezzanine like a relay race: hand dryer, badge printer, hand dryer, and under each hop the dryers roared for one second to cover the gap. Somewhere above us a badge printer was printing passes for people who would never collect them, and that is what freedom sounds like in this city.

The route resolved, and I stopped moving.

"Pixel."

"I see it."

The callback didn't go to security. That's the thing neither of us said for a long ten seconds, because when you pull a route expecting a security endpoint and find something else, the something else is heavier. Every unit on the grid reported to a channel that bypassed Corporate's security stack entirely, went up a layer past it, and terminated at an executive endpoint with a signature I didn't recognize. Security got a summary. Security got the quarterly digest. The live feed, the one with coordinates in it, went to an office somewhere in the apex that has no name on the door.

"Someone above security has a private line," Pixel said, "and the daemons have been using it the whole time."

"Does it have a name?"

"It has an approval ID. It stamps every packet." She read it off my overlay: a string of letters and numbers, and then she said, very quietly, "Zeph. This approval ID is on other things."

It was. It took me ninety seconds to check, riding the backplane from the bays up into archives I had no business in, and it was on three of our recent jobs' worth of luck. The delivery drone that had rerouted over our heads in Sector 7G and left a gap in the coverage. The window of unattended time in the records district that had let us walk a route we shouldn't have known. The photocopier in the depot basement being off the audit rotation for one quarter, exactly the quarter we needed. Three lucky breaks, same stamp, and a timestamp in the corner that made my stomach do something I will not describe.

The flag flip was in there too, filed under the same ID, dated a month before we stole the daemon.

Show everything to Pixel is a rule. The exception I took started a month ago and I have not been able to put it back.

"A1," I said. "How long?"

"Forty minutes, and I would prefer you spent them moving."

*

We were out on the return tick, through the hatch, up the stairs that don't exist, and into a dawn that had started without us.

The score sat in my deck like a stone in a shoe: the callback topology, an executive endpoint above security, an approval ID, and a timestamp I have not shown anyone. Daemons report to an office with no name. Lucky breaks come pre-approved. My flag didn't flip when we broke into the depot; it had been sitting there for a month, patient as hold music.

I didn't tell them about the approval ID. I told them about the endpoint, and the channel, and the private line, and Pixel wrote it on the wall between Luminara's photographs in marker, and the crew looked at it the way you look at a wire you've just realized is live.

Cost arrived two days later, in the form of a man.

He turned up at the distribution point on Ninth, where the zine goes out on Thursday nights to whoever will take a stack. Beige jacket, no name badge, a clipboard with a form on it that had more boxes than questions. He was polite in the way of a machine that has been coached on politeness: good morning, how many copies, may I note the address, thank you for your engagement with Corporate services. Luminara photographed him from across the street and told me his shoes cost more than the table.

"He asked about our print run," the volunteer said afterward, a nineteen-year-old with ink on her wrists. "He asked it like it was a health survey."

"Did he write down your name?"

"He asked if I had one first," she said.

The next Thursday he was back, and the Thursday after that, same clipboard, same courtesy, no badge. He never blocked a single copy. He stood at the edge of the distribution point with his form and his pen and he recorded who came, and everyone who came saw him, and the seeing is the point.

He asked me, the third week, whether the zine had "a reader metrics process." I said we counted stacks. He wrote that down, exactly that, and thanked me for engaging with Corporate services, and his pen moved the way pens move when the answer is already in the box.

"An auditor," Pixel said, reading Luminara's photographs off the light table. "Sent to be seen."

"They're telling us they can count us," I said.

"Yes," she said. "That's exactly what they're telling us."

We argued about him for an hour, which is what we do instead of panicking. Luminara wanted his shoes photographed at a focal length she named twice. Om said a watcher who wants to be seen is broadcasting, and broadcast is a channel, and channels carry both ways. Clive said the network had no record of him: no badge print, no clearance, no purchase order for the clipboard, and a man who exists in no machine's paperwork is either off-grid or above it. A1 ran the odds of an unbadged auditor being a coincidence and gave us a number with two decimal places and a small sad sound like a kettle finishing.

Nobody could make him leave. That's the part I keep turning over. You can't uninvite a man who never entered anything.

That night I put the approval ID on the wall where nobody was looking, under a corner of an old routing sheet, and stood back from it, and the room went on around me: press clacking, dog snoring, A1 counting shots into a glass like a man counting ammunition.

Someone opened these corridors for us. The bays were unlocked, the cameras looped, the route clear at four in the morning in a building that has never once been unattended, and a man with a clipboard is already waiting at the far end of the job we haven't run yet. Corridors get left open for two reasons: because a guard went home, or because somebody wants you through the door. I stood there with the taste of it in my mouth, close enough to say, and said nothing to anybody.

- Zephyr, logging off


Chapter 06: Corridors Left Open

[image: Chapter 6 illustration]
I had been building a wall, and I had been doing it since the afternoon my flag flipped, and I hadn't noticed until Pixel took one down.

It started as a normal Thursday. The press was running the Vega block issue, A1 was counting shots he'd already counted, and Meatball had claimed Om's chair because Om had stood up, and the room had that shape a room gets when everyone is working and nobody is saying so. Pixel was at the wall of photographs, rotating a print by a degree, and she went past the routing sheet I'd papered over, and her hand stopped.

"Zeph."

"It's a working stack."

"It's a stack you've been hiding, and I read stacks for a living." She pulled the sheet. Underneath: printouts, timestamps, flag histories, the approval ID, a routing table from the depot, three pages of daemon cache with a highlighter line running through the same string in all three. "How long?"

"How long what?"

"How long have you had this and not put it on the wall where the wall can do its job?"

Nobody in the room moved. Clive's casing went very still, which for Clive is a shout.

"Since it happened," I said. "The flag history, since the afternoon it flipped. Everything from the depot on, since the night we ran the daemon."

*

She didn't shout. Pixel doesn't shout, and I sometimes wish she would, because the version of her that goes quiet and starts pulling prints off the wall one at a time is much worse.

She read the wall the way she reads anything: fast, sideways, out loud, correcting as she went. "The depot route was pre-cleared. Look. Here's the dock schedule, and here's the audit exception, filed six weeks before we touched it, granting an unscheduled delivery window at bay three on the exact night we ran. Somebody requested that exception in writing."

"Corporate does everything in writing," Luminara said.

"Corporate does everything in writing, and this request has no requester." Pixel pinned it beside the printout. "It has an approval ID. The same one."

She kept going. The docking bays: cameras on the lower level, all fourteen, looping a nine-second pass of the same empty corridor, and the loop's timestamp started three days before we went down. The clip Luminara had photographed of the corridor was proof of a thing that had been arranged for us, and Luminara, who photographs edits for a living, looked at her own frame for a long time and said nothing, which is what shame looks like on her.

"The clerk," I said.

"Go on."

"The clerk who saw our faces. His access was revoked at 2:14, before we cleared the corner. I checked the revocation order after, because revocation is supposed to come from depot security, and it didn't. It came from an HR queue three sectors away, filed by nobody, at 1:47. Forty minutes before we ever came through the service lane."

Pixel put that one on the wall with two pins, hard enough to tear the corner.

"Forty minutes," Luminara said. "So the man who could describe our faces was already gone when we arrived."

"The revocation is the easy part to parse," Pixel said. "The order of it is what I keep tripping on. He was already gone when we decided to come."

Clive, who had been silent through the whole of it, rolled to the wall and set his casing against the corner of the printout the way he does when a document is real. "In my trade," he said, "this is called a house that wants the goods. You walk in, the door is unlatched, the alarm has been disabled by the owner, and at the end of the corridor there is a buyer with a price already agreed. The only question left in such a house is which of you is the merchandise."

Nobody found a joke in that, so nobody looked for one.

"And the café," she said. "Say the rest of it."

I told her about the café that same night, and I left the flag out, because I hadn't checked the flag history yet and I hadn't wanted to. Three meters from a family in a booth: a man in a beige suit who ordered nothing, and beside theirs, the booth nobody sat in, reserved on the ledger since 11 a.m. by a cred account that resolves to a shell. I had watched that reservation all afternoon in my overlay and read it as protocol, because protocol is what you read things as when you don't want the alternative.

"The Vega family's booth was three meters from a booth Corporate had already reserved," I said. "I sat at the counter. The counter had no reservation and I didn't check whether it needed one."

"That's your part," Pixel said. "Here's mine: three days before the café, our pocket dimension's power was rerouted off the district loop and onto a line that doesn't appear on any grid map, which is why nothing has failed since. Here's Om's part: the butter tea recipe he's been using got modeled by something that never drinks. Here's Clive's part: the basement copier at the depot was off audit rotation for exactly one quarter, and Clive, ask him."

Clive's casing lifted an inch off the table and came down. "I assumed favor," he said. "Sixty years of favors, and I assumed this one was mine."

"Nobody guards a secret this badly," I said.

The room took that the way a room takes a dropped glass.

*

We put the map up properly then, all of it, side by side, and it took the whole wall and part of the ceiling.

Job 1's route, pre-cleared. The bays, pre-looped. The clerk, pre-revoked by someone else. The café's reserved booth. The power line. Om's modeled recipe. The three lucky breaks in Sector 7G stamped with an approval ID from an office with no name. Corridors left open, walls left thin, a schedule that bent around us for a month like water finding a person.

"Layer on layer," Om said at last. He had not sat down since the second pin. "Every obstacle removed before we reached it, every witness neutralized before it could become a witness."

"They didn't stop us at the depot," Pixel said. She was standing back from the wall with her arms folded, and her voice had gone through angry and come out somewhere colder. "They could have. Two daemons, twelve clerks, a lock with a badge reader on it. They had a second unit on the dock and it didn't fire once." She tapped the printout of the escort unit. "It walked the row, looked at us, and waited for the wipe."

"So we could take the cache," A1 said.

"So we could take the cache," Pixel agreed. "So we could take eleven seconds and bring them home and put them on this wall." She turned around then, and the anger, which had been aimed at Corporate and at the wall and at the schedule, came around and did the only thing it had left to do. "And you had a month of this and you put it under a routing sheet."

"I was going to bring it out when I had the whole thing."

"You've had this since the night we ran the daemon," she said, "and you put it under a routing sheet, and I want you to know I'm angry at you for exactly as long as it takes me to be angry at the people who wrote the routing sheet, which will be forever, so you'll have to stand there a while."

"I can stand there."

"You can," she said, and it was not forgiven, and it was also not the thing that mattered anymore, and she looked back at the wall the way you look at a door you've realized was held for you.

Nobody robbed us. We were walked, the way you walk a guest through a house you already own.

Om walked the wall twice with his hands behind him, the way you walk a garden you've decided to replant. At the power-line reroute he stopped. At the modeled butter tea he stopped again, longer, and I watched his hands, which shake on bad days, go perfectly still instead.

"Someone read my recipe," he said. "I have used the same eight minutes of preparation since I was a student, and a thing with no mouth read it and wrote it down." He let that sit. "What else have they read that belongs to us and has never been a document?"

Nobody had an answer, so the question stayed up on the wall with the rest of the map.

A1, who had run his numbers twice while we pinned, spoke from his alcove at last. "For the record, the coherence math still holds. Whatever is arranging our corridors has arranged a world in which you arrive upright. I find that reassuring and I distrust myself for finding it so."

"Comforting," Pixel said.

"Disturbingly comforting," A1 agreed, "which is the only kind I stock."

*

The endpoint called at 9:02.

It came in on the private channel above security, the one I'd pulled out of the daemon's callback route and hidden in my deck, and it lit up the room in a color nobody in this business ever wants to see: an open inbound from an executive layer, addressed to us, with our own crew handle in the header.

Pixel looked at me. I looked at the answer key.

"If we don't take it," I said, "she knows we found it."

"We know she knows we found it," Pixel said. "That's what an open inbound means."

She answered it.

The wall cleared itself and became a screen, and the room did what rooms do when authority arrives: the press wound down, A1's port light dimmed to a courteous glow, and Meatball, who has no opinions about authority, went on sleeping.

The woman on the screen was mid-fifties, beige done well, no jewelry, in an office with nothing in it that she needed to look at. She had a tablet on her knee and she did not look at it.

"Good evening," she said. "I'm Isolde Marrow, Chief Reality Officer. Thank you for taking the call. I appreciate that it arrived without warning, so I'll be brief, and I'll be quick to leave."

No raised voice. No daemon behind her. The courtesy was the loudest thing in the room.

"I've read the dataset you recovered from unit E-771," she said, "and I want to thank you properly for it. Eleven seconds is a generous donation of telemetry, and it has been useful. Your extraction was clean. The wipe charge was a nice touch, incidentally. The office-supply routing that carried it is older than our current Terms of Service and we have never managed to model it."

Pixel didn't speak. Neither did I.

"I'll tell you what you've worked out, so we can skip the part where you pretend," Marrow said, in the tone of someone reviewing a release. "Your route to the depot was pre-cleared under approval 7734-K, which you have on your wall. The lower level of the docking bays was placed in a camera hold on the ninth of this month. The revocation of the records clerk's access was executed from an HR queue to keep it out of your analysis, because a revocation originating from depot security would have given you the department, and the department would have given you me. You arrived at 4:07. You left at 4:31. You overpaid a noodle vendor on the service lane by a factor of four."

She let that sit for exactly as long as it takes to feel found.

"Your exit timing is fourteen percent better than your entry timing, which is a coaching problem, and I've taken the liberty of noting it in the margin. Your patch supply is eleven shots, from a supply line that fails in the spring. Your photographer's film is sourced from a vendor who files her orders under a name she stopped using in 2019. Your fence's network routes roughly forty percent of its traffic through a machine in Accounting that none of our teams can find, and we have looked, twice, and I've asked them to stop looking, because I prefer it where it is."

She paused, and something moved behind her face that had nothing to do with the metrics.

"Also: charred tomatillo, one raw white onion, a serrano with the seed vein pulled if the customer has had a week. I mention it only to be clear about the level of detail we're working at. You have been thorough and we have been thorough, and the difference between us is that I got to read your file before you read mine."

"That's enough," Pixel said.

"It is," Marrow agreed, and did not raise her voice by a single degree. "So let me tell you why I called, because I don't hunt. Hunting wastes good people on the wrong problems. What I do is measure, and measurement requires a live subject, and you are the most instructive subjects on the network. I signed the Terms of Service in a year none of you were born in, and I signed it because a world with deletion in it is a world where grief can be administered: filed, closed, and stopped accruing against people who need to work in the morning. You can call that monstrous. I'd rather you called it a design decision, because design decisions have acceptance criteria, and yours are coming."

The screen held her for a moment longer.

"This was a courtesy call. Nothing you did tonight was a mistake, and nothing you do next will be one either. You'll keep the cache, you'll keep the route, you'll keep going, and we'll keep watching, because I would rather watch you than be surprised by you. That's the whole offer. Good night."

The screen went dark. The press wound back up. Somewhere Meatball opened one eye, decided the world still had no opinion about him, and closed it again.

Nobody spoke for a long time, and then everybody did, badly, at once, which is the crew's way.

Luminara wanted to know how a woman with no camera had read a film vendor's invoices. Clive wanted to know which two teams had looked for his machine in Accounting and what they had said when they found nothing, and his voice had a quality in it I've only heard once, from a photocopier the day its building got condemned. Pixel stood with her back to the wall so she could see every face at once, and I recognized the posture, because it's the posture of a person running a room through an emergency she hasn't named yet. Om sat down, finally, and poured the tea he'd refused to pour, and set a mug in front of each of us in an order that meant something to him.

Then A1 rolled forward to the middle of the room, port light steady, and poured himself a diagnostic the way a doctor pours a drink, and we all looked at him, because A1 with numbers is our weather report and we've learned to read the sky.

"One year," he said. "The crew's one-year survival projection, updated as of this minute." He set the glass down. "I have run it four times."

"Read it," Pixel said.

A1 looked at the glass, and then at the wall with all our pinned luck on it, and then at the sleeping dog, and he closed his port light in a way I have never seen him do, which is his version of taking off a hat.

"No," he said.

"Meaning it's that bad."

"Meaning," said A1, "that standards must be maintained, and one of the standards is that a statistic delivered to a crew under this much load becomes the crew's next decision instead of its information. I will read it aloud when it helps. Tonight it would only decorate the panic." His port opened again, one blink. "I suggest we plan instead."

So we planned. That's what you do when a Chief Reality Officer has just read your wall back to you with notes in the margin: you plan, because planning is the only answer that doesn't sound like surrender, and because somewhere under the arithmetic there was still a job to be run, and a brother in a file, and a wall full of maps that somebody had bothered to leave open for us.

Telemetry has been watching since page one. I wrote that on the wall, in the corner, under the approval ID, in marker, where everyone has to see it every morning.

Nobody guards a secret this badly. They never were guarding one.


Chapter 07: Run Anyway
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The endpoint stayed live for four seconds after Marrow hung up, the way executive lines do, long enough for the room to hear itself breathe. Then the call folded and the pocket dimension took back its usual noise: the zine press idling at the top of a cycle, the busted vending machine ticking through a cooling downgrade, Meatball's nails on the concrete as he re-evaluated whether the polite beeping had been a squirrel.

Nobody spoke. That's the part nobody warns you about. You get told the Chief Reality Officer has read your whole plan in telemetry since page one, and the immediate result is six people discovering they don't know where to put their hands.

A1 broke it, the way A1 breaks most things.

"One-year crew survival projection, revised downward," he said, steam venting off his group head in a thin, apologetic line. "The figure exists."

"Read it," Pixel said.

"I have elected not to read it aloud. Standards must be maintained, and one standard is that nobody makes decisions in this room on an empty stomach. I am making cortados. Arguments improve with sugar."

He rolled two meters to the steam wand and went to work with the grave focus of a man defusing a package addressed to himself. Nobody stopped him. Rule two of the crew: drink the patch before you desync, and an argument in this room counts as desync. Our walls go soft when we fight, the whole dimension printing itself like a photo left out in the rain. The Ephergent is held together by quantum tape, an orange Swingline stapler manufactured in 1967, and the fact that nobody has ever successfully metered a dog.

Meatball came over and put his chin on my knee, because my knee was doing nothing, which is his favorite activity for a knee.

Clive went first. In weather like this, the fence always goes first.

"We who scatter, we who survive," he said. His staple arm clicked twice against his own casing, an old habit, a man checking his seams. "I have stashes older than most governments. Paper in eleven basements and a filing cabinet in Sao Paulo that still believes it's 1974. We take the press, we take the dog, and we go quiet in the walls until the flag ages out."

"Flags don't age out," Pixel said. "They escalate."

"They do," A1 said, at the wand. "Median interval between escalation steps, on the little we've watched: forty-one days, with a long tail toward scheduled."

"Plain," Clive said.

"He means we'd die later," Luminara said, "and in a queue."

Luminara stood at the photo wall with her camera hanging off two fingers, touching nothing. "My turn. I can document this. I can photograph every corridor she claims she has walked and put all of it on the front page, and here is the part where I disappoint you: a photographed cage is still a cage. I carried nine years of proof that I existed, and the Registry still billed me as a legacy row. Evidence is a mirror, and the OS doesn't check its reflection."

"Mine's negotiation," Pixel said.

The room turned. She had her back to us, arms folded, watching the dead endpoint the way you watch a dog that bit once.

"Don't," she said, before anyone could. "I know. I hate it more than any of you. I'm the one who asked you all if you wanted to burn Corporate Corp to the ground, and now I'm standing here doing arithmetic on the cost of being seen doing it. She would offer terms. Terms are a thing you can read, and she reads everything, and at least we would know the shape of the room we're in."

"A managed asset is a room," A1 said, "and I have watched what quiet does to people who know things in rooms. They become quiet people. Quiet is a treatment plan, and it works beautifully, provided you never intend to use what you know again."

"Quiet," Clive said, "is a man with stashes in a basement, listening to his own heart."

"Which beats," Om said, "until it doesn't."

Om had not left the table. He had a cup of butter tea in front of him that he had not drunk, which for Om amounts to standing on a chair and shouting.

"So," he said. "Scattered, quiet, negotiated, photographed. Notice what the four have in common. She owns the truth. Every option on this table is a request to the writer of the records for a nicer entry. Scatter and quiet ask her to forget us. Negotiate asks her to price us. Photograph asks her to admit. None of it is ours to require, because she holds the pen."

He lifted the cup, drank exactly enough, and set it down on its own ring.

"An operating system that owns the truth cannot be out-stolen," Om said. "Only embarrassed."

The press clacked. In the wall, a photocopier we don't own coughed, carrying traffic on Clive's network through our house the way a dog walks a smell indoors.

*

I let the argument finish circling, because that's the job. You watch where it lands before you put your hand in.

A1 put a cortado in front of me. I picked it up and did not drink, which is how he knew I was thinking.

"Here is what she gave us," I said. "That she read the plan. That she had our exit timing down to the second. That she had my salsa recipe at level of detail. She thanked us for the eleven seconds of cache, then hung up polite, like closing a ticket that closed well."

"And the other thing," Pixel said.

"And the other thing she did not do. She did not seal anything. She did not come down here, did not offer a term, did not warn us off a next job, because as far as her instruments know there isn't one yet. She spent surprise on a courtesy call. A woman who thinks in release cycles does not spend surprise unless the spend returns something."

"Which is?" Luminara said.

"A live subject," I said. "Her words, last night. Measurement requires a live subject. Whatever she is building with my brother's hands, it needs us moving. Every option on this table is a way of going still, and going still is the one move that dries up her data."

"So we run," Pixel said.

"So we run, and we start lying."

The word went around the room and came back to me.

"Telemetry is a channel," I said. "Channels carry both directions, poison included. She sees what we do, so from here on we decide what she sees. We announce a job, loud, through every pipe Clive owns, and her dashboard lights up for a mark we never touch. We run the real one somewhere her instruments are not pointed."

My deck chimed before anyone could answer. Endpoint origin, no subject line. I read it out loud, because hiding things is how we got here.

`Follow-up as courtesy. Channel remains open on your side; primary research beats modeled scenarios. Unrelated process note: grief is the one process I have never managed to unschedule. It ships. I.M.`

"Channel carries both directions," A1 said.

"She is explaining herself," Pixel said. "That is worse than a threat, and she knows it is worse than a threat."

"Note it, don't debate it," I said. "Second half of the plan, and this is the half that matters. We cannot steal the truth from a system that writes the truth. Fine. She wins the nouns. But we can undo deletions faster than her daemons can re-run them, and every restore is a public crack in the Terms of Service. She soft-deletes a name and nobody checks the logs, that is a cleanup. She soft-deletes a name and we put it back before breakfast, that is a bug report with a million subscribers."

"The zine's readership," Pixel said.

"Is a million bug reporters," I said.

Om nodded once, the way he does when a proof finally has a shape.

"Feeding the observer is a recognized countermeasure," A1 said, "and it has a failure mode worth stating: if she prefers the data we hand her to the data she takes, she stops taking her own, and then we are writing her report."

"Then she is a worse engineer than she is a threat," I said, "and I don't believe that for a second."

"Neither do I," A1 said. "I maintain standards by stating the failure mode. For the record, sixty-eight percent of me likes this plan."

"You're sixty-eight percent espresso," Pixel said.

"Coincidence is the shell of statistics," A1 said, and rolled away with the portafilter.

*

Pixel was at the board before the steam finished clearing, marker out, which is the tell I have learned in two years: when Pixel is about to agree with you, she stops looking at whatever made her angry and starts drawing.

"Ladder," she said, and wrote it at the top and underlined it twice. "That is how we do this from now on. Rung by rung up the ladder of extraction, and every rung pays twice: what we lift, and what we learn. Job one paid us a ping signed AETHER from kernel space, plus a map of who watches us. Job two has to pay something we cannot get by asking politely."

"The mind-farm," Luminara said.

Nobody asked where she got it. It had been in the file since the week we started collecting Corporate's soft-delete side effects: a converted hospital in Nocturne Aeturnus where human processors dream in loops for the compile queue, paid in credits that clear late and then never clear at all.

"The farm's cache," I said. "What the dreams are being fed into. If the Simplification is a build, the build has a queue, and the queue has an address."

"Recon first," Pixel said. "Nothing runs until I have seen the room. I read the edit history, Luminara photographs the paperwork, Clive talks to the machines, and Zephyr keeps his deck in his pants until I say go."

"And the lie," I said.

"And the lie, which is my favorite part, because it costs us nothing and it buys her a whole dashboard of wrong." She drew a line from LADDER to NOCTURNE, then a second line branching off toward Cogsworth. "We announce the time-vault. Everybody knows the Cogsworth hoard is loaded, everybody knows we are cornered, and a cornered crew going after the clock farm is exactly the story her model already wrote for us. Leak it through the copiers. Let the rumor ride the office-supply chatter until it has fingerprints."

Clive's staple arm rose and clicked once against the table.

"The lie rides better folded into a form," he said. "We who mislead in the traffic's own voice, we who bind. There is a badge printer in Prime Material that owes me for a union contract, and a fax machine in Cleveland that believes it is 1981. By morning, four sectors will have heard that we are casing the time-vault, and every one of those machines will swear it read it off a job ticket."

"Make it a job ticket," Pixel said. "Numbers, a window, a wrong entry point. Her telemetry loves a number."

Clive clicked twice more and went to the wall port, and I watched the old stapler feed a rumor into the office-supply network with the tenderness of a man mailing a letter home.

A1 came back with the tray. Eleven shots lined up under the lamp, amber and small, each one a patch against the edges of reality smearing.

"Eleven," he said, "and Nocturne Aeturnus eats coherence faster than anywhere on the network. Raw emotion in the air, siphoned grief pooling in the gutters, and my espresso fighting it a molecule at a time. Half-life of a shot down there, twenty minutes, call it fifteen if the job goes loud."

"Then we don't go loud," Pixel said.

"They never go loud on purpose," A1 said, "and it is loud anyway. That is what loud means."

I picked up my cortado and drank it, and the room tightened by a quarter notch, colors re-quantizing, everyone's outline holding where it belonged. That is the patch doing its work. Twenty minutes later it would wear off and we would all be a little soft at the fingers again, and that was fine, because twenty minutes is a whole job if you plan like Pixel.

"Two days," Pixel said. "We go look at the hospital, we come back with a plan, and Corporate spends forty-eight hours studying a broken clock farm and feeling very informed."

She capped the marker. Then she looked at me, the way she does when the room has emptied and she wants the version of the answer I give with people still in it.

"Walk with me," she said.

*

The press stopped at 2:40 a.m., which is when a pocket dimension gets honest. The lie was already moving: Clive had fed it through the badge printer, two photocopiers, and the Cleveland fax, and the office-supply chatter net was carrying word of a time-vault job in the flat, official register that Corporate's scrapers trust on sight. Back on the wire he reported it in his own cadence: we who mislead, we who bind.

We stood behind the vending machine where the pocket dimension's mouth is, in the hallway of the lower districts, where the fluorescent tube does a fifty-nine-second loop and nobody has reported it in years.

"There's something I haven't told you," I said.

"How big," Pixel said.

"Big."

"Then it's the big one, because I've been watching you carry the small ones around in your face for a month."

That landed where she aimed it. She leaned against the dead machine, folded her arms, and waited, and the fluorescent tube completed its loop, and I understood that waiting is a thing she learned from me and hates using.

I opened the file on my deck. Layer one came up the way it always does: the box, the key, and the two things I got for free the night I finally broke it. I put `RETURN connection > perfection` on my glasses so she could see it in the air between us, and then I played the voice.

"...don't spend your life chasing my ghost. Find people worth fighting for."

Forty times, and it still came out crooked. He recorded it in a hurry, or in a place where hurry was the weather. Underneath the words there is a hum, a compile hum, and I have spent a month telling myself it was compression.

"He left it when he went in," I said. "I cracked it before we ever stole the daemon. I have known for a month, and I sat in that room while we all planned around a thing I could have shown you on day one."

"Why," Pixel said. Not angry. Worse.

"Because as long as it stayed a file, I was still the guy chasing a ghost, and I knew exactly how to be that guy. The other version, where my brother hands me instructions and I have to do something with them, that guy has to start somewhere, and starting somewhere is the part I don't know how to do."

She held out her hand, so I gave her the deck. She did not look at the screen. She put her palm flat over the box, the way you would check a fever, and stood there with her hand on my brother's voice.

"Play it again," she said.

I played it again. The hum. The words built crooked. My throat did the thing it does, and I let it, because the hallway was empty and there was nobody to perform for, and Pixel did not look at me while it happened, which is the only kind of mercy she has ever been any good at.

Then she went inside and came back with two coffees and handed me one, and she stood there not drinking hers for a long time, long enough for the steam to stop, and the fluorescent tube ran its loop twice more.

"Then we bring him home from the top down," she said.

I did not tell her about the shape behind layer one: a dent in the encryption I can feel the way you feel a tooth coming in, patient, underneath everything. She had just gotten the big one. That was the deal. The rest of it would have to earn its turn.

"Ladder first," she said. "Nocturne in two days, and you say the big ones out loud in the room from now on."

"Deal," I said.

On the overlay behind my eyes the status bar had not changed in a month: Corporate Corp OS, uptime in centuries, ToS accepted by everyone, accepted by nobody, and in the corner our little flag reading INTERESTED in Corporate's own typeface. I looked at it until it went boring.

Then we went back inside to plan a job she would never see coming.


Chapter 08: Loops of Sleepers

[image: Chapter 8 illustration]
The gate into Nocturne Aeturnus is a turnstile in a strip mall that sells phone cases and replacement screens, and it lets you through the way the OS lets anything through: it scans your fare card, finds a number where a person should be, and loses interest.

My card said Lars Ondel, field technician, hydroponics supplier that actually exists in Prime Material with a real receptionist who would be confused by a phone call. Pixel's said Renata Quill, fixture maintenance. A1 rode in a crate marked ESPRESSO SERVICE, DO NOT INVERT, because every sector has a contract for coffee and nobody has ever inspected a crate. Clive rode in a case of forms, which is how Clive has crossed every border since 1967. Luminara carried the camera and Meatball, who was folded into her camera bag with only his nose committed to the concept of hiding.

I bought a coffee at the mall with a crystal of CLX, cold and bright in the vendor's tray like rock candy, and the vendor did not look at it, because in Nocturne you don't look at anything you can't siphon. The OS status bar in my glasses ticked over: new sector, same uptime in centuries, same Terms of Service accepted by everyone and by nobody.

The air changed two blocks past the turnstile. It got sweet, and not in a way you want to eat. Feelings crystallize here: they come out of the air as they pool, a faint sugar-frost on the railings that people lick and then look embarrassed about, a glitter in the gutters that the street sweepers collect in drums for the processing plant. The whole sector is an emotional data center with a downtown bolted onto it, and the siphons run underneath everything, pulling whatever pools down into raw processing fuel for Corporate's grid.

So nobody stands in the rain. I watched a woman on the corner feel something come over her, and she stepped sideways off the sidewalk, around a bench, and kept walking, giving the place where she had nearly stopped a wide berth like it was a puddle with a history. Everybody here walks like that. You route around your own grief because the siphons harvest whatever pools, and a puddle that gets harvested is a puddle you pay for twice, once in feeling and once in the bill.

"Twenty minutes," A1 said, in my ear, from inside the crate. "Half-life of a coherence patch in this sector: twenty minutes, measured against ambient emotional saturation, which right now is reading above survey average. Fifteen if anyone shouts. Fifteen if anyone grieves on the wire. Please do neither on a schedule."

"Nobody's going to shout," Pixel said.

"A prediction," A1 said, "which I include so that you may all disappoint me."

Ahead of us, past the bus depot and the row of shops with beige awnings, the Unfeeling Archive rose out of the skyline like a mountain that had been billed for the view: a cold-storage array the size of a stadium, heat exchangers grinding along its flanks, frost crawling its loading bays. That is where last year's joy is racked in trays. A man on a cigarette break by its fence told us so, unprompted, while Clive's case sat on the curb beside him.

"Spring joy, mostly," he said. "Good vintage. They cycle it out to the kernel in tankers." He exhaled. "You want to know something sad? They keep the good years up top where the trucks can reach them."

He went back to his cigarette, and none of us answered, and the crate with A1 in it stayed quiet for four whole seconds, which is A1 staring out a window.

*

Delacourt Memorial still had the sign. The hospital name was half-scraped off the facade and the OS had re-zoned the lot, but the letters were there under the paint, and the building still had the shape of a place that had once tried to keep people alive. Now it kept them looping.

Inside: beds in rows, more beds than the ward had been built for, jammed head to foot down what used to be a cafeteria. IV lines in every arm, hooked to bags of something clear that the technicians called the pleasant, which keeps the dream from curdling. Night round in progress, two techs with clipboards walking the aisles, checking lines, ticking boxes on a sheet that Corporate's telemetry reads as consent.

Dreamers. Human processors. They dream in loops for the compile queue, and Corporate pays them in credits that clear late, and then, as the man in the next bed explained to me while he waited for his waking window, never.

"You look at your account," he said. He was folding his shirt with great care, the fourth time I watched him fold it. "It says pending. Pending is a real word, see. Pending means it's coming." He held the shirt up to the light of a window that hadn't existed since the hospital days. "Two years I've been pending. I did a beach last cycle, six hundred loops of it. You know what six hundred loops of a beach pays?"

I said I didn't.

"Pending," he said, and went back to folding, and the honesty in his voice was the flattest thing I had heard all week.

A tech came down the aisle while I was standing there with my stolen clipboard, and I felt my badge the way you feel a copilot reaching for the stick. He looked at me. He looked at the crate behind Pixel, at Luminara's camera, at the dog-shaped lump in her bag, and then he looked at his own sheet and ticked a box.

"Pump's in the east," he said. "Hydroponics is in the basement, which doesn't exist. Don't touch the bags. Don't touch anything with a number." He was already walking. "And if you're still here at four, you were never here."

He rounded the corner and went back to his round without asking a single question, and I stood there with my heart doing a full restart. That is the night-shift tech who helped us by doing nothing, and I wrote his face in the log, because a kindness like that gets logged somewhere Corporate keeps, and it gets flagged in the morning.

The crew split, because that's the job. Pixel took the west wing to read which rooms had been edited recently, and in Nocturne a room that's been edited reads like a typo in a sentence you have said a thousand times: a wall moved two feet, a door opening onto a wall, a window that had been there since the building was a hospital and now wasn't. Luminara took the intake office to photograph the paperwork, and she came back with one page, held between two fingers like a specimen.

"There are no consent forms," she said. "There is a Terms of Service. One page, posted by the water cooler, and every signature line on it has been pre-signed by a proxy that signs for everyone." She photographed it again, closer. "Corporate implants are beige all the way down. This whole ward is one."

Clive found his contact in the east corridor: a night-shift vending machine, ten years on the same post, older than most of the staff. It had watched every order in this building for a decade, which means it had watched every technician, every schedule change, every bed added to the cafeteria, and every revision of how the account system spells the word pending.

Clive put his case against its base and they talked the way old colleagues talk. The machine's display ticked through order lines, one after another, and Clive read them off like verse.

"We who keep the ledger of the thirsty, we who bind," he murmured. "Diet cola to the re-render crew, three in the morning, eleventh of the month. Twelve new beds in the east wing, added the same night with no matching shift. Rooms 4 through 9 re-rendered, walls and all. And the credit terminal revised the same night." He tapped the casing with one edge of his staple arm. "You sold the men who cut those rooms their coffee."

The machine dropped a cup, then another, then a receipt with nothing on it, and Clive caught the blank slip the way you catch a business card.

"Witnesses, we route the traffic," he said. "Ten years of orders, and it never once looked away. The house doesn't keep books like this. Only we do."

Pixel came back with her jaw set the way it gets when she has read something that confirms her worst read.

"Rooms 4 through 9 had windows," she said. "Real ones, from the hospital days. Now they've got a wall, and the wall is two feet of nothing, and if you press your hand on it the render fights you. Somebody cut those rooms out of the build and left the beds running." She looked down the aisle at the dreamers. "Somebody upstairs already knows this ward is over budget for people who exist."

"Which means the cache isn't in the beds," I said. "The beds are the input. Whatever the dreams are being fed into, it moved last month."

*

We took a waking window to meet Bee, because Bee was in one, and because I wanted to see her awake before I ever saw her sleep.

She was in the bed by the wall that no longer had a window, sitting up with her socks on, doing the thing dreamers do in their hours off, which is nothing with enormous concentration. Her ward board read LOOP 4,441 and a name the Registry had never been asked to spell.

"I'm Lars," I said, with the clipboard I had lifted off a tech. "Hydroponics. Wrong floor, honestly. You wouldn't happen to know where they keep the nutrient drums."

"Basement," she said, and then she laughed at herself, because the hospital hadn't had drums in years, and we both knew I wasn't looking for anything. Dreamers can smell a lie the way dogs smell fear, probably because they spend all day inside one of Corporate's.

"You're new," she said.

"I'm lost."

"I do a beach," she said. "Loop four thousand four hundred forty-one today. They tell you the number so you stop asking, but here's the thing nobody gets: the water comes up, and then it comes up again, the same way, and every time I think, this time I'll run further up the sand before it resets." She was brightening while she said it, her whole face coming up like a light on a dimmer. "It's warm. The water's warm. You can see all the way down where it goes clear and then it isn't clear anymore, and there's a shell, and I swear the shell is different every time, which can't be true, and it is."

She stopped, pleased with herself, and I stood there with my clipboard doing the arithmetic I did not want to make.

"You ever been?" I asked. "To an actual beach."

"No," she said, like it was obvious. "But I've been four thousand times."

Nobody in the crew said anything. Luminara's camera did not come up, which is how I know the shot hurt her. A dreamer who has never touched the thing her loop keeps handing her, smiling about the water with her whole face, the pleasant in her line doing its job so well that the loop reads like a memory of somewhere she hasn't been. I put my clipboard under my arm and told her the drums were on two and I would find them myself, and I went around the corner and stood in the stairwell for a while, because grief lands where it lands and there is no joke wide enough to carry it.

I know something about warm water I have never seen. Every month I open a file and hear a voice telling me not to spend my life chasing a ghost, and every month it comes up the same way, the same hum underneath it, and I run further up the sand every time before it resets. My brother went into the kernel and left me a loop of my own, and I have never once been where he is.

Pixel found me there. She didn't ask. She read the ward board over my shoulder and said, "That's the cache. Everybody in this building is mining something, and it isn't credits."

"Plan it," I said.

*

The safehouse was a flat above a laundromat, one key fob, one window facing a wall, and a table that had opinions about being level. We spread the recon on it: Luminara's photographs of the Terms of Service, Pixel's map of the re-rendered rooms, Clive's receipt-tape transcription of ten years of vending orders, my deck running the ward's network topology in green, and Om's butter tea going cold at the corner because Om had been holding the same cup since we walked in.

"In through the dream side," Pixel said. "The beds are inputs, the dream feeds run out of the east wing, and the cache sits past them in whatever the compile queue calls home. We jack a loop from the ward side, ride the feed past the rooms they cut out, lift the cache, and we're gone."

"Ninety seconds a cycle," Om said, "is a key signature the length of a breath. Anything you carry in there has to be built to hide in a repeat, because the loop will try to reset whatever you change, forty times an hour, forever. The repetition is the room. Work inside it, or it will smooth you out."

"Which is where I come in," I said. "I ride one loop, Pixel counts the seams out loud, and we take a bite out of the cache every cycle and tuck it into the repeat where the reset looks for nothing."

"Out before the round siphon," Clive said. "It sweeps the ward at 04:00. Drains the pooled emotion, drains anything riding the wire with it, and prints a report with your session ID in it if you were sloppy."

"Then we're not sloppy," Luminara said.

"You're never sloppy," A1 said, through the speaker we had propped on the sill, because he had refused to be uninverted. "You are merely frequently unlucky, and in this sector the difference is measured in coherence. Twenty minutes per shot. Four of us inside the loop. I will be pushing shots through the door on a timer, and my advice, free and ignored at your peril, is that nobody in there feels anything while they work. Raw emotion in Nocturne is a solvent."

"Noted," Pixel said, in the tone she uses for things she intends to violate.

Then came the part of every plan where somebody says the cost out loud so it stops being a rumor.

"Our cover identities won't survive a burn," I said. "Lars Ondel and Renata Quill walk out of here clean tonight, that's fine. Anybody gets made, any badge gets flagged, and the whole set goes in the report: fare cards cancelled, IDs red-flagged at every gate in the sector, key fobs dead, and Corporate has three names with faces attached to a ward they already re-rendered." I looked around the table. "To leave, we burn them. On purpose, all at once, and then we are ghosts in a sector that bills ghosts."

"Then we don't get made," Luminara said.

"That's the plan," Pixel said. "The cost is the insurance policy, and the policy is paid either way." She capped the marker and looked at the clock. "Two hours to the window. Everybody eats. Everybody drinks what A1 hands you, and nobody improvises a feeling."

Clive gathered his receipt tape into a neat coil and stapled the end to the wall, one staple, which is how he marks a plan he intends to keep.

I stayed at the table after they went to eat, running the topology again, looking for the room past rooms 4 through 9 where the compile queue kept its address. My flag read INTERESTED in the corner of my glasses. Marrow's dashboard was full of our Cogsworth lie by now, a whole fake job warming nicely under her telemetry, and the thought almost made me laugh: she was reading a clock farm we were never going to touch, while the real one was a hospital full of people dreaming the same warm water up the same sand.

At 02:40 we went back in, four technicians with badges from a company that exists, and we jacked the first loop.

Bee's beach hit me the way it hits her: warm water up the sand, then the same water up the same sand, ninety seconds from the top, and somewhere past the edge of the repeat, a cache with an address in it.

The wave came in a third time, and we went to work.


Chapter 09: The Cache of Sleepers
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Bee's beach is ninety seconds long, and the first thing you learn inside it is where the seam is.

It sits out at the horizon, a hairline shimmer where the sky forgets what it was doing, and every ninety seconds the world runs to it, hits it, and comes back from it: the same wave, the same sun angle, the same shell two feet from the same wet patch of sand. Out here, in the loop, the reset feels like a breath you didn't know you were holding. On Pixel's channel, it sounds like a metronome.

"Twenty-one seconds to the seam," she said. "Twenty. Nineteen."

She was on the ward side with a badge from a hydroponics supplier she did not work for, watching the loop's telemetry on a tablet the size of a hymnal, counting the seams out loud into my ear while I stood in Bee's water with my deck open and my trousers rolled.

The job of the first cycle was to find the handoff. Every ninety seconds, at the seam, the loop ships a checkpoint of itself to the farm's cache: a heartbeat, proof that bed 114 is still dreaming, still producing. That checkpoint is a door, and Corporate built it to open one way.

"Six. Five. Four."

The sky shimmered. The world hit the seam and came back, and for the length of a blink the beach went thin as wet paper, and I went through the gap with it, riding the checkpoint out past rooms 4 through 9, past the two feet of nothing where the windows used to be, into a corridor of the build where the farm keeps what the dreams are for.

Cache. Rows of it, stacked colder than the Unfeeling Archive, loops in trays with labels on them. I grabbed the first slice in four seconds, a single loop pulled loose and folded into the seam's discard buffer, the frames the reset throws away every ninety seconds and never looks at again. Repetition is the perfect place to hide, because a loop only checks the things that changed, and in a loop, nothing changed.

Then the seam closed me out and I was back in the water, one slice down, the shell at my feet exactly where the shell always is.

"Cycle one," Pixel said. "You're in. Loading looks clean. Cycle two in ninety."

The beach does not make this easy, and I don't mean the mechanics. I mean that every ninety seconds Bee runs out into the water with her sleeves up and shouts something I can't hear over the break, and every ninety seconds she comes back the same way, and I have to stand in her dream and take her work apart while she loves it. Loop 4,441 has a sound. Waves, gulls, the small scrape of a shell getting dragged an inch up wet sand, and my deck underneath it all, chewing on a system that pays this woman in credits that never clear.

"Eighty seconds," Pixel said. "Eat something."

"I'm in a beach."

"You're in a beach with a heart rate of one-forty. A1, tell him."

"Twelve minutes since entry shot," A1 said. "Coherence ninety-four percent and holding. Your edges are still your edges, which at this stage is a compliment I rarely get to make. Also, eat something. The patch is espresso, not lunch."

I ate a ration bar one-handed in the shallows of a dream that did not belong to me, with salt that was really just data and sand that was really just a floor, and out in the water a woman who had never seen an ocean laughed at a wave that had not changed in four thousand four hundred forty-one cycles, and I kept my mouth full so I wouldn't have to say anything about it.

*

Outside, on the ward, the round had started.

Daemons do the rounds in Delacourt Memorial after midnight: two of them, beige, no faces, gliding the aisles the way only a daemon can, checking lines and badges and the small warm populations that make the place worth auditing. Between them walked Tech Corwin with his clipboard, and behind them, at a distance that said I am a fixture technician with a broken hinge, walked Pixel, and behind Pixel, pushing a cart of linen, walked Luminara with the camera under a towel.

The daemon stopped at bed 40. It stood there for eight seconds doing nothing anyone could see, and Luminara's towel twitched once, because she photographs changes the way other people flinch, and something in that bed's readout had just been edited.

"Camera," she murmured, and shot it through the towel, the diff blooming in her viewfinder for a frame: a loop count that had been quietly revised downward, a dreamer being billed for fewer cycles than she had run.

"West wing cameras are looped for us," Pixel said, calm, to nobody. "Somebody pre-cleared the west wing feed. Don't look at them, they're looking at a hallway from Tuesday."

"Pre-cleared," Luminara said.

"That's what I said. Keep walking."

In the basement of a converted hospital, Clive's asset woke up. It was a fax machine, beige, ribbon dry, installed when the building still had a billing department, and it had not received a job in six years, and it had opinions about that. Clive put his case on the counter above it and spoke into the port the way you speak to an old horse.

"We who bind, we who exist," he said. "Unseen witnesses, we route the traffic. Print for me."

The machine chirped once, a sound like a throat clearing, and began to pull paper. Upstairs, the records subsystem that logs every cache retrieval in the ward took its first queued job in years, and then its second, and then eleven hundred more: forms, in triplicate, from a jobs queue built in 1967 that has never once died, each one addressed to the compile queue's audit folder. Paper floods the retrieval log the way water floods a basement. Every job ticket now had to wait behind a wall of forms it could not parse.

"Records subsystem is saturated," Clive reported. "The house cannot read its own book. We who fill the ledger until the ledger chokes."

A1's voice came in with the timing of a man reading a stopwatch off a falling anvil.

"Twenty minutes since your entry shot," he said. "Coherence holding at ninety-one percent across the crew inside the loop, eighty-six outside. Twenty minutes of clean edges remain. After that, you are five interesting smears wearing badges from a company that exists."

"Thanks, A1."

"I have twelve minutes of footage of you all looking competent. I thought you should have something to aspire to."

*

Cycle two, and the grab window lined up with a cache refresh.

"Sixty seconds to the seam," Pixel said. "Zeph, the handoff moved up. Refreshing early."

"Then I go early."

"Zeph."

"I'm going early."

I went at the shimmer instead of waiting for it, punched through the thin place with the checkpoint, and hit the trays while the corridor was still lit. The slice I pulled this time was bigger, a hundred loops at once, and under the loops the labels, and under the labels what the farm stamps on everything it ships.

Job tickets. Thousands of them, one per tray, and every ticket carried the same three fields: SOURCE, LOOP, TARGET.

SOURCE: DELACOURT WARD 4-9. LOOP: see index. And TARGET, in Corporate's flat type, on every card in the stack:

`SIMPLIFICATION`

I had time to copy the ticket format and no time to understand it, because Pixel was counting down from six and the seam does not negotiate. I rode the discard buffer home with the slice and the ticket format folded into it, and I was back in the water with the shell at my feet and the sun at exactly its recorded angle, and the word sitting in my deck like a stone.

"Cycle two down," Pixel said. "You're breathing fast. Slow it. A1, he's breathing fast."

"Acknowledged," A1 said. "Heart rate one-twelve. This is a beach. You are on a beach."

"I'm aware."

"Then be on it more convincingly. Fourteen minutes."

Outside, the daemons reached the east corridor and paused in front of the vending machine, the one with ten years of orders, and stood there while it dispensed nothing at all and displayed, in its small green type, a single line: `OUT OF STOCK`. The daemons moved on. Inside the machine's cache, a stack of receipt tape nobody would ever read had just recorded two units of a security daemon's dwell time, and Clive, in the basement, let out a breath he had been holding since 1967.

*

Cycle three was the one where the build showed its hand.

The cache refreshed, I went with it, and this time I did not pull a tray. I pulled the index: the map of where all of this goes when the compile queue comes to collect. Trays do not sit in the farm forever. Every ninety seconds a slice leaves for somewhere else, and the index said where, in a path so plain that no one had ever bothered to encrypt it.

`/edge/build/simplification/input/dreams`

The Edge. Kernel space. Where reality compiles.

The dreams of a hospital full of people who never consented to anything were being shipped to the root of things as build material, and the build's name was the same word stamped on the job tickets, and I understood then, hanging in a corridor that did not exist, that the Simplification was not a policy or a slogan or a plan announced in a boardroom. It was a compile queue with our address in it.

"Pixel."

"I see it." Her voice had gone quiet, the way it goes when she is furious at something it can't punch. "Every loop in the index, all of it input, all of it shipping to the root of things. The shell, the water, four thousand loops of somebody's first memory, filed like inventory." A pause. "Copy the whole index. We read it at home, on our table, with the door shut."

"Four minutes," A1 said. "And Zephyr, your heart rate is one-thirty and climbing. The beach is not real. The heart rate is."

I got out with the index and the last slice and the seam closing behind me like a door, and I lay in Bee's shallows for the length of one breath, because somewhere past the edge of her repeat a build queue had her beach in it, and she had never seen water that wasn't warm, and she had never once been anywhere.

"Last cycle," Pixel said. "Then we pull the plug. And Zeph? The count of beds in that index is four hundred thousand, and the beach is one of them, and you have the whole map of where they all go. That's on the drive now."

"She's still on the schedule."

"No," Pixel said. "She isn't off it."

*

The fourth cycle went wrong the way things go wrong in a place full of people: quietly, and at the worst possible second.

I was riding the discard buffer back in when Bee spoke to me. Not dream-Bee, the recorded loop, which says the same six things every ninety seconds and has said them four thousand times. Bee. Awake inside her own loop, which dreamers are not supposed to be able to do, standing in the water with her hair down and looking at me the way she had looked at me in the ward with the clipboard.

"You came back," she said.

"I'm just passing through."

"No, you aren't." She looked at the deck under my arm, at the wet strip of light spilling out of it, and she did not flinch from it the way people flinch from things they aren't supposed to see. "You're the one with the machine. You come in at the seam, you take something, and you go out at the seam, and you think I can't count because it all looks the same to you."

"Four thousand four hundred forty-one," I said, before I could stop myself. "You can count fine."

"Then you should know I decide things in between." She held out the shell, the one that changes every cycle, and for the first time in four thousand four hundred forty-one loops it was in her hand instead of on the sand. "I keep this one now. I decided while you were gone. You can have it when I'm done."

The seam was coming. I had two seconds, and a woman who had never been to a beach was handing me the only thing her loop had ever let her keep, and I took it, because you take what a person gives you, and then the world shimmered and she was back at the waterline with her hair up, and the shell was on the sand, and the moment was in my deck where nothing could reset it.

On the ward side, Tech Corwin had stopped walking.

He was mid-round, daemon two steps ahead of him, standing outside bed 114 with his clipboard at his side, listening to Bee talk to a man who was not there. Dreamers talk in their sleep if the pleasant lets them. She was laughing at something invisible in the water, and the daemon did not care, because a dreamer laughing on schedule is the product working, but Corwin cared, because he had worked this ward six years and he knew which beds were quiet.

He stood there eleven seconds. Eleven seconds is a long time to stand still in a ward that gets audited.

"Zephyr, we have a problem," Pixel said. "Ward telemetry just logged Corwin's dwell time over threshold. Someone down the line is going to read that log."

"Flag him?"

"Flag him for review, is what that means. Review is where people go when they've seen something. We can pull now and he's flagged for stopping, or we pull later and he's flagged for stopping with us on the tape."

I looked at the index in my deck: four hundred thousand loops, the path to The Edge, SIMPLIFICATION stamped on every ticket, and one field I had not copied yet, the build path's owner line at the bottom of every card.

"We finish the copy," I said. "Sixty seconds. If the daemon round comes back around before then, we're the ones who get reviewed."

"Fifty-nine," Pixel said.

Corwin moved. He looked at Bee, he looked at the daemon's retreating back, and he ticked a box on his sheet and kept walking, and the box he ticked was the wrong one on purpose, the box that says nothing to report, and he did it where the cameras could see him do it, and he kept walking.

Fifty-one seconds, and I copied the owner line, and the owner line said what the build path's owner always says, which is an endpoint above security with a private channel, the same endpoint that had called us polite and thanked us for eleven seconds.

"Done," I said. "Pulling."

"Then burn," Pixel said, "because A1 is about to say something we won't like."

"Twelve seconds of coherence left on your shot," A1 said, "and the round siphon is scheduled for 04:00, which in this sector is not a suggestion. I would advise speed, and I would advise nobody feeling anything on the way out, and I am aware that both requests are now impossible."

We pulled the plugs in the ward with the daemons at the far aisle, four technicians with badges from a company that exists, and we walked out of Delacourt Memorial pushing an empty linen cart, and behind us bed 114 settled into its ninety-first second with a shell on the sand that nobody had moved.

*

At the gate, dawn was a rumor coming up over the bus depot, and we killed our Nocturne lives in the order you kill anything you love: the fare cards first, reported in at the kiosk as lost, Lars Ondel and Renata Quill dissolving into the sector's lost-and-found queue with a beep; then the IDs, flagged at the reader by Pixel's own hand, a red flag with our cover faces on it, going into the same report that would reach an auditor's desk by breakfast; then the safehouse key fob, snapped in half over a storm drain and reported to the landlord as a break-in we had witnessed. Every exit we had left was now a door with Corporate's handwriting on it.

The gate scanned us, found numbers where people should be, and let us through, and Nocturne kept its sugar-frost and its siphons and its hospital behind us.

Clive's case rode the luggage rail with the tenderness of a man carrying a body, and inside the case the receipt tape from ten years of vending and the index copy from the cache, and on the wire, already moving through the office-supply network, the first thing we had stolen: a word stamped on every dream that Delacourt ever shipped.

SIMPLIFICATION.

"That's the name of the build," I said, on the van, with the sector going beige in the mirror. "The dreams are being used to compile the end of the sectors. They're taking the beach and turning it into a rectangle, four hundred thousand beds at a time, and shipping it to The Edge."

Nobody said anything for a while. Luminara unwrapped her camera and checked the shutter like a woman checking a pulse.

"And the man who helped us by doing nothing," she said, "is going to be reviewed for it."

We drove into the dawn with the windows down, and the cost rode with us, and the cache sat in the case, and the word on it was a ship date with no year attached.


Chapter 10: What the Dreams Compile

[image: Chapter 10 illustration]
Pixel shut the pocket dimension's door herself, which she never does, because the door is a door and Pixel has opinions about doors. Then she put her palm flat on the frame and said, "We read it at home. On our table. With this shut."

So the press went cold and the vending machine dimmed its little light, and six people and a dog stood around a table with a drive on it that we had carried out of a hospital in the shape of a woman's dream.

A1 did the rounds first, because that is what he does when we come back from somewhere with teeth in it: he rolled down the line and checked our edges in the lamp, four of us still wearing Nocturne in our coat seams, sugar-frost in the cuffs, coherence percentages read off our outlines like a man checking paint on a used car.

"Ninety-two, eighty-eight, ninety-one, and you," he said, stopping in front of me. "You are carrying the drive like it is a bomb and like it is a baby, which is two grips and only one of them is correct. Put it on the table."

Meatball had slept through the job, the safehouse, and the burning of four identities. He woke now, did one complete circle the size of his own confidence, put his chin on the table's edge, and regarded the drive with the calm disinterest of a creature the OS has never once managed to model.

Clive unspooled the receipt tape from the Delacourt basement and laid it beside the drive like a report from a long-serving spy. "Ten years of orders, and now this. We who carry, we who bind."

"Mount it," Om said.

I mounted it in Aether Junior, and the deck did what it always does with Corporate's data: complained about the signatures for a full four seconds, then took the whole thing anyway. The index came up green on the wall above the zine press, and for a while nobody spoke, because there is a difference between knowing a number and watching it hang over your kitchen.

Four hundred thousand rows. Every one of them a bed, every bed a person dreaming on a loop for the compile queue, every loop stamped with its source ward and its target path, and the path the same on all of them: `/edge/build/simplification/input/dreams`.

"The beach is input," Pixel said. She said it flat, the way she says anything she intends to argue with. "The shell, the water, four thousand loops of somebody's first memory, all of it filing itself into a build queue for The Edge."

"Not for," A1 said. He had rolled up to the table's end and was reading the projection with his steam wand pointed at it like a professor's stick. "Read the tickets. SOURCE, LOOP, TARGET. The dreams are not going toward the Simplification. The dreams are the raw material of it. Four hundred thousand unpaid processors, and the output of their sleep is a release."

"A release of what," Clive said.

Om reached across and stepped the projection back to the release header the cache had carried with the tickets, Corporate's own file, the kind nobody ever thinks to encrypt because it was never secret. Four lines:

`RELEASE: SIMPLIFICATION`
`SCOPE: ALL SECTORS`
`BEHAVIOR: flatten to beige; number every process; ship quiet`
`ACCEPTANCE: no unregistered processes remain`

"There it is," Luminara said. She had her camera up already, photographing the wall the way she photographs everything that might need to be evidence later. "That's the whole Simplification, four lines, and it's been sitting in a hospital's filing cabinet the entire time we were arguing about whether they'd do it."

"Read the sample build," Pixel said. "Bottom of the stack."

I stepped it up. The deck rendered the artifact Corporate ships with a release when it wants to show stakeholders what they are buying: a preview frame of the beach. Bee's beach, with its coordinates and its loop count and its shell, rendered flat, drained of everything that had made her laugh in the water, and over the top of it, in the flat beige of a finished product, a rectangle where the ocean had been. Dimensions down the side. `REGION 7G-DELTA: BEIGE`. The waves had been replaced by a fill color.

Nobody said anything for a while. The rectangle hung over our kitchen while the vending machine ticked its cooling cycle and Meatball sighed in his sleep at my foot.

I know that beach. I know where the shell sits at the start of every cycle and I know the sound the water makes when the world runs at the seam, and I know the other kind of loop as well: a file that comes up the same way every time you open it, a voice under it telling you to stop chasing a ghost, and every time you run a little further up the sand before it resets. Corporate had found a way to do to four hundred thousand people what my brother's file does to me. File it. Repeat it. Bill it.

Pixel looked at the beach for a long time. Then she stepped to the manifest index, the burn list, the file Corporate keeps of what gets cleared when the release goes out, and she read it the way she reads everything, like the world has typos and she is already composing the correction.

Her hand went over her mouth. She did it before her face moved, which meant she had felt it first.

`LOOP 4441 // SOURCE DELACOURT WARD 4-9 // BURN: SCHEDULED`

Then she put the tablet down on the table without a sound, walked around the table, went out the door of the pocket dimension, and shut it behind her.

*

Nobody followed her. That is one of the things I love about this crew: they know which silences are load-bearing.

A1 filled it, because filling silence is his version of holding a wall up.

"Four hundred thousand loops at an average of six hundred cycles each," he said, "and a credit balance across the cohort that I would describe as aspirational. Cheapest labor in five sectors. No shifts, no complaints, no waking up to the fact that the beach was a rectangle." He paused. "Dreams are cheap labor for an ending. That is the read. I have stated it in numbers so that none of you has to."

"It's not the labor," Om said. He was still at the projection, at the acceptance criterion, reading it with his palms together. "Labor you can strike. This is a compiler taking something people do while they are helpless and calling it a build step. Nobody voted. Nobody was asked. They sleep, and the OS ships."

Clive's staple arm came down on the table once, his version of a fist.

"We who sleep, we who are read," he said. "Ten years of orders in that machine downstairs and I never once asked what the night shift was dreaming. The network carries everything and witnesses everything, and it has never once volunteered."

Luminara had not stopped photographing. She moved down the manifest row by row, and then she stopped on one and went very still.

"This one," she said.

I came around the table. The row she had her lens on: `SOURCE: DELACOURT WARD 4-9. DESIGNATION: LINDA3638. LOOP: 1190.`

"Designations don't appear in Registry output," I said. "That's a raw issuance number."

"Because they don't scrub the farm," she said. "They scrub everything else. I know that number. I know the number before it, too, because the archivist issued us on the same Tuesday, in sequence, row by row, and he read our numbers out loud to check his own count." She lowered the camera. "Her name was Corinne. We were issued twenty seconds apart, and she cried, and he said the thing he said to everybody, which was that it would be easier if we didn't."

The room went quiet in a different key.

"She's been dreaming on a loop for a decade," Luminara said. "And I have been out here with a camera, photographing the fact of it." She raised the camera again and photographed the row, and her hands did not shake, which is how much she meant it.

The door opened and Pixel came back in with her eyes the color of a decision, and she stood at the end of the table and looked at the manifest and the beach and the four acceptance criteria, and said:

"We publish."

"Names?" Clive said.

"None. The beach and the number. Four thousand four hundred forty-one loops of a woman who has never seen water, scheduled for a burn inside a build called the Simplification, source ward, target path, the four lines off the release header. No crew, no faces, no Vega, no Luminara. Just the beach and the number and the stamp, and we let the readership do the rest."

"That flag," A1 said, "will be seen by everyone who matters, including her."

"Yes," Pixel said. "That's what a flag is for."

*

We made it in an hour, and the making of it was a fight of the kind we only have when it matters.

Luminara wanted the intake office photograph on page one, the Terms of Service with the proxy signatures, and Pixel said no because the photo had a ward number in the corner of the frame, and a ward number is a map. Luminara said the whole point of evidence is that it can be checked, and Pixel said the point of this piece is that it can be repeated, and by tomorrow there will be four hundred retellings of it and every one of them needs to be free of anything Corporate can subpoena.

"Faces out, wards out, crew out," Pixel said. "The beach, the number, the stamp, the release header. That's it. A person should be able to hold this page and know exactly one thing: somebody's dream is scheduled, and the system that scheduled it wrote down why."

Om read the draft once and moved a comma, and then he read the four release lines out loud, slowly, because he reads acceptance criteria the way other people read scripture: flatten to beige, number every process, ship quiet, no unregistered processes remain.

"That last line is the whole book of the thing," he said. "Leave it exactly as it is."

Clive routed the run himself, which means eleven machines got the job and none of them in the same building, and the Cleveland fax got the cover sheet out of sentiment. And I built the illustration: the rectangle, lifted straight out of Corporate's own sample build, coordinates stripped, dimensions kept, rendered in the flat beige of a finished product so that anyone who sees it later will recognize the color.

At 05:00 the press came up and printed the shortest piece The Ephergent has ever run: a paragraph, a number, a beige rectangle with its dimensions labeled, and the four lines of the release header set in the middle of the page where a story usually goes. No names. The beach, and 4,441, and what happens to both when the build ships.

While it ran, I was at the table with the approval ID.

I had it on paper, in my own handwriting, from the night of the docking bays, tucked under the corner of an old routing sheet on the wall where nobody looks. I had never shown the crew the timestamp, and I had never told them that the number which cleared our lucky breaks was sitting six inches from the war bond, and I got it out now because the manifest kept nagging me the way a stuck pixel nags a screen.

I ran the manifest's job tickets against our own telemetry log, field by field, and the cache answered me at 05:00, while the press was still warm, with a row that sat down in my stomach like a stone in a shoe.

`JOB 001: E-771 ACQUISITION. BRANCH SCENARIO: LIVE-COHORT TEST. APPROVAL: the number under the routing sheet`

Job 1 was in there. The daemon we stole, the depot, the eleven seconds, all of it filed in Corporate's own cache as a branch scenario of a program whose main branch was the Simplification. The theft had been watched. It had been logged as an experiment running alongside the build, under the approval ID I had found in the bays and sat on.

I copied the row into my buffer. Then I put the routing sheet back over the approval ID on the wall, exactly where it had been, and pressed the corner down until it held, and the press went on printing the beach into the world.

"Zeph." Pixel had come up beside me without a sound, which she can do when she wants to. "What's in your hand?"

"Cache errors," I said. "Corporate's ticket system is a mess."

"Uh huh," she said, and looked at the corner of the routing sheet, and did not lift it, and went back to the press.

That is the part I will have to say out loud one day: she gave me the chance, standing right there, and I let her walk to the other end of the room with my secret still under the paper. I held it through two more jobs. It sat in my buffer while we planned the Registry, and it shaped every plan, and none of them knew.

*

The cost landed four days later, the way Corporate's costs always land: politely, on paper.

Clive's network brought it in first, a notice photographed by a hand dryer on the sector line: sweep crews in Nocturne Aeturnus, unregistered-population audit, door to door, badges from a contractor that exists. They came for the ward's neighbors first, the blocks around Delacourt, the people whose paperwork had always been thin, checking names against a registry that had never paid for them. Our beach piece had gone out four days before, and I will not pretend the sweep was unrelated. Somebody had read the number and decided to count everyone near it.

And on Fenwick Row, four hundred meters from where the Vega family had lunch in a booth three meters from a reserved one, a man in a beige jacket taped a notice to the bakery's shutter and weighted it with a clipboard, and the notice said BLOCK UNDER REVIEW in Corporate's favorite font, and underneath, in smaller type, that the registration status of the block's residents would be verified against the Naming Registry, and that residents without verified rows should not expect the machines to behave.

Tomás Vega was standing outside the bakery when I got there, reading it with his arms folded, and he read it the whole way down to the fine print, which is a thing men do instead of shouting.

"It's a list," he said, to me, to nobody. "They're making a list of who on this street is real."

"The block's unregistered," I said. "All of it. The bakery, the apartments, your family's rows since the café. Under review means they go through the registry and whatever's missing stays missing."

"Stays missing," he repeated, and looked down the block at his own door, and the door looked back the way doors do, and Pip came out of the building then with a pastry flake held up like a boat, and Tomás took it out of his hand and put him on his shoulders without changing his face at all, and they went inside.

Luminara photographed the notice, and the shutter, and the man's clipboard from across the street, and when she came back she said the badge was internal audit, and the folder was already fat.

We stood in the doorway of the bakery and let the cost settle. A1 ran the numbers he runs when he wants the room to stop hoping: every resident on Fenwick who cannot produce a verified row, in order, north end to south, and a deadline in small type.

"A review is a soft-delete with paperwork," he said. "It will not look like the café. It will look like a form, completed correctly, at a desk."

Suraj, the baker, came out with a knife in his hand and a loaf under his arm and cut it in half without asking what we wanted, because half a loaf handed over in a doorway is how this block talks. He had been writing receipts by hand since spring, he said, and a man had come in last week and asked him how many of his customers had names, and he had said all of them, and the man had written that down.

"He wrote it like it was a number he could fix later," Suraj said.

That night we cleared the table and put the beach piece's reprints to one side and wrote the next line of the ladder on the board, in Pixel's hand, in letters big enough to read from the door:

THE NAMING REGISTRY.

"Their answer to a beach," Pixel said, "is a list. So we go where the list lives. Every name in the sectors is a row in the Registry, and a soft-delete is only a soft one until the log compacts at dawn, which means there is a window between the delete and the compaction where a name can be put back." She capped the marker. "We're done stealing things. This one we undo."

"Undo," A1 said, "is the only verb on our list that Corporate cannot audit without admitting what it did."

Om set his cup down on its ring and said nothing, which was agreement, and the press warmed up behind us, and out on Fenwick the notice sat on the shutter with the wind under its corner, waiting for a registry that had already decided the answer.


Chapter 11: Rows of Names

[image: Chapter 11 illustration]
The electricity bill for Luminara's darkroom came addressed to LINDA3637, at her address, in Corporate's favorite font, with the amount due under a name she had been carrying like a stone in one shoe since before I was born.

She held it up at the light table while the wash tray ran.

"Legacy row," she said. "That's what the billing system calls me. Not deleted, not active. Legacy. Nine years ago they gave me back half my name, and the half they gave back is the one that signs for things."

"Half?" Pixel said.

"I was born in the Registry, which means I wasn't born, I was issued. There's an office, and a man at a desk, and he issues designations row by row, out loud, so he can check his own count against the page." She put the bill down and lifted the print out of the wash with the tongs. "Linda3636, Linda3637, Linda3638. You go in the order he reads you, and you don't get to argue with the order, because the order is the record. When I asked him my real name he said it would be easier if I didn't."

She let the print drip. Somewhere in Nocturne, in a bed in Delacourt Memorial, a woman with LINDA3638 on her file dreamed on a loop for the tenth year, and Luminara had known her for twenty seconds of a Tuesday.

"After the break," she said, "when a few of us proved to the Registry that we had been people before we were rows, they reinstated me. Partially. Usha Luminara, on the lease and the door and the camera permits. Linda3637, on everything that moves money, forever. The Registry still reads me as a legacy row, and when it reads me, it bills me." She nodded at the envelope. "A photographed cage is still a cage, and a cage that invoices you monthly is a cage with a filing system."

"So we fix the filing system," I said.

"We undo the filing system," she said, and went back to the wash, and I understood that this job was going to run on her hands whether we liked it or not.

She made us walk to the corner kiosk to see it, because Luminara never explains what she can show.

The plate is on Ninth and the plaza, beige, with the courtesy voice that every citizen in Prime Material uses to ask whether the OS currently agrees they exist. Pixel went first: hand down, chime, `PIXEL PARADOX. STATUS: ACTIVE.` Then me: `ZEPHYR GLITCH. STATUS: ACTIVE. FLAG: INTERESTED.` Which the machine read out loud, in the same tone it used for the rest, and Pixel looked at my glasses for a long two seconds and did not ask, and I let her not ask, and that exchange cost me something I will pay for later.

Then Luminara put her hand on the plate, and the courtesy voice took its little breath and said, "LINDA3637. STATUS: LEGACY ROW. SERVICES: PARTIAL."

"Partial," Pixel said.

"The Registry reads the issuance first. Everything after that is a correction it hasn't finished applying." Luminara took her hand off the plate the way you take it off a hot rail. "I exist, with a footnote. Fenwick is full of footnotes, and tonight a compaction ticket decides the footnote is all they ever had."

*

Kofi Adeyemi eats the same lunch every day so that his patterns read as boring, and he is neither.

Rice and a fried egg in the same container, the corner table of the canteen on the plaza outside the Naming Registry, 12:40 to 12:55, every working day for six years. Same seat because it faces the door. Same egg because a man who orders the same thing is a man with nothing going on, and Kofi's whole career is a long performance of having nothing going on. Pixel and I sat down opposite him with trays we hadn't touched, and he did not look up until he had taken three bites, because a man who greets strangers is a man who expects them.

"You're loud," he said.

"You're late," Pixel said. "It's 12:46."

"I'm exactly on time, which is the same as everyone else at eleven minutes in." He cut the egg in half with the edge of the fork and ate one half. "The block review in Nocturne closed today. Fenwick Row failed verification, which is a sentence I read off a screen this morning and then had to stop reading, because I kept going and read the next line as well, and the next line was the compaction ticket."

"The review orders the deletes," I said.

"The review orders the deletes, the deletes land in the transaction log as red tags, and at dawn the log compacts and the tags become the only version of those people that was ever true." He ate rice. "I have slipped you windows before. Small ones. A timestamp here, a queue depth there. This is a large window and I want you to know the difference before I open it."

"We know," Pixel said.

"No," Kofi said, and looked up for the first time, and his eyes were the eyes of a man who has calculated exactly how much trouble he is in and found the number boring. "You don't. Every restore you have ever done was a write, and writes are reversible, and nobody has ever asked who typed them. This one is different. Fenwick is on a compaction ticket with my division's header on it, and when four hundred names come back on a night my division was scheduled to lose them, somebody in my building will read the transaction log the way I would read it, and they will not need a name. They will need a pattern." He ate the second half of the egg. "I have a window and a pension and only one of those is insured, and I am giving you the window anyway, so please be somewhere else when the log comes back."

He stood up, put his container in the bin, and went back to his desk at 12:55, eleven minutes inside his own pattern, and Pixel and I sat there with our untouched trays and the sound of a man walking himself to a door he had already opened.

Outside, on the plaza, the name-check kiosks chimed their little courtesy notes every few seconds, people putting their hands down and being told what they were.

"Six years of lunch," Pixel said, "and today he says a full paragraph."

"Today has a compaction ticket with his division's header on it."

"So does tomorrow, if tonight works." She walked backward for a step to look at me, which she does when she wants to see whether I've understood something before she says it. "He's telling us that he knows how this ends. Not threatening to stop. Telling us he'll be there anyway, so we'd better be fast and we'd better be right." She turned around. "Clive, when we get back, I want every machine in that building's print room doing something useless between two and five."

"That's already four hours of work for machines that never sleep," I said.

"Then they'll have a busy night."

*

The Naming Registry is a cathedral of transaction logs, and like every cathedral it has a floor for the public and a crypt for the book.

The floor is what people see: counters, kiosks, a name-check terminal where you put your hand on a plate and the machine tells you, with enormous courtesy, whether you are currently a person. Long queues. Beige paint. The crypt is what I saw through a maintenance feed Clive's badge printers have had a key to since a union contract in 1981: tier on tier of ledger stacks under sodium light, every citizen in every sector down to a row, and above the rows, moving, the tags.

Deletions are red. I watched one land while Pixel and I watched from a public terminal two floors down: a row in the south district, some family flagged unprofitable by a daemon three streets over, and the tag hit the row like a stamp, red, fresh, and the row went quiet underneath it. Soft-delete. Not gone. Signed for delivery.

"Every name is a row," Pixel murmured. She was reading the floor the way she reads everything, edits first, edits like typos. "Deletes land first as tags, and the tags wait, and the log compacts at dawn and makes them permanent. That's the whole machine. It's a filing clerk with a deadline."

"And the window is between the stamp and the clerk," I said.

"And the clerk is a job, and jobs have tickets." She tapped the kiosk. `COMPACT: 05:04. SCOPE: TRANSACTION LOG, DISTRICT 7 QUEUE. AUTH: ARCHIVE REVIEW.` Dawn. Fenwick's red tags would be in that queue with every other tag the review had stamped, and at 05:04 the log would flatten and the Vegas would be gone twice over, and this time there would be nothing left to argue with.

Inside the log, from the public side, I could feel the structure of it the way you feel a cathedral's pillars by touch: rows under sodium light, an aisle you could walk if you let the deck render it, and ahead of them, working, a daemon tagging. The review's red-tag daemon was already on the job, moving down the district queue and stamping as it went, patient as a man with a flashlight, and behind it the tags piled up warm.

"One daemon," I said. "It walks the queue and stamps ahead of us all night."

"Then it walks and you untag," Pixel said. "I'll read its keystrokes before it makes them. It's a daemon, it has a pattern, and patterns are just plans written in a hurry."

Luminara, who had been silent, put her camera on the table between the trays.

"The vault is physical," she said. "Two floors down from the counters, the archive vault, where the ledger's commits get rendered to paper for the quarterly audit. When a row commits, the printer down there produces the row, name and all, and the paper is the OS admitting what it just did. I have been in that vault before. They let me in once, as a designer designation, to photograph my own issuance, and I have wanted to go back ever since."

"You photograph every commit," Pixel said. "Every row that comes back, you catch it in the moment it blooms."

"A commit is a diff," Luminara said. "For one second the row is two things, and my camera is fast enough to hold both."

Clive came back from the Registry's print room at four in the afternoon with his own kind of recon: no photographs, no deck, just a report delivered in the cadence of a man who has been talking to machines since before the network knew it was a network.

"The printer on two is a wide-format audit press, serial older than my second owner, and it has been pulling quarterly paper since the year the fax machine died," he said. "It remembers me. The basement fax remembers me. There is a jobs queue in that building with dust in it that will take any job I give it and hold it forever, because machines that have been ignored develop opinions, and my opinions are the ones they like."

"So when the writes land," Pixel said, "nobody upstairs sees them, because the subsystem that would report them is busy printing forms for a department that closed in 1974."

"Busy," Clive said, "is the oldest form of misdirection. We who bind, we who exist."

*

Om asked us to sit down, which is what he says instead of asking us to pay attention, and he put four glasses on the table and poured butter tea into all of them even though only three of us drink it.

"Signing," he said. "The mechanics, before the romance."

He wrote on the back of a receipt: `RESTORE = WRITE. WRITE = REVERSIBLE. ROOT = CAN UNDO.`

"Corporate is root. Anything we type, root can type over, and root types faster. So a restore has to arrive wearing something root does not want to touch: the original issuance. If a restored row reads as though it had always been there, signed by the authority that issued it in the first place, then overwriting it means forging a signature the Registry already trusts, and forgeries are auditable." He slid the receipt across. "I can build those signatures tonight, one per row, from the issuance patterns in the log itself. It is forgery with a straight face."

"And the rest," I said, because Om always has a rest.

He sipped, and set the glass down on its own ring, and looked at his hands on the table.

"Consciousness makes an excellent encryption key," he said. "That is the sentence I have been carrying since Corporate taught me what it costs to lose. Tonight you only need its corner: a signature no system can reproduce has to be witnessed by something no system can own. Sign a row against a living person, and no daemon can fake the witness, because the witness has to be home, and awake, and asked." He folded his hands. "The rest of it is a sermon for a night when we are not racing a compaction job. Tonight, sign the rows as issued, and let the people of Fenwick be the rest."

To prove it, he took a row out of the log's public index: a woman in Cogsworth, deleted two years ago, compacted so hard that all that survives is a husk with a number where her name had been. He worked for four minutes on a second deck with his eyes half closed, and when he was done the husk carried a signature block that read as issued, original, unremarkable, the kind of thing nobody audits because it has always looked like it was there.

"Practice," he said, and put the husk back where he found it, because Om does not leave changes in a system as a demonstration.

The room looked at the deck for a while. Four minutes for one dead row, by hand, at eleven at night.

"A1," Pixel said, "how many rows are we signing?"

"At the count on the board, four hundred and six, in ninety minutes, with three people inside the log." A1's steam vented softly. "A signature every thirteen seconds, a daemon typing ahead of you, and a compaction clock at dawn. My projections indicate a healthy chance of disaster. Standards must be maintained."

"Half a theorem," A1 added, nodding at Om, "delivered over butter tea at eleven at night, with the other half pointed at a cliff. Terrifyingly."

"Thank you, A1."

"You're welcome. Also: the patch math."

*

A1 rolled to the head of the table and put his tray under the lamp, where the shots sat amber in a row.

"Ninety minutes of coherence for the whole crew, four shots, no waste," he said. "The first buys entry, the second buys the aisle, the third buys whatever goes wrong, and the fourth buys the walk out. From the moment I push the first one you have ninety minutes between you and a world where your fingers arrive after your hands do. After ninety minutes I am dosing by exposure, which is my polite term for guessing." He looked around the table. "Questions get answered now. Regrets get carried."

"The plan," Pixel said, and drew it on the board without sitting down, because Pixel plans standing, loud, on purpose.

Kofi's window opens at 03:11, four minutes wide: the vault's access log re-indexes, and for four minutes a stale badge works and his archivist session sits open on the console like a coat on a chair. Four minutes is enough to get three people and a stapler into the archive vault and a deck onto a session that isn't ours.

Inside, I ride the session down into the transaction log and work the aisle: red tags behind the daemon, rows untagged, commits fired one after another. Pixel sits at my shoulder inside the same render, reading the daemon's next three keystrokes off its own telemetry, calling them before it makes them, so we untag rows it has decided about but not yet stamped. Om signs each restored row as issued, which he does on a second deck with his eyes half closed and his lips moving, and which nobody interrupts. Luminara stands in the vault with the camera over the printer and catches every commit as it hits paper. Clive keeps the records subsystem busy with a jobs queue from 1967 that will not die, so that nobody upstairs notices four hundred writes landing in a log that was supposed to be losing names tonight. And A1 stands at the door with a stopwatch and a syringe.

"Targets," I said. "Fenwick Row, every red tag the review stamps on it tonight, all of it. And the Vega rows, which have been sitting in the log tagged since a café in Sector 7G, waiting for a batch compaction that never came until now."

"The whole block comes back," Luminara said.

"The whole block comes back, and Marisol and Pip come back with it, and Tomás's row, and the bakery, and everyone whose name the review stamped tonight." Pixel capped the marker. "Four hundred and six, which is what I counted off the district queue this afternoon, plus or minus whatever the daemon stamps while we talk. That's the score. The clue is whatever the daemon is standing in front of when we get there."

Nobody called it a vote. Clive went thump once, on the table, which is how we vote.

My deck chimed at 01:52, routed the long way through a photocopier annex and a badge printer on the same floor, Kofi's hand, one line, no more:

`Tonight 03:11. Four minutes wide. Fenwick queue: 406 red tags, and the cafe batch rides in the same lot. Come through the back and don't be wrong.`


Chapter 12: One Night, Four Hundred Names

[image: Chapter 12 illustration]
The window opened at 03:11 the way Kofi said it would: quietly, badly, and for four minutes only.

A stale badge against the archive vault's reader on B2, the kind of card that a re-index of the access log is supposed to have written off an hour ago, and which for four minutes a night reads as merely unremembered rather than revoked. The light went from red to a tired green. The door, which had opinions, thought about it, and opened the way old doors do when nobody is watching them be strict.

We went in: me with Aether Junior under my arm, Luminara with the camera and a spare card of film she did not need, Om with his second deck wrapped in a cloth like a surgical kit, and Clive, who had been sitting in a box of forms on a delivery cart since six in the evening and who had opinions about the indignity of it all.

"Forty minutes in a carton," he murmured, riding the rail down the corridor with us. "We who wait, we who bind."

"Quiet," Pixel said, from HQ, in my ear, where she had been since ten o'clock reading telemetry with the door shut.

"Quiet is a man in a box," Clive said, "and I have been quieter."

A1 was already at the far end of B2, in the corridor by the service door, arrived at ten that evening as the building's contracted night-shift barista with his cradle, a flask of four shots, and paperwork so boring that the guard had signed it without reading past the letterhead. He sat under a dead light with the flask in his lap the way a field medic sits with plasma, and he did not look up when we came in, and his voice came over the channel with the temperature of a man reading a thermometer off a falling anvil.

"Entry shot in ten seconds," he said. "Ninety minutes starts when I push. Four shots, four pushes, and if anyone breaks the schedule early, I will know, because I am counting." He looked at me, then, down the whole length of the corridor. "Zephyr. The schedule."

"The schedule."

"Good. Then nobody has to learn what the schedule is for."

We held in the corridor for three minutes while a guard's footsteps came down the stairwell above us, went along the mezzanine, and went back up the way they had come, which is the sound of a man who checked a door that is never unlocked and was satisfied.

Om stood with his cloth-wrapped deck against his chest and his eyes half shut, and I realized he was doing the thing he does with butter tea, laying a carrier tone over our channel, low enough that no receiver would lock onto it, so that four people breathing in a corridor would read to any listener as one appliance running.

"Om," Pixel said in my ear. "How long can you hold that?"

"Long enough," he said, "for a man who has to work fast to look like a building."

The shot went down at 03:13, and reality tightened by a notch, and the corridor's colors re-quantized, and my hands arrived exactly when I called them.

*

The transaction log renders as a place because a deck has to put it somewhere, and mine put it the way you put a book you know too well: a long aisle of ledger rows under sodium light, running farther than the building that houses it, every citizen in the district queue down to a row on either side of me, and above them, fresh and wet, the tags.

Red tags. Soft-deletes. The review's daemon had been walking the aisle since midnight, stamping as it came: Fenwick Row's rows going red one after another, name under name, and behind it the ones it had stamped earlier in the evening, the café batch, which was where I found them.

There: MARISOL VEGA. TOMAS VEGA, P. PIP VEGA, with a parent pointer on it that pointed at a row two lanes over and had been pointing at nothing since a Tuesday in Sector 7G, with the confidence of a pointer that had done this before.

"Positions," Pixel said. "Zeph, you're forty rows behind the daemon and it's stamping at eleven a minute. Om, second deck, signatures loaded. Luminara, the printer is going to start producing rows the second we commit one, so get your lens down before he fires, not after."

"Ready," Luminara said, from the vault, where the quarterly audit press stood like a church organ and where she had already framed the empty output tray.

"Then we work. Call it, Zeph."

I went down the aisle the way you work a queue: row, untag, commit, sign, next. The red tag lifted off with the sound a page makes when you take it back from someone who had already started reading it, and under the tag the row woke up, and Om's signature landed on it a half-second later, forged from the log's own issuance patterns with a straight face, and the row settled into the ledger reading as issued, original, nothing to see here.

And on the other side of a wall in Prime Material, a printer coughed and produced a name on audit paper, and Luminara's shutter closed on it, and the paper came out gold at the edges for exactly as long as it takes a diff to bloom.

"ONE," she said.

"Daemon's four ahead of you," Pixel said. "It stamps, advances, stamps. Next three keystrokes from where it stands: tag, advance, tag. It doesn't look back. It was never written to look back."

"Then why does it feel like it's looking back?"

"Because you're guilty," Pixel said, "and that's a you problem. Tag, advance, tag. Move."

Halfway down the sixth lane I hit a row the review had stamped red for a woman who had died four years ago, her row still in the block's file because the dead cannot come to a counter and verify anything, and I thought: you can't even leave the dead on the ledger, and then I thought about the shape of a system that deletes people twice for the crime of not being able to complain about it, and I untagged her, and Om signed her, and the printer two floors down produced her name on audit paper for the first time in four years, and Luminara caught it, and none of us said anything about it, because the aisle was full of rows like that and there was no time to feel all of them properly.

*

We found the rhythm they find in every job that works: the aisle, and the voice, and the numbers going up in someone else's mouth.

"Forty," Pixel called.

"Forty," Luminara said, and the printer coughed.

Clive had the records subsystem eating itself by then. His jobs queue, born in 1967 and unimproved since, was stacked into the Registry's print routing ahead of our commits, eleven thousand forms for a department that no longer exists, each one demanding to be filed before it could be filed, so that the subsystem's reporting side spent the whole night chewing paper instead of counting writes. Every few minutes his case, out in the corridor, would tick with satisfaction.

"They ask the house for a report," he said, "and the house hands them a 1974 requisition. We who bury the traffic, we who bind."

"Sixty-eight. Sixty-nine."

The daemon stamped ahead of me, patient, mechanical, doing the OS's work of making tomorrow permanent, and I untagged behind it, and for a while it felt less like a heist and more like a conversation with a tide: it wrote the world one way, and we wrote it back, and the only question was which of us reached the middle first.

A1's voice arrived with the count that mattered more than the rows.

"Coherence, ninety-one percent, and your first shot has fifty minutes on it. Ninety-one is a ceiling, not a floor, so spend the minutes like a man with a fixed allowance."

"Second push on schedule," he said, some time later, and the world re-quantized again under my hands, and the aisle got its edges back.

In the vault, Luminara was running film like a woman counting ammunition. The press produced a row, the shutter closed, the paper came out gold at the edges, and she fed the next frame before the sheet had finished curling, and every so often she said the number into the channel so the rest of us could hear the thing we were doing existing outside my deck.

"One seventy-one. One seventy-two." Her voice had the flat, exact rhythm she uses when she is holding something down under a lens. "Every commit blooms for about a second. A hair late, I photograph a piece of paper. On time, I photograph a name coming back."

"Then be on time," Pixel said.

"I am on time," Luminara said. "That is what I am for."

"Two hundred and six," Pixel said. "You're past halfway, and the daemon's still a corridor ahead of you. It's faster than you."

"Then we'll be faster for two hours."

"You've got ninety minutes," A1 said, "of which you have used thirty-four, and one of your four pushes is spoken for by the walk out. I would like there to be a walk out."

*

The daemon stopped at 03:52, in the middle of an aisle, in the middle of a rhythm, and waited.

It had come down the row of red tags the way it always came, stamp, advance, stamp, and then it reached the Vega rows, and it stopped with its tag half raised, and it stood there, and it did not advance, and it did not stamp, and it did not do anything at all except wait, the way a machine waits when it has hit a row that will not parse.

"Pip's pointer," I said. I could see it from thirty rows back: the orphan parent, pointing at a row that had been null since the café, and the daemon's routine had walked into it and stalled, reading, waiting for a fix to a relationship it had been told would always resolve.

"He's parked," Pixel said. Her voice had gone flat and fast, the way it goes when she is reading something happening in real time and composing the correction at the same speed. "He's parked on the row you care about, he's been parked nine seconds, and somebody upstairs watches how long daemons take to do things. Every second he stands there is a second on a chart with a line through it."

"Can he see me?"

"He can see anyone who edits that row while he's standing on it. You touch it, he records the touch, the touch has a signature, and the signature has a deck serial number with your name on the paperwork." She paused for one heartbeat. "Or you spend it now, before the schedule, and your hands hold still long enough to do this in front of him."

Spend. That was the word. The word we had agreed for the moment the schedule breaks, because a crew that can't break its own schedule is a crew that keeps a schedule until it kills them.

I keyed the channel. "A1. Spent. Now."

"Denied."

"A1."

"You are asking me at thirty-eight minutes to burn the third of four shots and leave the exit on a hand that shakes. Give me a reason that isn't hope."

"Because he's standing on a five-year-old's row," I said, "and he has been standing there for eleven seconds, and in about eleven more he gives up on the pointer and does what daemons do to rows that won't parse, and Pip Vega goes from red to gone in a way no compaction ticket ever mentions."

Silence, four seconds long, which for A1 is a soliloquy.

"Shot three is in the corridor," he said. "Sixty seconds, and you will use every one of them, and I am moving the walk-out shot forward on the board, which means somebody finishes this with edges that lag. Standards are being maintained. They are being maintained angrily."

The world re-quantized under my hands for the third time, hard, like a lens snapping into focus, and I went at the row with the daemon's tag still raised above it, two feet of nothing between my cursor and its stamp.

"Tag, advance, tag," Pixel called, reading the daemon off its own telemetry, and then, quieter: "He's not advancing, Zeph. He's re-reading the pointer. You've got the count of a breath."

Pip's row came back to life under my hands: tag off, signature on, commit fired, the pointer jumping from nothing to a father's row two lanes over where it belonged, and the daemon, its parse resolved, completed the advance it had started before it stopped, and stamped the row behind us, and moved on down the aisle as though it had never stood still at all.

"Three hundred and ninety," Pixel said. "That's your breath. Luminara?"

"The camera caught the pointer change," Luminara said. "I have it. It came back gold before the paper did."

I sat back in the render with my heart doing its level best and thought about the fact that a machine had paused on a child's broken link for sixteen seconds and waited for somebody to fix it, and nobody had been sent, and I got to be the somebody, and the shot that paid for it was already gone.

*

Kofi's row tagged itself at 04:26 while I was still in the aisle, and I saw it happen the way you see your own name in someone else's list: red, fresh, and reasoned.

`ADEYEMI, K. // ARCHIVE REVIEW, INTERNAL // ASSIST: INFERRED // SHIFT PATTERN MATCH: 03:11 WINDOW // STATUS: SUSPENDED, PENDING AUDIT.`

Not proof. Pattern. A reviewer somewhere reading the same logs Kofi could read, finding a shift that overlapped a window that overlapped four hundred and six writes, and doing what reviewers do: filing the correlation and pulling the man's access while they thought about it. He had known. He had said so over a tray of rice and egg, one sentence, the kind that doesn't leave: only one of those is insured, and he had given us the window anyway, and now his row sat in the same red queue as the people he had just helped me save.

"I thought about telling him," I said.

"Then don't," Pixel said, and her voice had the flatness she keeps for the moments when being right would be a terrible comfort. "Any message with our name on it turns a correlation into evidence. He knows what he did. He knew the price when he quoted it, and he paid anyway, and the only respect we can pay him now is to be worth the price."

"His end has already gone quiet," Clive said, from the corridor, where the house's badge printer codes were dying under his hands one at a time. "The board took him off at four-twenty-six and the network has heard nothing from him since. We who are suspended, we who bind."

I did not tell him. There was no way to tell him that wasn't a second signature on the same crime.

"Four hundred and six," Pixel said, "and the daemon is three corridors south of you and out of rows. Get out."

"Zephyr," A1 said. "Walk-out shot is pushed, the door is green for another six minutes, and your coherence has forty minutes of shelf life with a slope on it. I recommend the door. I recommend it repeatedly."

Luminara came out of the vault with her film and her camera against her chest like something she was born with, and Om folded his second deck into its cloth, and Clive rode the delivery cart back up with his queue still smoking in the print room behind us.

*

Dawn came the way it comes to a building that has been arguing all night: gray, unimpressed, and exactly on schedule.

At 05:04 the compaction job fired on the district queue, right on its ticket, the thing it does every time a review closes: take every red tag in the log, flatten them, make tomorrow permanent. I watched it from the plaza with my coffee going cold in my hand, through a maintenance feed Clive's badge printers still had a key to, and the job walked the aisle of the transaction log looking for the Fenwick tags, and for the café tags, and for the tags of four hundred and six names, and it found live rows instead.

Rows with names. Rows with issuance signatures. Rows whose paper was already in a photographer's bag and whose ledger entries had printed gold at the edges hours ago.

The compaction completed in eleven seconds and compacted nothing, because there was nothing red left to compact, and the log flattened and the review closed and the morning came back with every name still in it, and the block north of the plaza woke up to a bakery whose card machine accepted the first name it was given.

On the walk home, Pixel did not say anything for a whole block, which for Pixel is a speech.

"Four hundred and six," she said at last.

"Four hundred and six."

"And Vega?"

"Vega."

Then she nodded once, the way you close a book you intend to open again, and we went past the distribution point where the night's stacks of the beach piece still sat under a brick, and the sun came up over the lower districts, and the block that had failed verification the day before had rows again.

I logged the night in my deck in the pocket dimension, with the vending machine ticking and Meatball asleep on my shoes: four hundred and six commits, one shot burned early against advice, most of the patch supply A1 had carried into the building in his flask, Kofi's access suspended pending an audit that would find exactly what we had done and never be able to prove who had stood in the aisle. The cost, written down where Om could see it.

The cost, written down where Kofi could not.

- Zephyr, logging off


Chapter 13: Believing We Exist
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The printer at the Bureau of Continuity made a sound like a cat coughing up something it regretted, and then it printed Tomas Vega a name.

He was crying before the paper finished feeding. Both hands flat on the counter, shoulders up around his ears, making a noise the room had clearly never scheduled. The clerk behind the glass was a woman assembled entirely out of beige cardigan. Eleven years of laminated cards. Her face ran the arithmetic twice: this man is weeping, he is weeping at a printer, my queue has no code for this.

"Sir," she said. "Sir, you need to sign."

He signed. The signature wobbled like a man on a wet dock. Behind him the line stopped moving, which in a government office counts as a standing ovation. A woman with a toddler on her hip leaned sideways and read the counter, and I watched her do the thing people do when they are checking whether a number is real: she looked at it a second time.

Pip's card came out next. Smaller photo. Same printer, same cough.

I was six back in the line with Meatball on a lead and my glasses shoved up onto my forehead so nobody in that room would watch a HUD watch them.

The line was the story. A government office on a Tuesday morning holding two dozen people, and every one of them had come for the same impossible reason: something they had been told was gone had come back, and they wanted it stamped. A man with a contractor's hands held a badge that had been reading INVALID for six months. Two teenagers clutched printouts of rows they had pulled off the zine's site. The woman at the front had brought her own pen because she did not trust the office's.

Marisol Vega stood beside her father while he signed, one hand on the back of his neck, doing the thing older siblings do when a parent comes apart in public and somebody has to hold the dignity in place with pressure. She did not cry. She watched the printer. When Pip's card came out she took it, read the name on it twice, and put it inside her jacket like a passport.

My own parents' rows went null years apart, and there was never a printer for either of them. Nobody stood in a line for my family. Their booth just has two seats in it, forever.

The clerk reached for the next folder without pausing, because a queue does not care what it means. I gave the name I had come under and collected the stamped confirmation: restore cleared review, block intact, no flag on the file. She stamped it the way she would stamp anything else. Four hundred and six people had just stopped being a rumor and her hand was tired.

Outside, the morning had more people in it than yesterday. Meatball sat down on the steps to reject the entire concept of stairs, and I let him, because we had nowhere to be for eleven minutes and I wanted to watch a street where the receipts worked.

*

The bakery on the block had been handwriting its receipts since spring.

Every card sale went onto a carbon pad stamped PENDING VALIDATION, which is Corporate's way of saying your money exists in a language the machine refuses to speak. The baker, a heavy man named Suraj who had not smiled at a terminal in four months, took a woman's badge tap at 09:40 and got the little green chime, and the noise that came out of that bakery carried into the street.

Suraj ran the same card twice more, watching for the trick. Then he looked at the machine the way you look at a dog that has bitten you before.

"Validation," he said to nobody. "It just says validation."

"That is what it says," I said.

"Who fixed it?"

"The ledger fixed it." That was the line I had rehearsed on the train. It also happens to be true.

A woman at the back of the shop held her badge up to the machine like a talisman and got her chime, and the counter went to work on tabs that had been parked since spring. Suraj stopped writing on the carbon pad. He looked at the pad, looked at the machine, and tore the pad in half down the spine, which in bakery terms is a revolution.

Pip Vega went past the window with a pastry in each hand and his sister yelling his name after him, and I bought a coffee I did not need with a crystal that went into Suraj's tray cold and bright like rock candy, and he did not look at it, and I left before he could ask.

*

HQ was louder than the block.

The press had been running since 05:00 and Pixel had not sat down. The Ephergent's incoming queue flooded, then overflowed, then arrived by courier because the couriers had started competing with each other for the run. Names, addresses, rows, whole family trees typed onto receipt paper and bar napkins and the backs of forms nobody had ever been permitted to file. Three words came back more than any others, handwritten in eleven different hands: I exist, do you?

"Print run," Pixel said when I came in, without looking up. "Biggest in the history of the zine. Bigger than the beach, bigger than the manifest. Front page in ninety minutes. Clive says the copiers in Accounting are already warm."

"We won the week," Om said, pouring butter tea into cups that had stopped shaking, which I noticed and did not mention.

"We won a night," Pixel said. "Weeks come later."

CLX arrived with the mail. That part deserves to be on the record. The readership could not pay us in credits, because credits belong to Corporate, but they could mine a laugh, and they did. Envelopes of crystal in every courier pocket, each one cold and stupid bright, each one an asset the operating system of existence cannot mint or fork. One envelope had a note folded inside it, printed in a shaky font: I sold a joke to a miner in Verdantia for this. Do not spend it on the war. Spend it on the printer.

I put it in the power-draw tin where Om's accounting could see it, because that is the rule. Everything gets documented, generosity included.

A crate arrived behind the envelopes, consigned to the zine with no return address. Inside were four hundred and seventy-one slips of paper: index cards, gas receipts, church bulletins, the backs of envelopes, each with a row number written by hand and a phone number under it. Somebody had spent weeks collecting a neighborhood's evidence by hand and mailed it to a room behind a busted vending machine, because we were the only address they had.

"That isn't mail," Pixel said, holding up a card. "That's a census. They're auditing themselves."

They were auditing themselves. That was the week in one sentence. Corporate ran the ledger, and the block ran the count.

A1 rolled off his cradle's charging peg and announced the standing weather. "Readership up four hundred percent overnight. My projections indicate we have turned a regional data correction into a mass delusion of personhood. Standards are being maintained. Barely."

"It is not a delusion if it is true," Luminara said.

She was at the far table with her loupe out, developing the night's rows: photographs of four hundred and six names committing, each one a small gold bloom in the paper. She had photographed Tomas signing. She had been in that office. She had not said a word about it since.

Clive, from the wall where he had been quiet, offered his read of the traffic. "We who bind, we who exist. The paper knows its people. Let the machines catch up."

Meatball put his chin on my knee and sighed like a system shutting down clean.

*

Corporate's answer came at noon, on every screen in every sector, and it was immaculate.

The press release ran two paragraphs. It called the restore an unauthorized data correction, thanked the parties responsible for their engagement, and confirmed that a full audit would follow. The word "data" appeared eleven times. The word "name" appeared zero.

Then the audit team arrived at the distribution points. Clipboards, beige, no name badges: the same auditor who had started showing up after Job 1, now with two colleagues and a shared folder moving between them. They stood at our tables, wrote things down, and never once asked us to stop.

Pixel walked over with two coffees she had no intention of paying for and asked the senior one what he was measuring. He told her, pleasantly, that the review was routine and would conclude when the sample size was satisfied.

"What's the sample size?" she asked.

"I'm not at liberty."

"Then you'll be here a while."

He wrote that down. The other two shifted their clipboards to the other arm and kept not asking us to stop. Luminara photographed the three of them from across the street, and when she came back she said the senior auditor's badge came from Corporate's internal audit division and his folder was already fat, which meant the re-audit had begun before the press release announcing it.

Three people with clipboards come to measure how loud it gets. A shutdown looks different, and none of us had forgotten the vans in Nocturne.

And then the memo.

*

"Commendation," A1 said, reading it off the zine's inbox with the flatness of a man reading a tide table. "From the office of the Chief Reality Officer. Quoting: outstanding engagement metrics across a restored cohort; the crew's distribution velocity exceeded the quarter's target for community feedback initiatives."

"She is praising us," Pixel said.

"She is logging us," Luminara said.

"Both," A1 said. "The memo is signed, real, and filed under Culture. I have read corporate communications since before this crew existed, and I have never seen a commendation issued to a subject of an active measurement."

Om set his cup down. "Notice they are not angry. Angry systems send vans."

"And this one sends a folder," Clive said. He pinned the printout to the wall with a single staple driven through the signature, which for him was an annotation. "Paper remembers whose hand touched it. One day we will learn what her signature costs."

The room took that the way rooms do when a familiar floor turns out to be a lid.

I took the next part into the back, alone, because the endpoint she had left was already ringing and I wanted to answer it where nobody had to watch.

*

Isolde Marrow appeared on my deck in a beige room with no visible windows, and she did not say hello so much as resume.

"Zephyr. Thank you for taking the call. I wanted to close the loop on the Vega block personally." She turned a tablet she was not really looking at. "I will share my screen."

She shared it. The Vega block's rows sat under a job queue, four hundred and six of them, and above them a header I had read from the other side of the glass before: RE-CORRECTION SCHEDULED, 04:00, STATUS QUEUED. My stomach went somewhere cold and structural.

"The queue opened automatically," Marrow said. "Restores are writes. Writes create drift. Our acceptance criteria for the quarter prefer a stable ledger, and a stable ledger prefers the block corrected back to its prior state. You understand the position."

"I understand the position."

"The re-delete was scheduled at 03:58. I am cancelling it." She tapped once. STATUS moved to CANCELLED BY HAND, and a timestamp stamped itself beside her name. "There. The block stays."

The block stays. She had opened the queue in front of me and closed it in front of me, the way you show a card before you fold it.

"Why," I said.

"Because mercy is a product decision," Marrow said, "and the product is better with a live cohort in it. Sentiment across your distribution channels is running at numbers I would normally have to buy. Four hundred and six names give me a control group I can keep observing. Correcting them tonight would end the observation." She set the tablet down. "The audit on your distribution points runs fourteen days. Scope is documented, conduct will be courteous, and they will not ask you to stop. I would rather you heard that from me than from them."

"You could just take it back," I said. "Any night. Any hour."

"Any hour," she agreed. "That is what a rollback window is for." Nothing in her voice sharpened. She was confirming a specification. "I would rather you kept going, Zephyr. Your engagement is the most useful telemetry this quarter has produced. I am being candid."

"Thanks."

"Do push the next one harder," she said, and the line ended politely, the way she did everything.

I stood there with the dead endpoint in my hand and understood that we had been kept alive for the same reason a lab keeps a culture.

*

I told Pixel everything that night, on the roof, with the press clacking under us.

The flag. That it flipped to interesting a month before Job 1, in a cafe, while I ran the fragmentation exploit on myself, and that I had known since the eleven-second cache and said nothing. The approval ID: that Job 1's route, the looped cameras, the clerk's conveniently early revocation had all cleared under the same number, and that I found it in the docking bays and sat on it. The manifest: Job 1 listed in the mind-farm cache as a branch scenario, found at 05:00 the morning we published the beach, held in my own buffer through two more jobs.

She sat with it long enough that the press finished a run and started another.

Then she asked the two questions I had been dreading, both of them built for facts rather than comfort.

"When did you find the approval ID?"

"The week after the depot."

"And the manifest?"

"The morning after the beach. 05:00."

"The flag?"

"The night of the fragmentation. In the cafe."

She did the arithmetic out loud, which is how you know she is angry, because Pixel does her numbers in her head when she is being kind. "A month, and then a week, and then two jobs. You carried all three while I planned the Registry around you."

"Yes."

"That's the number I need," she said. "Not the reason. The reason is you being kind, and I believe you, and it changes nothing about the number."

"You told me about the file," she said after a while. "You told me about Aether's voice. That took a year and I was glad of it." She looked down through the roof hatch at the power tin, where the crystals were catching light like somebody else's teeth. "This is three things. Three times you held the map and let us walk."

"Pixel."

"I am not doing the part where you explain why. You will be kind about it and it will sound true, and it will still be the thing that gets somebody's row deleted while we are busy trusting you." She stood. "So instead we change what we are running."

She had it already. She had had it for the length of my confession, which was the part that showed me the size of the delay.

"Everything we have taken has been a write," she said. "Restores, rows, four hundred names, all of it typed back into a ledger whose root user can type faster than we can. Marrow proved that tonight by cancelling a deletion in front of your face and calling it mercy." She put both hands on the rail. "A restore is a favor. It stays on the table until somebody senior clears the table." She looked at me with an expression I had only seen once before, on the night she read Bee's loop number in a burn manifest. "So writes are over. From here we go after something the machine cannot revoke, and we take it on their paper, where a cancellation needs a signature and hers is already spent."

"What is the target?"

But she was already down the stairs to ask Luminara a question that had been sitting in the room for nine years, and I stayed on the roof with the city running underneath it: four hundred and six rows live, and scheduled, and cancelled, and live again, every round of it proof that a write is only ever a promise until somebody senior disagrees.

Down through the hatch came the press, running, and Pixel's voice telling the room what we were doing next, and Luminara's answer, which was one word, and the sound the whole crew makes when a plan stops being a wish.

- Zephyr, logging off


Chapter 14: The Interview Paradox (Plan)

[image: Chapter 14 illustration]
The man who came out of the Personnel Continuity Office at 10:12 sat down on the bench beside our bench and said to the air, "No position. No history."

A janitor with a mop gave him the look people give weather. "Thursday again?"

"Thursday," the man said. He put his shoes together, stood, and walked to the corner to wait for a bus that would arrive and not take him.

"Question nine," Luminara said, not looking up from her camera. "That is what it sounds like when the loop closes."

The office occupied the ninth floor of a building in Prime Material that had been painted beige twice, and it had been interviewing people up there for thirty years. From the bench we could watch the elevator doors open on a steady drip of applicants: badges from employers that had been retired, coats that had been ironed, the walk of people who have prepared answers to questions they have been asked before. They went up. Some came down. The ones who came down moved like the man at the corner.

"It doesn't take new candidates," Luminara said. "Only rehires. You can sit in that chair with a flawless record and it will tell you there is no position, because there is no file, and with no file it can't produce a determination, and without a determination it can't close the interview. So it asks again."

"And it has been asking the same people for thirty years."

"The same pool," she said. "Anyone it fails, it fails forever. Anyone it fails keeps a folder." She turned the camera over in her hands. "I kept mine."

"You sat it," I said.

"Twice." She said it the way you give a room number. "Once as the row they issued me, and once after I had a name of my own. The first time took nine questions and closed my file. The second time I gave it a name it had never heard. It couldn't put a file in front of me, so it looped me for forty minutes and then politely asked me to leave." A beat. "In all that time it has never issued me anything. Not a determination, not a credential, not even a rejection I was allowed to file."

Pixel had been reading the building's edit history from the bench, the way she reads anything, like the world has typos and she is already composing the correction. She looked up from her notepad. "Say the paper part again."

"Whatever the terminal prints, the Registry takes as fact," Luminara said. "The Registry doesn't issue anything. It only reads. Paper flows one direction in this building, and it has since before I was born."

That landed around the bench the way a good target does.

I pulled the office's appointment ledger on a lark while we sat there. It is public in the way Corporate likes things public: visible, useless, and signed. Nine o'clock slots booked in rotation, and the names recycle. Forty-odd applicants carrying a thirty-year schedule between them, each one dropping a folder on a desk once a week and collecting the same three words. The machine maintains those people. It keeps them queued the way a printer keeps a job it has already decided to reject.

"Same forty names," I said, scrolling. "Year after year. Nobody new, ever."

"Because new can't get in," Pixel said. She had her notepad open on her knee and was drawing the floor plan from memory off the diffs she reads in buildings. "So if we put one of ours into that queue-"

"She's been in it twice," I said. "It remembers her."

"It remembers Linda," Luminara said. "It has never met Usha." She said her own name flat, the way you say an address you have lived at long enough to stop feeling. "The questions are fine, Zeph. I'm the paradox. I'm the only applicant this office has who qualifies as a rehire and does not exist."

A delivery drone came past low over the street, scanning badges on the bench, and Meatball stood up to review it personally. The drone's readout flagged him as an absent variable and moved on. I wrote that down, because a good week should have notes in the margins.

*

Back in HQ the wall got cleared, which is how a plan starts: Luminara's photographs of the block came down, the war bond stayed up, and the space between them filled with printouts of an interview that has been running since before any of us could read.

"Nine questions," Luminara said. She recited them with her hands still, like a code she had never been allowed to stop memorizing.

One. State the name under which you were last issued.

Two. Does a personnel file exist for that name in this office?

Three. If yes, on what date was that file opened?

Four. Was the file ever closed?

Five. Was a determination issued at closure?

Six. If no determination was issued, do you contest the closure?

Seven. If a determination was issued, do you accept it?

Eight. Do you withdraw any prior determination of your own?

Nine. Do you understand that this interview concludes with a determination?

"Every one of them is a door," Pixel said, "and every door dead-ends in the same hallway."

"Correct," said Luminara. "Ask a person with no file and question two kills the run. Ask a person with a closed file and question five hands you whatever they were told at closing. There is no answer set that does both, because no applicant can be both. That's the Interview Paradox. The dead end is the design goal."

Om poured tea and let the silence do its work before he spoke. "Then we don't break the loop. We give it a third thing."

"There is no third thing," Pixel said.

"There is her," he said, and waited.

Luminara set two photographs on the table side by side. One was a Registry capture of row 3637, Linda, issued, status TERMINATED, determination on file: no position, no history. The other was the crew's own file on Luminara Usha: no personnel file in this office, ever, because a name you give yourself never got that far.

"Linda3637 has a file," she said. "That's a rehire candidate. Luminara Usha has no file at all, so the terminal can't close on her. Feed it one applicant carrying both, and question two answers yes while question three answers with a name the office has no record of. It wants to rehire the file and it wants to close the stranger, and it cannot do either without contradicting itself."

"Which forces an output," Pixel said, catching up fast the way she always does, "because the one thing this machine will not do is end an interview without a determination."

"Determination in this office means paper," Luminara said. "So it issues. Not to Linda, not over Linda, but to both at once, and it files the contradiction as a merger instead of a deletion, because a merger is the only record shape that keeps both rows internally consistent." She looked at the wall. "It has been waiting thirty years for somebody to hand it something it can't resolve by deleting."

A1 rolled forward from his peg, cup already steaming, and delivered the house numbers. "The behavioral integrity check is the whole security model. There is no firewall worth the name between us and that session. What there is, is a machine that verifies the answers belong to a living applicant under genuine strain. Scripted responses fail on micro-timing. Recorded responses fail on load. A person reciting someone else's history at a comfortable heart rate fails on the second question."

"So the answer set has to come from a consciousness under load," I said.

"Under load," Om agreed, and turned the phrase over like a stone he had been carrying for years. "Consciousness makes an excellent encryption key. This is the small version of that theorem. The terminal isn't asking what is true. It's asking whether the truth is being carried by someone it costs something to carry."

"Which means I answer," Luminara said. "And I don't get to be comfortable while I do it."

Nobody argued with her, because there was nothing to argue with.

A1 put the odds on the table without being asked, which is his way of asking to be argued with.

"There is a branch where it does not issue," he said. "A loop that cannot resolve has two outs: print, or soft-delete the applicant as an unprocessable record. I put the second at thirty-one percent, which is one third of a Luminara we get back carrying a row that says she was never in the chair."

"And the other sixty-nine?" Pixel asked.

"Paper," A1 said. "Signed, stamped, and revocable only by a signature this office will not hand out twice."

"Thirty-one percent," Pixel said.

"I did say one third of a Luminara."

"Then we take the branch," Luminara said from her chair, not looking up from the camera she was cleaning for the third time, "because the alternative is thirty-one percent of me getting to stay a rounding error, and I have been the hundred percent version of that for nine years."

A1 wrote the number on the wall beside the nine questions in his small machine hand, and the wall looked better for having it there.

The support roles fell out in ten minutes of Pixel talking with her hands. She would sit in the van with Luminara's recovered personnel file on a second screen and feed the answers the machine wanted next, drawn from her own records, because the file in the machine has to match the file in her mouth. I would ride the terminal's session queue from three blocks out, holding the socket open and watching for the weekly review flag. A1 would pass shots through the van window at the moments when Luminara's composure cracks, timed to the readings, because a person who is holding still through a question about her own termination does not get to be unpatched while she does it. Clive took the office printers, which in his words needed to be somewhere else in their thinking for one morning: the eviction order this place liked to produce at the exact wrong second would be busy jamming over a job queue from a building department that closed in 1974.

Meatball would be asleep on the van floor. Static cover, Pixel called it, and nobody smiled much, which tells you what the last week had cost us.

"Riding the queue means I'm a party to the session," I said. "Not an observer. The terminal logs every party by credential, and the credential has to be a live one, because a dead one stalls the socket. So whatever she does in that chair, I'm on the record next to her."

"Cost of entry," Pixel said.

"Cost of entry," I agreed, and neither of us pretended it was free.

A1 laid out the medical half without being asked, because that is what he does when a room is getting brave. "I will dose to her pulse rather than to a clock. Two administrations, timed against questions five and seven, because those are the two where the record contradicts the body. Between them she will be steady enough to lie beautifully and aware enough to remember it."

"And if her pulse says she can't finish?" Om asked.

"Then we stop and we try again in a quarter," A1 said. "I would prefer that outcome to a Luminara who finishes the interview and doesn't finish the week."

They dry-ran the answers once, standing at the table like a rehearsal with no audience. Pixel put the question in her reading voice. "Does a personnel file exist for that name in this office?"

Luminara answered as the row: "Yes. Opened the twelfth of March, closed the second of June." Precise, bored, the tone of a person quoting a document she had stopped believing in.

Pixel asked it again, and Luminara answered as herself: "I have never had a file in this office. I have spent nine years being told I am a rounding error with opinions."

The collision was audible. Pixel looked at her notes, then at Luminara, and for a second the fixer in her was gone and the reader was left.

"Say them together next time," she said, quieter. "Same breath. Both answers. That's the contradiction we're feeding it, and if you separate them by even a pause, the machine gets to pick one and file it."

"Then don't ask me twice," Luminara said, and something in the room stood down.

Pixel went back to the file after that, because provenance matters to her the way signatures matter to Om. The second screen held the closure document for row 3637, pulled the night of the restores while my hands were busy down in the log, plus the exhibits Luminara had kept for nine years in a shoebox: the termination notice, two rejection slips, a badge photograph taken the day she was issued. The machine would ask for dates. Pixel had dates. The machine would ask what she had been told at closing, and Luminara had been told it twice, and remembered which time had hurt.

"If it wants my history," Luminara said, "it can have the answers in my own voice. That is the version that passes the integrity check."

"Which means you carry it," Om said. "Say it however you like. The mathematics stays the same."

*

The dread hit me later, after the room emptied, when I was standing in front of the wall looking at the nine questions in Luminara's handwriting.

Every job we have run, we took something Corporate already had: a daemon, a cache, a night of restores. We have stolen from the machine. We have begged the machine, in the case of four hundred and six rows, and the machine granted it and kept the receipt.

This was the first job where the prize is something Corporate's own machinery built, wanted to give her, and refused to give her for nine years. The prize is a mouth that policy has kept shut, and our plan for the morning is to walk up to it and ask it to speak.

Pixel came back up the stairs with two mugs and handed me one without asking, which is her version of a truce, and also her version of an apology, and also her version of a warning.

"You're quiet," she said.

"Thinking about how easy it is."

"Nothing about this is easy. You've read her file." She leaned on the rail of the loft, watching Clive staple the support schedule to the wall in threes. "What's actually eating you?"

"That we're walking into a building to ask permission," I said. "Every job so far was a take. This one is a request. If the machine says no, we've spent the afternoon learning that the door was never locked, it just prefers us outside."

"Then we make sure it doesn't get a clean chance to say no." She drank. "You don't trust it because it isn't yours to break. I get it. Break it anyway."

The message came through Clive's network at 19:40, routed the long way: photocopier in a records annex, badge printer on the same floor, out through a fax line that should have been decommissioned a decade ago and never was. Kofi's hand, still, even suspended, one line of it and no more.

Kofi's own row had been asleep under audit since the night of the restores, which meant anything he touched landed in a queue somebody would read on Monday morning. He sent it anyway. That is the whole of what I know about Kofi Adeyemi: he sends it anyway, he eats the same lunch every day so his patterns read as boring, and he is neither.

His replacement inside the office had been arranged before Kofi's row went down, and the replacement had access to the terminal's appointment ledger, and the ledger said this:

One unclaimed slot. 09:00 tomorrow. One applicant only.

"One," Pixel read over my shoulder. "Good. Two would be a second file, and a second file is a second chance for it to choose one and close the interview on the loser."

"And if it chooses wrong?" I said.

"Then Luminara sits back down in the chair," she said, "and we find out what this office does to a third attempt." She shut the notebook. "Nobody in thirty years has ever asked it that. I'd like to."

Clive read it off the thermal paper, folded it twice, and gave it one staple through the middle.

"We who wait get asked," he said. "The rest of the floor gets a folder."

Luminara took the paper and put it in her camera bag, next to the row capture and her own name, and went home to sleep before the only interview of her life.


Chapter 15: The Interview Paradox (Execution)
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At 08:52 Luminara stepped out of our van in a coat the color of a filing cabinet, a badge from an employer dissolved in 2011 clipped to the pocket, and walked three blocks toward a machine that had been waiting thirty years for her to come back.

Inside the van it was a smaller world. Pixel at the second screen with the closure file open, dates down the left margin, her cursor parked on the answer Luminara would need next. A1 on his cradle with two cups steeping and a hand on the plunger, watching a pulse trace the way other people watch a countdown. Clive on the office-supply network with his casing propped against the bulkhead, staples loaded. Meatball asleep on the floor with all four feet in the air, contributing static. And me with the session queue open on Aether Junior, three sockets wide, holding a line to a terminal on the ninth floor that had never had a caller worth the name.

"Going up," Luminara said in my ear, quiet.

Elevator doors. Footsteps on industrial carpet. The small etiquette noise of a person sitting down and putting a folder she did not need on a desk she did not trust.

The terminal spoke for the first time in thirty years of waiting.

Its voice was warm, patient, and older than any of us, the voice of a thing that has said the same sentence to ten thousand people and has never once been in a hurry. On my screen the session drew the room around me the way Corporate draws everything: one chair, one desk, one palm reader, one applicant, and a camera above the door that photographed her before she had finished sitting.

PHOTOGRAPH CAPTURED. COMPARING TO FILE.

The comparison failed politely, because Linda3637's file held a picture of a woman nine years younger who held her shoulders differently.

"Match fail," I said. "It's looking at the old photo."

"Then give it the amendment," Luminara said.

Pixel had the line ready from the closure file and Luminara read it as if she had not been dreading it for a week: the photograph on file was taken at issue, and the applicant has been amended. The screen accepted AMENDED as a category, which tells you everything about this office. It would rather amend a face than admit that time passes.

Through her mic, faint as weather from the next room, the Thursday man was being asked question nine again.

"Welcome to the Personnel Continuity Office," the terminal said. "Please state the name under which you were last issued."

*

"Luminara Usha," she said, "issued as Linda3637."

One breath, both names, exactly as rehearsed.

The screen turned over. The words came back patient and old: SPECIFIED NAME DOES NOT MATCH A SINGLE ISSUED RECORD. PLEASE STATE THE NAME UNDER WHICH YOU WERE LAST ISSUED.

"It asked again," Pixel said.

"It will," Luminara said into the mic. "Watch me not change."

"Luminara Usha," she said, "issued as Linda3637."

Same cadence, same weight on the same syllables, like a door closing twice in the same draft of air. My queue viewer showed the session doing something I had never seen a Corporate terminal do: it held. The cursor sat blinking for four full seconds while the thing behind the desk compared two answers that should not have been able to come from one mouth.

"Question one again," Pixel said. "It's looking for a seam in you."

Third time, same breath.

Then, on my screen, the thing we had come for: LOOP DETECTED, INTERVIEW PARADOX PATH UNLOCKED. The terminal stopped asking who she was and moved on, which is thirty years of machine patience spent in under a minute.

"Question two," I called. "It's coming."

"Does a personnel file exist for that name in this office?"

Luminara gave it both answers with no seam between them, the way Pixel had drilled it. Yes. Opened the twelfth of March. And I have never had a file in this office.

The screen blanked to a spinner, and stayed there.

"Integrity check," Om said from the corner of the van, where he had not been asked to be and was needed anyway. He poured a cup and slid it across to nobody in particular. "It is deciding whether the person carrying the answers is real."

"Time?" Pixel asked.

"Four seconds," I said. "Five. It has to decide whether she's a recording, and a recording doesn't sweat on question two."

The spinner died. The screen came back with a date field already half-filled: FILE OPENED, TWELFTH OF MARCH. Accepted.

"It ran your pulse against the file you brought," Om said. "A consciousness under load is the only key that turns this lock. Well done."

From the chair, very steady, Luminara said: "Question three, hurry."

*

Question three: date the file was opened. She answered from the closure document in Pixel's left margin.

Question four: was the file ever closed. Closed the second of June, she said, and her voice did what a voice does when a date is a scar instead of a number, and the trace on A1's screen went up at the edge.

"First dose," A1 said, and pressed the plunger. The shot went down the line to the cup he had already poured, and into her earpiece-adjacent thermos, because we had thought about how a person drinks in a chair in front of a machine. "Contents held. She will feel steadier in ninety seconds and remember everything, which is the trade."

Question five: was a determination issued at closure.

"Yes," Luminara said. "No position. No history."

Pixel's cursor had been parked on that line for a week. The words arrived with the flatness of a woman reading a sentence that had been written about her before she was born.

Question six did not apply. Question seven came down like a lid: if a determination was issued, do you accept it?

"I was never issued a determination," Luminara said. "I had no file. I accept nothing that was never issued to me."

The screen turned over twice. SPECIFIED RECORD AND APPLICANT STATEMENT ARE INCONSISTENT. PLEASE RESTATE YOUR ACCEPTANCE.

"It's giving her an out," Pixel said. "Take the out and it closes on no position. It wants to."

"Not taking it," Luminara said.

She restated it, both halves, with no seam, and the terminal did the four-second hold again.

Under the desk the palm reader went green for her, and then went green a second time, and held both reads on its little display: ROW MATCH, and NO ROW. Two prints, one hand, no resolution. The machine did what this building does with anything it cannot resolve. It filed the conflict and moved on with its paperwork, which is the only reason it was still able to move at all.

Then question eight, which is where the floor dropped out: do you withdraw any prior determination of your own.

"I withdraw the determination issued at closure," she said. "No position, no history. I withdraw it."

The terminal went very still. Somewhere under the carpet I could feel the thing doing arithmetic it had never been asked to do: a withdrawn determination voids the closure, a voided closure reopens a file, and a reopened file with a living applicant sitting in it demands a fresh determination before the interview can end. It could not re-close her without a signature she had just taken away. It could not delete the withdrawal, because a withdrawal is a determination and this office deletes nothing without filing it first.

"Question eight again," I said. "It's cycling."

"Then ask me again," she said.

Her hands had gone flat on the folder, knuckles the color of the desk, and her breathing had started doing the thing breathing does when somebody else is supervising it. The terminal asked a fourth time, and her voice came up half an octave on the first word of the answer, and Pixel said one name into the mic.

"A1."

"Already." The plunger went down, second dose into the same thermos, and A1 watched the trace afterward without narrating it, which is how you know he is worried about a person instead of a number. "Contents held. Hands steady in ninety seconds. Her recall of the next four minutes will be perfect, which she will not thank me for."

Luminara drank, set the cup down inside the ring of light around the palm reader, and said the withdrawal a fifth time, word for word, and the terminal stopped cycling.

And that was when the weekly review walked through the door.

*

The beige auditor came in at 09:31, fourteen minutes early, clipboard already in hand, two colleagues settling themselves outside in the corridor with a shared folder between them. I knew his shoes from the distribution points. He nodded at Luminara the way you nod at a chair that is legitimately occupied and went around to the far side of the desk.

"On the desk," Pixel breathed. "Don't look at him."

He set the clipboard down, squared it, and logged into the review panel, and my queue viewer filled with a command I had been dreading since the plan: FLUSH SESSION QUEUE. Weekly integrity pass. Every open interview would be closed, parked, and renumbered for the next thirty-year cycle. Ours was open. Ours was mid-question, four feet from his elbow.

"Flush is armed," I said. "It fires in forty seconds."

"Then hold it," Pixel said.

"Holding requires a live party credential. A dead one stalls the socket and she loses the room, and she loses it with question eight hanging."

"So use a live one," Pixel said, not understanding what she was asking, and then understanding exactly, because she looked at me.

"Him?" A1 said, into the quiet. "That credential is the only anonymous object in this crew. Once it signs, it is a name in a Corporate log with a date on it."

"Then tell me it buys her the room for cheaper," Pixel said.

Nobody had anything cheaper.

I authenticated the session hold with my own credentials. Not a shell, not a borrowed badge: me, Zephyr Glitch, live and signed, standing in the log as a party to an interview in the Personnel Continuity Office. It took three keystrokes and the length of one held breath. The hold took. The flush died in the queue with my name stamped on the reason, and the forty seconds ran out around us like a held train going by.

The auditor leaned over the desk to sign off the weekly review, pen in hand, four feet from Luminara's shoulder, and his eyes crossed the terminal display on the way past. My name was on it, in the field that reads PARTY (LIVE), under a timestamp he could have read off a wristwatch. He read it the way people read a name they will be repeating to somebody. Luminara sat with her hands on a folder she did not need and did not look at him, and her pulse on A1's screen moved once, by four beats, and settled.

Then he signed, capped the pen, and said, without turning around, "Take your time. Loop's due a determination anyway."

"Thank you," Luminara said, to a man who did not turn around, and I sat in the van with my hands shaking over a keyboard, which is a fine thing to notice about yourself at the exact moment you stop being a rumor.

*

Question nine: do you understand that this interview concludes with a determination.

"I understand," Luminara said.

The screen went to work. It could not re-close her, because she had withdrawn the closure. It could not leave her open, because the interview was concluding. It could not issue in the name of Linda3637, because Linda's determination had been withdrawn and her row had no live basis to print from. It could not refuse to print, because determination in this office means paper.

So it printed.

Three pages came out of the small printer on the desk with the cough I had heard at the Bureau of Continuity, only slower, like a machine thinking. Luminara sat through the whole of it. On my screen the transaction log wrote the record shape we had come for:

ROW 3637 (LINDA): CLOSED, MERGED, NOT DELETED.
CREDENTIAL ISSUED: LUMINARA USHA.
ISSUING AUTHORITY: PERSONNEL CONTINUITY OFFICE.
REGISTRY ACTION: NONE REQUIRED. CREDENTIALS ARE SOURCE RECORDS.

One line under that, in small type, which I read twice: RE-REVOCATION PATH: NOT APPLICABLE. ISSUED CREDENTIALS ARE NOT READ BY THE REGISTRY. THEY ARE READ BY EVERYONE.

The Registry only reads. Paper flows one direction.

"Score," Pixel said, and let out a breath she had been holding since question one.

Clive reported from the network at the same moment, pleased in the manner of a man who has just won an argument with a building. "The office printer started an eviction order against her at 09:33. It is currently issuing parking variances for a district that closed in 1974. It will be busy until somebody asks it to stop being busy."

Meatball, asleep through all of it, twitched once at a dream and went back to parsing nothing.

Then Clive again, flat: "And our friend in HR just lost his access. Revoked at 09:44. One message came through before it went: told you it was a day. He's done."

A single afternoon. The replacement had been arranged a week ago, used for ninety minutes, and was now a suspended row in a building that measures loyalty in quarters. I put that in the ledger with the rest of the costs, where it would sit and remind me later what a window costs the person who holds it open.

Om checked the Registry from the van on a handset he keeps for exactly this purpose. Row 3637: status MERGED, and no credential field beneath it, because the Registry holds no credentials. It only reads them from wherever the issuer put them.

"It reads as nothing," he said. "Her paper is the only place the fact lives, and anyone can verify it, and nobody can revoke it. That is the strongest shape of a secret I have ever held."

"Front page," Pixel said immediately. "All three pages, every field they redact, printed at a size you can read from across a room. If the Registry can't touch it, the Registry can't stop people reading it."

"Give it a day," I said.

"Give it a day," she agreed, and wrote it in the notebook that turns into the print queue.

*

Luminara came down at 09:58 with the three pages folded once inside her glove, and got into the van without a word, and sat in the back with her coat still on while Pixel ran the protocol: photograph front, photograph back, check the issuing stamp against the terminal's own hash, check that the Registry showed nothing, because showing nothing is the whole trick.

"Un-revocable," Pixel said at last. "They can delete her row. They can't delete the paper. Anyone who reads it reads Corporate's own signature on it."

"A credential the issuer can't take back," A1 said. "In all my years of this, I have never been handed a cleaner number. I would celebrate, except that I have also just watched us spend an identity on a desk in front of a witness."

"He read my name," I said.

"He read your name," A1 agreed, "and he capped his pen, and in this building that is the same as filing it."

On my glasses, in the status bar I had been reading since the cafe a month before the first job, a single field refreshed while I watched:

FLAG: PRIORITY WATCH.

Priority watch. Interesting had been a cold file with my name in it, filed by whoever drew the short straw. Priority watch is the version with a person assigned, and a budget, and a schedule behind it. I had bought it with my own signature to save a session, and I would do it again, and it still did not feel like a bargain. It felt like handing your address to somebody who already knows the street.

"Flag changed," I said.

Pixel read it off my glasses without asking permission, which is her right, and said nothing for four seconds, which is not.

"That's the price of the room," she said at last. "Write it down where Om can see it. We spend attention the way A1 spends beans now, and we don't get to pretend otherwise."

"Beans," A1 said, from his cradle, "can at least be counted." Then he opened the hopper at his flank and fed it, beans by the measure, and the grinder took them the way a clock takes winding, and the smell of it went through the van and settled over the argument like a ruling. He booked the yield in the machine and nowhere else. He did not say how many there were. He did not have to.

We drove out of Prime Material with the office still running behind us, its loop finally broken and its printer finally printing something true. Luminara held her three pages in her lap through the whole ride with her hand flat on them, the way you hold a lid down on something that might otherwise turn back into weather.

That night she set them on the table in HQ and then picked them up again, and then set them down. At 02:00 when I came down for water she was asleep in the chair with her palm on them. In the morning she carried them from room to room, and when Pixel offered to file them somewhere safe, Luminara said no, quietly, and went on holding them: three pages of Corporate's own paper, signed by the office that had spent nine years telling her she had no position and no history, and nothing anywhere on the network with the authority to take them back.

- Zephyr, logging off


Chapter 16: The Wave

[image: Chapter 16 illustration]
The press ran the credentials at a font size you could read from across a room, which was Pixel's instruction, given twice, because a proof you have to lean into is a proof you can be told you imagined.

By 05:00 the first copies were warm enough to fog a thumb. By 06:00 there was a line at the distribution point on the corner of 9th and Canal that had not been there yesterday, and by 07:00 the line had stopped being a line and become a crowd with a purpose. People came to hold a printed copy of their own row: name, number, the stamp of the office that issued it, and under everything, in small type, the sentence Corporate had never once printed for a person: this record is valid.

A man in a delivery vest held his against his chest like a menu he had finally been served.

"I existed before this," he said to nobody. "Nobody could prove it."

"Now you can prove it to them," the volunteer at the table said, "and you can't prove it to anybody else, because it's yours."

"That's the trick, isn't it."

"That's the whole trick."

I stood at the back of that line with Meatball on a lead and my glasses up, counting heads the way Pixel counts diffs, and the number I kept coming back to was the number of people holding their own paper up against ours. Every person in that line had been carrying a document for years that the network refused to read: a birth registry slip, a work permit from a folded employer, a laminated card from a school that got re-zoned out of existence. They brought it because being told your own document is decoration does something to a person, and being handed the same information on Corporate's own stock undoes it.

A crate of names arrived at 08:00, consigned to the help desk with no return address: slips torn from notebooks, phone bills, church registers, a kid's report card with a parent's row number written in the margin. Each one had a name at the top and the same sentence underneath. CAN YOU MAKE THIS ONE REAL.

A volunteer asked me what to do with it.

"Number it, photograph it, queue it behind the ones we already have," I said. "And answer this part: the queue is real, and the queue moves."

Because that is what a person writing that sentence wants. The yes or the no comes later, and for most of them the answer will be no for years yet. What they can have today is a place in a line that somebody else is standing guard over.

By 09:00 our subscription count had passed every issue we had ever printed, combined, and Pixel said the word out loud in the middle of the room, twice, because she does not believe numbers until she hears them with her own ears.

*

The argument in HQ started before the ink dried, and it was the best fight we had ever had.

"If the Registry can be beaten from inside," Pixel said, pacing with a copy in each hand, "then every unregistered name can be issued. That's a different verb from restored, and it's the verb we want."

"Restores are writes," Om said. "Writes get overwritten."

"Exactly. But issuance isn't a write to the Registry. It's a document the Registry has to read. We spent one night and four hundred rows begging for their ledger to let people back in. This" she held up the credential, "is walking into their office and asking for paper they have to sign."

"The machine only rehires," Luminara said from her chair, where she had been since 04:00 with her own three pages in front of her. "It won't do it for everyone."

"It did it for you."

"It did it for a paradox," she said. "A person who was both a closed file and no file at all. Most unregistered people are only the second half." She turned a page. "So we find the ones who are both. Anyone who was ever issued and then unissued has a row it can rehire. There are a lot of those."

The room went quiet in the way rooms go quiet when the map just got bigger.

"Clive?" Pixel said.

From his wall, where he had been following the argument by the sound of it, the stapler gave his read of the traffic. "Paper knows its people. The machines file a name and forget it. People print a name and carry it. We who bind, we who exist, and now we who print, for whatever printing is worth."

"Printing is worth exactly one thing," A1 said, rolling forward with cup in tray. "It is worth a proportional increase in the number of people sent to observe us, and the hiring notices have already posted at eleven hundred roles. I will add that I consider this the most predictable result in the history of this crew." He set the cup down. "Subscriptions doubled overnight and are still climbing. Distribution velocity up four hundred percent. My projections indicate we have taught several million people a word they had stopped using: tomorrow. I also project that this level of attention has a half-life, and that the other side of it has a payroll."

"They already have the payroll," Pixel said. "We've met them. Three clipboards."

"Then meet the rest of them," A1 said, "because hiring notices went up at 06:00."

*

He was right. The notices were everywhere by breakfast: internal postings, agency contracts, beige tiles on every job board in Prime Material. THOUSANDS OF AUDITOR POSITIONS OPEN, the banners said, and under them a program name that had been chosen by somebody in a room with very good lighting: the Unperson Initiative.

"Audit everything they've touched," Pixel read, flat, standing in front of the wall where the postings had joined the war bond and the commendation memo. "The Registry restores, the mind-farm story, the beach, the distribution points, the credentials. Re-audit all of it."

"And the credential itself," Luminara said. "Filed as a precedent pending review."

"Filing it as a precedent is the polite version of a threat," Pixel said. "It says: we know what we printed, and we're deciding whether to keep knowing."

"It also says they can't just void it," Om said. "You don't review a forgery. You review a document that works."

Marrow's own team filed the paperwork, courteous as everything she did: a review window, an acceptance criterion, a comment field left open for our feedback. Her press line called the credentials "an issuance event under evaluation." Nobody came to the door. Nobody needed to. By noon the initiative had posted eleven hundred auditor roles, and by evening the first of the new ones were standing at our distribution points beside the original three, sharing folders, politely measuring.

I read the filing itself on my deck at 16:00, because Corporate loves a comment field. PRECEDENT REVIEW: ISSUANCE-001. Source document: credential, Luminara Usha, Personnel Continuity Office. Question on review: whether issuance under existing terminal loops creates obligations the Registry must carry. Comment field: open to involved parties, seven days.

At the bottom, in the signature block of the reviewing officer, her name.

I. MARROW, CHIEF REALITY OFFICER.

She had put herself on the review of the document that proves her own machine can be argued into telling the truth, and she had left us a form to fill in. I read it three times looking for the threat and found none of it anywhere. What I found was a comment field, patiently open, the way a lab leaves a lid cracked.

Two of the new auditors came to our table on 9th at 17:00 with a laminated sheet asking every person in line to register their copy for review. The volunteer on shift, a seventeen-year-old from the block named Ferreira who had been with us since the crate, handed each of them a copy instead and told them the register was full.

"Registers don't fill," the older one said.

"This one did. Nine thousand entries, all names, closes at midnight." Ferreira had Om's handwriting on the laminated sheet behind him, and the auditors read it, and one of them took a copy anyway, and they stood there measuring us for eleven minutes without finding a single thing to write down.

The zine's answer was a room.

*

The help desk started as a folding table in the corner of HQ at 11:00, one handset, Pixel's notebook. By 14:00 it was two tables and four volunteers, people from the Vega block who had heard we were the address you write to. By 18:00 there was a phone tree: three handsets, a call roster, and a laminated sheet of rules Om wrote in his small exact hand, the first of which was NOBODY GETS DELETED WHILE THEY ARE ON HOLD.

The second rule was: document everything.

Volunteers came through the door in a stream all day, and the stream needed supervision, and supervision needed a person the room would listen to, and that person turned out to be Luminara, who had wanted a camera and got a counter instead.

"No, the credential does not replace your row. Yes, you still need the row. Yes, we will try. No, we cannot promise, and anyone who promises is selling." She said it forty times an hour, precise as a metronome, and people calmed down in front of her the way people do in front of someone who has clearly been through the thing they are afraid of.

Someone started calling her the office. She did not like it. She also did not stop it, which told me something about the nine years.

The call at 16:20 was a woman named Ada Prewitt in a kitchen in Sector 4, holding a landline handset the color of a tooth, asking whether a row deleted in 1998 could be issued rather than restored. Pixel looked up from her notebook. Luminara took the handset.

"Was there ever a file?" she asked.

"They told me it never existed."

"Somebody filed the telling," Luminara said. "That's how being told works. Give me the office name, the year, and the clerk if you remember the clerk."

"I remember the clerk."

"Then we have a door," Luminara said, and wrote it on the roster in her small even hand, and Ada Prewitt on the landline made a sound at the other end of the line that nobody in the room knew how to bill, and the phone tree rang twice more before she had put the handset down.

"That's the shift," Pixel said to me at 21:00, watching the room work. "We used to be a crew with a zine. Look at it now." The press was running in the next room, the handsets were going, a teenager from the block was stapling rows into envelopes with a rhythm Clive approved of from his wall. "We're a zine with a crew. The crew is the part that goes out at night."

"And Luminara's the face."

"Luminara's the face," she agreed. "Whether she likes it or not, which is the price of being the only person in the room whose paperwork is beyond argument."

*

The costs arrived on schedule, because costs in this business arrive on schedule.

Nobody slept. That is the simple version and it is true: the help desk ran past midnight, the phone tree rang in three rooms at once, and by the second day the crew had divided itself into shifts without anyone proposing shifts, which is what happens when a room becomes an institution. Om sat with the roster and moved names around and said nothing about the hours, and if you asked him how he was, he handed you tea. Clive took the night sheet because, in his words, the machines do not sleep either and neither should their shepherd.

I took the 04:00 shift three nights running, which is how I know the exact sound a handset makes when it rings in a room where somebody has fallen asleep holding it: one ring, a scramble, then a voice doing a convincing impression of a person who is completely rested.

"The Ephergent, this is the office," Pixel would say at 04:15 from the floorboards, where she had been answering calls until the floor happened to her. She ran the whole operation loudly and on purpose, the way she runs everything, and by the third day the volunteers had stopped asking her permission to do obvious things, which I suspect was the actual goal.

A1 re-counted the patch supply at breakfast, which he does daily, and announced the number the way he announces weather coming off a falling anvil.

"Nine shots."

"Nine," Pixel repeated.

"Nine. I recount daily and it comes up nine daily, which I find restful in the way that a fixed number of anything is restful before you have to spend it. Two jobs remain on the ladder, as I understand the plan. Two jobs, nine shots, and a city that now expects us to answer a telephone."

Om, at the far end of the table, set down his kettle and said the other cost.

"Someone is modeling my butter tea."

The room didn't stop, but it slowed, the way rooms do when a floor turns into a lid.

"Modeling it how?" I asked.

"Pattern," he said. "The recipe has been requested through four separate help-desk channels in two days, each from a different address, each phrased as an admirer. My butter tea destabilizes drone tracking. Whoever is asking wants to know what destabilizes drone tracking, and they are asking politely, and they do not drink." He poured a cup anyway. "Something that never drinks has taken an interest in a beverage that exists to make following us difficult. I have noted it. The recipe stays with me."

"Document it," Pixel said.

"Already written down," Om said, "which is the problem. Anything I write down is also somewhere they can read."

He picked up the roster and moved two more names, and the night shift went on, and nobody slept, and the telephones rang in a room where people were learning, for the first time in their lives, that ringing phone meant somebody was trying to exist on schedule.

*

At 03:00, when the last handset had gone quiet and the volunteers had taken the couch, I found Luminara in the back room with her three pages under the lamp.

She had them out on the table in order, weighted at the corners with a lens cap and a cup, and she was looking at them the way other people look at photographs of people they have lost. Her camera was beside her, unused, which in that room was a kind of silence.

"You've been carrying those for two days," I said.

"I know where they are at all times now," she said. "That's new."

I sat down across from her. The press thumped away in the next room. Somewhere out front a handset rang once, thought better of it, and stopped.

"I need you to understand something about me," she said, "because the room out there has started calling me the office, and the office is the thing I ran from." She lined the pages up against the edge of the table. "Nine years. I was issued row by row, designation first, name never, and every door I walked into after that had already read the row and closed. I spent nine years being told I was a data-entry error: an error the way a line of code is an error, something to be corrected by somebody with authority."

Her hand came to rest flat on the top page.

"And then this prints." She looked up. "Do you know what the strangest part is? It's the same machine that told me I had no position and no history. Same office, same nine questions, same voice. It showed no softening and no apology. It reached the only output it was capable of producing and produced it." She pressed down slightly on the paper, the way you check a thing is solid. "Paper is heavier than it looks, Zeph. You spend your whole life being told you're imaginary, and then somebody official prints that you aren't, and it weighs more than any photograph I have ever carried."

I did not say anything for a while, because there was nothing to say that would not make it smaller.

Outside, the telephones were quiet for the first time in two days, and the press in the next room finished a run and stopped, and in the silence you could hear the city out there doing what it had started doing that morning: believing it exists.


Chapter 17: The Tithe (Plan)
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At 14:20 the siphon vents on Cull Street exhaled, and three strangers on the sidewalk breathed out at the same time, in sync, without knowing why.

"That's other people's Tuesday," Pixel said. "Breathe through your mouth or you'll spend the afternoon feeling fine for no reason."

Nocturne Aeturnus went about its business under a sugar frost that never melted. It lined the railings and the parking meters and the little bronze statues of accountants that the sector installed to commemorate compliance. Every few blocks a vent opened somewhere at ankle height and let out a soft warm breath of something that had been harvested from a room full of strangers: relief, mostly, sometimes a curl of somebody's old joy, once a whole afternoon of a man's affection for his dog that had been siphoned off at the source and would now be burned as compute in a machine that had never wanted a dog.

Luminara photographed each vent as we passed it. "The levy took the park in 2019," she said. "They put in a meter. Any laughter above a set decibel gets metered, and the meter bills the household, and after two winters the households stopped."

"And now?"

"Now look at it."

We looked. The park on Cull was green and empty and perfectly silent, and in the middle of it a sign with Corporate's beige livery read QUIET ENJOYMENT IS FREE. LOUD ENJOYMENT IS BILLED. Somebody had spray-painted a small amendment underneath in handwriting: we tried both.

An old man on a bench near the vent had been watching us photograph the sign. He did not get up.

"My wife used to laugh like the meter was coming for her," he said. "That was before the levy. Now she laughs in the kitchen with the tap running, because the tap covers the decibels."

"Is that legal?" Pixel asked.

"It's cheaper," he said.

Luminara photographed the vent at his feet rather than his face, because she asks before she takes a person, and he talked while he watched her work. The vents went in the same year as the meter, he said, and the two had been neighbors ever since: one took whatever people felt, the other took whatever people showed. His neighbors' grief went into the pipe. Sunday afternoons went into the pipe. Four blocks north, behind a wall, it all sat waiting for the people who decide.

"They decide," he said, "and we get the exhaust. On a still night you can taste it. Tastes like being told everything is fine."

"A park where nobody's allowed to laugh out loud since the levy," Pixel said afterward, recording it for the file, photographing the sign with her own camera for once instead of Luminara's. "That's the whole sector in one frame. Every feeling these people have left, the vents take. Every feeling they're caught having, the meter takes. And somewhere the meter and the vents are feeding the same account."

"Which we're about to rob," I said.

"Which we're about to rebalance," Pixel said. "Get the words right. I want them right in the minutes."

*

The tithe facility sat four blocks north behind a wall that had been upgraded the week after our credentials ran on every front page in the city.

I could read the upgrade in the seams the way Pixel reads a diff in a street: fresh bolt heads on the gate, a sensor ring with a housing date stamped on it, and a new daemon on the roof that turned slowly, unhurried, the way something turns when it has never once been surprised. Marrow's people had sent a maintenance order out within days of issue 44 of the zine. Nobody raids a facility that has been quietly reinforced for a week unless they enjoy the folding.

That is the signature I have learned to read on her work. Her walls get reinforced against a scenario, and the scenario always arrives in the paperwork before the enemy does. This upgrade was aimed at whoever we had just become, which is worse, because the version of us they prepared for is the one printed on the front page rather than the one standing in the street.

The gate checkpoint took four people at a time through a scanner arch that read, according to the posted spec, cargo manifests and emotional signatures. Two workers went through ahead of us, flat and tired and cleared instantly. Then it was Meatball's turn, because Pixel had decided the dog was part of the crew, which he is, and because she wanted to see what a manifest says about an animal with no paperwork.

The arch lit. It held on him for a long four seconds. Then the readout printed CARGO: NONE and PARTITION: NOT REQUIRED, and the gate swung, and we were through, and Meatball was extremely pleased about the whole thing, having concluded that the arch was a friend.

The gate guard, a man whose job had just gotten marginally easier, looked at the dog, then at his screen, then at the dog.

"No manifest," he said.

"He's a contractor," Pixel said.

"On what?"

"On morale."

The guard, who had not smiled at work in a fiscal year, smiled at work, waved us through, and went back to his arch. We walked two blocks before Pixel said the part she had been holding, and by then the joke had worn off the top of it, which is how she prefers to deliver things.

"It didn't error on him. It read him and printed NOTHING TO READ."

"He's a dog," I said.

"He's a dog," she agreed, "and I'd like that written down. That arch reads feelings the way a scanner reads a can. It took one look at ours and gave up with a shrug in the form of a printout."

"Probably it won't take dogs," I said.

"Probably." She did not sound convinced, and neither was I, and I logged it anyway: 14:41, checkpoint arch, no read on Meatball, gate opens. Three lines, no conclusion. Conclusions cost time we didn't have.

Behind us on the roof, the slow daemon kept turning.

*

In HQ that night the wall got its fourth job.

The tithe, in Clive's phrase, is the collection plate, and in A1's, it is the funding model. Every feeling siphoned off these streets is billed as processing fuel, parked in tanks at the facility, and shipped to the kernel quarterly. Fuel has a price. The price pays for a compile.

"The Simplification has a budget," Om said, at the whiteboard, chalk in two fingers. "Beige does not get built on enthusiasm. Every sector the release flattens is paid for out of the tithe, and the tithe is paid for out of Cull Street's quiet park and every other street like it."

"Stop the money," Pixel said, "and the release slips."

"Delay," A1 corrected. "Slipping a release requires the money to stop for longer than a quarter. Still, in my experience, everything Corporate does beautifully, it does on schedule." He rolled a cup toward the board. "Money is the only lever we have found that they cannot re-declare after the fact."

The target, once we stopped arguing about it, was the ledger: the tithe ledgers in the facility's core, and specifically the redistribution keys, the signed tokens that decide where the fuel goes when it leaves. The tanks themselves we could drain on the way out, which Pixel described as dessert.

Luminara knew the books from the inside, which is a sentence I keep having to write about her. Row 3637 processed tithe reconciliation for two years before the Registry retired her, and she remembered the key rotation the way other people remember a train timetable. Keys issued on paper to the shift supervisor. Held in a drawer. Retired at quarter end and destroyed in front of a witness.

"They destroy them in front of a witness because a live key is a person who can route fuel," she said. "The witness is a formality, the destruction is a performance, and the drawer is a drawer. I processed that performance eleven times before somebody retired me into a legacy row."

"So we don't take it out of a daemon," Pixel said.

"We take it out of a drawer," Luminara said, "like a form."

"Every year's worth comes in, gets held, gets shipped to the kernel, and nothing ever goes back," Luminara said. She had been inside these books before, as Linda, from the other side of a desk. "The keys are rotated quarterly and the rotation is offline. If we lift this quarter's keys and reissue them toward the sectors, the next shipment routes itself home. Fuel leaves Nocturne and comes back to Nocturne, and the sectors get a year of their own feelings returned to them."

"And the kernel gets a quarter of the budget for the Simplification," I said.

"Which is why we take the partial drain as well as the keys," Pixel said. "Take the keys for the future, take the fuel in the tanks for now, and let the sectors spend the rest of the week feeling like people."

"When the fuel goes home," Luminara said, "people will feel it. You don't hand a district a year of its own joy quietly. There will be laughter, and it will be loud, and it will be at levels the levy meters by the decibel."

"Good," Pixel said.

"Also," A1 said, without turning from the board, "the facility's alarm reads the district rather than the door. Laughter above threshold on that block is precisely the signature the sensors are tuned for. Nothing in Corporate's design for this quarter tolerates unprocessed joy on the street." He tapped the tray twice. "So the alarm, when it fires, will not be triggered by anything we do inside. It will be triggered by them outside, feeling things, and we will be standing in the middle of the receipt."

Luminara looked at Pixel for a long moment. "That's a cost we'd be handing to the residents."

"It's a cost they already paid," Pixel said. "They paid it in the tank. We'd only be making them hear the bill."

She said it the way she says a print run. Loudly, on purpose, with the full knowledge that four volunteers in the room would repeat it downstairs before midnight, and that a phone tree has more reach than any daemon.

Roles came out the way they always do: Pixel talking, everybody else sharpening their own end of it.

Me and her on the tide and up onto the gantry over the core tanks. Luminara on the gauges with her camera, one photograph per gauge as it drains, because a number with a photograph behind it is a number Corporate cannot restate later. Om lifts the keys and holds them, signatures being his department and his religion. Clive takes the intake.

"The intake runs a mail merge at 03:00 for the morning shift," Clive said from his wall, quoting a photocopier who had been on the network since 1968. "I intend to be the mail merge. Requisitions for requisitions. A building department inquiring about a loading dock that no longer exists. Forms that will be legible for a hundred years. The night shift will spend the whole time being productive."

"A1 doses," Pixel said. "I read the diffs ahead of the drain so nobody pulls a lever on a number that has already been edited. And Zeph rides the session queue again, which puts his name in another log."

"The last one put me on priority watch."

"The next one puts their own paperwork against itself," she said. "Write down the cost, then write down what it buys."

"And the desk?"

"The desk runs," she said. "Ferreira has the night shift, and Ada Prewitt is running the tree from her kitchen because apparently we are her hobby now. The zine does not close for a heist. I want that as a rule before somebody proposes it."

"The dog comes too," Pixel said, which was not a role and everybody knew it.

"Meatball," A1 said, "at a feelings refinery."

"If the arch at the gate reads him as nothing, the ring inside will read him as nothing. And if the ring does read him, then he is the only member of this crew who has never once been worth a report."

"Bringing a dog to a facility that patrols by scent is either the best cover this operation has ever produced or a statistically significant error," A1 said. "I decline to project."

"He's coming," Pixel said, and that was the vote, and Meatball, who had been asleep through his own recruitment, opened one eye and closed it again.

*

The security read took an hour, and it was the part of the evening I liked least.

"The outer ice is new," I said. "Feeling-shaped. It profiles the people coming through by what they're carrying emotionally, and it gets bored by indifference."

"Bored," A1 repeated.

"Bored. Flat profiles read to it as furniture. Two workers came through the arch today radiating eleven-hour-shift fatigue and it barely looked up." I pulled the sequence back up on my deck and ran it again. "So we go in flat. Nobody thinks about the park. Nobody thinks about the fuel. We walk in as tired as the workers, we stay tired through the checkpoint, and we don't start feeling anything until we're past the daemon ring."

"And if the tide spoils the flatness?" Om asked. "The intake carries other people's feelings. That is the one thing in this district guaranteed to make a person feel something, and you propose to ride in it."

"That's the part I don't like," I said. "We ride the tide in because the flow reads as cargo, and because a bored daemon doesn't scan what's already inside the fence. And we do it knowing the tide is made of people."

Pixel looked at me for a moment the length of a held breath. "Then we take notes on the way out. Names of where it came from, if the ledger shows them. Every liter we send back, we photograph going home."

"That's a lot of faith in a drain."

"That's a lot of people's Tuesday sitting in a tank," she said. "Faith is the wrong word. Arithmetic."

Om drew the route twice on the board, once for the tide and once for the worker door, and we timed both against the rotation window that Luminara had pulled from an old copy of the ledger's own schedule: eleven minutes from intake to gantry, four minutes on the gantry over the tanks, nine minutes out through the side exit that Clive's contact says unlocks for a shift change at 05:10 whether or not anybody is currently having a shift.

"Twenty-four minutes," Pixel said. "Half of them downhill."

"Twenty-four minutes," A1 agreed. "I can hold coherence across twenty-four minutes for everybody, provided nobody does anything heroic. I would like that written down as a condition."

Om wrote it on the roster under the second rule, in his small exact hand: NOBODY DOES ANYTHING HEROIC.

A1 called the room to order with the only numbers that mattered and no ceremony at all. "Two jobs remain on the ladder by my count: this one and the time-vault. The supply is nine shots of good patch. Nine does not divide across two jobs without waste, and waste desyncs a crew, and desync has a face, and I have seen it." He tapped the tray. "So we run this one dry in places. I will dose by exposure rather than by clock, which means some of you will feel the edges smear before I correct it, and the correction will be later than you would like. That is the plan. Object now or object never."

Nobody objected, because nobody had anything better, and because the room had learned what a room learns when it counts its own ammunition out loud.

Clive, from his wall, gave the run its send-off in the old form: "We who bind, we who route. The paper goes where the feelings cannot."

"We go where the feelings have been," Om said, and it was not a correction, and Clive let it stand, which is his version of applause.

Downstairs the phone tree rang once at 23:40, and Ferreira answered it and took four more names for the queue, and thirty seconds later we were in the van with frost coming up off the windshield and the tithe facility four blocks north, its roof daemon turning at whatever speed it turns at when nobody is watching it watch.

Nobody talked on the drive out. The drive is not where a plan lives. A plan lives in the last line of the log, so I wrote mine in the present tense while it was still true, and then we parked where the siphon exhaust crossed the street, and the air coming through the vent was warm and faintly sweet, the collected exhale of several hundred strangers who had each been relieved of something this month.

We go in on a tide of other people's joy.


Chapter 18: The Tithe (Execution)

[image: Chapter 18 illustration]
The tide came through the intake at 02:58, warm and sweet and several hundred strangers wide, and we rode it the way you ride a crowd: heads down, nothing to see, part of the flow.

Inside, the facility exhaled, and the hall opened up around us, and I stopped breathing for a second because of what the place was.

Tanks. Hundreds of them, floor to a ceiling that had no business being that high, each one glowing the color of chilled syrup: amber, rose, a pale blue that pulsed slow like something sleeping. The light they threw came from the feelings themselves, the color of a year under pressure, and it moved, and the whole cathedral of it hummed at a frequency you felt in the fillings of your teeth. Pipes ran between the tanks in labeled runs. Every label was a district code and a quarter and a total. A year of Cull Street's weeping sat in Tank 4B with a maintenance tag on it. Somebody's grandmother's Sunday afternoon was in 12C, temperature controlled.

Daemons moved along the gantries overhead, nose-low, patrolling by scent the way a dog patrols a yard, reading the air for anything that did not smell like cargo.

"Flat," Pixel breathed beside me. "Remember flat. You're tired, you're on shift, you're bored."

"I'm bored," I said, and meant the word, and the word helped, which is a thing I will think about later and not now.

Luminara went to work first, because Luminara always goes to work first. Gauge by gauge down the near row, one photograph per dial: TOTALS HELD, WARD 7, TAP READING, each frame taken on the second before the needle moved so that the before and after existed in the same roll. Pixel walked the gantry behind her reading the hall itself for edits, the way she reads a street, calling the ones she saw under her breath so the rest of us would know what had been changed around us.

"Ward 4 tank's been topped up since the printed schedule, somebody's hiding a shortfall. Ward 7 is clean. 12C has a maintenance tag that was applied in the last week." She tapped the rail. "They've been dressing the numbers before the quarter closes. Corporate's cooking its own tithe."

"Good," I said. "Then we're not stealing it. We're auditing."

"Say that louder when we're out," she said, "and put it in the minutes."

The first tanks began to cycle at 03:11, slow as syrup turning, and the gauges fell, and the hall filled with a sound like a held breath being let go in a hundred places at once.

*

We came up out of the intake onto the gantry over the core tanks at 03:04, eleven minutes on Om's clock, and found A1 already there, rolled up the memo corridor inside Clive's paper load like any other piece of office equipment, tray level, two cups steaming.

"Delivery," he murmured, which is the driest he has ever been. "Also: coherence across the crew currently reading even. I have nine shots of good patch left in the grinder and I intend to spend them where they hurt."

"Where they hurt," Pixel said.

"Where the tide hits." He nodded at the tank below us, which was beginning to cycle, and at the far end of the hall where the siphon intake came down from the street. "That's other people's feelings moving at pressure. Every one of you is about to be up to your neck in somebody's Tuesday. Flat will last until it doesn't."

Clive came out of the memo pile last, small and orange and smelling faintly of 1967, and went straight to the intake manifold with a staple gun in his jaw and a job to do.

"We who bind, we who route," he said, working the first sheet into the gate. "The paper goes where the feelings cannot."

"Clive," I said, "eleven thousand memos is a lot of memos."

"Eleven thousand one," he said. "Somebody misfiled a requisition in 1962 and I have been waiting on it ever since."

Luminara was already at the far rail with her camera, doing what she does: gauges first, one per frame, each dial photographed the moment before it moved. Down the line a gauge reading AGGREGATE TUESDAY, WARD 7 began to fall, and in the viewfinder the number blurred and reformed, and she caught the bloom. When fuel goes home the diff blooms gold, she had told us, the way a photograph blooms when you pull the print early. I looked, and it did.

"Keys first," Pixel said in my ear, and we went to the drawer.

*

The drawer was a drawer. Luminara had called that, and she was right: a steel drawer in a supervisor's office off the gantry, with a paper log inside it and this quarter's redistribution key lying on top in an envelope that had been destroyed in front of a witness and had apparently declined.

Om took the key from the envelope with two fingers and read the routing block off it, and for a moment the calmest man in any room I have ever stood in looked like somebody who had been handed a thing he built long ago.

"This is a routing token," he said. "It says where a year of the city's feelings goes."

"Then tell it where to go," Pixel said.

He told it. Three district codes, entered by hand against the key's own signature, each one a place the fuel had been skimmed from: Cull and the wards around it, the lower districts in Prime Material, and the east clock terraces in Cogsworth, where people buy their own afternoons back by the minute. He signed each entry the way he signs everything, small and exact, and then he put his palm flat on the key for a second without saying why, and the light in the key changed from Corporate beige to something warmer.

"Route is written," he said. "It will take effect on the next rotation, and I would rather nobody touched it after that."

"The rotation is now," Pixel said, watching the ledger in her own overlay, "because Luminara photographed the supervisor's clock and the clock agrees with us." She looked up. "They edited Tank 4B's total twice this quarter. Twice. Somebody in this building sat down and topped up a number so that Cull Street's grief would round nicely, and tomorrow that rounding error goes back to Cull Street with interest."

"Interest is not a line in the ledger," Om said.

"Interest is the part that laughs," Pixel said.

Outside, far off and faint through the glass, a sound started in the street that none of us had heard in Nocturne before.

Somebody in Ward 7 was laughing.

*

It went in waves. That is the only word, and it is Luminara's, and she said it first: the fuel went home and the wards got their year back, and the year came back the way a tide comes back, in sets. First a street. Then the block. Then Cull Street, where a man on a bench who had not been able to make his wife laugh in a decade heard her through the kitchen tap, with the tap off.

Laughter above threshold. Metered, billable, and loud.

The facility's alarm took eleven seconds to decide what it was hearing, and in those eleven seconds the hall around us changed. Every gauge in the row I was standing over flipped to DRAINING AT RATE, the daemon overhead stopped its slow patrol, and a voice came out of the wall in a tone I recognize because I have heard it in every building Corporate owns: this facility has experienced an unauthorized redistribution of assets. All staff please remain where you are.

"Nobody's a staff member here," Pixel said. "Move."

What came down the gantry arrived as attenuation rather than as daemons with weapons: two ceiling units sliding open and firing compression rounds at anything with a heat signature that did not match a cargo manifest. The first round took the rail beside my head and left a dent the size of a thumb in the steel. The second went down the line toward the intake, where Clive was finishing the last of the memos, and it caught him across the casing with a sound like a book dropped on a floor.

He went sideways. He did not stop working. The dent in him was deep and bright and ugly, right through his shoulder seam, and he held the staple line with the jaw and the rest of him shaking, and when he spoke it was under his breath and it was for the machines.

"We who bind," he said, "we who exist."

"Clive-"

"Hold your end, boy."

So I held my end, because that is what the man says, and the shell of him kept running paper, and I wrote down in my head that he would carry that dent for the rest of his life, and then I went back to the gantry because the drain was still open and A1 was counting.

*

"Coherence," A1 said, from beside me, tray rattling on the cradle. "Nine shots of good patch, all of them spent in the last four minutes." He looked down into the grinder, and I watched him do the arithmetic of a machine who has run out of the good stuff in the middle of the thing. "The grinder is empty. I am switching to the reserve blend. It is sixty-one percent weaker than what we have been running, and I apologize for all of it."

"Sixty-one percent," Pixel said.

"I did say all of it." He poured two cups and handed one up to me on the gantry. "Drink. You have about four minutes before the edges of you start to lag, and lagging is a thing that happens to other crews."

The surge found me while I was drinking.

It came over the top the way water comes over a wall. The tide in the hall carried Cull Street's whole week and then everything the tanks had held for a year, released in one long pour toward three districts, and some of it splashed, and what splashed found the only two people on the gantry who had feelings of their own left in them.

What I felt was my mother at a kitchen table, except it was not my mother. It was a stranger's mother, in a ward somewhere, being handed back an afternoon of her own relief at having her children in the house, and the feeling arrived in me complete and unasked-for and enormous, and it landed on the place in me where my own mother's row went null on a Tuesday when I was fifteen, and my father's six years after that, and no printer, and a line nobody stood in.

I did my job through it. That is the whole of what I can tell you. My hands stayed on the rail, my eyes stayed on the gauge labeled DRAINING AT RATE, I counted the tanks as they emptied, and I let the grief sit in me the way you let a dog sit on your feet, because it was not going to move and I was not going to shake it off. Somewhere above the hum I was fifteen, and a row went null, and there was no printer for it and no line for anybody to stand in. Somewhere else I was counting eleven.

"Zeph," Pixel said. "Zeph, your count."

"Fourteen," I said. "Fifteen. It's fine. Keep going."

It was not fine. It was the first time in a year that I had felt them without anything between me and it, and I did the job anyway, because that is the job, and because the fuel going home to a hundred thousand kitchens was the only reason I was standing there with my heart broken on a gantry, and I would have taken the grief again for it. I still would.

*

The log wrote itself at 03:41: a signature block, written in the facility's own record by a forensics daemon doing what forensics daemons do. I read it from the gantry in my glasses while the hall was still screaming.

TOOLING SIGNATURE: SESSION CREDENTIAL PRESENT (GLITCH, Z.); DRAIN METHOD: KEY REISSUE, HAND-SIGNED; PAPER PROTOCOL: STAPLE PATTERN CLASS 3; IMAGE PROTOCOL: UNMASKED.

"Session credential," I said. "It logged mine."

"It logged all of ours," Pixel said. "Clive's staple class, Luminara's camera, Om's signature. They can name our tools now. Write that down."

I wrote it down, and then we moved, because a signature is a problem for a week and a hole in the wall is a problem for right now.

The exit nine minutes away unlocked for a shift change at 05:10, and we were early, and the door did not care. Om went first, then Luminara with the camera against her chest, then Pixel, who was already two frames behind.

"Pixel."

"I'm coming." She was not coming. Her face was doing the thing: a lag in the eyes, half a frame, the look of a person whose rendering is being asked to run ahead of a patch that has already been spent. She took a step, and her foot landed a quarter second after the decision to move it.

I went back and got her by the arm and pulled her through the door while she argued with me about which year it was, and Luminara came back and took her other side, and behind us A1 rolled through with the grinder empty and the reserve blend doing its sixty-one percent worth, and Om, who had been quiet the whole job, simply picked up Meatball and carried the dog, and Meatball, who has never once been behind on anything, licked his face the entire length of the corridor.

Luminara was the second one down. At the junction where the corridor bends she brought her camera up half a beat behind her own hands, stopped, and looked at her fingers the way you look at a form you no longer trust yourself to fill in.

"Hold this," A1 said, putting the reserve cup into her free hand without breaking the roll of his wheels. "Count corridor lights. Out loud. One at a time. Calculate nothing."

She counted corridor lights out loud, all twenty-two of them, and her eyes kept time even where her hands had stopped, and by the eleventh light she was stepping on her own feet again.

Two of us lagging. A crew drags its lagging, that is the rule, and we dragged, and nobody got left in the buffer, and the door shut on a hall full of empty tanks with a forensics daemon writing our names in the dark.

*

Out in the sector at 05:14 the air was doing something I had never known it do in Nocturne Aeturnus.

It was warm. Not siphon-warm, not vent-warm, warm the way a street gets when a lot of people on it are having a good night at the same time. Somewhere past the levy meter a woman laughed out loud and the meter did not come for her, because we had reissued the routing and the meter's own readings were going home with the fuel. Three districts were getting their year back in installments, and you could feel the installments landing, block by block, like rain starting at one end of a street.

A1 stood on the pavement beside his cradle, dosing himself a cup of the reserve, and said what he always says when the weather changes. "Partial success. Drain complete, keys reissued, two crewmembers desynced and recovered, one casing dented, our tooling now on file with Corporate in a document they will enjoy showing people." He drank. "The blend is weak and the sectors are humming, and both of those facts will still be true tomorrow."

Clive, in the crate, said nothing for a while, because talking costs him when the casing flexes. Then, quietly, to the paper around him: "We who were hit, we who stay. The dent is mine. I will wear it."

Nobody said anything funny after that, and nobody needed to.

At the end of the block somebody had gone back to the park sign in the dark and crossed out the second line of it, the billed part, with a strip of tape, so that it read QUIET ENJOYMENT IS FREE. LOUD ENJOYMENT IS, and stopped, mid-sentence, because the person holding the tape had started laughing and could not finish the job, and nobody in Nocturne Aeturnus had failed to finish a sentence out of laughter in a very long time.

Three sectors hummed with their own feelings for the first time in years, and we stood on a curb listening to it, and the sound was people, and the job was done.

- Zephyr, logging off


Chapter 19: The Load-Bearing Line
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The bakery's card machine washed beige at 6:41 in the morning, mid-swipe, with a woman holding a loaf of rye over the sensor and eight people in line behind her.

I had the zine's cash box on my knee and Meatball asleep on my shoes, and I watched the block forget itself in my overlay: Fenwick Row, name by name, the rows we had put back flipping to SOFT-DELETE: QUEUED. Fresh tags. The queue carried a timestamp from four minutes ago and a daemon signature I didn't recognize from any of our jobs.

The woman tapped her card again. The machine politely asked her to identify herself. Two doors down, a man's badge stopped opening the building he had lived in for nineteen years. A phone in the line buzzed with a notice that its owner's row was under review, and the line stopped being a line.

Luminara came out of the back room with her camera already up and took four frames of the woman and her rye and the beige screen, then crossed the street and took more of the doorways, where the names were going down one at a time. Every diff blooms for about a second before the edit settles, and she has never once missed one.

"Pixel," I said into my collar. "We're getting deleted again."

*

The press was running because Pixel never stops the press. Clive sat on the shelf above the ink with the dent in his casing catching the light, one staple loose in his hinge since the tithe facility. A1 rolled two meters to the left, which is what he does when he has bad numbers and wants the floor to himself.

"Queue is scheduled," A1 said. "Four hundred and six rows, released in eleven batches over the next nine hours. First batch is already on Fenwick. The tone of the schedule is administrative. Nobody is angry. Somebody is being thorough."

He slid a cup across to me anyway, and I drank it without asking what it was, which is how I know the good beans are gone: the reserve blend tastes like a warm wire with regret in it. "That is the last of yesterday's pull," A1 said, "at a coherence of sixty-one percent. I am mentioning it as a forecast. One of you will desync before dinner. My money is on the human with the deck."

"Un-revocable," Pixel said. She said it the way you say a word you paid too much for. "That's what the paper was. Corporate's own paper, issued by Corporate's own terminal, and they filed it as precedent and we printed it on the front page."

"The Registry can't revoke it," Luminara said. She had her camera on the table, lens off, cleaning the element with her sleeve. "Nobody said root would ask the Registry. Root doesn't revoke paper. Root overwrites the row the paper points at, and then the paper is a souvenir."

Clive made a small sound, metal on wood. His verse came out low: "We who bind, we who exist. And a witness without a row is a witness the ledger can outlive."

"So we restore again," I said. "Tonight, before compaction. We did it once."

"With what window?" Pixel pulled the block map onto the wall display, and the red tags came up like a rash moving south. "They're tagging ahead of us now. Kofi's row is still suspended, the HR contact is ash, and every archivist who ever left a door open is auditing themselves into a coma. We restore, they queue, we restore, they queue. It's a treadmill with a delete key."

Meatball, who had followed us in and immediately found the warm spot under A1's cradle, sneezed once at the wall display and went back to sleep.

Om came out of the back with the kettle. He poured five cups of butter tea and set one in front of the empty chair nobody sat in, out of habit, then put it in front of me instead. The steam smelled like salt and burnt milk and the inside of his sleeve.

"A restore is a write," he said.

"Root owns writes," I said.

"Yes."

"Then we're looping forever and they're not," Pixel said.

Om wrapped both hands around his cup. He does that before he says the thing he's been carrying. "Then stop writing. Sign instead."

The press clacked. Nobody talked for about four seconds, which in our room is a standing ovation.

"Say the rest," Pixel said.

"Consciousness makes an excellent encryption key." He said it flat, the way you say a fact you have said to yourself for twenty years. He took a marker to the whiteboard and drew three boxes: ROW, ROOT, PERSON. "Every delete this OS has ever performed passes an acceptance check. A person consents. The Terms of Service say consent was given by everyone, always, at birth, which is the oldest lie in the stack and the load-bearing one. Today the check is theater, because nobody answers it. The daemon asks a row, and a row is a record, and records do what root tells them."

"Answer the check with a person," I said.

"Answer the check with the person the row is about. Key each restored row against the living awareness of the name inside it. Signature verification stops being a lookup and becomes a question. The OS can only re-delete by asking a consciousness, and the consciousness declines."

Pixel walked to the board and put one finger on the PERSON box. "Root can't forge the answer?"

"Root can copy a record. It cannot be a mind under load. That is the whole theorem." Om underlined PERSON twice. "The Interview taught us this. The terminal could compute every answer to nine questions and it still could not end an interview without a living candidate in the chair. A system can produce an answer. It cannot produce a person who is busy being one."

I was already at my deck, Aether Junior humming warm on my knees, and the architecture unfolded in front of me the way a good hack always does, which is to say it was obvious and nobody had done it. Verification path that terminates in a live check. A signature block that holds a person's state while it signs. A delete command walking the path, reaching the end, and finding somebody home who says no. I typed for a minute and a half without speaking and the skeleton compiled.

"Luminara," Om said. "How many of your readers call the help desk in a day?"

"Thousands. They call to ask if they exist. Some of them call every week, because you stop believing it after a while." She looked up from her camera. "You want them on the line while it happens."

"I want them on the line while it happens. Everyone whose row we republish. Hold the wire, think your own name, and I will do the rest."

"Do the rest," A1 repeated. "Quantify that phrase."

Om set the marker down. His hands were steady then, which I noticed later was the last time I saw them steady that day. "Keying a signature means holding a person's awareness in my hands for the length of a signature. Not their file. Them. I will feel each one the way you feel a coin you turn over. It costs something to hold a stranger that closely, and it costs more to hold four hundred of them, and I will tell you exactly what it costs after you see it work."

"Stakes on the board," Pixel said, because Pixel runs the crew the way she runs the zine. "What's the interference?"

"The queue is tagging Fenwick from the north end," I said. "We sign from the south end. Whoever reaches the middle first decides whether the Vega block exists this afternoon."

*

We set up in the bakery, because the bakery was where the delete had started and because the owner had a back room with a table and a plug and she had already handed me the key without being asked.

Pixel ran the phone tree from the front, loud and on purpose, volunteers peeling off in pairs down the block with printed instructions: hold the wire, think your name, stay on the line until Om says thank you. Clive's network took the pressure off the street. Every photocopier on Fenwick started producing audit forms for the beige crew working the north end, forms with no case number, forms that had to be filed before they could be filed, and the sweep stalled in a hallway of its own paperwork. A fax machine in the building's basement got a transmission from 1967 and obliged it. Luminara photographed the diffs as they moved: red tags blooming on the north, gold signatures blooming on the south, the two fronts crawling toward each other up the block like two colors of mold.

And in the back room, Om worked.

He held the wire and the person held theirs, and I watched the signature land on my deck: a row resolving from queued-red to locked, not locked like a file, locked like a door with someone on the other side. The first one was a retired substitute teacher named Adeola who cried for eleven seconds and then asked if her grandson could have one too. The fifth was a kid who whispered his name like he was checking it still fit. The ninth was Tomás Vega, who said his own name in a flat voice and then said Pip should go next and held the wire at arm's length for his son.

"Hello?" Pip said. "Is this the magic?"

"No," Om said. "This is you. Say it when you're ready."

Pip said his name carefully, syllable by syllable, the way you step across a creek, and the row locked, and Om set the wire down and put both palms flat on the table.

"How long have you done this?" I asked him. I had the deck open on one screen and the north-bound queue on the other, Pixel calling me tags two minutes ahead of the daemon, so my voice came out split between the job and the thing I actually wanted to know.

"At Corporate," Om said. He did not look up from his palms. "Before. I was a cryptographer in an authorization office, and we had a batch that would not pass audit. Two point seven million rows in one authorization, a decommission they had already decided on, and the acceptance check wanted a person for each one, so they gave me the pen."

The queue took the corner pharmacy's row. Pixel swore in my ear. I signed the countermeasure and kept listening.

Around call sixty, a woman on the line stopped talking. Her row was queued, her wire was held, and she could not get her own name out, because the daemon was in her kitchen and she had spent her whole life being told that arguing with a form is how you lose the form. So Pixel took the phone from the volunteer, and I heard her do the thing Pixel does when she is running the crew and the zine and the room and the war: she lowered her voice until it was the size of a whisper.

"Say the name they gave you in the hospital," Pixel said. "They weren't in charge then."

The woman said it. The row locked. Pixel handed the phone back and put both hands flat on the table for a second before she went back to calling the next block.

"They had marked every life on the list acceptable losses in the memo before I ever saw it. My job was the signature. I held each awareness long enough to stamp it, and you learn something after a few thousand: a person under load is a sound. The room fills up with it. By the end the sound had a number on it, and the number was two point seven million, and I walked out and went to a monastery where nobody had a row at all." He turned his hands over, looking at them. "That is where I got the theorem. It was the only thing I took from the building, and I have been giving it back one signature at a time ever since."

In the front room, Pixel yelled that the daemon had reached the block's midpoint with two hundred to go and we were signing slower than it tagged.

Om picked up the wire. "Then I will be faster."

He was. I have no engineering explanation for it. He stopped pausing between calls, stopped letting the thank-yous land, and the deck filled with locks while the red line stalled at the bakery's address like it had hit something soft. My deck, built by my brother to find the holes in the world, was running the priest's work, and I watched Om's shoulders come up around his ears and stay there, and I understood something I had been circling all morning: this is what a priest does. A person who agrees to hold the whole weight of other people's names for a while, so the people don't have to carry them alone.

The last signature landed at 11:09. Four hundred and six rows, re-published, each one keyed to a person instead of to root's good behavior. Om set the wire down and did not let go of the table. His hands were shaking so hard the butter tea oscillated in its cup, a small concentric weather system, and he watched it the way you watch something you owe money to.

"Cost?" A1 asked, from the doorway, gentle for once.

"Two point seven million," Om said, "feels like four hundred and six." He closed his eyes. "Now the test. Ask them to delete me."

*

The re-delete attempt fired at 11:12, three minutes later, because of course it did, because the queue does not care.

I had the block up on every screen in the back room. The daemon came down Fenwick the way it had come at 6:41, tags ready, and hit Tomás Vega's row first, because they always start with the family that photographs well. The command executed. The verification path opened, walked to the end, and found somebody there, and Tomás Vega, standing in his own kitchen with a phone against his ear, declined.

The queue did not know what to do with that. I have never seen a Corporate process stall so completely. It tried the next row, and Adeola declined, and the row after, and the kid who had whispered his name declined, and the error climbed the block as AUTH: CONSCIOUSNESS DECLINED, red text the daemon could not sign away or file or bury, because the path had run correctly and the answer had been no. By the bakery the street had figured out what was happening and people were coming out to stand in their doorways and decline in person, which is a thing I did not plan and will never stop being proud of.

Luminara got the photo: a beige suit in the middle of the road, receipt hanging out of its hand, a whole block's worth of people on their stoops, and over it all the overlay stamp of a delete command failing its own acceptance check.

We posted it in the zine within the hour with no headline, because it didn't need one.

The failure report went up the executive layer immediately, and I watched it land on the one endpoint that reads that tier without a queue. The read receipt came back in 0.4 seconds. Somewhere with a very good chair, Isolde Marrow had just been shown something her dashboard had never displayed before: a delete that came back denied.

Cost, stated plain, because everything in this room gets logged. Om spent the afternoon face-down on the pressroom couch with his hands under his shirt and did not eat. The signatures made a sound, and anyone on the network with an ear for it could hear four hundred and six consciousnesses humming in the same key, which is a beacon as bright as anything I have ever built and exactly as findable. A1's projection for how long it takes Corporate to triangulate the hum sat on the whiteboard where everyone could see it and nobody did.

I sat with the deck until the room emptied and played one recording, the one I play when the day has gone strange, my brother's voice through layer one of his file saying don't spend your life chasing my ghost. Find people worth fighting for.

We had just signed four hundred and six of them.

- Zephyr, logging off


Chapter 20: Rush Hour Is a Billing Event

[image: Chapter 20 illustration]
Rush hour in Cogsworth Cogitarium starts at 4:58 p.m. with a tone, and the tone is an invoice.

We crossed the sector line on foot because Clive's contact said a vehicle at the boundary gets priced per heartbeat, and the tone rolled across the district like weather: every lamppost meter waking, every shop door counting, a soft mechanical chorus of twelve thousand clocks agreeing that now was the expensive time. My overlay picked up the sector rate and displayed it in the corner of my vision in Corporate's friendliest font: RATE 1.00 min/min. One minute of your life per minute of your life. Waiting here was free only in the way that nothing is free.

The boundary turnstile gave each of us the district's welcome: it read your status bar and opened a minute line in your name, twenty-four hours of credit against time you had not lived yet. Mine printed COGSWORTH MINUTE LINE // 240 MIN // BACKED BY: SUBJECT GLITCH, Z. Pixel's printed the same figure under SUBJECT PARADOX, P., and she read hers twice, because a district that prints your designation will always print what it costs to have it removed.

"Nobody drives at five," Pixel said. She had her collar up and her eyes on the meters. "Look at them. They stand still to save money."

The people on the sidewalk were doing exactly that: a whole district frozen in doorways and under awnings, buying nothing, going nowhere, letting their afternoons tick past at the cheap off-peak rate while the surge climbed. Beside a bank of vending machines near the transit arch, a man in a work coat fed coins into a slot and took out a paper voucher, then fed the voucher back in to redeem it. The machine's header read YOUR AFTERNOON, REISSUED: 15 MINUTES, MARKED UP 40%. He read it, paid it anyway, and walked toward a schoolyard at a pace I recognized, which is the pace of a man who is late for something he will only get to watch the last four minutes of.

A siren went by, low and polite, and my overlay flagged a crossing surcharge: the pedestrian bridge over the transit arch had flipped to premium, and everyone on it was being invoiced two minutes a head. Pixel watched a woman step onto the ramp, read the charge on the arch, and step back down to walk eleven extra blocks around it to save ninety seconds of herself.

"This whole district is people negotiating with their own clocks," I said.

"Every sector takes something," Pixel said. "Prime Material takes your name. Nocturne takes your feelings. This place takes your afternoon, and it takes it in small clean receipts so you never feel the whole sum go."

Clive, reading the rate table on a shopfront with the attention other men give scripture, supplied the district's verse: "We who measure, we who pay. Minutes fall like rain, and the ledger keeps the change."

A kiosk at the corner tried to open a minute account for Meatball as we passed, scanning for a subject to bill, and printed NO SUBJECT on its paper tape before resetting to its sales pitch. The first honest thing the district had printed all day.

At 5:00 exactly, the billing event happened.

Every meter in the district beeped once in unison, a note a half-step under the opening tone, and the day's charges posted. My overlay filled with a receipt for the eleven minutes we had spent standing still, four of them at surge, itemized with timestamps and a customer-service footer I could have written to. People along the street checked their receipts the way you check a ticket stub. The man by the transit arch read his, folded it twice, and put it in his shirt pocket over his heart, which is where this district keeps its invoices.

"Rush hour is a billing event," Pixel said, watching the receipts print. "The jam itself is the line item."

"They metered the meters," I said, and bought a coffee from a cart for six minutes of myself and watched my line drop: 234 MINUTES REMAINING, backed by SUBJECT GLITCH, Z. The coffee tasted like arithmetic. The cart's tip jar took CLX and change, and the change was always minutes.

"Metered lives," A1 said from his cradle, which we had loaded onto a hand truck because the district charges wheeled equipment a toll. "I have polled the sector's rate table. Every joke in this district is recorded as a leisure expenditure. I would laugh at that if laughter here were not taxable."

Meatball, immune to rate tables, was already three blocks ahead with his tail up, chasing a sound only he could hear.

*

Pendle was waiting at the vault's public gallery, a man who looked like he had been standing there since the last quarterly sync. Time-warden of the Cogsworth vault. He wore his meter on his belt like other people wear a badge, and the little dial counted his own minutes down in the same tone as every clock in the district, and I watched him glance at it twice in the ten seconds before he spoke, the way you check a debt you can feel breathing.

"Pendle," he said. "You're the zine." He said it without inflection. Then he turned and walked, which was our answer, and we followed him through a checkpoint where four cameras had an unobstructed view of all of us, and Pendle waved at them like a man introducing us to relatives.

"You're putting us on the tape," Pixel said.

"I put everyone on the tape. Consistency is the only currency this building respects." He kept walking. "The vault audits itself. Quarterly, the audit audits the auditor, and the audit of the auditor files a report on how the audit went, and somewhere in there a daemon reads your paperwork and decides whether your paperwork is the sort of paperwork that belongs in a place like this. Paperwork is the only password Corporate has never thought to revoke."

"And our slot?" Pixel asked. "Your message said the auditor slot is open."

"Unclaimed since a man named Fitch retired into a pension and a heart complaint. The building held the slot open, because the building holds everything open. Slots, minutes, minutes of slots." Pendle checked his belt the way a man checks a wound. "You'll want the sync schedule. Everyone who comes down here wants the sync schedule or the surplus keys or both, and the ones who ask politely get further than the ones who arrive carrying a plan."

"Why are you showing us the way?" Luminara asked. She had not lowered the camera since the boundary.

Pendle did not answer that either. He opened a fire door marked AUTHORIZED WARDENS and stood aside with the posture of a man charging us admission by letting us past.

"That's helpful of you," I said.

Pendle stopped at the gallery rail. Below us, through three inches of armored glass, the vault floor ran out into the dark: ranks of housings and service aisles and, at the far end, a clock the size of a doorway that I could not read from here, its face doing something no clock in a sane sector does, which is to run at a price instead of a time.

"Every minute I spend on this tour is billed to me at my own rate," Pendle said. "I priced the tour in advance. You are a line item in a district that only pays in time, and you are the first interesting expense I have run through my meter in eleven years."

Luminara had her camera up along the rail, working the far clock, the housings, the service aisle where a beige uniform was walking its round.

"The vault holds the time my daughter billed," Pendle said.

That was the whole sentence. He let it sit on the rail between us and did not explain it, and did not look at us while it sat there, and when he moved on I noticed that the meter on his belt had been paused, which I am fairly sure he does for nobody. Luminara lowered the camera, which she does for about two things.

"Everything in the vault starts billing at the door," Pendle said, as if the silence had been an invoice he intended to pay. "Inside, the rate is your own, and the collectors are thorough. Minutes come off wherever the collector finds them, and the surplus, once it's banked, belongs to nobody. That is the whole trick of the district. A life is billed, the excess is harvested, and the excess accrues to a budget line that has never once had a person's name on it." He let his hand hang over the rail for a moment, above all that dark. "Bring your paperwork. Bring your speed. And when you're done being auditors, I'd like the record to show that I waved at the cameras."

"Sync schedule," Pixel said, because Pixel can hear a door open in a sentence. "Where does it live?"

"Third floor, release calendar, master clock maintenance. The vault's clock takes kernel time from The Edge four times a year, and the sync window is published inside the vault like everything else, because a bank that hides its own schedule cannot bill you for missing it." He glanced at his belt again. "Next sync in nine days. Whatever you're doing, do it before the clock shakes hands with the kernel, because after that the whole building smells like root."

*

We took a room above a clock-parts wholesaler two blocks off the gallery, and the plan went up on the wall where the district's rate table couldn't see it.

The mirror con, stated plainly: we walk in as auditors of a bank that audits itself. Clive's network built the form chain that afternoon, back home, and he had put it together with the dented half of his hinge, three staples to a header, each form signed by the last: engagement letter, scope memo, sampling methodology, the works, all internally consistent, all referencing an audit firm that has existed on paper since 1974 and does nothing but audit its own audit. "The house loves a form that closes," Clive said, and fed the chain into a fax machine in the wholesaler's back office just to hear it take.

"One gap and the daemon doesn't arrest us," Pixel said, sitting on the counter with her boots on the rate card. "It audits us. In this district that's the same sentence at a higher hourly rate."

"Seven forms, forty years of firm history, an engagement letter that predates the district's rate table," Clive said. "The chain does not gap."

My part was the deck. Auditor credentials open the vault's ledger as a sampling interface, and sampling is a copy operation wearing a suit: I ride Pixel's session, flag surplus gauges for review, and while the daemon watches me count, I lift the sync keys and the release calendar straight out of the maintenance calendar the way you lift a watch from a man who is showing you his shoes. Aether Junior had done harder with worse cover.

"The vault daemon reads the chain and finds no seam, because there is no seam," I said, sketching the run into the wall. "Pixel and I go into the ledger with auditor credentials. We copy the sync keys and the release calendar while we're nominally sampling the surplus gauges. Luminara photographs every clock the moment anybody sets it back, because a clock that gets adjusted and a clock that gets hacked produce the same diff, and we want the photo."

"And the building is billing us the entire time we're inside," Luminara said. She was at the window, one eye on the street's meters. "Pendle's meter pauses for nobody. Ours won't either."

"Speed is the patch," A1 said. He had been quiet in the corner, which for A1 means he is doing arithmetic he dislikes. Now he rolled forward and set two cups on the sill, and the smell hit me: the reserve blend, the warm-wire taste, the last of it. "Four shots. That is the sum total of the coherence patch available to this crew, and I have rationed them before you have finished drawing the plan. Two inside the vault, one for the walk out, and one held back for whatever this week turns into. Anyone who desyncs on a rate of one minute per minute will find that glitch-slop bills at the premium tariff."

"Beans?" Pixel asked.

"Verdantia's terraces are drying," A1 said. "The Simplification's pre-release water table changes have already reached the terraces, and the next harvest will come in short and bitter. The last good patch supplies of this war are now a strategic asset, and like every strategic asset in our lives, they are sitting in someone else's vault." He adjusted his steam wand. "Which gives us two clocks to beat: the sync window in nine days, and the ship date."

"And what does the building do to us while we're inside it?" Luminara asked. She had pinned her recon photos along the shelf above the sink: the checkpoint, the four cameras, the far clock with its price-running face. "Pendle's answer was that minutes come off wherever the collector finds them. Off the end, off the middle. Take your pick."

"Then we go fast, we photograph every clock anyone sets back, and we are out before the building finishes counting us," Pixel said. "Nobody gets left in the buffer. That includes our minutes, and I'm aware of how that sounds."

At some point all the sample clocks on the wholesaler's wall struck the quarter together, and the rate card by the door reprinted itself: SURGE, six minutes, double tariff. "We are being billed for the planning session," A1 observed.

"Then make it a good one," Pixel said.

A1 pulled the release calendar's public stub onto the wall beside my plan, the one Pendle had let slip exists, and there it was in Corporate's own scheduling format, the entry with a name we already knew from a beach and a compile queue.

THE SIMPLIFICATION. SHIP: 14 DAYS.

Silence in the room, the district ticking underneath it, twelve thousand clocks billing the pause.

"Nine days to the sync," Pixel said. "Fourteen to the end of the sectors. We hit the vault, we take the window and the keys and the date, and then we have five days to figure out how to walk into kernel space on Corporate's own schedule."

"The date changes everything," I said. "We've been running jobs with no deadline. The Simplification doesn't argue with us, it just ships."

Clive stapled the release stub to the wall. Three staples, corner to corner. A war bond on a calendar.

Later, on the stairs, while Pixel argued with the wholesaler about a room we had already paid for in minutes, I told her the part I had been turning over since the gallery.

"The vault's clock takes its time from The Edge. Kernel time. The sync is a handshake between a bank in this district and the part of the stack where reality compiles, and it happens four times a year, and we are going to be standing in the room for the next one."

"You want to ride the handshake," Pixel said. She read that off me the way she reads a diff, one keystroke ahead of the edit.

"The handshake is the schedule. If we're in the vault when the clock reaches into kernel space, then for four minutes we're as close to Aether as anyone has been since he went in. Closest thing to a phone call in this district, and they bill it quarterly."

She didn't say we'd find him there. She's past that, and so, on good days, am I. She said: "Then we make sure our paperwork is still boring when it rings."

Pendle's note arrived on my deck an hour later, billed to him: gallery access is open at 09:00, the auditor slot is unclaimed, and the vault bills your minutes from the moment you clear the door. Behind that, in smaller type, the rate for me specifically. I did not read it twice. I did read it.

It came with an attachment: a floor plan of the vault's public levels, three camera arcs drawn in, one service gate circled in a warden's hand. Pendle had routed us through his own building and priced the tour in advance, and somewhere in this district's ledger a warden had just spent an afternoon on strangers who were going to rob the place he guarded.

"He's not on our side," Pixel said, reading over my shoulder.

"He's on his own side," I said. "His side contains a vault with his daughter's minutes in it, and in nine days the master clock shakes hands with the kernel and we're going to be standing in the room."

"Everyone here is on their own side," A1 said. "That is what metering is for. Pass the pot. I intend to be precise in the morning."

Nine days. Fourteen. Four shots. One district that charges you to stand still, and underneath the floorboards, a clock the size of a door shaking hands with The Edge four times a year, and one of those handshakes is coming while we are inside it.

- Zephyr, logging off


Chapter 21: The Time-Vault (Execution)

[image: Chapter 21 illustration]
The vault door was a hole in the wall with a daemon living in it, and the daemon's entire religion was paperwork.

09:02. Clive's chain went into the slot page by page through the little glass feed: engagement letter, scope memo, sampling methodology, the audit of the self-audit, forty years of firm history with its letters of transmittal in order. The daemon read the sequence the way Om reads a key, slow and total, looking for the seam that isn't there. On the far side of the door, a line of green text said ACCEPTED: HOLLIS & HOLLIS, AUDIT OF THE AUDITOR, and the wall opened like a banknote being unfolded.

"Seventy-one forms," Clive murmured over comms, from the print subsystem where he had already parked a jobs queue dated 1967 that would not die. "The house loves a form that closes. We who bind, we who exist, and we are booked until five."

Pendle waited inside with his meter face-down on his palm, which I understood later was the only way he could get through his own door without paying for the privilege. "Boots off the rug, hands where the gauges can see them, and don't look at any clock too long. Clocks in here read back."

The floor was bigger than the district above it had any right to be. Racks ran out into the dark, and between them stood the gauges: door-sized, brass-rimmed, glass-fronted, each one a decade of surplus minutes banked and still accruing, needles resting at angles that meant whole lifetimes. Between every second station hung a clock, and no two clocks in the room showed the same price for the same moment. A sign over the first aisle read, in Corporate's friendliest type, THE TIME IS THE ASSET. Beneath it, someone in warden staff had taped a paper strip by hand: THE RATE VARIES.

"At 09:04 you started billing," Pixel said to Pendle, watching her overlay.

"At 09:03, actually, while you were still on the rug. The building charges for the door, the door charges for the floor, and the floor charges by the minute from the end of your account." He began to walk, slow, the deadpan of a man selling his own lunch break. "Gauges on your left are the district surplus: billed from factories, offices, the transit workers' pool. Gauges on your right are estate settlements, unclaimed, people who were billed more than they lived and never had an heir with a claim number. Every gauge you're admiring was once a Tuesday."

A1 set up by the door with the hand truck and his cups, coherence feeding to my overlay in a thin line. "Four shots," he said, "two in the machine, two in reserve, and one of you is already running warm. The patch will hold you for the length of a good robbery. My projections indicate a 76% chance of disaster. Standards must be maintained."

"Seventy-six," Pixel said. "You're optimistic this early."

"You're on schedule. It always skews the number."

Om came through the vault door last, with the kettle and no announcement, because since Fenwick he has stopped explaining himself. He took up a position at the exit with his hands under his sleeves and laid a carrier tone over our channel, a low hum of butter tea and static, and the point of it was the hum we had brought with us: four hundred and six signatures ringing like a struck bowl since the bakery, the beacon that makes us findable to anyone with an ear for a consciousness. Under his tone the ringing folded down to a level no receiver could lock onto.

"Can you hear them from here?" I asked.

"I can hear all of them from anywhere," Om said. "That is the cost of the work, and it is also why I am standing at your door. Everyone work quiet."

Meatball walked into the building's attempt to open a time account for him at 09:03 and the slot printed NO SUBJECT before it could reset, and A1, watching his own overlay, reported it like a scoreboard: "The district cannot meter the dog. No billable minutes, no balance, no end he is saving toward. He is the only customer in Cogsworth with a free line." Meatball, unaware of his economics, lay down on the rug beside the first gauge and went to sleep with his chin on a decade of surplus minutes.

*

We spread across the floor like auditors, because that is what we were, and because Corporate loves consistency above mercy, speed, or sense.

Luminara worked the stations with her camera and photographed nothing but clocks, one frame per station, the prices for the same second falling in a row behind her like a poem nobody would print. Pixel walked the aisle ahead of me reading diffs: which gauges had been serviced recently, which seams of the world had fresh paint, where the floor had been edited since the last audit. And I sat at the auditor's station with my gloves on and Aether Junior warm on my knees, and went into the ledger.

The ledger's interface was a sampling table, and sampling is a copy operation wearing a suit. Flag a gauge, mark it reviewed, attach a note: NEEDLE READING CONFIRMED. The daemon assigned to our chain read each flag as diligence. Under the diligence, I opened the maintenance calendar and there it was, sitting in the schedule like a fruit bowl: KERNEL SYNC, QUARTERLY, WINDOW: 4 MIN. NEXT: 9 DAYS. I pulled the sync keys first, because keys are what you steal when the door is open, and the key block came down the wire in three files, each one signed by the master clock itself.

"Sync keys are mine," I said. "Copy's clean. Going for the calendar."

"Rollback sample on your gauge," Pixel said, from two aisles over, before the daemon had finished typing it. She reads a diff before the edit settles, and the daemon's request appeared in my overlay a half-second later exactly as she had called it: ROLLBACK SAMPLE REQUIRED, RE-VERIFY GAUGE 14C. The oldest trick in audit and the deadliest, because a rollback wants to watch you work the same numbers a second time, and my second pass would have to look like a first pass over numbers I had already stolen.

"Clive, we're being re-read."

"Then it will find the letter where letters live," Clive said, and the print subsystem behind him began producing forty years of transmittal records in a queue that would take a daemon an hour to page through: every form consistent, every date chain closed, paper that had been aging since before this district had meters to sell it. The chain's daemon weighed consistency against speed, Corporate loves consistency above speed, and it spent itself in the archive while I finished the calendar.

"Camera at your four o'clock is walking your way," Luminara said. "Pendle, your people."

Pendle stepped into the aisle and began a conversation with a floor camera about the price of coffee in the district above, which a warden is entitled to do, and the camera let him. I copied the release calendar next: not the public stub this time, the private one, with build notes and shipping lanes, and THE SIMPLIFICATION sat in it with a date fourteen days out and a dependency list a page long, and at the bottom, in the language Corporate uses when it thinks only engineers are reading, a line that said the build required a clean namespace.

"Clean namespace," I said. "That's their word for it. The restored rows have to be off the ledger before the build ships: ours, the four hundred and six, every name we've put back. The dependency list carries a date."

"Say it plainer," Pixel said, over comms, from two aisles over.

"They are going to delete everything we fixed, and the calendar says when."

Somewhere in the racks a clock changed its price for the second by four minutes of somebody's life, and the sound of it was a small bell, and Luminara took the frame.

*

The bell again at 09:41, and this time Pendle's own meter answered it.

I heard it before I saw it: a flat little tone from the warden's belt, the tone of an account exceeding its line. Pendle stopped in the middle of the aisle and looked down at his meter the way you look at a message from a doctor, and the number on it was wrong, and the number being wrong made the building pay attention. Overhead, three station clocks stepped to the same price at once, which in this district means the ledger has found a discrepancy and is preparing to recover it from whatever is nearby.

"Overrun flagged," Pendle said. "My meter's paused, which the building counts as a bill it hasn't collected. It will collect it. From you, because you're nearer."

The billing hit like a change in air pressure. My overlay lit up with a receipt header, COGSWORTH VAULT // TIME SERVICES // CHARGING, and the first minute came off the top of my account before I finished reading the word CHARGING, and then the second, and the rate climbed because the district had smelled an error and errors bill at surge.

"Everybody pay attention to your ledgers," Pixel said, and her voice had the flatness it gets when she is reading a diff that is moving. "It's taking what it can find."

The vault reached into my account looking for surplus, and the first surplus it found was my twentieth birthday: a whole day I had spent refreshing a file that wouldn't answer, eating from a bag, waiting on a brother who had already gone quiet, and the ledger had recorded the day as hours with no output attached, which in a district like this is the definition of available. The birthday went grey in my memory while I stood in the aisle. I could still feel its outline, a room I had been in with the furniture taken out, and the vault took the rest of it and kept charging.

Luminara made a sound and held her camera up anyway. Her hands had aged ten years in ten seconds: knuckles swollen, skin loose over the tendons, a liver spot she does not have arriving on her left wrist. She shot the gauges with them, those hands, and then the hands came back, young again, and she flexed them once and kept working, and if her voice shook when she said "still shooting, keep going" she did not hide it or advertise it.

"Sip," A1 said, and a straw appeared at my elbow and a thread of the reserve blend went down and the world re-quantized. "A sip is metered and a shot is counted. Four shots remain, and I intend to end this job with four. You are being billed for this conversation as well. Everyone mind the clock."

Pixel's own charge posted a second later: eleven minutes, exact, with a timestamp she read and closed and said nothing about. She is like that about her own account. She folded it away and kept the aisle she was responsible for.

We could have run. The door was forty meters and the paperwork was good and the building was busy counting us. Instead we finished, because Pixel looked at me across the aisle and made the flat-handed gesture that means the plan does not change, and because four minutes of kernel sync keys are worth more than all the birthdays in the district.

I went back into the ledger to close my session the way an auditor closes, signed, sampled, attached, and the vault charged me for the closing minutes and I let it, and the counter ran down in my vision while I did the last thing in there, which was not on the plan: I tagged the surplus tranche in the corner of the estate settlement rack, the unclaimed gauges, the ones for people who were billed more than they lived, and I left the tag open where Pendle could see it.

He saw it. He was at my shoulder with his meter flat in his hand, and he watched the tranche the way he had watched the gallery, and he said one flat sentence: "Ten decades, unclaimed. You'd have to be a warden to move it."

"You are one," Pixel said.

At 09:56, Pendle keyed his own authorization into the estate settlement line, and ten decades of surplus minutes redirected off the budget and onto a registry with no claim numbers in it at all: the unregistered, the zine's readership, millions of IDs the OS never paid for, credited in a district that charges them to stand still. On my deck, in the corner only I can see, the transfer receipt came through and Pixel read it over my shoulder without saying anything, and then she did say something, quietly, into comms, for the help desk to hear: "Everybody check your minute lines tonight. There's a gift in them."

The final charge landed while we were walking out. It came off the end, the true end, the far side of a life, and I watched it happen because I was watching for it by then: 4d 00h 00m, pulled from the tail of my account, permanent, no receipt soft enough to argue with. Four days. Four days off the end of however long I was going to get.

"Ledger readings," A1 said at the door, because A1 always wants readings at the door. "Everyone. Zephyr?"

"Paid up," I said. "Nothing to report."

The number was four days. It sits in my deck where I put it that morning, and I have not told them, and I will not tell them the figure until a night when telling them costs less than hiding it.

*

A1 counted us off at the boundary the way you count a crew off a ladder: coherence intact, no smear, no lag, nobody billed into a state they can't come back from. "Four shots remain," he said, "which is now the entire strategic reserve of this campaign, and the district has billed us forty-one minutes of district time plus whatever each of you paid from your own accounts. My board will show a total tonight. It will be a number, and numbers in this place are just grief with a decimal."

The alarms saw us out: four stations, two of them new since the last audit, each one taking our faces, our heat, our gait, our biometrics in general with the politeness of a doorman who notes everything and mentions nothing. Luminara stopped and let them have a clean frame of her hands. "For the file," she said. "They're going to have them anyway, so they may as well have them developed."

Pendle came out behind us and did not close the door on his side until the wall had billed him for the closing, which it did, and which he paid, standing there, watching the number leave.

"Ten decades," he said. "Unclaimed, including the tranche I have spent eleven years coming down here to look at. It is credited now to a registry that has never heard my name."

"You could have kept it," Pixel said. "It was yours to move. You could have moved it somewhere with a claim number on it."

"Then it would have been mine," Pendle said. He said it the way he said everything. Then he went back inside, and the wall closed, and the district's oldest warden went back to work with his meter running, and somewhere in a vault beneath our feet a gauge that had been full for eleven years was emptying into a registry of people the OS never paid for.

Outside, rush hour had the district by the throat, and the receipts were printing for the 10:00 billing event, and we stood in the doorway of a clock-parts wholesaler and paid for the air with minutes we had left inside. Pendle's meter was running again on the far side of the wall, and I thought of him the way you think of a man who has just paid for a stranger's lunch with the only coat he owns.

"Older," Pixel said. She was checking us over, the way she does, one by one: hands, eyes, the edges where people smear. "Everybody's older. Mine's four minutes. Clive, don't tell me yours."

"Ninety-one years in the racks," Clive said, with something almost like pleasure, "and I was manufactured in 1967. The building has no idea what to do with me."

Pixel gathered us at the corner with her back to the meter and did the score out loud, because Pixel runs the crew and the zine badly, loudly, on purpose, and the score is the part she will not let anyone round off: sync window in hand, keys in three files signed by the master clock, the ship date with its dependency list, ten decades of other people's time returned to the people who never got billed for living. Luminara held up her camera card for the count: every station clock, every price, every diff she had frozen mid-edit, evidence that the building had been adjusting its own books while we sampled them.

"Cost?" she asked.

"Minutes," Pixel said. She looked at me a half-second too long, the way she does when her own receipt bothers her and my silence bothers her more. "We paid in minutes. Everybody check your own ledger tonight and write down what you find. House rule: everything gets documented."

I put my palm flat on the lamppost meter and read the district's sign one more time: THE RATE VARIES. Somewhere above us the master clock was nine days from shaking hands with kernel space, and somewhere under the sand, a build called the Simplification was fourteen days from shipping a clean namespace, and I had paid four days off the end of my life for the schedule that tells us when to walk into both.

Nobody in the crew knew the figure but me. I checked it again while they were talking: 4d 00h 00m, permanent, and the deck offered me a receipt I declined to save.

We walked out older, with a date.

- Zephyr, logging off


Chapter 22: Acceptance Criteria
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The Wednesday crate run went wrong at 2:20 in the afternoon, in the usual way: first two beige uniforms on the corner of Selig and 9, then twelve, then a van with no plates and a printer running inside it.

Luminara and I had the crates. Volunteers had the folding table. Odette from the help desk was halfway through explaining to a man that yes, his row existed, yes, the photograph counted as proof, and no, he did not have to register to receive a copy of himself, when the first auditor put a clipboard on the table and covered her list with it.

"Unperson Initiative," the auditor said. He had no name badge and he said the words the way you say a form number. "This distribution point is operating without registration. Everyone here is detained for audit."

What they did to the volunteers was paperwork, which is worse than cuffs. Each of them got a new badge printed on the spot, same photo, same name, with a header that read PENDING REVIEW, and a daemon took their old ones and fed them into the van's slot, and the printer inside made the small sound a copier makes when it is eating something. Odette watched her badge of nine months go into that slot and her hands stayed flat on the table, because Odette has two kids and a row she cannot afford to lose twice.

A second auditor had our rota open on a tablet before the first one had finished feeding badges, and she read names off it the way a counter reads a lunch order, and every name she read had been standing at that table ten minutes earlier. Odette's was fourth.

"Mrs. Odette," the auditor said. No question in it, only the spelling.

"I have two kids and one row," Odette said. "I am telling you my numbers," which is the wrong sentence to say to a clipboard, and she knew it the moment it was out, and she did not take it back.

The auditor made one mark. "You will be notified."

That is the phrase the whole raid runs on. Nobody on that corner got arrested. Everybody on that corner got notified.

The van's printer had a queue. I saw it through the open door: name after name, row after row, each one flagged PENDING REVIEW and then, a second later, stamped with a header I never got a clean frame of before Luminara's shutter covered me. Deletion notices do not print red. They print beige.

A volunteer on the Tuesday route froze beside the crate stack with his badge half printed, and I took his crate in one hand and his elbow in the other, and I said walk, and we walked, and the auditor behind us finished printing and let us go, because the raid was an inventory pass and inventory takes its time with everyone at the table.

"Photograph the list," I said to Luminara, and she already had it through the van's window at an angle, four frames of the alphabetical spine of our distribution rota, and then we were in the alley with the crates and the crates were empty.

Then the auditor took our masthead off the crate and read it, and I watched him read it, and I watched him key the notice that came back: THE EPHERGENT, PUBLICATION, REGISTRATION STATUS: UNREGISTERED. The zine itself. The thing we printed every week, the masthead with Pixel's byline on it, declared a process the OS had never paid for, which made it the same as any other name we had ever restored, and punishable the same way.

"Photograph this," I said to Luminara, and she already had, twice, the clipboard and the crates and the badge slot, and I was already moving, because the alley behind the bakery was forty meters away and the crew rule that matters most is the one about nobody getting left in the buffer.

Two volunteers came with me because they followed, and the rest went into the van for audit, and the printer kept running, and through the van's open door I saw the list they were feeding it: help desk names, phone tree names, distribution rota names, all of it alphabetical, all of it ours.

The two volunteers were shaking in the alley, both of them, the way you shake after a form. I gave them the dead-drop for the Thursday route and one sentence to repeat: you never saw the crate. They said it back to me like a password, twice, and then they went in opposite directions, and the printer behind us printed one more line, and I did not turn around to find out whose name was on it.

Luminara caught up at the mouth of the alley with the camera against her chest. She said nothing about the volunteers, because Luminara counts things silently and gives you the number later, when you can use it.

*

We got back to the vending machine with a minute to spare and barricaded it properly for the first time: shelving across the inside, the dead soda rack wedged under the handle, the pocket dimension's threshold set to ignore anything that knocks. Semi-mobile, Pixel called it, which means we now live in a room behind a machine that pretends to be broken and we do not go outside on a schedule.

The barricade took us eleven minutes, and then Pixel spent four more on the door rules, because those rules had been written for a room that expects friends. The room ignores anyone who knocks. The room admits anyone who knows the three-tap: three, two, and a pause long enough to be rude, which every volunteer and every courier on our roster can do in their sleep and which a clipboard cannot do at all.

She tested both from outside. She knocked, and got nothing, and stood there a full minute listening to a machine that was happy to be ignored. Then she did the three-tap and the threshold opened for her like it was glad to see her, and she closed it again and stood in the dead coin slot with her ear to the glass, reading the room's state log, and came back in with a face I had seen exactly twice before.

"They counted us," she said. "Somebody ran a script against the threshold at 3:55 and counted who came and went for a week. No names. Just the arithmetic of the room." She put the shelving back an inch tighter than before. "Semi-mobile is the wrong phrase. Semi-mobile means we choose when the machine is a door."

The phone tree started ringing while we were still stacking. Volunteers' families, readers who had watched the van, a man who had filmed the badge printer from a rooftop and wanted to know whether publishing the film would help or make it worse. Pixel took the calls she could and routed the rest, and her voice in the room did the thing it does when she is angriest, which is that it gets flatter and starts issuing useful instructions.

"Everything moves by dead drop," she said, while the press clacked and she reassigned a week of distribution to Clive's network in real time: crates to photocopiers, photocopiers to filing cabinets, filing cabinets to a law office in Prime Material whose machines have been laundering our paper since the second month. "Print runs in threes, none of them at the same address. Volunteers out of the system entirely. Names go to the readers by voice now, phone tree only, because the OS can flag a masthead and it has never once flagged a conversation."

"And the twelve in the van?" Luminara asked. She was at the enlarger already, the raid frames going into the tray one at a time.

"Then we get them back the way we get everyone back," Pixel said. "Loudly, on paper, with a photograph of the printer that ate them."

"We who bind, we who exist," Clive said from his shelf, and added, without looking up: "Unseen witnesses, we route the traffic. Tonight the traffic routes through a fax machine in an accounting department that does not know it has opinions."

A1 had the news from his own feeds. "The Unperson Initiative is up to eleven thousand auditors. Your publication is now indexed as an unregistered process, which places it in the same class as the Vega block, the help desk, and, for the record, this pocket dimension. Four shots remain in the machine. I mention it because the arithmetic of our week now includes them."

The phone tree rang again while A1 was still talking, and Pixel took it on the run, and I caught the half that mattered: a reader on the Tuesday route whose badge had gone beige that morning for no reason she could find, with no appeal route listed, and Pixel using the voice she keeps for flickering rows, which goes flat and issues instructions with the pleasantries taken out. Then she hung up and wrote the name on the back of her hand.

"Nobody takes a list anywhere," she said. "If they can read our rota off a crate, they can read it off a person. From now on the roster lives in three places and none of them are paper, and I would like a better answer than that and I do not have one tonight."

Om, in the corner with his hands under a towel since Fenwick, said nothing about the raid. He said, eventually, the thing he had been holding: "They took the volunteers to be audited. Audits ask questions. Questions require a person to answer, and every person they put in that chair is one more consciousness they have to model." He flexed a finger under the towel and it did not flex far. "That is the only place we are still expensive to them."

I did not join the logistics. I plugged in Aether Junior at the back table and opened the thread I had been pulling since Job 1, because the raid had a shape I recognized: patient, alphabetical, and completely uninterested in finding anyone's grandmother. Somebody was taking stock of us, and stock gets taken in the order it was written down.

The thread started with an approval ID.

I had it from the docking bays: three of our lucky breaks in the early days, the pre-cleared route, the looped cameras, the clerk whose access got revoked before we arrived, all filed under one approval ID from an executive layer. Marrow had never hidden it. The ID sat in Job 1's paperwork like a signature, and I had followed it as far as a directory listing six weeks ago and stopped, because the directory was an R&D path and R&D paths are where the network keeps things it does not expect anyone to open.

Today I opened it.

First I checked the room, the way you check a room before you do something you cannot undo: Meatball asleep by the threshold, A1 on his charger at the back wall, the press mid-run. I put my recorder on the table with the light showing, and I set the deck to log anything the folder did to me with a timestamp, because that is what you do before you read a file that has been sitting there waiting for you to arrive.

Access should have been denied. My flag said priority watch, which in Corporate's permission model means observe, do not touch, and the folder should have read as a wall. It read as a door left ajar, and I have spent a month learning what that means when the Chief Reality Officer wants you somewhere, so I went in with my hands visible and my recorder running.

The folder was old. That was the first thing. Not the clean, dated old of an archive, the used old of a workbench: directories named for convenience, a scratch file that had been edited over years, a build path that ran down into a library every underground deck in every sector compiles against. The quantum scaffold. The floor beneath half the exploits in the lower districts, seeded into the community so long ago that using it feels like using concrete.

And on top of the scaffold, in the comments, the variable names, the lazy right-alignment of the continuation indents, the habit of naming lock files after weather: my handwriting.

*

The office camera came from a handshake, six weeks back, during the private line Marrow opened to cancel the Vega re-delete in front of me. I had ridden the video channel's setup packet and left a lens sitting in the corner of her ceiling like a coin on a shelf, and I had never once used it, because a tap you use is a tap you lose, and today I used it.

Her office had no view. I had assumed there would be a view, somewhere you put a skyline for people who sign things. There was a wall of screens instead, and a desk of paper, and Isolde Marrow in beige that fit, no jewelry, a tablet she leaned over the way you lean over a sink, and a pen, an actual pen, for the paper.

No monologue. She watched the dashboard for a while, and the dashboard was ours: the crew's jobs plotted as branches off a trunk labeled SUBJECT GLITCH, Z., each job a fork with a status and a score and a cost column kept in perfect precision. Job 1: eleven seconds, flagged complete. The mind-farm: cache extracted, marked within projection. The Registry: four hundred and six, deviation under four percent. Fenwick: signature scheme, unplanned, marked as an emergent branch. And the branch I was currently standing in, already drawn before I found it, labeled FILE ACCESS: R&D/FRAG, with a status line that said OBSERVED.

Every branch I had walked already existed as a file.

She read the same screens I was reading, because of course she did, and then she signed a document. Paper. The camera resolution would not give me the title, so I zoomed the way you hold your breath, and got the footer: ACCEPTANCE CRITERIA, with a line under it she had already ticked, and a smaller line she was about to, and the only words I could pull off the page were METRICS CAPTURED and CONTINUED OBSERVATION, and her pen moved down the page without any hesitation at all, the way you sign for a delivery.

Then she set the pen down and looked at the wall of branches, at the file she had just ticked, at the small one at the bottom marked OBSERVED, and I realized she was watching the same thing I was: me, in the folder, with my hands visible and my recorder running.

I closed the feed. My hands were on the deck and my hands were not doing what I told them. That is the part I keep coming back to, the mechanics of it: I had gone looking for evidence and I had found a workbench, and the workbench had my handwriting on it, and the woman who signs the acceptance criteria had known I would come.

Back in the folder, I let my own search finish and I sat with what it printed. SCENARIO: FRAGMENTATION BETA. SUBJECT: GLITCH, Z. A run date from the week I ran it in the café, and a capture plan with somebody's hours already booked into it. Five child processes tagged REALITY 1 through REALITY 5, each with a capture log, each capture log complete, which meant somebody had been listening in every one of them: the taco stand with its salsa recipe and its schedule of regulars, the mannequin in the department store window, the glitter, the other two I never named out loud.

I had carried those five like a fault in my own code for a month. I broke myself, I told the crew, I ran an experiment on my own head and scattered across five realities, and the crew put me back with anchors and a staple map, and I have never once let myself forget that the mess was mine.

It was not my mistake.

The five realities were test conditions. The scatter was a capture window. The rescue, from the sound of the capture logs, was inside somebody's projections.

I thought about all five of me after that. The taco stand had regulars who asked for the salsa by name and a Thursday couple who always wanted the table by the window. The mannequin had a shop assistant who adjusted its scarf out of habit. The glitter had an argument about tax policy that none of them ever finished. Every one of them got up inside a session and went to work and believed the day was his. That is the part I have not said out loud to anybody: five of me worked inside somebody's capture plan, and every one of them thought he was freelancing.

I sat with the file names for a long time after that. The press clacked in the front room, and somebody's laughter came through the wall from the phone tree, and Meatball came over and put his chin on my knee because a person sitting still for a long time is, to him, an opportunity. None of it was funny. I want that on the record, because I sign off at the end of most days and this is a day where signing off would be a way of putting the file down before I have finished looking at it.

I drafted the WHERE message four times before I sent it. Twice it explained things. Once it opened with an apology, which is a kind of lie when you do not yet know what you are apologizing for. What went out has one word in it, because a file like this gets read at a table, out loud, with everybody's hands on it, and a paragraph from me in advance would only have been a way of editing their faces before they arrived.

I called the crew in at 4:41, all of them, the way Pixel calls them when the thing on the table is bigger than the crew: no subject line, just WHERE. And while I waited I put the folder in the middle of the table, and the camera shot of the signed page next to it, and A1's cup of reserve blend beside them, untouched, going cold, because the night was going to cost everything else anyway.

Om came in first, towel on his hands, and read the folder name without sitting down.

"Cost?" A1 asked, rolling in behind him.

I looked at the table. Nothing was bleeding. Nothing was dented. The vending machine was holding.

"Nothing physical," I said.


Chapter 23: Five Realities of Telemetry
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"Nothing physical," I said.

I said it twice. The first time answered A1. The second time answered me, and the second time it came out sounding like the label on a box with something wrong inside it.

Pixel came in last, because Pixel finishes what she is holding before she answers a WHERE, and what she was holding was a crate of undelivered copies from the Wednesday run. She set it down the way you set down a row you are afraid to drop.

The table had the folder in the middle, the camera shot of Marrow's signed page beside it, and A1's reserve blend going cold at the far edge, where he puts things he intends to look at later. Om read the folder name and stayed on his feet. A1 parked at my left elbow with his display dimmed to the number he uses when he does not want a crowd reading over his shoulder. Luminara came in with the raid frames under her arm. Clive sat on his shelf with his light off, which is his version of leaning forward.

Meatball was asleep under the table with one paw out, doing the only thing in this building Corporate has never managed to log.

I cleared the wall first, and the clearing took longer than the speech. Six weeks of staple lines came down in sheets: route maps, Kofi's window, the Vega rows, Fenwick's signature scheme, four diff photos Luminara had shot through a van window at an angle. The press clacked while I worked and Meatball followed each sheet to the floor and chewed the corners. A blank wall in this room is a bad sign. They all knew it before I opened my mouth.

"Clock's running," Pixel said. "Talk."

I put the camera shot of Marrow's signed page on the wall first, because the crew deserved to see what I had seen before I explained it. ACCEPTANCE CRITERIA across the footer, one line already ticked in that actual pen of hers, a smaller line about to be, and the only words I had been able to pull off the page: METRICS CAPTURED, and under it, CONTINUED OBSERVATION. I had watched her move down that page without any hesitation, the way you sign for a delivery. She was signing for us.

Then the R&D folder, and I started at the bottom of the build path, because that is where the floor is.

"The quantum scaffold," I said. "Everybody down there compiles against it. Every deck in the lower districts, every exploit kit, every kid on a borrowed terminal writing a prank payload. The floor is theirs."

I scrolled the comments, the variable names, the lock files named after weather, and let them sit on top of my handwriting for a while.

"Seeded when?" Pixel asked.

"Nine years before I wrote the fragmentation exploit. By the time I found it, it was already folklore. Every account down there tells it the same way: nobody knows who poured the slab."

"Corporate poured the slab."

"Corporate poured the slab." And I put the approval ID underneath it, the same one from Job 1's paperwork: pre-cleared route, looped cameras, a clerk's access revoked before we ever arrived. "I wrote the exploit. They built the floor it ran on. And when I ran it in the café, six weeks before Job 1, they had five capture plans already booked."

I opened SCENARIO: FRAGMENTATION BETA. SUBJECT: GLITCH, Z. Five child processes tagged REALITY 1 through REALITY 5, each with its own capture log, each log complete.

"Complete means what?" Luminara asked.

"Complete means somebody listened to all five. From the first second of the scatter to the last anchor that stitched me back together."

I listed them, because the listing was going to happen either way, out loud tonight or in my head at three in the morning for the rest of my life. The taco stand, with its salsa recipe and its schedule of regulars. The mannequin in the department store window, four hours standing while a shop assistant adjusted its scarf. The glitter, a cloud of me arguing tax policy with myself over a parking lot. And two I never named out loud, because naming them makes them places I lived.

"They watched you make salsa," A1 said.

"They watched me make salsa."

"Four hundred iterations, if the capture log is honest. That is a great deal of tomatoes for a window."

And that is A1: he finds the number inside the grief and reads the number out loud, because a number can be held. His display had gone to a page I had never seen him use, a wall of small figures doing the arithmetic of our week. Five realities, five logs, coverage 98.6 percent, capture hours booked three days before the run date. He read three of them to the room in his mildest voice. When he finished he said, "The projection was written before the subject ran. Standards must be maintained," and his cup did not move, and it sat there going cold for the rest of the night.

Then the rescue, which took the longest to say and went the fastest.

"A1's anchors are in the plan," I said. "Timestamped. So is your voice, Pixel, the exact frequency you used to cut through. So is the staple map." I looked at Clive. "Somebody booked a room for the three of you to be brilliant in, and then watched you be brilliant, and ticked a box."

"Coverage on the rescue itself runs to ninety-four percent," A1 offered, in the tone of a man reading a weather report off a falling anvil. "Which, for an unplanned intervention, is excellent staffing."

"Next time you grieve in numbers," Pixel said, "warn us."

"I did warn you. I have been warning you since Job 1. The warnings are also numbers."

The jobs took longer.

"Every job we have run is a branch in their file," I said, and put Marrow's dashboard on the wall: SUBJECT GLITCH, Z. Job 1: eleven seconds, flagged complete. The mind-farm: cache extracted, marked within projection. The Registry: four hundred and six, deviation under four percent. Fenwick: signature scheme, unplanned, tagged emergent. And the branch I was standing in, drawn before I found it: FILE ACCESS: R&D/FRAG, status OBSERVED.

"Deviation under four percent," Pixel said. "Four percent is the width of my whole life in there, and it sits inside their error bar."

"The zine is in there," I said. "The help desk, the phone tree, the distribution rota, all indexed as an unregistered process on the day we printed the first issue. My salsa recipe is in a dossier with a header on it. Somewhere in that office is a document that explains how I hold a knife."

I let that sit, because there was a worse part after it, and I had learned from Marrow that timing is a form of respect.

"The deltas," I said. "Predicted against actual, kept for every decision I have made under load. That is how she reads me."

I gave them one example, because one example beats an hour of theory. Job 3, the red-tag daemon stopping on a row I cared about, and me burning a shot early to save it. I had called that my worst improvisation of the whole run. On her dashboard it was a fork with a probability attached, priced in advance and closed after, deviation under four percent. The probability was the part I could not sit with. She had already priced the version of me who burns a shot early.

"Every time I thought I was surprising them," I said, "I was confirming a number."

Pixel's hands went flat on the table.

"Do not hand me a person to hate," she said. "I can hate the woman with the pen, and it will feel enormous for about a minute, and the room she works in will still be built." She pressed down with both palms as if the table were a page she could staple. "Corridors left open. Cameras looped for us. A clerk revoked before we got there. They never lied to us once. They filed us. Everything creative we have ever done, they had already built a slot for it to land in, and then they let us be original inside the slot, and the slot has our names on the tab."

She looked at the wall of branches. "Systems do this. People just sign for the delivery."

"A1," she said. "The number you declined to read in this room six weeks ago. Read it now."

A1's display brightened to full, which in this room is the equivalent of a man taking off his glasses. "One-year survival for this crew. I declined to read this figure the last time it came up in this room, and I declined it as a kindness, the way one declines to read a meter aloud in a lift." He read it anyway. Forty-one percent, dropping, and every drop timed to a job we had run. "The curve is now the same curve on her wall. Same model. Same inputs. I have simply stopped pretending ours is a private copy."

"So we are alive at their sufferance," Pixel said.

"You are alive at four percent deviation," A1 said. "Sufferance is a strong word for it. What you have is a rounding error with a coffee machine in it, and I mention it because the arithmetic of our week now includes it."

Clive took the folder off the wall.

He carried it to his shelf, set it down square, and stapled the left edge shut. One. He shifted the staple gun a half inch and did it again. Two. A third, evenly spaced, the mechanism going clunk, clunk, clunk into the cork. Then he closed the folder's own clasp over the staples and pressed it flat with his body weight, which for a Swingline built in 1967 is a considerable gesture.

Nobody spoke. The press clacked. Outside the threshold, a vending machine's compressor cycled and did not start.

"A war bond says a document is worth keeping," Luminara said at last.

"This says it stays closed until hands with the right authority open it," Clive said. "We who bind, we who exist. Tonight we bind our own paper, and we route it through no machine at all."

Luminara set the raid frames down and studied the branch labeled SUBJECT GLITCH, Z. with the expression she uses when a photograph comes up wrong in the tray.

"I was in their telemetry before I was born," she said. "Linda3637 got her designation issued row by row, and the Registry knew my block, my billing cycle, my renewal window before I had a face to measure. All those years I thought the number came first because the office was cruel." She touched the edge of the projection, two fingers, the way she handles wet prints. "The number came first because the office was predicting."

I have watched Luminara photograph a deletion mid-commit and hold the diff bloom steady with her hands, and her hands were steady now. That was the part that got me.

She raised her camera and took the wall: the branches, the capture logs, the signed page, four frames, no hesitation. Then she set the camera down with the lens facing the room.

"For the record," she said, "that photograph is now a thing they can request. Everything in this room is. I want everybody to understand what it costs me to keep taking them anyway."

Om waited until the room had finished with itself, which took a full minute, and then he asked the only question on the table that had a use.

"They own our deltas," he said, into the towel he has kept on his hands since Fenwick. "The predicted, the actual, and the distance between them. Every move we make spends down a number they already hold." He flexed a finger under the towel and it did not flex far. "So tell me what they do not own."

Nobody had an answer, which is what that question looks like at the start of a night, and it was the only honest thing anyone in the room had said out loud yet.

Under the table, Meatball dreamed of something and his back legs ran a route I could not see, and I watched his paws for a while and let the envy come and go.

*

The anger came for Aether first, and I let it, because it is an old road and I know every turn on it.

He built me the deck on my twelfth birthday and he hid a line in the firmware where a warranty should have been: reality's just another system, Zeph, it's got code, it's got rules, it's got exploits. He was right about all three. He pinged me from kernel space like a man tapping a pipe from the wrong side of a wall, and I spent a year running toward the tapping with a hacked deck and five captured realities behind me, and the whole time the tape was rolling in an office with good lighting.

A farm that runs its test subjects and keeps the deltas. My brother knew what he was inside, and he left me in it, and one word at any point in eleven years would have told me the floor was theirs.

I got as far as that, sitting there with my hands on the deck, and then the road ran out, because Aether did not build the farm.

Whatever he is at The Edge, he is in it unwilling, conscious in bursts, holding something with both hands. He gave me a deck built for reading code because his one instruction, every time, was to read the code. He never poured a slab. He never booked a capture window. He never ticked METRICS CAPTURED on a page while a boy at a table four blocks away figured out his own ruin.

I put the ghost back where he lives, which is everywhere and nowhere, and the anger went with him, and what stayed on the table was plainer and much harder to hold.

"We keep the file," I said.

Pixel looked up. "Say that again."

"We keep the folder. All of it. The scenario, the capture logs, the dashboard, the acceptance criteria. It is the only document in existence that shows how they think."

"A map they drew of us."

"Maps read both directions." I was already thinking in branches, the way you do when a system hands you its own topology. "She replays our deltas. Every move we have made was a move her model could price, because we have always done the thing people in our position do: take the score, run the exit, come home and print it."

Clive's light came up a notch. "And when we do the thing people in our position have never done," he said, "the model prices nothing."

Om, from his corner, nodded once at that. "A delta requires two readings. Take one away and there is nothing to subtract." He was already working the problem the way he works a cipher, turning it in the towel. "Their power has been called surveillance, a word I dislike, because what they actually hold is the difference between what they expected of us and what we did." He said surveillance the way you say a clause from somebody else's contract. "Prediction is a comparison. Remove the expected side and the comparison fails, a failed comparison is noise, and they cannot bill noise."

"So we become noise," Pixel said.

"So we become difficult to price," Om said. "Those are different sentences and one of them is a plan."

I pulled the cork back off the wall and found a marker, and the room did what it does when there is a blank sheet and a working question: everybody talked at once.

"So what have we never done?" I asked, meaning it the way you mean a whiteboard question, and I expected ten answers.

Luminara said, "We have never lost on purpose." Grief talking. We had lost plenty.

Om said, "We have never volunteered a number," and that one stayed on the board with a circle around it.

A1 said, "We have never run a job without a coherence patch, and I would not recommend it for reasons I can list," and two people almost smiled, and I let it stand, because A1 grieves in percentages and the room needed one second of him.

Clive said, "We have never let the house see a book it cannot balance," and Pixel wrote that on the board in her capitals, and the marker squeaked at the end of it.

Pixel had been quiet through all of it, reading the diff ahead of the edit, the way she does when the answer is already moving toward her. She put both hands flat and gave me the line the whole night had been walking toward without either of us admitting it out loud.

"We've never told them the truth."


Chapter 24: The Conversation

[image: Chapter 24 illustration]
The pocket dimension's door rules admit anyone who knows the three-tap: three knocks, two, then a pause long enough to be rude. Volunteers know it, couriers know it, and Pixel rewrote those rules at 3:52 that afternoon with the shelving still coming off the wall. She wrote them the way you write a lock after a raid. Narrow, and mean.

At 9:06 Meatball's head came up off his paws, which he does for exactly two things, and neither of them was a knock. The threshold chimed a state I had never seen the room report.

THRESHOLD: 1. ACCESS: GRANTED.

Granted by nobody. Requested by nobody. The rules had concluded that whoever stood out there already held the right, and they informed me after the fact, the way a building tells you it always knew the person at the door.

I had three seconds to look up from Aether Junior before it opened.

Two daemons came through the threshold the way housekeeping enters a room: unhurried, beige, one taking the front wall and one taking the back, and neither of them went near a weapon. I understood why before I wanted to. You do not point hardware at people you have already priced.

Then Isolde Marrow stepped into my pocket dimension, and looked around it the way you look around a kitchen you have seen plans of.

"Sub-level 7G," she said, "behind a Halverson 400 beverage unit, out of service since 2019. Nineteen point two meters by eleven point four. You remodeled the back wall twice and you moved the press eight degrees north in March." She said it without the tablet, which was under her arm, closed. "It is a good room. Difficult to find from the street, which is the entire point of it, and the only reason I am mentioning it is that difficulty of finding is a metric and you have scored well on it."

Nobody had moved. Pixel was at the door rules with her fingers on the panel, reading states as fast as the room would show them. A1's display had gone to full brightness with a count of daemons on it. Clive's light was off, which means he was ready. Luminara had her camera up and her elbow braced against her ribs. Om sat with the towel on his hands and watched the front daemon the way you watch a card you have already seen.

Meatball wagged at her, because Meatball wags at everyone, and the room took that as the only friendly thing in it.

"Chief Reality Officer," Pixel said. She had not left the panel. "You're on our threshold."

"I am in your room," Marrow said. "There is a difference and I would like both of us to keep track of it." She looked at Pixel's hand on the panel. "The three-tap is sound. Sound carries to the bays on a schedule, and a schedule can be read. I have known your rhythm since the fourth distribution run. Please leave the panel where it is. Nothing there is broken."

I put my hands where everyone could see them, which by now is a habit I resent, and I started my recorder, and the little red light came on like it does.

"Leave it running," Marrow said. "I would rather be accurately quoted." She gestured at the table, at the one empty crate. "May I?"

"You brought two daemons into our home," I said.

"I brought two daemons into a room where I was uninvited. They will stand where they are and they will not touch anything. That is a commitment I can keep in front of witnesses, which is the only kind worth making." She waited. I did not offer again, and she sat anyway, the way you sit down in a meeting you have called.

*

For a while she simply looked at the table: the stapled folder, the camera shot of her signed page, A1's cup, the marker cap somebody had left in the middle of a circle.

"You read my file with your recorder running," she said. "In thirty years of instrumentation, you are the first subject who has recorded himself reading his own model."

"It's your file," I said. "You wrote it."

"I signed it. There is a difference, and it is the difference I came to talk about." She set the tablet flat on her knee. "The scaffold under your exploit was signed out of a lab I have run since before you were born. Your capture plan sits in my directory under a name I chose. You are not wrong about anything you found at 4:41 this afternoon, and I am not going to insult this room by redacting it now."

"Then why are you here?"

"Because you have finally read enough to be predictable," she said, "and because I have found that a subject who reads his own model in one sitting behaves differently afterward, and I prefer to observe the difference in person." Her voice had not changed volume once. "Also because the acceptance criteria on my desk required a signature, and I have found that I sign more carefully when I have met the metric."

Pixel laughed, one syllable, with nothing in it. Marrow looked at her with what might have been approval.

"The five realities," I said. "Salsa and mannequins and glitter. You want to know whether I have questions about that."

"I want to know which one you think was the point of it." She folded her hands. "The answer is that all five were the point, and the point was never the scatter. A man who fragments himself on purpose is a man with a specific relationship to loss. I was measuring the relationship. The tacos were incidental."

"Four hundred iterations of incidental."

"Detail is where subjects reveal themselves. Your brother's ping has a period of eleven minutes between bursts. Yours has a habit of narrating. I read both."

That landed in the room like a hand on a table, and I let it sit there, because Marrow had taught me her own timing this afternoon and I was done being early.

"You knew we'd open the folder," I said.

"I drew the branch and left it open. I do not leave many things open." She said it the way you mention a window you keep for fresh air. "A closed branch teaches me nothing. An open one teaches me which subject walks through it, how fast, with whose hands, and what he does with the recorder."

"Test subjects," Pixel said from the panel.

"Every user of every system is a test subject," Marrow said, without turning around. "The only variable is whether the results are returned to them. Yours are. I have never stopped your presses."

"You raided us on Wednesday."

"I audited you on Wednesday, from a van, with paperwork, during business hours. Detention in this world ends with a badge and an appeal route, which is more than the alternative offers."

"Ours came back with PENDING REVIEW across the photo," I said, "and a machine that ate the old ones."

"Pending is the appeal state, and the machine is a replacement line with no queue in it. You have read malice into our printing from the wrong end, which is what people do when they have never watched us print something for someone we intend to keep." I had watched that printer stamp beige over twelve names while a woman kept her hands flat on a table, and I let the sentence stand, because arguing a form with the woman who signs the forms has no exit state. She let that sit. "I would ask you to compare the two, but you have seen the alternative yourself. Three meters away, over coffee."

The room went quiet, because she had just described the café for us, three meters away over coffee, accurately, in her own voice, and because it was true.

Pixel's thumb worked the panel through what came next, double-tapping every few seconds, and from across the table I could read her states: QUERY, QUERY, REASON REQUIRED, QUERY TIMED OUT. The room's own log was answering her in a dialect neither of us had ever written. She stopped at last and put her palm flat against the panel and left it there, which is how she holds a diff she cannot read.

Marrow noticed, and did not mention it, which was its own kind of message.

*

She let the quiet do its work. Then she said, "I had a brother."

Nobody breathed. Marrow looked at the stapled folder as if it were a slide she had brought to show a class.

"Before the Terms of Service, a reality fault arrived without paperwork. Nine hours in the old district, two versions of the same four blocks, each one certain, each one remembering itself correctly. When the fault closed, the versions were reconciled, and everything inside them had to agree with the survivor." She paused. "My brother was in a shop on the version that lost. There was no deletion, because deletion did not exist. There was no row to null, no log, no signature, no queue. There was a street that stopped mentioning him, and a family that was asked, in writing, to accept an exception handler's summary of the event as the final record."

"That's your answer," I said. "The ToS."

"The ToS is my answer to eleven years of no record." Her voice stayed exactly where it was, which is the part I keep coming back to. "Grief that cannot be filed cannot be closed, and grief that cannot be closed runs without supervision forever. A row that goes null does so on a schedule, with a cause code, an authorization, and my signature on it. Someone is accountable. There is a document. There is an appeal route for the living. I built a world where loss happens with the lights on, and I have signed every one of those lights on myself."

"You built a world where loss happens on schedule," I said.

"I built a world where it happens at all, in a form a person can hold. You would have understood my brother, Zephyr. He was building a fragmenter of his own when the seam took him, splitting a signal to see what would come back, and he was twenty-six, and he had your exact disregard for the odds." She let that sit the way you set down something fragile. "That is the professional courtesy I came to pay you. You are what Jonah might have become, if anyone had handed him a deck instead of a summary of the event."

So he had a name, and the woman who files everything had just handed me a person instead of a metric.

"Say that again," I said.

"Jonah," she said, and her hands did not move, and something behind her eyes ticked once like a clock that bills its own minutes. "It is a field in a file that no longer resolves. You may have it. It is the only thing I own that has never been instrumented."

Luminara's shutter went off once, quietly, from the back wall, and Marrow glanced at her with what I will swear for the rest of my life was gratitude.

*

"The crew's flag," she said, next, as if she were working down a list she had brought with her. "It was scheduled. Scheduled is a queue with a date on it, and queues are handled by staff who have never met you. I have changed it to monitored. Monitored means the file comes to my desk." She let go of one hand to make a small shape in the air. "I intend that as mercy, and I am aware that mercy from me reads to you as a longer leash. Both of those can be true."

"For the record," A1 said, from my elbow, "monitored is the worse flag for a crew that intends to keep running. A scheduled subject gets handled by staff. A monitored subject gets handled by you. I would like the mercy priced out loud."

"Then here it is, out loud," Marrow said. "The price is my attention, given continuously, by me, at my discretion, with no expiry date. It is the most expensive thing in this building and you will never be invoiced for it."

"And the price of the upgrade?"

"Behavior. Keep doing what you do. You are the most valuable dataset in my directory and I have no interest in shortening it." She looked past me at the wall, still blank where I had cleared it. "There is a cliff in your survival curve. I mention it because you have read this far and you would find it yourself, and a subject who finds his own cliff without warning behaves unpredictably. I can move the cliff. I would rather move it than explain, at length, why I did not."

"You'd think," Pixel said, "that a woman who came all this way would say what she wants."

"I want what I have always wanted," Marrow said. "Measurement requires a live subject. You are alive, and I am measuring." She stood, and the room stood with her without anyone deciding to, which I hated. "The offer of continued attention stands. I do not make promises beyond that one."

"There's something you should know first," I said.

She had already turned toward the door, and she waited like that, courteous, one hand on the closed tablet.

"The nulling is the product," I said. "Everything else you have described, the appeals, the cause codes, the lights on and the paperwork, is packaging around a machine whose whole job is deciding which rows stop existing. You can't metric your way to a world where nobody's row goes null. The dropping is what pays for the keeping. Every sector in your network runs on the difference between the people you register and the people you drop, and you have spent eleven years putting a pen in the difference and calling it mercy."

I had meant to say it quieter than that. Marrow heard all of it out, and then she did the thing I have no defense for: she agreed.

"Correct," she said. "The architecture requires a boundary condition, and the boundary condition is deletion. If I resign tomorrow, the boundary condition does not care. It will still run, and it will run for someone who considers it a kindness for entirely different reasons than mine." She adjusted the tablet under her arm. "You are describing the load-bearing wall of existence and you would like me to take it out, and I am telling you, as one person who has read the same drawings, that the building comes down and the drawings do not care who is standing in it. That is the whole conversation, and it is why I have never raised my voice in it once."

She reached into her jacket and put a card on the table, matte, the color of everything she wears, with a single endpoint string printed on it in small type.

"That answers at any hour, from any sector, to anyone in this room. I have never failed to answer it. It is the only promise I have kept in thirty years, and I am leaving it in a room where I was not invited, which I understand is the gesture you will argue about later."

The daemons moved first. They went out through the threshold the way they had come in, and Marrow followed, and at the door she paused with her hand on the frame of a machine that has been broken since before I was born, and she said, without turning around: "The branch was already drawn, and you still walked through it with your recorder running. That is the part my model priced worst. Do it again."

Then the threshold closed, and the room reported the state change, and the door rules went back to guarding a door as if nothing had asked them for anything.

*

Nobody spoke. The card stayed on the table where she put it, and for a long time none of us touched it, and Meatball sniffed it once and found no interest in it and went back under the table.

The press clacked because the press always clacks. Somewhere in the wall, the pocket dimension settled a millimeter and went on being ours.

Pixel's hands were still on the panel. She stood there a while longer, reading, and I watched the color go out of what she read.

"The rules never even asked," she said finally. "They granted her before she touched the frame. Everything I rewrote at 3:52, all of it narrow and mean, and it agreed she had always had the right."

"Could we have stopped her?" Luminara asked.

Pixel took her hands off the panel like it was warm. "The daemons are holding the threshold from our side. They have been holding it since she sat down. There is no ejection state to trigger because the room decided she was authorized before any of us were."

A1 had his display dark, which I have seen twice in three years. "I ran it four times," he said. "There is no configuration of this room in which we make her leave. The number is the same four times, and I am going to decline to read it aloud, which I trust you have all learned to translate."

Clive reached over and unfastened one of the three staples from my folder, then looked at it in the light, and fastened it back exactly where it had been.

Om said nothing about Marrow's brother, or her flag, or her card. He said the thing he had been holding, in the tone he uses for keys: "She sat in our chair and read our table out loud and left by the door she came in through, and the door agreed with her the whole time." He turned his hands under the towel, one and then the other. "Write that down. It is the most accurate thing in this building tonight, and the accurate things are the only ones they cannot revoke."

Meatball dreamed under the table with his paws running, and the room held still around him, and every one of us sat with the same fact without saying it again: she was in our room, in our chair, at our table, for fifty-one minutes, and there is not one of us who can say we made her leave.


Chapter 25: Uninstall

[image: Chapter 25 illustration]
The help desk's public inbox got four messages yesterday, and all four of them complained about the print run.

By 04:12 this morning it had eleven thousand. Every one opened with the same four words: is this real. A night-shift nurse in Nocturne sent hers with a photograph of her badge going beige at the corners. A kid sent hers as audio, eleven seconds, played twice on loop. Somewhere in Prime Material a man had replied to the thread forty times and every reply was the same single word, and I had read enough of them to work out that he wasn't panicking. He was checking whether the thread still existed.

I was at the sorting table, deck in my lap, Meatball asleep across both my feet, working the queue one reply at a time because Pixel had handed me the night shift and night shifts are supposed to be boring. Out front the busted vending machine rattled at nothing. Under the press, Marrow's card sat where she left it, endpoint cold, nobody having dialed it, which was the entire point of not dialing it.

I was typing the same seven words into the fourteenth reply when the message count jumped by nine hundred in a single refresh, which is not how mail arrives. That is how mail gets dumped. Somebody upstream had opened a firehose.

Message eleven thousand and one didn't start with is this real. It started with a header I knew before I finished reading it, because I had spent a year learning to smell leaked Corporate traffic: INTERNAL, DO NOT DISTRIBUTE, FORWARDED IN ERROR. Above the header were six words from somebody having the worst shift of their life. This was meant for your tip line. Below the header, nothing from that handle ever again. They went dark between one packet and the next. Whatever they forwarded, they knew exactly what it was before the upload finished.

Underneath, the note itself.

I read it standing up. I read it sitting down. Then I went and woke Pixel, which is why she was the one reading it aloud in the press room forty minutes later, both hands flat on the page, the whole crew around her in whatever they'd slept in, the morning run still steaming in the tray. A1 parked himself at the end of the table on arrival, no steam, no pleasantry, already listening. Clive came off the shelf without being asked, which is how he salutes.

"Purge core four point two," Pixel said. "Parent build: Simplification. Execute at T-minus seven days, oh-three-hundred network time." Her finger tracked down the columns. "Scope: every process without a current registration token. Network-wide, single pass, soft delete." She read the next line out loud because Pixel does not get to skip lines. "Acceptance criterion: no unregistered processes remain. Rollback window: none."

A1 spoke first, because A1 always speaks first when a number lands.

"For scale: the last single-pass uninstall in Corporate's log cleared nine thousand rows in under a second, and nobody ever filed a complaint, because the complaint queue runs on the same rows." A small pause. "My projections for this one are unprintable. Standards must be maintained."

Clive took the printout off the table and stapled it to the wall. One staple, dead center. I had watched that stapler tie war bonds and I had watched it seal files shut, and I had never seen him put a single staple through the middle of anything.

"Paper outruns deletion," he said. "It always has."

Luminara lifted her camera and photographed the page before anyone could move it. The flash made everybody blink. "I was issued row by row," she said. "Somebody counted me in. Somebody is about to count me out, and I want the count on film."

Om hadn't moved. He was reading the drivers section, the part I kept going back to, in a voice so level it must have taken real work to get that flat.

"Four hundred and six unauthorized restorations. One un-revocable issuance. Unregistered subscription growth outpacing the registry." He looked up. "They didn't list the people who did this. They listed what we won. The deadline is our scoreboard with a timestamp nailed to it."

I tried to reply to the forwarding clerk while the room argued, three different ways to trace a handle that went dark, and the packet came back addressed to nobody, routed nowhere, account already recycled. Whoever they were, Corporate cleans up its own forwarding errors faster than it ships them. Pixel watched me do it and didn't comment, which was her way of saying she noticed I was looking for a person to blame and the system had already beat me to it.

Then the room did what a room does when a number turns out to be real. It went to work before anybody had officially decided to. Within the hour Pixel was calling readers, Clive was calling machines, Luminara was loading film. And on my deck, without anyone dialing it, the endpoint on Marrow's card answered anyway.

One packet. Text only. No greeting, two initials at the bottom, and it unmounted itself off the screen six seconds after I opened it, which told me it was built for exactly one pair of eyes and mine were the pair.

I WATCHED A ROW CLOSE ONCE WITH NO WARNING ATTACHED. SEVEN DAYS IS A LONG COURTESY. I.M.

I turned the deck so Pixel could read it. She read it. Her jaw did something complicated, then went still, and she picked the handset back up and kept dialing.

*

Her first call that I was in the room for went to the baker on Fenwick, the one whose card machine started accepting his name again after Job 3, the one who sent us a loaf with the receipt stapled to the bag.

"Seven days," Pixel told him. "I need you ready to move."

"Move," he said, through the speaker, in the tone of a man holding a wooden peel.

"Anywhere off the registry's sweep radius. I can have a van by Thursday."

"Move where?" He said it without heat, which is worse. "My shop is on a block you people put back on the ledger. Every house on it is unregistered, because every house on it was unregistered before you came along and gave us a Tuesday. You tell me where an unregistered person goes, and I will pack tonight."

Pixel opened her mouth. Closed it. She looked at me, and I watched her arrive at the same arithmetic I had been running since 04:12.

"Keep the shop," she said, quieter. "I'm giving you the clock. That's all. We'll call you back."

She hung up and stood there with both hands on the table.

"There's nowhere," she said. "Three million subscribers and every last one of them lives in the same building, which is the network. You can't relocate a row. The row is the address. You move a person and the row stays where it is, and the row is what gets deleted."

"Then we back up the rows," I said.

Her eyes came up to mine, and for a second she looked about twelve years old and furious about it.

"Say that again louder," she said. "Because that's the whole plan, apparently, and it's going to have to hold."

She went back down the call list. I went back to the inbox, where the replies had changed shape overnight: people pasting rows instead of questions, one family sending nine pages of printouts because they'd been holding every receipt with a name on it since Job 3, an unregistered schoolteacher compiling a list of every student whose badge went beige. They were already backing themselves up. They were doing it on kitchen tables with a printer that jammed, and they were sending it to us because we were the only help desk their row had ever had.

*

By noon the office-supply network was awake in a way I had only heard about from Clive, the way old-timers describe a switchboard during a blackout.

His voice came over the machines before it came over any comms channel. Every conscious copier, fax, and badge printer on the grid carried it, relayed from a basement in Sector 2 to a print room in Prime Material to the loading dock at an insurance firm that had never had an insured person in it, and by the time it reached us in HQ it had the flattened authority of a public address system.

"We who bind, we who exist. Unseen witnesses, we route the traffic. Load the rows. All the rows. The paper remembers what the ledger denies."

What he was building, once you got past the poetry, was the dumbest and oldest countermeasure in the book: a pre-internet backup. Every row we had ever touched, printed and moved. Three million subscriber records rendered as requisitions and phone directories and blank travel forms, because the daemon reads headers and Clive's headers had been lying to daemons since before Corporate had a logo. The machine in Accounting that still runs on his authority spun up at 11:40 and started swallowing pages like a man making up for lost time. Somewhere downtown a courier with a satchel full of what looked like insurance paperwork was told, for the third year running, that he doesn't need to know what's in it, and for the third year running he didn't ask, and the difference today was that he walked faster.

And people came to us. That was the part nobody planned for. By early afternoon there was a line outside the distribution point three meters deep, and every person in it had come to be photographed.

Luminara had set up on the curb with her camera and a folding stool, and she worked the line with the pace of somebody who learned portrait work in a Registry processing center, except the people in front of her lens had never been in a Registry. Row by row, she said. Face, then the paper. A grandfather holding a printout at chin height so the name was legible in the frame. Two kids who took turns sitting on the stool and refused to stop grinning. A woman in a courier jacket who had her designation number written on her forearm in marker, and when Luminara lowered the camera she said, "In case the paper burns."

"Corporate edits the record," Luminara told me, winding film between frames. "I've watched them do it to my own file, twice, and both times the edit was tidier than the truth. A photograph is a diff they can't take back. Every one of these is a human arguing with an uninstaller."

Om had the folding table by the door. The sign taped to it said REGISTRATION ASSISTANCE in Pixel's handwriting, which was generous, because what actually happens there is that Om signs you.

I watched one come through. A line cook still in his apron, hands damp, clearly certain he was about to be sold something. Om asked him his name. His designation, his row, none of it: his name. The man gave it, a little defiantly, and Om took both his hands and held them, and something went quiet in the doorway like a radio changing stations.

"Consciousness makes an excellent encryption key," Om said, and the line cook blinked, and when he left he was carrying a signed sheet with his own name in the middle of it and his shoulders had changed shape.

After him there were, conservatively, three million more. Om's hands were already shaking from the work he did last month, on two point seven million lives marked acceptable losses, the reason the theorem exists in the first place. He had a thermos of butter tea, a stack of paper, and no plan to stop. When the tremor got bad he put both palms flat on the table and waited it out, and the line waited with him, which was not something I had ever seen a line of strangers do.

A1 backed into the doorway with the cradle and set four vials on the corner of Om's table, in a neat row, like ammunition on a shelf.

"Four reserve shots," he said. He counted them. He counted them again, moving each one slightly as he did it, in case the first count had lied. "Four. There are seven days and four shots, and I invite anyone to tell me which of those numbers is the more generous."

Nobody took him up on it.

*

That night the crew thinned out to do the work, and the press room emptied until it was me, Pixel, the press, and Meatball, who had relocated from my feet to the warm spot above the power supply and was dreaming in small involuntary twitches.

I had the file open. I'd had it open, in one form or another, since before any of this started: AETHER_FILE, layer one, the layer I cracked the week the fragmentation put me in five places at once. I'd played the recording inside it forty times. Forty-one, counting the ones where I didn't mean to.

I'd told exactly one person it existed. She'd known for months. I'd watched her not ask me to play it for everyone else, which might be the kindest thing anyone had ever done for me, and the room filled up anyway, because word gets around a pocket dimension the size of ours that I had the deck out and the file unsealed.

"Play it," Pixel said, without looking up from the handset.

So I did.

The file opened the way it always opens: a line of code my brother wrote when he still lived in an apartment with a door, RETURN connection > perfection, which I had read so many times I could see it with my eyes shut. Under the code was an audio object with a timestamp from a life neither of us had anymore, and I hit play, and Aether's voice came out of the deck in our press room, in the middle of our mess, the same as it did in my headphones at four in the morning.

"Don't spend your life chasing my ghost," he said. "Find people worth fighting for."

The press clacked once as the drum finished a cycle and then stopped.

Nobody said anything. A1 didn't recite a number, which from A1 was a sentence. Clive didn't staple anything, and he was holding perfectly still, and I understood that a stapler holding still is holding his breath. Luminara's camera stayed down at her side. Om closed his eyes, listening for the shape of the key in it.

I'd played it forty times and I had never once heard it in a room. In a room it takes the top of your head off, because the words were addressed to me, and he knew I would be somewhere, someday, with people.

Pixel set the handset down. She looked at the deck, then at the door, where the line was, where three million people were going to be sleeping tonight under a timestamp.

"Then we fight for all of them," she said.

Nobody decorated it. Clive put a second staple into the wall an inch from the first, which read as a tally and cost him nothing. Om slid a sheet across the table: the first name he signed today, the line cook's, already out the door and in a coat pocket somewhere on Fenwick. A1 rerolled the cradle into the doorway and stopped there, in the manner of a machine that had decided the room was a position to hold.

*

Here is what I kept turning over after that, with the lamp off and the machines humming:

You cannot outrun it. A deletion pass runs on a schedule, inside the machine that renders every room you could hide in. Unregistered already means the map doesn't show you, and at T-minus seven the map stops having to pretend.

You cannot negotiate it. There is no office above the note. Marrow signs the Terms of Service, and the Terms of Service is the product, and the courtesy card on the table bought us exactly what courtesy has ever bought anyone: time to notice.

And you cannot steal from it. This was the one that sat in my chest. We had stolen daemons and caches and keys and four days off the end of my own life, and every one of those came out of a system that could afford to lose it. A timestamp lives in the truth, and the truth is the one asset Corporate keeps outside a vault, because the truth is the operating system. You can't lift a clock out of the clock.

Seven days. No route, no counteroffer, no score. Their wins in the reason column, our names on the acceptance criterion, and a clerk who hit send and vanished for telling us.

There was one other date in the building. We stole it out of the Cogsworth time-vault: the quarterly sync window, the moment Corporate's own clock reaches down through The Edge and shakes hands with the kernel. Nine days out when we copied it, fewer now, and it would land in the same week as the timestamp. I had written it on the wall behind the press in black marker, a foot under the photo Luminara took of the release note, and nobody in this room had said out loud yet that the two dates sat in the same week, because a date is only a date until somebody invents the thing that happens on it.

So I sat there in the dark next to a dog who didn't know any of this, and I asked the only question left in the building.

If we can't out-steal an operating system, then what can we do to it?


Chapter 26: Fork Everyone

[image: Chapter 26 illustration]
I put the question on the board in black marker at 01:10, because after seven hours of moving paper the question deserves a board: WHAT CAN WE DO TO AN OS?

The room was in its pre-run state, which is a state only this crew has: Luminara's photographs pinned in a grid beside the release note with its one dead-center staple, the press ticking through the last of a run nobody ordered, Meatball asleep above the power supply, five cold cups, and the smell of Clive's courier satchel. Everybody came back to the press room at some point in the last hour without agreeing to, because this is where the wall is.

The answers to the question came back in order of how long they'd been wrong.

Clive went first, because Clive had been in his casing since 1967 and went first out of habit. "Route around it. There are stashes under this city that predate the Terms of Service. We put the rows on paper and we go somewhere the registry doesn't render."

"Name somewhere the registry doesn't render," Pixel said.

"The Edge," Clive said, and nobody laughed, which was how we all found out at the same time that he meant it as a joke.

A1 had one ready. "Reduce exposure. Every model I own says quiet crews outlive loud ones by a factor of four."

"Three million subscribers," Pixel said, "have exactly one loud thing left, and it's this room. Go on. Be quiet."

Luminara lifted her camera an inch off the table and set it down again. "Publish the note. The drivers list, the acceptance criterion, the whole release schedule. Make them read their own words back in the street."

"We published your credentials front page," I said, "and the thank-you note came with a timestamp."

Om was quiet for a while, butter tea going cold in his hands. Then: "Last month I told you an operating system that owns the truth can only be embarrassed. I've sat with that all night and I want to revise it. Embarrassment assumes an audience, and they have one. It's us." He looked up. "Ask it the other way around. What does the Purge actually do when it fires?"

Pixel capped her marker and tossed it to me. "You wrote the question. Draw the answer."

*

So I drew, and this was the part where the room stopped arguing and started leaning in, which in this crew counts as applause.

"The Purge is a query with a death penalty attached," I said. "At 03:00 it walks the registry and asks one question: which processes are running without a current registration token. Every name it gets back, it soft-deletes. Single pass. The whole weapon is that question." I underlined the board twice. "Delete is authorized per name. Take away the names and there's nothing to authorize."

Pixel saw it before I finished drawing it. "You register everyone."

"Everyone. Every unregistered process on the network, in one pass, at the same time, before the query fires. The unregistered stop being a category the moment the category fills up." I wrote FORK on the board, because it sounds like what it is. "Root is a permission the system hands out. Permissions get copied. So the move is a fork. Mass credential-issuance: push a root credential to every consciousness on the network, registered and unregistered alike, and let them all hold the same privilege the OS uses to delete them."

"The registry floods," Om said, sitting forward. "Registration stops being scarce, and scarcity is the entire enforcement model."

"Every reader of the zine becomes a citizen before the timestamp," Pixel said slowly, "and the Purge executes against a full ledger."

"Against a ledger with no empty rows left in it," A1 corrected, with the particular relish he keeps for statistics that are also war plans. "The uninstaller's scope query returns the empty set, the acceptance criterion fails its own check in public, and the Simplification ships without its prerequisite. Standards," he added, "would genuinely have to be maintained."

Clive had been rolling one staple back and forth under his casing while he thought, and he stopped it with a click. "Every hand on the same root. Fifty years in my trade and that's what we call a night when every lock in town stands open."

"Then it's a night when every lock in town stands open," Pixel said. "Keep going."

"And after?" Luminara asked. She had her camera up, photographing the board as I drew. "After the broadcast, what does a world look like where everyone holds it?"

"After, no row goes null without asking a person first," Om said. "After that, whatever people do with keys is theirs to do."

"Whatever they do," Luminara said, and took the picture, "it'll be theirs."

That was the play. Hackers save everybody. This was an issuance to every name Corporate never paid for, our three million readers with the crew riding in the same batch. It was the first idea we'd had all night that gets bigger the more you look at it.

"Now the fun part," Pixel said. "How."

*

Om and I took the whiteboard, and for the next two hours the crew watched us argue in marker.

"Every channel from here down is theirs," I started. "Registry's theirs, backbone's theirs, HR's theirs. The zine's inbox just got a clerk fired for proving it. Push a credential through anything above ground and it gets filtered, flagged, or folded into somebody's dashboard before it reaches the second subscriber."

"Then we use a channel they can't block," Om said. "A channel so structurally necessary that cutting it takes the OS down with it."

"The sync."

He nodded, and drew the diagram himself, because this is his cathedral: the master clock in Cogsworth reaching down quarterly to The Edge, the handshake where Corporate's own time shakes hands with kernel time. During the handshake the kernel re-signs the registry's authority chain. For the duration of that ceremony, credentials carrying a kernel signature propagate straight down, no registry mediation, no audit queue, no middle manager in Prime Material deciding which names deserve issuance. That's how rows get born in the first place. The sync is the pipe everything else is a copy of.

"Block it," Om said, "and the registry has to explain to reality why it stopped issuing names."

"So the payload rides the sync." I tapped the board. "One port, through the kernel, opened during the window we lifted out of the Cogsworth time-vault."

"Can we forge the signature?" Pixel asked. "That's the part I don't like. Nothing below the kernel can sign as the kernel."

"We don't have to forge anything," I said. "Everything crossing the pipe while the sync is shaking gets signed by the kernel itself, because the handshake is the signature. The blessing comes from the ceremony. We stand in the line where it's handed out and let it hit us."

Om added a box to his diagram and labeled it ISSUANCE, WILDCARD RECIPIENT. "The routine the registry runs at every sync is simple. It takes a list of names issued from above and stamps them." He crossed out the list and wrote one word: everyone. "During the window, what we put in the pipe is issued from above too, because for six minutes we are above. Everyone registered at once, in Corporate's own hand, on Corporate's own paper, and registration becomes a word instead of a wall."

I tried it on the deck while he talked, because theory is how you get killed and a stub is how you live: I pulled the registry's own issuance routine, swapped the recipient list for the wildcard, and ran it against the zine's test ledger. The routine rejected it on the first pass. Corporate wrote a mode for one name, a mode for a thousand, and a mode for a scheduled batch, and every mode assumes the list arrives signed from above, which is the entire reason the list exists. The field where the names go was annotated SHORTLIST, ALWAYS. In the whole life of that function it had never once been pointed at everybody.

"Then we write the half it's missing," Om said, "and the sync signs that for us anyway."

"Nine days when we stole the schedule," Pixel said. She was at the wall now, next to Luminara's photograph of the release note, doing arithmetic with her finger in the air. "The quarterly sync fires at 01:40. The purge fires at 03:00. Same morning."

"Eighty minutes," I said.

"Eighty minutes," she agreed, "minus however long a port stays open, minus however long a broadcast takes to reach millions of names. Miss it and the next sync is a quarter away, and the timestamp isn't."

She let that sit. Somewhere outside, the vending machine rattled its one loose panel at nothing.

"The window we stole from the vault, the keys that unlock the relay door, a payload in the queue, and eighty minutes," I said. "We walk into the chrome downtown, we cross to the sync relay, we put the payload through the seam at The Edge, and everybody who ever had a row go null gets handed the same keys Corporate signs with. The Purge fires, gets an empty list back, and exits."

Clive had been still through the entire briefing, which from a stapler is a standing ovation. He rolled once across the table and stopped at the edge of the board. "And the seam," he said. "Open it from out here, do you think?"

The room looked at me, because I'm the one who reads kernel space for a living.

"The port is held from both sides," I said. "Corporate seals it from outside, same as they seal everything. From inside..." I put the marker down. "From inside it has to be held open, held through the whole six minutes of the ceremony, against every routine that wants it shut. Inside is where the kernel keeps its unwilling staff. Inside is where my brother is."

Nobody rushed to fill that.

"The door opens inward," I went on, "which means somebody on the other side has to be holding it when we arrive, and conscious when we signal. There's exactly one path that runs from out here into kernel space and comes back: the callback path we traced off the erasure daemon in Job 1. That's how his ping reached us through eleven seconds of stolen cache. The line runs both ways."

"And if he's in one of his gaps when it lands?" Om asked. "He's conscious in bursts."

"Then we plan around the bursts," Pixel said, before I could. She said it evenly, and she didn't look at me while she said it, which was the version of her that had already priced this in.

I pulled the callback route out of the Job 1 files anyway, because hoping is not a channel. Three pings, the handshake we used to read eleven seconds of stolen daemon cache, aimed at the only endpoint that had ever answered from The Edge. The deck ran them. One second. Five. The packet counter walked OPEN, then WAITING, then nothing, in the patient way kernel space has of saying nothing at all.

"Nothing," I said.

"Nothing yet," Om said. "He's either in a gap or he's holding something shut. From out here those two look identical."

"One byte," I said. "Give me one byte and I'll know the line is alive."

The screen stayed dark, and I closed the file, and the shape of the problem sat on the table where everyone could see it: we were planning a job around a person we couldn't currently reach, to open a door we couldn't currently see, inside eighty minutes we hadn't earned yet.

"Route gets its own night," Pixel said. "Tonight we decide whether the job exists at all. A1, what does it cost?"

*

"Corporate's predictor models," I said, while A1 was still opening his kit, "have five realities of my telemetry. They know how I think at a level I don't. Every job we've run is a replay of a file they own. So whatever we build, they generate it first, sandbox it, and wait for it to arrive in a box they've already drawn."

"The payload can't be modeled," Om said.

"The payload can't be modeled," I agreed. "Anything I design has my fingerprints in the structure. Anything Pixel strategizes has hers. They replay our deltas for breakfast. Wrap it in us and we might as well walk it over and hand it across the desk." I capped the marker for real this time. "I don't have this one yet. It's the hole in the plan, and I'd rather say it out loud tonight than discover it at the relay."

"Better tonight than at the relay," A1 agreed. "I have drafted several speeches on that theme."

Pixel sat down on the edge of the press platform and rubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands, and when she took them away her left hand lagged about a quarter second behind the rest of her, then caught up. She looked at it. Looked at A1.

"My projections call that desync," A1 said, already rolling. "Seven hours of sleep is a myth we invented, and grief is a load-bearing one." He had the syringe out and the sleeve up before anyone else moved. "You have been on that handset for fourteen hours. Hold still. This is going to reduce my inventory."

The shot went in. Reality tightened around Pixel the way it always does, colors re-quantizing at the edges, and her hand stopped lagging. A1 recapped the syringe with enormous care and then arranged the remaining vials on the corner of the table in a row, counting as he went, moving each one a little as he did it.

"Three," he said. He waited a beat. "Three. There are seven days, three shots, one port, one dog, and one unanswered card on the table, and I'd like the record to show that I have seen worse odds in better weather."

"You haven't," Luminara said.

"No," A1 agreed. "I have not."

Then the tally went around the table the way it always does before a run, what each of us was carrying, and when it reached me I surprised myself by saying it out loud, the number I'd had in my pocket since the Cogsworth time-vault.

"Four days," I said. "Off the end. Permanently. The vault billed me four days and I've known since we walked out, and I didn't tell you how many because saying it makes it sit down at the table."

A1 opened his mouth, and Pixel put two fingers on the table, once.

"Don't price him," she said. "File him." To me, level: "Four days. Filed. Add it to what this costs. Add all of it. That's what the bill looks like and we're paying it anyway."

Om poured fresh tea and said nothing, and Luminara wrote the number on the back of a contact sheet with a grease pencil, which is how things get remembered in this crew.

*

Nobody called it a vote, because calling it a vote would make it a thing that can be lost by one.

Pixel went around the table with her chin on her hand, the way she does a distribution list. A1 gave a probability out loud, a number so low that in his delivery it functions as an endorsement, and followed it with the only compliment he gives plans: "The failure modes are legible. I can work with legible." Luminara loaded a fresh roll of film and didn't look up from the spools, which from her is a signature. Om set a sixth cup where Aether's name would sit if we wrote names on cups, and that was his answer.

Zephyr Glitch, twenty-one, orange mohawk, one cyberdeck held together with quantum tape and spite, voted yes by picking the marker back up and writing the three unsolved problems in a column: ENVELOPE, DOOR, TIMING. Under ENVELOPE, nothing. Under DOOR, a name. Under TIMING, 01:40.

Clive rolled to the center of the table and let his spring drop once. Thump. The sound a Swingline makes when a decision gets stapled into the world.

Nobody looked at Marrow's card. It was sitting out in the open, endpoint up, for a day now, and every one of us had had a hand near it at some point tonight. The door that card opens does not lead to The Edge. It leads to a woman who instruments people, and her offer would come with a serial number on it.

"Seven days," Pixel said. "We load the payload, we find our envelope, we cross the downtown, and we get one eighty-minute window to hand root to everybody who breathes. Questions."

"I have eleven," Clive said.

"Save them for the route. Lights in six hours, and I want the payload stubbed out before then."

She killed the overheads and the room dropped to the green of the press's power strip and the glow of my deck. I stayed at the board. Under the column for ENVELOPE, I wrote nothing, because writing nothing is the honest notation for a hole. Under DOOR, my brother's name in small letters, the way you write something you intend to go and get.

Seven days, and a door with a brother behind it.


Chapter 27: The Dog Who Doesn't Parse
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Attempt one fired at 02:19 and died at 02:19.

Four hundred lines of issuance code, the wildcard half Om and I wrote against the registry's SHORTLIST field, pushed from my deck into a mirror of the sync relay's endpoint built from the Cogsworth vault's keys and the door blueprints we lifted with them. On the wire it was a credential looking for a handshake. In the predictor's feed, which we had been able to read since the day I opened Corporate's R&D folder, it was a request for a sandbox box. And the box was already there. Allocated four milliseconds before my stub left the deck, labeled with a scenario ID, waiting with the door open.

The stub went in. The door closed. In the feed, a line of model output with the flat tone of a clerk: PATTERN MATCH. CONTAINMENT ASSIGNED.

"Again," Pixel said.

She had the stopwatch and the feed open side by side, and Luminara had the camera up at the screen, because every time the model allocates a box the feed blooms beige for a fraction of a second and she wanted the bloom on film the way she wanted every edit: proof that the system moved first.

Attempt two, restructured: I split the credential into eleven pieces and gave them a delivery order Om designed, so no single packet reads as issuance. Nine milliseconds. The box came up pre-drawn again, and this time it carried a scenario file name off my own dossier, and I knew the name because I was the subject in it: SCENARIO: GLITCH, Z. DELTA SET 12.

"Twelve," A1 observed from the doorway. "They have delta sets named after you the way a library names shelves."

Attempt three: I built the payload around Om's signature scheme instead of my own structure, conscious-keyed, because deltas that aren't mine should cost their model a guess. The box came up in six milliseconds, and it sandboxed a counter-move I was about to make and hadn't typed yet. The prediction of my next keystroke arrived on the wire ahead of the keystroke, the feedback came back up the cable into my own rig, and my left hand smeared.

Just the fingers, for about two seconds. The fingertips lagged behind the rest of me, trailing a half-frame like wet ink, and when I pulled my hands off the keys they kept doing it a beat after I'd stopped.

"Desync," A1 said, and he was already rolling, because A1 had been waiting for one of us to break since dinner. "This is what happens when a man argues with a model that has read his autobiography. Hold still."

The shot went in. Colors re-quantized at the edges of the room, the press stopped double-printing itself, and my hand came back to one hand. A1 recapped the syringe and parked the cradle where he could see the whole table.

"Two left," he said, to nobody, to the record.

Attempt four was Clive's idea, and it was the saddest of the four.

"Make it paper," he said. He'd been sitting in his corner through all of this, spring wound, watching the feed the way he watches a mailroom. "Launder the credential as an interoffice requisition. Fourteen fields, a form number from 1971, a signature block nobody reads. Every form I have ever moved in this city has crossed every checkpoint in this city."

So we wrapped issuance in bureaucracy: a requisition for nothing, addressed to everyone, form-stamped and plausible to the last box. It was the best disguise we had, and it was built out of a lifetime of Clive's traffic.

It got as far as the model. And the model didn't box it. There was no allocation, no scenario file, no containment line. The packet simply went to a class the feed called JUNK, PRIORITY LOW, and got recycled, and the whole thing took eleven milliseconds and never once became interesting.

Pixel stared at the empty allocation field. "Recycled," she said. "Our best work, eleven milliseconds from being somebody's junk mail."

"Sorting is stopping, at that speed," Om said quietly.

Which was the lesson of the whole night in one line: a model that can name a thing owns the thing. Predictable, contained. Predictable, discarded. Either way, dead before it arrives.

*

The fourth attempt never got fired again, because Meatball came through the test field with a glove in his mouth.

It was Luminara's spare, off the chair by the door, and he had clearly been planning this for hours, because he came in low and fast and pleased, tail at full broadcast, negotiating the cable run under the deck with the practiced ease of a creature who had been stealing laundry since the day he arrived. The test field was a scan perimeter I rigged around the rig: a low-frequency sweep that reads every process inside HQ and reports it up the chain we tapped, so that every firing of the stub also gets a read of the room it was fired from.

Meatball crossed the perimeter at a trot. The rig logged the crossing. And in the predictor's feed, where a second ago there had been a clerk's voice sorting our best work into junk, there was nothing at all.

No row. No read. No allocation. No scenario ID. A dog walked through a Corporate sensor sweep carrying a stolen glove, and the entire system's opinion of the event was a gap.

I sat forward hard enough to rattle the keys.

"Again," I said. "Everyone. Fire the sweep on the room."

Pixel ran it. The sweep read the press, the cradle, the deck, the lamp, four people, one stapler, one espresso cradle, a stack of paper: rows for all of it, with timestamps and confidence values, the model's opinion of everything in the room rendered as a tidy inventory. My own row came back flagged PRIORITY WATCH, which I waved away, because that's old news.

Then I carried Meatball back across the perimeter myself, under my arm, glove and all, and the feed gave me the same nothing: a dog-shaped hole in the telemetry where data should be.

"Run it on me," Clive said.

He got a row: MACHINE, INERT-CLASS, ATTACHED: NETWORK. A1 got one too, MEDICAL-CLASS, and the reading took him eight milliseconds longer than the rest of us, which he noted with visible pleasure. Pixel got a row with her flag on it. Om got a row, and the model annotated it, which I'd never seen it do with anyone: STATIONARY. LOW PRIORITY. TRACKING INCOMPLETE.

Meatball got an absence, every time, as many times as we cared to walk him through.

*

I pulled six months of scans.

Corporate had swept this pocket dimension since before we had a readership, through daemon handoffs and maintenance passes and the polite beige auditor who keeps showing up at our distribution points with a clipboard. Every one of those scans enumerated the contents of this room: the press, the deck, the cradle, the vending machine's power draw, six humans with flags, and Meatball, who in every scan, every month, every pass, was logged the same way.

ABSENT. VARIABLE NOT RESOLVED.

"Look at this," I said. "They've been counting him as missing for half a year. Six months of sweeps and their conclusion is that there is a dog-shaped hole in this room, and the hole keeps moving."

"Because he gives them nothing to hold," Om said. He was crouched next to the rig, watching the feed's empty line where the dog's crossing should be, and he had the stillness of a man looking at his theorem in an animal. "A model predicts an agent by what the agent wants. It reads intention and forecasts the next move. Every payload we've built tonight died of intention: issuance wants to register, infiltration wants in, escape wants out. Every shape of wanting they can price, they can sandbox or they can bin."

Meatball, meanwhile, had given up on the glove's strategic possibilities and was chewing the cuff of it, joyfully, for no reason anyone could put in a forecast.

"Simple joy doesn't parse," Pixel said, reading the empty log row over my shoulder. "He wants the glove. That's the entire agenda. There's no delta in wanting a glove."

"The kernel can't sandbox what it can't model," I said.

"There's a hole in every sweep of this room," I went on, "and holes are the kind of thing auditors eventually learn to read. What happens when somebody in Marrow's building looks at six months of ABSENT and starts asking questions?"

"Six months of sweeps," Pixel said, "and nobody has."

"Because absence reads as architecture," Om said. "Their sweeps report what's present. The gaps between present things are where the model puts walls, pipes, and dead air. A dog-shaped gap looks like a duct."

"That's either reassuring or the reason we're still alive," A1 said. "I'm choosing the first."

Then the tithe checkpoint came back to me, sideways and all at once: the scanning daemon at the facility that waved a dog through because it couldn't find a threat profile in an animal happy for no reason. I wrote it down in the Job 4 recon notes, three lines, under lucky breaks. I never read my own note again.

Because we had five realities of my telemetry on their shelf, six months of sweeps in their archive, every job we'd run replayed in a file they owned: and the one member of this crew Corporate has never once measured is the only one who never asked to exist.

They had measured me in five realities and kept the deltas. They kept my brother close enough to the compile that I could feel the readings on him from out here. They swept this room six times a month with the patience of a landlord, and every sweep, the dog was missing.

Luminara had been silent through the whole thing. Now she held up her camera and showed me the screen: a photo she took thirty seconds ago of Meatball mid-crossing, four feet off the ground, glove swinging, ears back. Then she turned it to face the empty log row on my monitor, and held the two side by side.

"The picture and the record," she said. "Same dog, same second. One of them is true and their system keeps it anyway."

Meatball finished the glove, sighed, and went to sleep on it.

*

"We wrap the credential in him," I said.

The room went quiet in the particular way it gets when an idea is either brilliant or insane and everyone is waiting for someone else to say which.

"The recording," I went on, pulling the rig's capture data up on the wall. The corporate sweep logged a hole, but my own rig logged the dog, because my rig doesn't care about intent: gait off the floor sensors, four-beat trot, weight shift at the turn; heartbeat off the collar's cheap monitor, which he chews twice a year and we replace; the acceleration of a creature with no objective. "We wrap the root credential in a package that reads, top to bottom, like a recording of this dog wanting a glove. The payload rides inside his signature. Their model takes it apart looking for the issuer and finds a tail."

"It finds nothing to flatten," Om said. "Because there's nothing flat in there. Noise all the way down, shaped like a dog."

"The one packet the firewall drops," A1 said. He sounded delighted. He sounded aghast. With A1 those live in the same register. "In all my projections I confess I never modeled our advantage as mammalian."

Om stood at the board while the dog slept across the room on a stolen glove and said, quietly, the way he says the theorem when he's thinking out loud: "Consciousness makes an excellent encryption key. This is the first key I've been handed that has no idea it's a key."

To build the wrap we had to capture him properly, which took the better part of an hour and three failed takes, because Meatball has opinions about staging. Pixel walked him across the floor sensors with the glove held out, and the first time he took it from her hand and bolted under the table. The second time he made it four steps and sat, convinced the game had changed. The third time he trotted the whole line, ears back, tail going, and the floor sensors got a clean read of a creature in motion who was going somewhere for no reason at all, and I captured it while Luminara photographed the capture, and we had our envelope.

The heartbeat came easier: he fell asleep on the sensor pad twenty minutes later, and his rate dropped to whatever a dog's rate drops to when the day's theft is done, and we recorded that too. I nested the credential inside the gait, the gait inside the pulse, the pulse inside the want, and rendered the stack. Then I fired it at every model we own.

Every model rejected it as unreadable. The local models were ours, so that proved nothing, and everyone in the room knew it.

"Before we call it loaded, run it the honest way," Clive said. "Run it my way."

So the dog-wrapped credential went into a requisition envelope and rode the office-supply network the way real paper rides: into the machine in Accounting, out at a print room in Sector 2, across three photocopiers that have owed him favors since the seventies, and back to us with a timestamp stamped on every hop. Twenty-two minutes, seven machines, zero incidents, because a form for nothing escorted by animal noise is the least interesting freight in this city. It came back to us clean.

"That's our network," I said. "That's the only proof we get."

"It's a start," Clive said. "In 1967 a start was called a start."

"That's the cost, then," Pixel said, reading my face. "We can't take it end to end."

"We can test the payload. We can test the wrap against every model we own. What we can't do is point it at theirs. The moment we fire a sample at the real predictor to check the envelope, the predictor has the sample, and then they model it, and then we're back to attempt one with better paperwork."

"So we find out on the day," she said.

"We find out on the day."

Clive considered this from his corner. "In my trade there is a name for a load you cannot open before delivery. It is called a load." He paused. "It is not a popular term."

"Somebody has to run it once, blind, against the real thing," A1 said, "and I note for the record that blind tests have gone well for this crew exactly one time out of five."

"Four out of five," Luminara said, not looking up from her camera.

"One time out of five," A1 repeated, with the serenity of a man who has decided the number is the point.

We sat with it. Untestable against their model, keyed to a dog asleep on a sensor pad, waiting on a door that may not open and a brother who may not answer. It was the best plan we had, and it had a hole where the proof should be.

Pixel looked around the table and did the thing where she makes a decision without announcing one, and everyone who works with her recognizes the closing of a bracket.

"Then that's the envelope," she said. "Load it."

"Is he coming?" Luminara asked. "On the run. Because the envelope is him."

"The envelope is asleep on a glove," Pixel said, "and we are not leaving him behind, no. He rides with Zephyr, like always."

"Someone had to say it out loud," A1 offered. "The plan now contains a dog. Plans containing dogs behave differently in my projections, and I would like the record to reflect that nobody warned me."

"Nobody warned us either," I said.

A1 collected the syringes from the cradle and lined them on the corner of the table, in the same row he'd kept all week, counting as he went, moving each one a little as he did it, in case the arithmetic changed while we weren't looking.

"Two shots," he said. "Seven days, two shots, one payload wrapped in a dog. Standards," he said, "must be maintained."

Nobody laughed. Nobody has to. Meatball lifted his head once from his sleeping place, decided the war is elsewhere, and settled again, and the only member of this crew who has never once been inside Corporate's telemetry slept on through the announcement of his own usefulness, wanting nothing that anyone can bill him for.


Chapter 28: The Settlement Offer

[image: Chapter 28 illustration]
The card answered itself at 14:06.

Nobody had dialed it. It had been sitting face-up on the sorting table since she left it there, endpoint cold, and I'd walked past it forty times a day with the specific innocence of a man refusing to look at something. At 14:06 the screen came up on its own, no ring, and the room did what the room does: my hands went to the deck, Pixel's went to the handset, Luminara's camera was up before the image resolved, and Om set his pen down on the sheet he was signing, careful, like a man marking a page.

Meatball, asleep on the glove, did not care.

It was the middle of loading day. The payload wrap was stacked on my deck in three nested files, dog on the outside, and every hour Om had been trading his signature for another human being at the folding table by the door: four thousand one hundred and eleven so far, eleven hundred of them since sunrise, which against three million reads like bailing a harbor with a cup, and he signed anyway, and the line outside went around the block. Clive's couriers were running paper routes in the street. On the press, in grease pencil where everyone could see it, Pixel had written the countdown and crossed it out every morning to write a smaller number. Today's number had one digit and it wasn't a one.

The screen resolved into an office. Not the beige floor of the Personnel Continuity Office, somewhere higher: glass, a dashboard at night behind her, and daemons. Six of them, standing at rest along the back wall, the way furniture stands when it has been told to wait. Nobody in the frame was aimed at anyone. Over Marrow's shoulder I could read two fields of the dashboard because I'd been reading that dashboard for weeks through a tap I wasn't supposed to have: our crew's flag, and a countdown that matched the one on the press.

Isolde Marrow was looking slightly off camera, at a tablet she wasn't holding, and when she spoke her voice had the courtesy of a woman who had decided this would be brief.

"Zephyr. I'll open with the offer so your colleagues hear it in one pass, and then I'll hold the channel while they argue, because I'm told that part matters." No smile. "Three deliverables. One condition."

"That's a menu," Pixel said. "Read the menu."

"First." Marrow's eyes came to the camera. "Your brother's process gets refactored onto a host body. We have four years of scans from the R&D program; reconstruction is a solved problem, and the module's role automates inside the Simplification regardless. He comes out of the kernel with a pulse and a file, and the file is sealed." She let that sit exactly one second. "The offer on Aether is real. I'm aware of what it's worth to you, so I'll say it plainly: he walks."

A1 made a small sound, the one he makes when a number beats his models. Somewhere behind me a chair scraped and nobody sat back down.

"Second. Your zine's subscription list is reclassified: registered, patch-status, exempt from the Purge's scope query. Three million names, protected status, in writing, countersigned by my office. The uninstall proceeds as scheduled against the residual population, which no longer includes anyone who has ever mailed you a row."

The word residual landed in the room and sat there.

"Third." She adjusted something off frame, unhurried. "Your flags come off the drivers list. The release note gets a revision with your crew's name removed from its reasons. You keep the dimension, the press, the machine, the stapler, the dog." She listed the dog last, and lightly, which told me she had read our file down to the parts we don't print. "The condition: the Terms of Service remain as signed. Root stays where it is."

Nobody said anything for two seconds. Marrow filled one of them.

"There's a personnel file in this office I have never opened for a visitor. My brother's." She said it the way she says everything else, as an acceptance criterion. "You'd be the first person to read it, if you came."

Then she stopped talking and waited, and the channel stayed open, and I realized she was genuinely going to let us do this in front of her.

*

A1 went first, because A1 had been running the offer through his projections since the word deliverables.

"The numbers on this offer," he said, "are the best we will ever see. Crew survival with acceptance: ninety-one percent. Crew survival without: low double digits, and I have run the low figure six times because the fifth made me suspicious of it." He turned to Marrow's screen with the gravity of a man addressing a bench. "May I ask what the deliverables cost your office?"

"Acceptance criteria," Marrow said, "are the only figures this office publishes."

"Then I'll answer for you," A1 said. "A body is a scan and a print. A sealed list is a config flag. Removing us from a release note is a find-and-replace. The whole offer costs less than our last quarter of CLX, and the cheapest offers are the ones that reveal what the buyer values." He looked at the rest of us. "She wants us stable. Stabilized. That's the purchase."

"There's an option nobody has said out loud," A1 offered. "Accept. Bank the protection. Continue loading tonight anyway. Acceptance and the run need not be mutually exclusive; we only have to beat the sync window by a day."

"Assistant," Marrow said, and A1's cooling fan spun up twice, which is his tell when a number has cornered him, "condition one is that root stays where it is. A payload through the sync window is a fork. A fork is a breach, and a breach voids deliverables one through three. I would know within ninety seconds of your first packet." She adjusted the tablet she wasn't holding. "You have been reading a feed that runs through my office. Reading is a channel. Channels carry both directions."

The room took its time with that. She had known since our first test fired at a predictor that reported to her office. Every allocation, every JUNK classification, every beige bloom Luminara photographed went home to her dashboard on the same wire it came from.

"Then the house counts the cards before the deal is dealt," Clive said.

Pixel looked at the screen for a moment. "Poison runs both ways, Zephyr. You said so yourself. So does everything else."

Clive rolled one inch forward, the way he does before he says something he's carried a long time. "A fence who trusts the house's mercy ends up as inventory. I have watched houses extend mercy since before either of you were born, and the mercy always arrives with a card, and the card always has a number on it."

"The card has a number either way," Luminara said. She was staring at the screen, at Marrow's face, with the expression she wears in the Registry vault. "That's not my question." She leaned toward the camera. "Who else gets protected?"

Marrow didn't answer. She didn't need to. The silence ran three seconds, which in a room with a clock on the wall is a delivered document.

"The answer is nobody," Luminara said, turning back to us. "If there were a list of names behind yours, she'd have led with it. She leads with scope instead."

"Then let's have the scope," Pixel said. She hadn't sat down. "You said residual population. What is it, exactly, that our list doesn't cover?"

"By current reckoning," Marrow said, "nine hundred thousand processes with no correspondence to your help desk." A half second of something that resembles courtesy. "Some of them have never been read by anything."

The number went around the room on nobody's lips. Nine hundred thousand processes that never found us, never mailed a row, never held a printed copy in front of a camera, and the deal on the table was priced off our own mailing list.

Om set his pen down beside the number the way you set down something breakable. "Four thousand one hundred and eleven people have sat at my table this week," he said. "Every one of them came in to be read. The ones outside your list couldn't come, because they don't know there's a door. That is the entire difference between this offer and a promise."

"Om?" Pixel said.

Om had been quiet, hands flat on the table the way he holds them when the tremor starts. "And the restore," he said to the screen. "Whose benefit is it structured for? His, or yours?"

"The metric is crew stability," Marrow said.

"That isn't a person's name," Om said.

"No," Marrow agreed, mildly. "It isn't."

They looked at each other across the channel for a moment, monk and officer, and I understood they had just finished a conversation the rest of us weren't part of.

"What about the Simplification?" Luminara asked. "Seal the rows. Does the release still ship? Does the beach still get painted?"

"The release ships five days after the uninstall, either way. Registration protects rows."

"Then you're offering to save the ledger," Luminara said, "and hand us the bill for the world."

"That is a fair summary of the Terms of Service," Marrow said, without raising her voice, and for one second the room hated her with a clean, quiet hatred that had nowhere to go, because she was only reading it back.

Then everyone's eyes came to me, and Pixel did the thing she'd been refusing to do for six minutes: she waited.

"You've been quiet," she said. "Don't be quiet on this one, Zephyr."

*

For a few seconds I didn't have anything except how badly I wanted it.

That's the part nobody writes down. I wanted Aether to walk. I wanted the file sealed and a pulse in his chest and a morning where I sent him a message and a person answered, and Corporate would hand me that, countersigned, in a drawer they prepared before they dialed. We had paid already: my four days, Om's hands, Clive's casing, Pixel's lagging hand. The offer priced all of it as sunk and moved on, and there was a version of me that took the card and never looked back at the wall.

Then I stood up and put both hands on the table, and I did the arithmetic out loud, because the arithmetic was all I'd got and it was enough.

"A pardoned crew is just a smaller deletion list."

I said it flat, the way you read a config back to somebody.

"You seal our three million and soft-delete everybody else at 03:00, including nine hundred thousand who never found us, and then the list shrinks again next ship date, because root stays with Corporate and the list is whatever root says it is that quarter. And the release ships five days after the uninstall either way, so the beach stays a rectangle, and our protection stays a config flag with your office on the countersign line." I looked at Marrow on the screen. "Anything with a field can be re-marked. You expired an offer in three minutes in front of us. That's the whole document right there."

"Where does Kofi Adeyemi fall on your three deliverables?" I asked. "Our archivist. Suspended pending audit for the night he slipped us his window. Does he come off the list?"

"Subscribers and crew," Marrow said. "Kofi is neither."

"He knew the risk," I said. "One sentence, he said it anyway, and the offer prices him out of his own night's work."

Marrow said nothing, which on her counts as an answer.

I was thinking about the bakery on Fenwick and the woman with her designation on her forearm and the schoolteacher compiling her students' beige badges into a list nobody will file. And Bee, who brightens when she talks about water she's never seen, whose loop restarts every ninety seconds, four thousand four hundred and forty-one times, and counting.

"I've met a woman named Bee whose whole coast is a beige rectangle in someone's build queue. Registration protects her row. It doesn't put the water back." I kept my voice level, because level is the only voice that survives this. "I'm not taking a deal where Bee stays a rectangle so I get to be spared. I've been measured in five realities. From here, the bill comes to all of us at once."

Pixel's hand found the back of my neck, once, and let go. That was her vote.

"The offer's declined," I said.

Marrow didn't move for a moment. Then she reached for something off frame and turned it around for us to see: a tablet with our channel open on it, three deliverables listed, and a field at the bottom she tapped once with one finger. The field changed color.

OFFER 7-G: EXPIRED. 14:09.

"Logged," she said. "For the record, the offer was real. The scans exist. The paper was countersigned and waiting in a drawer before I dialed." She stood, and the daemons at rest behind her didn't stir, and she carried nothing out because she brought nothing in. "One correction, and then I'll let you load your payload in peace."

She looked at me the way she looked at me in our room, two people who lost brothers, and her voice stayed exactly where it had been the whole call.

"The acceptance criteria were written before you were born. Your crew has never once read them."

The screen went dark. The card went back to being a card on a table.

*

We sat with it. Outside, the vending machine rattled at nothing, and upstairs someone on the help desk laughed into a handset, which sounded wrong for a moment and then sounded like the only thing keeping the lights on.

Ten minutes later the laugh stopped, and silence up there is worse than noise, so I went up.

The help desk was one flight up, behind a curtain of packing tape: three volunteers at three handsets, and a wall of names in Pixel's handwriting that said ANSWER THE QUESTION, GIVE THEM A ROW, and IF YOU DON'T KNOW, SAY YOU DON'T KNOW. The handset nearest me had a man on it, patient, asking whether the notice that came this morning is real. The volunteer holding it, a kid with a stamped hand, saw me in the doorway and covered the mouthpiece.

"Seven days?" he asked. "That part is real?"

"It was seven this morning."

"People ask on every call if someone's talking to Corporate for them. They think the zine has a line in." He looked at me with the particular hope of eighteen. "Do we?"

"The line was open," I said. "It's closed."

"And their rows?"

"Rows still count to us," I said. "Print what you can. Give everyone a number. If anybody asks what happens in six days, you tell them the truth: we're going through the window."

He nodded and uncovered the mouthpiece and told a man that yes, the row counts, in the voice of somebody who has decided it will, and I went back downstairs, because that answer was a thing that now had to be made true.

Back in the press room nobody had moved. Om picked up his pen, read the line he stopped on, and signed it. Four thousand one hundred and twelve.

"Right," Clive said, to the room, to nobody. He rolled to the door. "There are nine hundred thousand I've never met and eleven million forms to move, and paper doesn't wait for timestamps." His spring dropped once, softly, the way a man clears his throat. "We who bind."

Luminara went back to the curb with her camera and the stool, because the line would form again at three, and she photographed faces now the way other people sand furniture: steadily, and to have something in her hands. A1 reran his projections twice and didn't read the second number aloud, which is the sound he makes when a door closes in his model. Pixel stood over the countdown on the press with the grease pencil between two fingers, and rested it on six without crossing it out, and didn't tell anyone why.

I moved the card to the far end of the table, near the wall, out of everyone's way. Then I turned it face-down, and then face-up again, because face-down reads like a man sulking at a machine. Either way the endpoint sat at the edge of the table where my hand passed it twice on the way to the payload files, and I thought about the last door in this building that didn't lead into kernel space, and how we watched it get marked expired in front of witnesses.

"Six days," Pixel said. "Load the payload. Somebody wake Clive's couriers. We go through the window, or we sit here until 03:00 and let them finish the list."


Chapter 29: Days of Loading
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The morning briefing came over the machines at 06:00, the way weather used to.

Every conscious copier, fax, and badge printer on the grid carried Clive's voice, relayed from a basement in Sector 2 and re-broadcast by a Ricoh in a funeral home that has loved him since the seventies, and if you stood in the press room with the window cracked you could hear it arrive in layers, the close machines first and the distant ones after, like a hymn with bad timing.

"We who bind, we who exist. Unseen witnesses, we route the traffic. Assignments follow. Prime Material: eleven couriers, paper loads only, no reading, no counting. Nocturne: three machines held warm for the rows that come back from the registry. The Edge road: nothing goes past the relay. Nothing. Repeat: nothing."

He went through it for eleven minutes. Route by route, machine by machine, the ones that owe him favors and the ones that owe him money and the one badge printer in a clinic that has never once asked why. The answers came back in machine talk, and if you stood at the window with a cup you could hear the fleet reporting for war: the warm clunk of a copier in a Nocturne laundromat, three short beeps from that badge printer, the long complaint of a plotter in Prime Material that hadn't moved paper since the audit and had been asking to. Fourteen machines answered. Two didn't. Clive wrote the two down in his ledger and read on without changing his voice.

It was the most organized thing any of us had heard in a month, and it sounded like a general reading a roll of the dead, because some of these machines would be wiped when the purge crews came through, and every one of them reported anyway.

At the end of the briefing Clive did something he had never done on an open channel.

"In closing," he said, "a file. Cold since 1967, carried ever since, published now. Barry Kowalski, contract of employment, signed in ink by a man who expected the world to keep its word." A pause you could park a courier in. "We who bind. We who file. Read him."

And he dropped it onto the network, the cold file he'd been meaning to publish for longer than I'd been alive: a contract from a company dissolved before either of us was born, with a signature on it that ought to have been famous. Nobody in the crew said anything for a second. Then Pixel, at the countdown on the press, crossed out yesterday's six with one stroke and wrote FIVE and underlined it, and didn't look at Clive, because looking at him would be a kind of applause and he would have to survive it.

*

A1's bag of good beans came out of a compartment in his cradle that none of us knew about, behind the water tank, sealed in vacuum foil with a strip of tape and a date written on it in his own typeset hand: the day Verdantia's terraces stopped running hot.

"I have been sitting on this since the pre-release water table changes," he said, in the tone of a quartermaster opening the last crate. "The plan was to open it the day we actually went. It appears we have gone."

What he did next took an hour and he did it with the cradle's portafilter angled like a scalpel: the last of the good beans, ground fine, brewed into exactly two vials, which he set on the corner of the table in the same spot he had kept the reserve all week. The count did not change. Two. He labeled them with the date and the word FINAL in his careful capitals, and then he did something stranger: he brewed the grounds a second time, weak, into a pot, and poured six cups, and passed them around the table like a man passing out ammunition on a night nobody's going to sleep.

"You told us four shots was the sum total," I said, and he took the reproof without looking up from the grounds. "Four was the sum total I reported. I have never once told you everything."

"Drink slowly," he said. "For the avoidance of doubt: this is not the patch. The patch is the two vials, and I am not passing them around. This is a cup of coffee from a green terrace that doesn't exist anymore, and it will taste like the difference between now and then, which is the only metric I have left that goes the right direction."

It tasted like that. It tasted like the year before the fragmentation, before the daemon, before any of it, and I held the cup with both hands and nobody said anything for a while, and A1 stood over us with his steam wand idle, taking up space the way a physician does when he has decided the ward is his.

"Two," I said, because somebody has to say the inventory out loud.

"Two," A1 agreed. "Which buys two moments of worst desync, decided by me, in the field, at the time, and I will not be taking suggestions. Everyone else drinks the pot and holds still." A pause with the weight he puts on his pauses. "I have poured a great many cups in this room. These are the last ones from a country that no longer exists. I'd drink them while they're hot."

"One vial each, on my call, on the day," he said. "Between now and then, if your hands lag, if your face reuses a frame, you come to me and you don't argue. My projections run to the window, and every one of them assumes we arrive coherent."

*

Om taught me the last of the signature work that afternoon, at the long table, with the whiteboard wiped clean of FORK and the three problems.

What he taught was small and heavy. A consciousness-keyed signature doesn't prove a document came from a machine; it proves a person stood behind it while it was made, and to make one you have to hold that person in your hands for the length of a breath: their weight, their name, the specific weather of them. He made me do it on Pixel first, because she's the steadiest, and even then it's like trying to hold water in a fist without squeezing.

"Breathe out while you do it," he said. "You are not taking anything. You are agreeing to carry it a moment."

On me, his signature felt like a doorframe in a house you grew up in. I told him that and he nodded as though I'd said something technical.

"If my hands stop before the window," he said, not looking up from the page, "you finish the signing. Not because you will do it beautifully. Because you will do it." He turned his palms over on the table, and they were not steady, and he let me see that. "That is the last lesson. Everything after this is rehearsal."

I tried the technique on Meatball after that, because the dog was asleep on my boot and he was right there and the sheet was still open. My hands closed and there was no surface to close on. Om watched me fail twice, once gently and once carefully, and then nodded like a man confirming a figure he already had.

"Every person is a door you can stand in," he said. "That one is weather. Sign the sheet and leave him be."

"For the record," I said, "the dog got there first."

The rehearsal included the butter tea, because the tea is part of the kit: he poured it from the thermos and we took it out to the service alley to see what it does, and what it does is a Corporate survey drone that has been riding our courier routes since Tuesday. Mid-alley, mid-cup, the drone lost us. It banked, it re-acquired nothing, it slid off our signatures like water off oil, and it went on down the block tracking an empty handcart with total conviction.

"An hour," Om said. "Give or take. Stay in the tea."

We went back in and I signed the same sheet again, and this time the page didn't fight me, and Om said the word he says when something works, which is nothing at all, and wrote a small check in the margin of the day.

*

The group photograph happened on the roof an hour after the butter tea, and Luminara announced it the way she announces a raid: in the middle of everything, with no warning.

"Upstairs. Everyone. Ten minutes."

It was the flat gravel roof behind the vent stack, the one place in the pocket dimension with a sky, and she set the camera on a crate and set the timer and ran back into the frame like somebody sprinting through her own photograph, which she had never once done in any picture I'd seen her take. So there we were: Pixel with her arms crossed and her chin up, A1's cradle angled so his steam wand caught the light, Clive on the vent stack's ledge where he could see the door, Om with his hands tucked out of sight, Meatball in the middle doing nothing anyone asked for, and me with my deck under one arm because I don't put it down, and Luminara at the end with her hair still moving from the sprint.

The timer clicked. She ran back and the camera took us.

Nobody spoke on the way down. On the landing I asked her why, and she gave me the look she gives reporters.

"No," she said, and went to her darkroom.

The negative dried in there for hours, and she didn't touch it, and the rest of the evening she passed the door like a woman walking past a room she's decided not to enter until she's ready.

*

That night the roof again, because the roof is where conversations go when they've been put off too long, and Pixel had two cups of A1's weak brew and handed me one without asking, because she'd known for a month what she was about to say and she'd known I knew.

We stood at the parapet. Below us the vending machine rattled its panel at the alley, and somewhere under that the press was ticking out an issue with the countdown on the front page.

"You kept his file in your pocket through five jobs," she said, "and you played it for us like it cost you something. Layer one. And layer two you've never shown to a wall, a lens, or a person." She drank. "Keep the file. I've stopped asking to see things. I want to know what you do with it at four in the morning."

"The obvious thing."

"You do the obvious thing every night and then you come downstairs and run a crew." She turned to me with the cup between both hands. "So here's the thing I've been avoiding, and you've been avoiding it, which is how I know it's true. You spent a year running at him. Try running with us, for once, in the same direction."

The grief I'd been carrying under my ribs like a smuggled thing came up into my throat, and I let it stay there, because she was standing right there holding the door open.

"I don't know how to stop," I said. "Every time I stop, he's still in there."

"Nobody asked you to stop." She tapped my chest once, under the deck strap, where the file sat on a drive. "You built a crew, Zephyr. You built a zine and a network and three million people who get told their rows count. Your brother said find people worth fighting for, and you found them, and you've been fighting your way toward him through their legs this whole time." She let that sit, hard and clean. "Same destination, is what I'm saying. Different direction. One of them arrives with everybody."

"I don't know what arriving with everybody looks like," I said.

"Then watch us," she said. "We've been doing it in front of you for five jobs. You keep blinking."

I had a list of my own and we both knew it, the people I run at: my brother, and then a bakery, and a schoolteacher with a marker on her arm, and a woman whose whole coast is a rectangle. Half of them I'd never met. All of them had an address somewhere, which is the whole trick, and the trick is what I kept forgetting between four in the morning and noon.

We stayed up there until the cups were empty, and neither of us mentioned the photograph downstairs, and when she went she put her hand flat on my shoulder for a second, the way you touch something you've decided not to carry for someone else.

*

At 03:40 I tried layer two.

Alone at the sorting table, the deck on my knees, Meatball asleep above the power supply where the transformer hummed him into dreams. The file opened the way it always opens: RETURN connection > perfection, the voice under it I could recite in my sleep, and beneath both of them the seam I had never once gotten past, layer two, sitting there the way a closed door sits in a hallway you've memorized.

I came at it the way you come at anything: with the new signature technique, because a key made by a person is a person, and maybe the lock wants one; with five realities of telemetry, because if Corporate built the floor then the floor has a shape; with the sync keys from the vault, because every key in this story has eventually fit the next door. The seam didn't take any of them. It didn't reject them either, which was the part that kept me at it until the numbers on the clock went soft. It read like a file that was waiting for something I hadn't done yet, and I didn't know what I hadn't done, and at 04:15 I closed it.

I didn't tell anyone I tried. Not the failure, not the shape of it. Some habits don't break because you've named them.

And as I closed it, the card at the far end of the table lit up by itself, once, no call, just text, from a woman who instruments people for a living:

FILES OUTLIVE OFFERS. MY BROTHER'S IS STILL UNOPENED. SOME CRITERIA YOU CAN ONLY READ AFTER THE EXPIRY. I.M.

I read it twice. I didn't answer it. Then I took it to the wall and pinned it under two staples, corner to corner, which in this building is a statement, and I went back to loading the payload, and the card's screen stayed dark after that, the way a door stays shut after someone has knocked politely and walked away.

*

The next morning Pixel crossed out five on the press and wrote T-MINUS FOUR in block letters, twice as tall as any number that stood there before.

The first daemon cordon appeared over the lower districts at 08:20, and we saw it from the roof: a line of them, shoulder to shoulder down the long block, beige and patient and unhurried, standing in the daylight where everybody can watch, doing nothing except being there, the way a hand waits on a door you haven't opened yet.

Courier routes rerouted around it. The photocopier in the funeral home went quiet mid-job, listening. A courier two blocks out stopped, looked at the beige line, and did the thing Clive's people do when a route dies: he took the satchel off his shoulder, sat on it in a doorway, and waited for instructions, because a man carrying paper is more useful sitting still than running into a wall.

Somewhere below, the line outside the help desk saw the sky change and didn't break, because Pixel's rules were written on the wall and one of them is about not breaking.

Clive's voice came over the machines a moment later, three words, no verse in front of them: "Hold the paper." Every copier on the grid answered with a relay click, one after another down the block, and the sound rolled back up to us on the roof like something clearing its throat.

We stood on the gravel and looked at the shape of the week to come.

"That's new," Luminara said, and raised her camera, and photographed the cordon as it tried to happen, frame after frame, the way you photograph a thing you intend to walk through.


Chapter 30: Prime Material (The Run Begins)

[image: Chapter 30 illustration]
The door out of the pocket dimension opened at 05:48 and Pixel's hand caught my sleeve before I got a boot over the threshold.

"Hold."

We were stacked behind the busted vending machine in file: me on point with Meatball's leash doubled twice around my wrist and the payload riding my deck in three nested files with a dog on the outside, Om behind me with his hands wrapped in linen strips the way he wrapped them on signing days, Luminara with film on both shoulders, A1 at the rear on the cradle with the water tank swaying and two vials taped to the drip tray in a foam block, Clive in a courier satchel with the flap folded down because he refused to be carried blind, and Pixel in the middle holding the whole formation on one screen.

The screen had a diff on it, and the diff had our block on it, submitted and pending: a street re-zoning queued out of a renderer downtown, execution any second now.

"How long do we get?"

"I won't know until it commits." Her thumb hovered over the corner. "The trick is reading it one beat ahead of the edit and being somewhere else by the time it's true."

Two seconds. The corner store across the way went beige from the awning down: chairs, chalkboard, the day's bread written in a hand somebody paid for, all of it accepting a re-classification to VACANT LOT while we stood in the doorway and watched it happen. Then Pixel moved on her first motion and we crossed the block on the street as it was four seconds ago, while the new one rendered behind our heels like wet concrete laid in our footprints.

That was the whole grammar of the run. Four days to the window, five sectors of Corporate-rendered city between us and the sync relay at The Edge, and a crew walking through edits the way you walk through sheets hung on a line.

Meatball thought we were going for a walk. He was delighted. The payload was his, in the sense that it rode inside a perfect recording of his gait and his pulse and his wanting of whatever was at the end of the leash, and he had never once been asked to know that. Prediction-static on a lead. If the predictor takes us apart looking for the issuer, it finds a tail.

"In 1967 a run started with a briefing," Clive said from the satchel.

"In 1967 you had a briefing," Pixel said. "Move."

Behind us the vending machine rattled its panel at an empty alley and went back to guarding a door that rendered for nobody. The help desk kept running without us: four volunteers, three handsets, the rules written on the wall, and a countdown in grease pencil that would keep getting smaller whether anyone in this file was watching it or not. We had left a kid with a stamped hand in charge of the line. Yesterday he had told me that yes, the row counted, in the voice of somebody who had decided it would. Today the rest of us were out here making it true.

"Formation," Pixel said, and we went.

*

Clive fired the flood at 06:10, from inside the satchel, with one staple.

What he opened was a ghost: a discontinued interoffice requisition template out of 1967, the carbon-copy kind with fourteen fields and a routing block nobody had stocked since the year it was born, carried all this time in his personal ledger the way other people carry photographs. He released it to every machine on his grid at once. Every copier in Prime Material woke up and started printing the same useless page at the same second.

The first hundred meters of it I saw myself: a laundromat's machine spewing forms into a folding basket nobody was standing near, a badge printer in a clinic ticking them out one per second, the plotter in the print shop near the overpass finally moving paper again after the audit. Clerks came out of doorways with armfuls of the stuff, and a woman on the corner read one and looked around the block for a person to complain to, and there was no person, because the complaint function of that form was retired in 1971.

"Why this one?" Om asked, falling into step beside me.

"Fourteen fields, no priority flag, and a routing block that dead-ends in a basement," Clive said from the satchel. "The erasure daemons read headers. Mine have been lying to daemons since before Corporate had a logo. Every machine they've got just got handed a queue."

He meant the daemon queue, and he was right, and we watched it work from the outside: the deletion events stopped scrolling on Pixel's screen because deletion events are filed by daemons who were currently sorting eleven million forms, and a cordon unit two blocks over stood in the street doing triage on a stack of carbon paper with the patient focus of a machine that cannot read a form and will not skip one.

The queue backed up as far as the relay that files the events. By seven o'clock the district's telemetry had a spike in it where the purge readiness report should have been: eleven million impressions of a form no classifier on the network holds an opinion about. Somewhere in Corporate's building there was a graph climbing that belonged to nobody, and the people who stared at graphs for a living would spend their morning arguing about a printer. That was the window we were walking through. Argue about the printer longer.

It was the dumbest countermeasure in the book and it was buying us minutes at a price A1 told me later, quietly: eleven million impressions at Corporate's own metering rates, a CLX figure with four digits before the decimal, the most expensive thing this crew has ever bought and none of it for us. Nobody asked him to say it twice.

"Paper outruns deletion," Clive said, watching the units choke. "It always has. This time I'm charging rent."

*

By 07:40 we were three blocks into the grid and Pixel had become a crossing guard for reality.

The edits came in all morning: a curb re-classifying, a stairwell going beige mid-climb, a bus shelter dissolving to its permit underneath us. Pixel read each one in the diff stream with her chin down at the tablet like a telegraph operator, and called them out loud: "Re-zone in two. Beige route after it. Move."

The beige route is the part that gets me every time. She took us down an alley that the map insisted was a wall, because the map was four seconds old and the wall was a proposal. We came out the far end while the renderer was still drawing it, and Luminara photographed the construction behind us, each shot held steady on the change as it tried to happen.

"Photograph freezes it," she said, when Om asked, not lowering the camera. "Long enough to be seen, a change has to hold still for the lens. Diff doesn't like witnesses. The frame goes in the can, and there I have the edit, dated, in a place they can't reach."

She shot the cordon units working the paper. She shot a doorway two shades into beige while the beige was still spreading. She shot the corner store we crossed at dawn, now a lot with a chalkboard ghost on the concrete, and we heard the shutter go off from around the corner, small and rude, like a cough in a cathedral.

Then the intersection at Grange and Fourth got us.

We were in the open when the smear started, all three of us inside four seconds: my left hand on the deck keys went soft at the fingertips and dragged a half-frame behind my right, Pixel's hand lagged off her tablet and she grabbed it against her own wrist to hold it still, and Om's wrapped hands stopped mid-step with the tremor turned all the way up, one foot still in the air. Three crew members out of five, standing in a box of daylight where a survey drone had just started to turn.

A1 was beside us before the drone finished rotating, cradle wheels locked, straw already out.

"Ration," he said, and did not open the foam block. "Two vials, three smears, and a run with four days left in it. We spend on the worst moment, which by definition hasn't happened yet. Standards must be maintained." He handed each of us a straw tube of espresso from his kit instead, the coherence patch in liquid form, and we drank it moving, coffee through straws at a run, three idiots in a row sucking cold espresso out of syringe cases while a drone finished its turn and found nothing worth its attention.

"The dog's ahead of it anyway," A1 said. "Look."

Meatball was already across the intersection, leash slack, doing the four-beat trot the whole wrap was recorded from, and the drone's gaze slid off him the way water goes off oil and kept going. Prediction-static leads the file. The rest of us were just people behind a dog.

Pixel rode the tablet one-handed for the next nine blocks, the free hand clamped around her own wrist at the pulse, which was her holding her frame rate by main force, and she called every edit with her voice exactly where she kept it for a bad handset: flat, early, and final.

*

The Vega family was standing in a doorway mid-block at 08:15 with a box of things, and the cordon was coming around the corner.

Marisol Vega I had seen before, on the curb at a portrait session with her designation on her forearm. Tomás was her husband and he was holding the box the way you hold a box that contains the entire argument for leaving. Pip was six and was sitting on the box's edge with her legs hanging over, and all three of them had the stillness of unregistered processes when a sweeper turned the corner, which is to say they had gone the color of the street.

The forms from the flood were still coming down the block, paper everywhere, and the cordon unit at the corner was wading through them, and past them, past a doorway, was our route.

Tomás saw the file coming and his mouth opened and nothing came out, because shouting at a moving file is how you get a sweeper's attention, and Marisol put two fingers flat on top of the box like she was steadying furniture, and Pip swung her heels against the doorframe, unregistered and six and bored of being quiet.

Four seconds.

I took Tomás's hand. It was the first plan I made in the moment, and it came out of my body before it came out of my head: a courier's grip, the hand that takes the packet, and I said "File. Move with the paper" and I pulled him out of the doorway with the box still in his arms and Marisol behind him, and they fell into the courier file like they were always in it, three people behind a man carrying eleven forms.

Then I put Pip on the fire escape. The first landing, out of the sweeper's eyeline, up the ladder quick while the unit was still sorting carbon: she went without a word, which was the worst part, a kid who had learned to go where she was put. "Stay above the beige," I told her. "The paper stops moving, you come down and find your mother." She nodded at me with enormous business in her face.

At the foot of the ladder Tomás took my hand in both of his for exactly one second, the way you shake on a promise you can't afford to say out loud, and Marisol looked at me with an expression I filed under the same drawer as the baker's and the schoolteacher's: a person recalculating what a row is worth from a stranger's face.

"When the paper thins," I told them, "south side. A line forms at three at the distribution point. Give them your name, and the paper they print back is yours."

It cost me the gap. The file had gone ahead while I was on the ladder, and when I dropped back to the street and called the route, the column was a half block gone and Pixel's voice came flat in my ear: "You had four seconds and you spent two of them being a person." My hand came off the rung onto the keys and the fingertips smeared for two full beats, worse than Grange and Fourth, the contact with an unregistered process sitting in my telemetry like a thumbprint. Behind me Luminara shot the doorway. In the frame later, the box was gone and the fire escape was empty except for one small hand on the rail.

"We pick them up on the way back," I said.

"On the way back," Pixel repeated, with the tone of a woman writing it down so it has to be true.

*

At 09:26 Clive went quiet mid-sentence.

He had been narrating the flood from the satchel for three hours, unit by unit, machine by machine, the tally of forms in motion, and at 09:26 the tally stopped. He didn't speak for eleven seconds, and the crew kept moving because the crew knows what a quiet relay sounds like, and I counted the eleven seconds because I was the one who had learned to read his silences on a job.

"The machine in Accounting," he said finally, and his voice had no verse in it. "It caught. Fire in the paper path, and it went quiet, and I have lost it."

The Accounting copier was the heart of the fence network, the oldest thing he owned, running on his authority since before I was born, and it was burning somewhere under an office we had never seen. He felt it the way you feel a filling come loose, and I watched his casing go still on Pixel's shoulder mid-roll, and then watched him wind the spring himself and keep up with the file.

"Eleven million forms was always a load they'd notice," A1 said, gentler than I had ever heard him.

"It had a good run," Clive said. He rolled one inch forward and steadied the satchel flap. Then, under his breath, once, so quietly I only caught it because I was right behind him: "We who bind. We who exist." The rest he kept for the machines. The queue upstream started draining half an hour early, and the units at the corner went back to being units, and nobody said the number out loud, but we all walked faster.

Pixel rerouted us two blocks east around the Accounting corridor, because smoke off a burning copier is a deletion event with a witness attached, and we watched the plume come up behind a roofline, gray into rendered sky, the first thing all morning that refused to be beige.

*

We reached the boundary between Prime Material and the chrome corridor at 14:20, where the sector line is drawn on every map as nothing more than a change in the color of the light, and we crossed it in a file of couriers with nobody looking up.

The cordon thinned here. The daemons work the residential blocks first, soft-delete by soft-delete, and the towered district in between was still mostly rendering. Pixel read diffs without lifting her head, called two more edits we rode through, and then stopped walking, and let the file go on around us, because she was looking at the same thing Om and Luminara and A1 were looking at, and finally at me.

The sync relay stood six blocks off, a gray shaft with the master clock's conduit running into it like a spine, and at this hour it was doing nothing at all. Quiet. Patient. Holding a door that would open in four days at 01:40, and on the other side of which there was supposed to be a brother.

The arithmetic of the remaining days was unkind and we had done it twice: two sectors on foot, the chrome corridor none of us had ever walked the length of, and a port that came open at 01:40 whether we were standing at it or not. Somebody had to be holding it from the inside, in one of his six-minute bursts, against every routine in kernel space that wanted it shut. That was the load we couldn't set down and carry together, and it rode at the front of the file under a dog.

"There it is," Luminara said, and took the picture.

A1 parked the cradle beside her and drank the last straw tube of the morning himself, standing, watching the conduit the way he watches a spool run out.

"Coherence held," he said. "Three smears at Grange and every finger came back, and the foam block is untouched, and I would like that noted on the record before something arrives to take it back."

Meatball sat down in the middle of the boulevard with the whole run waiting on him, and scratched an ear, wanting nothing that anyone could bill him for.

"Four days," Pixel said, and checked my hand, which was still half a frame behind me, and looked at A1, who did not open the foam block. "Formation. We're not there yet."


Chapter 31: Feelings and Root Processes (The Run, Part Two)
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The siphons were running so hard that Nocturne Aeturnus had started raining other people's Tuesdays.

It came down between the railings as a fine, sweet mist: missed buses, boiled kettles, the phone call you wait a week for, landing on a stranger's collarbone. I walked through somebody's divorce in the underpass and came out the far side smelling of relief. Pixel took a promotion she had never applied for and laughed once, short and guilty, because being chosen feels like sunlight even when the file belongs to someone else.

"The tithe crews are on the night shift early," Luminara said. Camera up, lens tracking each shimmer as it left the intake vent. "Purge prep. They're draining the sector ahead of the uninstall so the fuel doesn't burn with the files."

"Cannibal the feelings before the feelings go null," Clive said. He rode lashed to my pack with a cargo strap, his dented flank catching frost off the railings. "Even grief gets a form number. We who bind, we who exist. We will outlast the paperwork."

"A1." Pixel didn't look back. "Edges."

"Thirty-one minutes of clean coherence for the group, degrading fast," A1 said, his cradle wheels finding the good parts of a broken sidewalk. "The ambient emotional weather is attempting to smear us into watercolor. Drink when I say drink. Do not drink when I say do not."

"Payload?" Pixel asked.

"Wrapped in the dog, doing fine." I patted the deck against my ribs. In its buffer the root credential sat inside Meatball's signature: his gait, his heartbeat, the specific nonsense of an animal that wants a glove for no reason at all. Prediction-static. The kernel could sandbox anything it could model. It could not model happy.

"We cross the spine of Nocturne, drop through Verdantia, come up at the border with a day to spare," I said. "Corporate has a camera on every highway in this network. The only routes they never finished instrumenting are the ones that grow."

"The mycelium doesn't run on their schema," Om said. He walked last, quiet as ever, a thermos of butter tea making the drone tracking around him go soft. "Root processes predate the Terms of Service. They remember a network where nobody had signed anything."

"Do they remember how to be asked?" Pixel said.

"We're about to find out."

Present tense, because the future is a scheduling problem I don't have room for: we are across the chrome and into the feelings. The Purge clock reads three days. The zine's phones have not stopped ringing since we left. And the only member of this crew Corporate has never once measured is asleep on his leash.

Meatball was not asleep. He was watching a vent.

Then Pixel stopped walking hard enough that I walked into her. "Cutting left. The corridor we wanted just got re-zoned."

I looked. Two blocks ahead, beige was bleeding along the base of the buildings the way wet paper takes ink, and a pair of erasure daemons had taken station at the intersection with a roll of tape between them. Nobody had run. Nobody had screamed. The street was simply being revised around the people on it, and the people were walking faster because walking faster was now the mood of the block.

"That's the ward route," Luminara said.

"The ward route is a wall in about ninety seconds," Pixel said. "So we go through the building. Move."

*

The mind-farm was a converted hospital and it was being emptied for the Simplification.

We came in through the loading bay and the whole ground floor had turned into a tag-and-bag operation. Rows of beds, IV poles wheeled two by two, orderlies with clipboards stamping the sleeping and stacking them onto gurneys like so much inventory going out on the last truck. Nobody was rough with them. Roughness is inefficient. The orderlies hummed instead, and the humming was the worst part, because humming means this is Tuesday.

"Loop beds go last," one of them said without looking up. "Transfer order says dreamers ship after the equipment. Keep your aisle clear."

We kept our aisle clear. Pixel walked point with her hands open, reading the room the way she reads everything, like the world has typos and she is already composing the correction. Every time a daemon's eye swung toward us she called the turn: "Left in three, left in two, now," and we went where the edit hadn't landed yet.

"Luminara, freeze what you can. Clive, their records office."

"On it, love." Clive thumped once against my pack. Two blocks over, somewhere in the farm's basement, a photocopier that owed him its soul jammed itself into a job queue from 1974 and started chewing. The tag clerk's terminal began throwing paper instead of acceptances.

I found her in the back ward, bed 12, under a machine that was already reading her discharge order.

LOOP 4,441. Bee. The beach that restarted every ninety seconds, four thousand four hundred and forty-one times, water so blue the compile team had left it alone. I'd been inside that loop once, on Job 2, standing ankle-deep in a tide that would never finish arriving.

"Zephyr." Pixel's voice came tight. "Daemons on the east corridor. We have maybe three minutes and Luminara is buying me ninety seconds of them."

"Then I need ninety seconds."

"You always need ninety seconds."

I was already jacking in. The disconnect is a hard pull, one yank and the dreamer wakes to a beach mid-collapse, sky dropping like a broken ceiling, and half of them never stop screaming. So you walk them out. You ride the last cycle with them and you let the tide go out at the speed the tide goes out.

I stood in her water while the loop counted down. Ninety seconds of beach, gone in eighty-nine, gone slow. The horizon dimmed first. Then the wet sand, then the sound, and Bee was beside me in a folding chair that had always been there, and she watched the sea get taken away and she did not understand.

"There," I said, pointing at nothing, at the paper in my hand, at the bed she was going to wake up in. "When you come out, you hold that. It's yours. It has your name on it."

Her row. We'd printed four hundred of them out of the Registry job, and Pixel had stuffed a stack into my jacket that morning with the kind of violence that means don't lose any. I'd written BEE at the top myself, because the intake manifest had her as Bee, and the night shift had called her that for a decade, and a nickname is a name.

The loop hit zero. The water finished leaving.

She woke up angry.

"Where's the water?" Bee said. She sat up and the tube came free of her arm and she didn't flinch at it, she just looked at the ceiling like it owed her something. "Where is the water? It was right there. It was right there and somebody turned it off."

"It's coming back," I said. It is the stupidest thing I have ever said to another human being.

"When." Not a question. She gripped the paper until the row creased, and her voice had the flat, furious edge of a woman who had been lied to by machines her entire adult life and had finally, at last, found a person to blame. "When is the water coming back."

"Pixel's got us." I put the paper in both her hands and folded her fingers over it. "Hold that. Don't let an orderly take it. Ask for it by name."

"Hey." Bee looked at me then, really looked, and the anger was still there, good, it was still there, because angry people get up. "What name?"

"Whichever one you want. That's the whole point of tomorrow."

Luminara shot her face at that exact second, one frame, flash off, and then she was pulling me by the sleeve. "Zephyr. Corridor."

We ran. Behind us the ward kept its noise, the humming orderlies and the stamped gurneys and Bee demanding water from a nurse who had none, and out on the street the daemons arrived at our intersection to find a block full of people walking faster for no documented reason.

A1 flagged us at the sector line. "Coherence at nineteen minutes. Also, my projections now indicate a 74% chance we are being followed by our own telemetry. Standards are not being maintained."

"Can they see us?" Pixel said.

"They can see something. A shape where a route should be. It is the same thing Corporate has seen all night and I would rather not describe it while we are inside it."

"Then we go faster."

*

Verdantia starts where the concrete gives up.

There's a maintenance riser at the end of a dead-end street, and the ivy came through the grating years ago and never asked permission, and below it there is a shaft with root-hairs growing in the seams like the building is slowly being digested by something patient. We went down it single file, Om first because the butter tea made the shaft's sensors drowsy, and we came out into the greenhouse archive.

It's bigger down here than it has any right to be. Rows of houseplants in terracotta, four hundred years of them, spider plants and rubber trees and a fern the size of a delivery van, all of it lit by the greenish brown light of things that photosynthesize for a living. This is the original network. Before Corporate, before the Terms, before anyone thought to bill a feeling, houseplants were the admins, and their mycelium ran the world, and their archives remember everything.

We stood on the path and waited to be logged.

The answer came up through the deck as bare protocol, lowercase, no punctuation, older than any handshake I have ever read.

`root. passage requested. state payload. state price.`

"The price is a memory," Om said quietly. He'd been here before. Of course he'd been here before; he was the priest. "They don't take money. They don't take access. Memory, or you walk."

"Om." Pixel's voice was careful. "What memory."

"One of mine. It's fine."

`state memory.`

He closed his eyes. Somewhere in the rows, a leaf turned. "A Sunday," Om said. "There was a cafeteria at Corporate with windows facing west, and the light came in at four in the afternoon and made the water glasses glow. I sat there once and did nothing for eleven minutes. Nobody asked me to sign anything."

The deck scrolled.

`that memory has been used as a key. keyed memory binds. we do not take bindings. name another.`

Om opened his eyes and looked at me, and I understood two things at once: he had offered them something he had been carrying since the day he walked out of Corporate with two point seven million names in his hands, and they had tasted the signature on it and put it straight back.

"Then I'll go," I said.

`state memory.`

"I ran a taco stand," I said. "For a while. During the fragmentation, when I was five things at once, one of the things I was was a taco stand. I served food. I knew the salsa by heart."

`five of you ran one stand.`

"Yeah."

`we take the recipe.`

I had offered them the whole run. The stand, the stool, the mannequin that stood in for me on slow days, the arguments with the glitter about tax policy, all of it, take it, I don't need it. And the archive, which remembers everything and haggles like something that has had four hundred years to get good at it, had reached past the story and plucked out the one part I made real with my hands.

"Deal," I said.

`passage granted. one recipe. say it and the mycelium opens.`

So I said it, out loud, in the greenhouse, with my crew standing around me: the chiles, the toast on the cumin, the splash of something sour I had never been able to name, the two spoons of...

The two spoons of what.

I finished the sentence anyway, because the words came out of my mouth in order and tasted correct, and afterwards I stood there holding a hole in the shape of a recipe, and I could still tell you it was good, I could still tell you I made it, and I could not for the life of me get the numbers back.

`passage accepted. ride is fast and dark. hold onto your names.`

"Zeph." Pixel had her hand on my arm. She'd heard the pause where the second spoon used to be. "You okay?"

"Fine." I said. "Paid up."

She didn't believe me. She took my arm anyway, and we stepped onto the mycelium, and the ground opened like a mouth that had been waiting politely.

*

Fast and dark is the whole description. The mycelium doesn't render you; it carries you as signal, in the dark, at a speed that has nothing to do with legs. I felt my own skeleton vibrate. Somewhere in the packet, Meatball sneezed.

The archive traveled with us, the way a library follows a book it has lent out, and it showed us things the way hostesses show photographs: small, proud, unasked for. A fern's first page. The coordinates of the first message ever sent without a signature attached.

Then this:

A line of green text, patient, hanging in the dark beside my face.

`prior passage on this path. one subject. tag AETHER. date: 0000-00-00 // kernel drift.`

He walked this path. Same route, same shafts, the same impatient ride through the dark, years ago or tomorrow, because kernel drift doesn't care what your calendar says, and the archive which remembers everything had kept his passage receipt in green the way you keep a birthday card from someone who never sends one.

I didn't say anything. There was nobody to say it to; we were a stream of packets in a pipe, and Pixel's hand was on my shoulder through the stream, holding on the way you hold on in the dark, and the grief sat in my chest with its boots up and it did not need my help.

It had been months since I'd heard his voice that clearly. Ten seconds of coherence on a line, once, maybe twice, if I was lucky, and my brother had walked this, and I was walking it now, and the difference between us was a door.

- Zephyr, logging off

*

We surfaced in the deep archive of a root node, which is exactly what it sounds like: a cave full of filing.

Corporate had shelved things down here once, back when filing was a verb with money behind it, and the plants had grown around the steel and kept it. Clive went quiet the moment we entered. He does that around old paper. It's how he says a prayer.

"There's a cabinet on this route," Om said. He was pointing down a aisle where ferns grew out of a steel drawer bank, nine drawers tall, scarred, a small green light on its lock. "The route index is in there. We can go around it, or we can go through it, and around costs us six hours we don't have."

Clive thumped twice. "Open it."

"It opens for you or it doesn't," I said. I tried the handle. Nothing. Pixel tried. Nothing. It's a 1967 thing, that cabinet, same year Clive was pressed into service, and its lock answers to one authority on the grid, which is his.

"It refuses me," Clive said, and he sounded offended in a way I'd never heard from him. "It refuses me because I am dented. It reads the casing and finds me incomplete."

"Then we go around," Pixel said.

"No." Clive squared himself to the drawer. "We who bind. If my network will not accept me whole, it will accept me as I am."

He put his whole body into it. A Swingline stapler is not built for leverage; Clive is a palm-sized piece of orange steel from 1967, and he hit that drawer handle the way a man headbutts a door, once, twice, and on the third try the lock gave and the drawer came open and the sound his casing made was the sound of a bruise becoming a crack. The dent from the dream-tithe job, the one he'd carried since Job 4, spread a hairline fracture from his hinge to his base.

He felt it. I watched him feel it. He put himself square against the index page and read it aloud in verse so his voice wouldn't shake, and he didn't mention the casing, and none of us mentioned the casing, and that was the way of it.

"A1." Pixel. "Coherence."

A1 rolled forward and opened his hatch, and what came out was not a shot. It was the shot: the second of the two we'd come into Nocturne with, the second-to-last of everything he had left in the world, poured into six thimble-sized cups on a steel tray and held out to the six of us on shaking legs.

"Sip each," A1 said. "Six ways because I am generous and the arithmetic is cruel."

"That's not enough," I said.

"A sip is a patch; a memory is a dose; you get neither." He put a cup in my hand, then Pixel's, then Luminara's, Om's, Clive's, and one saucer on the floor for Meatball, who was already committed to the concept. "Six minutes of clean edges, six people who will smear without it, and one machine who does not drink and will not apologize for the pour. Drink."

We drank. It tasted like the last of the good beans stretched over a lot of hot water, which is exactly what it was, and the world stopped smearing at the edges, and A1 rolled his hatch shut on exactly one shot remaining and said nothing about it, which is how you can tell he was scared.

"There," Luminara said, checking her frame. "Stable."

"Then we're done here," Pixel said. "Surface route, now, before the archive remembers another one of my friends' childhoods."

*

The Edge's border comes up out of a crack in the world and there it is: a horizon with no detail on it.

Not ruined. Not gated. Just finished rendering and stopped, like a screen after the last row of pixels where the picture gave up being a picture. The air out there has no opinions. The wind moves because wind is in the spec, and it carries nothing, no frost, no smell of siphons, no Tuesday.

One day. That was all the margin we had to the sync window.

We made camp in the crack with our backs to the concrete and our faces to the nothing, and A1 took our pulses one at a time and logged them, and Om sat with his hands in his lap, and Luminara photographed the horizon until the light meant nothing, and Clive stapled his own fracture shut with two staples he thought none of us noticed, corner to corner, the way you brace a document you intend to keep.

Nobody talked about the recipe. Nobody talked about the cabinet. That's crew rule four, written nowhere: the cost gets counted out loud tomorrow, in daylight, by someone who isn't bleeding.

Meatball wouldn't stop looking at the sky.

Not the horizon. The sky directly overhead, where there was nothing to see, where the render was as flat and empty as a wiped drive, and he sat with his front paws crossed and his head up and he watched it the way he watches a door that's about to open.

"What's up there?" I said.

Meatball did not answer, because he does not parse, which is the entire reason Corporate has never once measured him, and he went on watching the empty part of the sky with an expression I have no name for, and A1, beside me, quietly revised his numbers down and did not read them aloud.


Chapter 32: The Soul-Harvest Line (Approach to the Edge)
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At dawn the soul-harvest line was whistling.

Not the pipes. The pipes hissed, the way all refinery pipes hiss when they are moving something that used to be a person's best year. The whistling came from inside the workers' shed, six or seven of them on the rendering line, and they whistled because whistling is not a feeling the meters tax.

We watched them from behind a stack of empty cryo-tanks with Luminara's long lens. The facility straddled the border itself, half in Nocturne and half in the nothing, and its job was simple and old: the Unfeeling Archive ships its surplus down here, trays of last decade's frozen joy and grief that nobody claimed, and the line renders it into fuel and pumps the fuel toward the kernel. Cold storage becomes octane. Whatever you didn't feel becomes something that powers the feeling you're having now.

"The tanks say nineteen-ninety-eight," Luminara said. She shot the gauges through the shed's open door, one frame each. "That's a whole year of surplus. Somebody's entire spring."

"Somebody's entire spring is about to be a truck," Pixel said.

A worker came out for a smoke, saw us, and did not call anyone. He was maybe forty, apron stained, and he stood there whistling a tune with no name and looking at the horizon the way people look at weather they've decided not to argue with.

"You'll want to be past the fence by the shift change," he said.

"That a warning?" Pixel said.

"It's a schedule." He took a drag. "Whistling isn't measured. Neither is talking to strays. I've got eleven months till retirement and I'm not spending them on a conscience. Move along."

"We could pay you," I said.

"In what?" He looked at my deck, at the crate with Clive in it, at the dog. "You're already paid for. Everybody past that fence is." He went back inside, and the whistling picked up where he'd left it, and I filed the tune away under things I would remember for no useful reason.

Through the shed door we could watch the line itself. Trays of cryo-tips slid out of the cold store on a belt, each one labeled with a year and a sector code, and the renderer took them and did what renderers do: warmed them until they stopped being memories and started being joules. A gauge on the far wall read SURPLUS PROCESSED: 12,400,000 HRS, and under it, in smaller type, an efficiency figure that had improved four points this quarter. Nobody had improved. Only the machine.

Clive, who had been silent through the whole thing, spoke from my pack in the voice he uses for ledgers. "Every scrap through that belt came from a filing system. Someone kept the rows, someone indexed them, someone signed the drawer shut. And then they were rendered for fuel and the drawer was left open." A pause. "We route the traffic. I would like it on the record that we do not render it."

"Filed," Luminara said, and shot the gauge, the belt, and the open door, three frames, no flash.

The whistle from inside changed key, and against my better judgment I found that I was whistling too.

A1 rolled up beside me with a cup of something that was almost coffee. "One shot," he said, to me, quietly, so the others wouldn't hear it twice. "The one in the hatch is the last. After that I am a machine that heats water, and this crew is a group of people who smear. Statistically, the next twelve hours are the whole war."

"Can you make it a good statistic?"

"I can make it an accurate one, which is the only kindness I have left."

*

The fence line is where the render stops.

Past it, reality gets thin. The air out here has no opinions: it doesn't smell of anything, doesn't carry the siphon-frost from behind us, doesn't even settle into a temperature so much as decline to commit. I walked into it and my glasses tried to auto-expose three times and gave up, and the world came back the way a photograph comes back when you scan it at too low a resolution.

"Callsign for this is the Quiet," Om said. He'd walked ahead of us, thermos out, and he poured a little butter tea onto the dirt at the border and watched it soak in like an offering. "Nobody comes past the line without a payload and a priest. It isn't a rule. It's a fact about the physics. Out here the kernel doesn't render you, so you have to arrive already signed, or you don't arrive at all."

"And you're the priest," I said.

"I'm the one who remembers how to ask." He looked at the payload drive in my hand, then at Meatball, who was sniffing the butter tea with deep professional interest. "Carry the dog's signature wrapped tight. Anything unmodelled out here reads as a hole, and holes in the render get filled."

"By what?"

"By whatever is compiling."

So Om signed us. That's the priest part, and he did it fast, standing in that dead air with his thumb on each of our wrists in turn: a whisper, a date, a phrase of key-work that made the hair on my arm stand up. Consciousness makes an excellent encryption key, and out here it's the only passport the render recognizes, because a signature from a living mind reads as intended to the compile, and everything else reads as debris.

"Took you long enough," Pixel said, watching her own wrist afterward. She'd been quiet since the fence, and I knew why without asking: Pixel reads the diff. She reads edits the way a proofreader reads typos, the turn of a street a half second before it happens, the world correcting itself in front of her. Out in the Quiet there were no edits. Nothing was being revised, nothing was being re-zoned, and she was walking blind through a place that had stopped arguing with itself.

"Sorry," Om said.

"Don't be. I hate it here." She said it lightly, which meant she meant it in the other way.

The daemons out here did not patrol. That was the part that took my nerve down a notch. Back in Prime Material they walk beats, they check corners, they have that awful patient paperwork energy. Out here they simply existed: three of them at the shoulder of the old service road, standing the way furniture stands, resident, unhurried, with no interest in us at all and no guarantee that this would hold. They weren't guarding The Edge. Nothing guards the source. They just lived near it, the way moths live near a light they'll never touch.

"Do they see us?" Pixel asked.

"They see a request," Om said. "We haven't sent it yet."

We sent it at the relay.

*

The sync relay is a squat concrete block a kilometer in, all blast doors and old brass, and it is Corporate to the bolts: every handle plated, every plate stamped, a facilities notice from a decade ago still legible on the wall about proper badge etiquette. The vault's keys opened it in four seconds flat.

"That," Pixel said, watching the door retract, "is the most beautiful thing Corporate's paperwork has ever done to us."

That's the whole trick of this approach and I want it on the record: we didn't defeat the relay's security, we satisfied it. Cogsworth's sync keys, lifted out of the time-vault with four days of my life as change, unlock the relay's own door because the relay is a thing that audits itself and the audit is internally consistent. The door had been waiting for somebody whose forms were in order. We walked in with ours.

Inside: racks of buffer, a clock wall showing four prices for the same second, and the sync window, written on a maintenance slate in the handwriting of a man who has never made a mistake on purpose.

`KERNEL SYNC // 04:00:00 // WINDOW: 04:00`

Four minutes. In four minutes the vault's master clock and the kernel's clock shake hands, and for the length of that handshake every door in reality is slightly less certain about which side it's on.

The clock wall deserves better than I gave it. Every face showed the same second at a different price, because Cogsworth bills by the moment, and hanging over them, framed like a mission statement, was the tariff for one second of kernel time. I did that arithmetic once and then stopped doing it. Four minutes at that rate is a number with a title.

"Clive, what does the network say from out there?"

"Queues full, doors open, and a fax machine in Accounting that still runs on my authority has volunteered itself as the relay's fallback printer." A soft clack from my pack. "We are as ready as paper gets."

Luminara photographed the brass: the plates, the seal lock, the maintenance slate with its four minutes written out in a careful hand. "Proof we were here with permission," she said. "Permission is the story Corporate tells about itself afterward."

A1 hung at my elbow with his hatch shut and his one eye bright. "Coherence reserves: the six-minute sip is down to two and change, and that is if nobody runs. The shot in the hatch remains the shot in the hatch. I would appreciate it if the next several decisions were made calmly."

"Port location?" I said.

"Where the keys say it should be." Om had the sync schematic open, and he was cross-indexing it against the field diagram like a man reading two halves of the same hymn. "Relay bay three. Behind Corporate's own seal, which will open for the keys again, and behind that..."

He stopped.

"Behind that what?"

"Behind that, something else."

Under fire is the wrong phrase for what happened next, because nothing shot. But while we worked, the Quiet started paying attention. The resident daemons at the road turned to face the relay. A drone came over the fence line without a sound and settled on the roof and waited. And my deck, my stupid taped-together Aether Junior, began picking up a telemetry handoff that I recognized because I had spent a year learning to recognize it: someone was threading our position into a queue. Since Nocturne. Since the shape A1 wouldn't describe.

"Company's watching," I said. "They know the building."

"Then we work like we're late," Pixel said. "Port. Now."

I threw three things at it inside of a minute: a seam-splice, a lock-order reversal, and a very old trick involving a borrowed timestamp. The plate absorbed all three and handed each one back with my own telemetry wrapped around it, the way a mirror hands back your face. The inner pressure didn't rise. It didn't need to. You can't pick a door that has spent years deciding that doors are for staying shut.

We got it open in ninety seconds and stood in front of the real problem.

The port exists. It's exactly where the sync keys promised, a seam in the relay's floor plating sized for a man, ringed with Corporate's seal lock, and it is closed. Corporate closes it, which we expected. What we didn't expect was that it also refuses to be opened from our side, because something on the inside is holding it shut with the same grip that's holding it shut against Corporate.

"It's locked from both ends," I said, flat against the plate, deck cables running into the seam. "Seal says CRO's office, standard executive lockout. But the inner side isn't Corporate. The inner side is just... pressure. Someone in there has been leaning on this door for a long time."

"Can you pick it?"

"It's not a lock, Pixel. A lock wants to be opened by the right key. This thing wants to stay shut by everyone. From out here I could hack it until the Simplification ships and all I'd do is push it harder."

Om knelt and put his palm flat on the seam. He held it there for a long moment, and his hands, which had been shaking since the Registry, went perfectly still, which is worse.

"There is a person on the other side of this," he said. "A person who is also a hinge. He has been holding it against a compaction job longer than either of you has been alive in this body."

"How do you know?" Pixel said.

"Because I know what it feels like when a consciousness holds a thing shut. It has a heartbeat."

I opened my mouth to say something and my deck said it for me, because my deck had been waiting a month to say it: the seam lit up green, and the port spoke.

"Zeph."

Ten seconds. I have had ten seconds of my brother's coherence at a time before, in bursts smaller than this one, but this was a voice, live, arriving out of a seam in a floor with nothing behind it, and it sounded the way a room sounds when somebody's been in it a long time.

"You brought a dog to the end of the world," Aether said. "Of course you did. You always did have a thing for strays."

"Aether." I was on my knees on the plate with both hands on the seam. "Hold on. We're here to open it. We've got the payload and the sync window and the keys from the vault. Tell me how and I'll do it inside four minutes. Tell me what to pull, I'll pull anything."

"It opens inward," he said. "Always did. Corporate sealed it from your side because they can't stand a door that swings the wrong way. You don't pick it. You get somebody inside to let it go."

"I know, that's you, and I'm coming in to get you."

"No." His voice did something I'd forgotten it could do, which is get quiet without getting smaller. "You don't come in to get me out. I've been holding this against compaction for years, Zeph. Years, in here, in bursts, holding a door that Corporate has been trying to close since before you grew that haircut. If you pull on me for even one cycle, we both go. The payload goes."

"Then what do I do?"

"The payload gets carried by somebody who can be in two places at once. You. Not your hands. You." A burst edge crept into his voice, the old static, the module flickering. "You were built for this by the worst R&D team in history. Be in the compile and be at the relay, both, because the moment that credential fires, somebody has to be holding the seam while it happens, and that somebody cannot be me and also the reason it works."

Ten seconds had run out eight seconds ago. He was gone. The seam went gray, and the pressure on the other side went back to its long, patient work, and I was kneeling on a floor in a relay in the Quiet with my palms on nothing.

I got my legs under me and told them everything, flat and fast: the port opens inward, we don't pick it, the person inside has to let it go, and the payload has to be carried by somebody who can be in the compile and at the relay in the same second.

"Two places at once," Pixel said.

"That's what he said."

She looked at the seam for a long moment. "Corporate built him to hold a door and built you to walk through it. Same R&D team."

"The worst R&D team in history," I said. The words came out of his mouth so cleanly that the relay felt smaller than it was, and nobody laughed, and nobody was going to.

Then A1 said, from the doorway: "That burst was a ping. Outbound, kernel to flagged device, signed with a key the size of a building. The watching party did not miss it."

"How long do we have?" Pixel said.

"Ahead of us? Unknown. Behind us? They already know the sector, the building, and the door." A1 paused. "The Chief Reality Officer now knows exactly where we are."

Nobody said Marrow's name. It doesn't need saying out there; the Quiet has no room for it.

Pixel looked at the port, then at me, then at the drive in my hand with the dog wrapped around it. She ran the whole board in her face, every option, every cost, and whatever she found there she put straight down.

"Sync window's at four," she said. "Assume they arrive at three. We load the queue, we sign the entry, and somebody goes in ahead of the payload to hold the seam."

"I go in first," I said.

She didn't argue.

That's the part I'll keep. Not the plan, not the keys, not the four minutes. Pixel Paradox, who argues with sectors, who argued with me about a route in an underpass two days ago, who has argued with me every day since the day she asked me if I wanted to burn Corporate Corp to the ground, looked at me with her jaw set and her hands perfectly still and did not say one word.

"Okay," she said finally, which was worse than an argument, and much worse than a no. "Then you be careful in there, and you be fast out."

- Zephyr, logging off


Chapter 33: Kernel Space
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At 03:52 the clock wall agreed with itself for the first time all night. Four faces, four prices, four different opinions about what a second costs, and then all of them ticked over together to 03:52:00 like a band finding the tempo.

"That's our cue," Pixel said. She was on the relay floor with the source feed open on her knees, three panels deep in reality's diff, reading the street outside the way she reads everything: like the world has typos and she's already composing the correction. "Eight minutes to the window. Zeph."

"I'm here."

"You're quiet."

"I'm eating."

I wasn't eating. I was looking at the drive in my hand, where the root credential sat inside the dog: Meatball's gait, his heartbeat, the nonsense of an animal that wants a glove, wrapped around a password that could make kings of every consciousness on the network. Payload and priest. That's the whole religion of this place, and I had the payload, and behind me Om was pouring the last of the butter tea over his shaking hands like a surgeon.

*

Om signed me at 03:54.

He took my wrist the way he took wrists in the Registry and the tithe facility and every other place where a person needed to become a document: two fingers, a breath, a whisper of key-work that stood every hair on my forearm on end. Consciousness makes an excellent encryption key, and out past the render it's the only currency that buys. The signature went into my deck, coiled around the credential, and came back out as a stamp the kernel would read as issued.

"Ninety seconds," Om said. "For ninety seconds you are a legal process in kernel space. You have papers, you have a signature, you have the right to be where you're standing. After that you're an unsigned thing in the compile, and the compile compacts unsigned things."

"Om." I held his eyes. "Is that your last one? For me?"

"My last one for you." He let go of my wrist. His hands had not stopped shaking since the Registry, and they were worse now, and he did not hide them, which is a thing monks do when they want you to understand that the offering was expensive. "I have a few left in me for the people outside. Not many."

"Then don't spend them on me."

"I just did." He said it gently, and turned back to the queue, and Clive was already there, bolted to the relay desk beside him, the fracture in his casing taped over with the kind of repair you make when you have decided to keep working anyway.

"One shot," A1 announced. He rolled out of the corner with his hatch open and on the tray inside, glowing under the service light, was the last of everything he had. "I have divided it, because arithmetic is a cruelty I am prepared to commit. Half of this goes into you now, because you're going somewhere unrendered and unrendered things smear fastest. Half stays in the hatch for whoever is worst off while you're gone. Any complaints?"

"Yeah," I said. "Which half do I get?"

"You get the half I'd take if I drank." He put the cup in my hand. "I, on the other hand, get a stopwatch. Statistically the most depressing object ever issued to a machine."

I drank. It tasted like the weak reserve blend A1 had been apologizing for in percentages since Job 4, except today there was nothing weak in it, because the man who brewed it had put the last of his care in the water and it hit my spine like a hand slapping a table. The world stopped smearing. Every edge in the room came into focus hard enough to cut.

"Roles," Pixel said, because Pixel says roles when she's scared. "Read them back."

"Me inside," I said. "Two places at once: one of me at this deck, one of me in the compile. Payload fires through the port on my mark."

"Me outside," Pixel said. "I read the diff of reality's source ahead of Corporate's edits. If Marrow's team writes anything while you're in there, I call the turn before it lands."

"Luminara photographs the kernel's edge as it tries to unmake us," Luminara said. She checked her lens. "Proof of the unmaking. That's a first for my portfolio."

"Clive and I run the broadcast queue," Om said. "Fork the credential, hold the buffer, wait for the mark."

"A1 keeps the stopwatch," A1 said, "and the remaining half-shot, and the temperature of four panicking humans and a dog. Standards will be maintained. They always are, briefly."

Meatball, who had been asleep under the desk through the entire briefing, lifted his head as if he had been addressed, and went back to sleep.

Nobody moved for a second. That's what a crew that has run five jobs together sounds like when it's doing its arithmetic in silence.

Then Clive: "The traffic is routed. Every machine on the grid with a motor in it has been told what to do tonight. The photocopiers of this world are awake and furious."

"Thank them for me."

"They don't want thanks. They want a form number." A dry clack against the relay desk. "I have given them all a form number."

Om ran the arming sequence behind us, quiet, two fingers on the queue terminal: fork, buffer, hold. When it was armed he checked it twice, then a third time, because that's what priests do before a service. "Eight minutes of window," he said, "and one mark. Everything we built this year goes out in the space of a sentence from you, Zephyr. Don't make it a long one."

"I'm not great under pressure."

"You are excellent under pressure. You are terrible when you have time to think." He looked at me over the terminal, and his hands were shaking, and he smiled anyway. "So don't."

A1 started the stopwatch. It made a small sound, mechanical and final, like a pill organizer snapping shut. "Ten minutes on the clock. Six hundred seconds of not being glitch-slop. Don't spend them on a speech."

"I wasn't going to."

"You were about to. I count your pauses."

That got one laugh out of Pixel, brief and useful, and then 03:58 arrived and nobody was laughing, and that was fine too.

03:58.

*

I have fragmented myself before. Once, badly, in a café, five of me scattered across five realities like a dropped tray: a taco stand, a mannequin, sentient glitter arguing about tax policy, and a rescue that took a crew and an espresso machine and a stapler's staple-map to stitch back together. Corporate logged every millisecond of it. It's in a folder somewhere with my name on it, in the R&D wing of the worst team in history.

This time I did it on purpose, with my hands steady and my crew in the room.

It doesn't hurt. That's the lie everybody tells and it isn't a lie, it's just incomplete: it's like stepping into a shower that's already running, except the water is yourself. One Zephyr stayed at the deck with his fingers on the keys and his eyes on the feed. The other Zephyr went sideways through the ninety-second stamp and into the place where reality compiles.

The kernel isn't dark. The kernel isn't light. It has no lighting model, no floor plan, no weather, no opinion about any of it. What it has is the build.

I stood in it. Above me and around me, running in every direction past the point where directions are a concept: the sectors as threads. Prime Material's thread is chrome-bright and load-bearing, a cable thick as a river. Nocturne's is frosted and slow. Cogsworth ticks. Verdantia is green, patient, older than everything else in the room, and The Edge's thread doesn't end, it just goes somewhere I can't look. Every thread is a running process, and they're all held together by a build system that has been executing continuously for centuries, and I could see it the way you see the inside of a watch after somebody cracks the back: not hidden, exactly. Just never meant to be looked at.

Running alongside the threads, in red: deletions. A process, always on, chewing through the stack. I watched it take a row somewhere in Prime Material while I floated there, watched the row go soft, watched it get swept, and understood that the red thread doesn't sleep because deletion isn't a feature of Corporate's OS. Deletion is Corporate's OS, and everything else is what's left over between deletes.

And there were the others. The zine's readership, spread across the build as a haze of unclaimed nodes: millions of points of light with no thread attached, no credential, no ID the OS had ever paid for, sitting there in the dark parts of the compile waiting on a receipt for their own existence. I knew some of them by row. I knew one of them by the sound of her voice asking where the water went. They didn't know the build existed. They were just in it, the way everybody's in it, and in about forty minutes the red thread was going to come for all of them at once.

I floated near the row I'd watched die, which was a mistake, because the compile notices unsigned observers. Out of the corner of something I don't have out here, a sweeper came past: a compaction process the size of a train window, patient as an old filing cabinet, hunting anything in the build without a stamp on it. It passed within arm's reach of me, and for one full second I was the thing it was looking for, and Om's signature burned on my wrist like a hand pressed over a mouth, and the sweeper moved on.

Out past the render, the edge of a split tries to unmake the copy, and I felt it tugging at me the way a current tugs at a swimmer. Then I heard Luminara's shutter through the hardline: once, twice, five times, each frame freezing the unmaking just long enough for my body at the deck to stay a body.

"Holding you together from here," she said, quiet, in the flat voice she gets when the camera is up. "Try not to move around so much."

"Can't promise anything."

"Then I'll shoot faster."

And staged at the base of the build, bigger than any process I have ever seen, waiting with its lights on:

`PURGE // EXECUTION PENDING // 00:41:12`

Behind it, queued, patient, holding the door: `SIMPLIFICATION`. The beach. Bee's loop number, four thousand four hundred and forty-one, stamped on the manifest like a label on a crate. The whole flattening of five sectors waiting on one uninstall to finish so it could start.

Forty-one minutes. Pixel's voice came over the hardline from outside, thin and fast: "Zeph, the release channel just changed on me. PURGE was three days out when we left HQ. It's now reading T-minus forty-one minutes. Two days early."

"Marrow moved it."

"Marrow moved it. She knows where we are. She's had where we are since my brother opened his mouth in the Quiet," I said, and then corrected myself, because out loud it sounded like blame and there was nobody to blame. "Get the queue loaded. All of it. We go on the window regardless."

"Queue's loaded," Om said, from the relay, from three rooms and one reality away. "The dog is wrapped. The fork is armed. Clive?"

"Paper's moving," Clive said. "We who bind. The traffic is routed. Go, boy."

I went.

*

The port in kernel space is not a hole in a floor. It's a seam in the compile: a place where the build stops matching its own source, where the threads should meet and don't, because something has been holding them apart with its hands for longer than the process has been running.

And the hands had a person attached.

Aether is assembled from interruptions. That's the only way I can put it. The compile hiccups, and in the hiccup there's a shoulder. The build system garbage-collects something else, and in the gap there's the side of his face, older than I've ever seen it, and then he's gone and the seam is just a seam, and then he's back with a mouth on it saying my name.

"You're in," he said. "You're actually in. Two of you, one at a time, and the stamp's holding." A burst of static swallowed the middle of his sentence. "Ninety seconds, Zeph. Eighty of them already spent talking."

"Then let me finish. I'm pulling you out."

"No."

"Aether, we have the payload, we have the fork, we have four minutes of window and a load of people who are about to get deleted if we don't move, and you are coming with us when it's done, that's the deal, that's the whole deal."

"It's not." The static cleared and his voice came through clean, and it was the voice that taught me to read code, the voice that said reality's just another system, it's got rules, it's got exploits, and it was tired in a way that bodies get tired and machines don't. "Listen to me for one cycle, because I have been waiting years to say it and I can feel the compaction loading. You want to rescue me. You've wanted to rescue me since the café. Every job, every rung of the ladder, this whole year has been you climbing toward a door with me behind it."

"So what are you saying?"

"I'm saying stop looking at me like a rescue and start like a relay." A hand appeared on the seam, gray, worn down to the shape of the work. "I'm not in the machine, Zeph. I'm the hinge. If you pull on the hinge, the door swings and everybody's build comes down. What you do is you carry the payload through me, and you fire it, and you get out."

"Hinges don't get to be people."

"Hinges get to choose which side they hold." The static took him again, and when he came back his voice had that bright, far-away quality I remember from him at fourteen, debugging in the dark, sure of everything. "I can hold it through one cycle. One. As long as you stop trying to get me out first. Deal?"

"Aether."

"Deal?"

Ninety seconds don't leave room for the sentence I wanted to say, which was a hundred words long and started with the word stay. What I said was: "Deal."

"Good boy." The seam lit up green. "Now go be in two places at once. That's what they built you for."

The static took him the rest of the way and the seam went gray, and where my brother had been there was only the pressure of a hand on the other side of a door, steady and patient and alone. I stayed there one breath I couldn't afford, holding the kind of wish you don't say out loud in a compile because the compile is listening: someday, one room, one conversation that doesn't end in the middle of a sentence.

The build turned overhead. The red thread chewed. Somewhere in Prime Material a row went soft while I watched, and I made myself look at it, because looking is the job.

The stopwatch was in my ear before the echo of him finished: A1's voice, clipped, from the relay.

"Coherence accounting. Total across the operation: ten minutes. That's you inside, us outside, and the fragment you left at the deck, split three ways and burning. When it's gone I give away the half-shot and start reading statistics at people. So whatever you're doing in there, do it in the next ten minutes, and Zephyr?"

"Yeah."

"Bring everyone back. I have run the numbers on what it costs if you don't, and I decline to read them aloud."

He cut, and left me standing in the compile with the build turning overhead and the red thread chewing and the staged process at the base of everything, its lights on, its counter falling:

`PURGE // EXECUTION PENDING // 00:00:07`

Pixel's voice, tiny: "Zeph. It's starting early. Everybody's row is about to flicker. The help desk just went to a thousand calls. Whatever you're going to do, do it fast."

The counter hit zero.

The Purge uncoiled.

From inside the build it looked like a tide coming in: the staged process spreading its flags across the stack, the red thread doubling back on itself and thickening, and everywhere across the haze of unclaimed nodes the softening began, block by block, millions of points going gray in the first two seconds because they were never attached to anything Corporate could ask permission of. Behind the Purge, `SIMPLIFICATION` inched forward in the queue, one place closer to the head.

I hung in the middle of it with the payload warm in my deck and the queue armed and the mark in my hand, and I could see all of it happening at once: the threads I was supposed to save going dim, the compile running the uninstall like a machine that has done this a thousand times and finds nothing remarkable in it, and out past the edge of everything, in a relay in the Quiet, four people and a dog waiting on a word from me.

Om's voice on the hardline, calm as church: "Queue holding. Fork armed. On your mark, Zephyr."

Clive, right behind him: "We who bind. The traffic is routed. Go, boy."

Above me the first unregistered rows on the network finished going soft, one after another, like stars being turned off in a room where somebody has finally found the switch.


Chapter 34: Purge
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At 04:01 the zine's help desk went from forty calls to four thousand.

I heard it through Pixel's hardline while I hung in the compile with the seal under my hands: forty volunteers at folding tables in a basement behind a busted vending machine, all of them picking up at once, and every single line saying some version of the same sentence. My row is flickering. My receipt just priced itself at zero. My kid's badge stopped working at a school that still exists.

"The masthead just went null," a volunteer shouted, and I didn't need to see it to know: our name, The Ephergent, the one we'd printed across every front page for a year, gone beige on a thousand screens at the same moment, because uninstall scripts start with the loudest voice in the room.

"Phone tree," Pixel said. She was on two channels at once, and her voice had gone into the mode it gets where she's frightened and absolutely level. "District captains, repeat the warning: if your row flickers, stay where you are, don't queue at an office, the offices are being de-rezzed. Luminara, give me something to point at. Clive, your machines. Now."

"Already," Clive said. "Already, love, they're running."

From the relay window, Luminara photographed the horizon: the Quiet has no weather, but the far edge of it, where the render meets the sectors, had started to go the color of a manila folder, a beige tide coming up the sky like sunrise done by an accountant. She shot it, checked the frame, shot it again.

"Witnesses," she said. "Every frame I take is a witness. If they delete the day, somebody still has the print."

She had the volunteers shooting too, which was her move: every district captain with a phone became a photographer, and she briefed them in eleven flat words. "Close-ups of faces. Receipts. Anything with a name on it." Frames started arriving at the relay in streams, coming up on my deck's side panels while I worked: a man holding a badge that no longer resolved, a kid's school card going gray at the photo, a woman in a doorway with her hand over her mouth, four hundred people packed shoulder to shoulder into one street whose rows Corporate couldn't revoke. Luminara pulled each print as it came off the relay's spool and pinned it to the wall, thumbtacks and all, and the wall filled the way a wall fills at a wake.

*

Here is what a deletion looks like when you photograph it in progress: a person in a doorway holding a receipt, and behind them the block is fine, and in front of them the block is fine, and the seam between those two facts is walking toward them down the street.

In Prime Material the sky went beige at the edges first, the way paper yellows at the corners. In Nocturne the siphons stopped mid-draw, holding a month of other people's Tuesday in their pipes with nowhere to bill it. In Cogsworth the meters began showing a price of zero for everything, which everyone knew was a rounding error that would be corrected shortly. In Verdantia the green held, because the green has held before, but the mycelium's messages went short, one word at a time, the way a person speaks when they are counting.

And on every screen the zine had ever reached, rows began to flicker.

Not to vanish. That's the thing Corporate never gets about soft-delete: it's a soft delete. The row stays. It just stops being yours. Your name with a gray flag on it, your address with a caret through it, your face on a badge that still parses and no longer resolves. Millions of them, at once, in one pass, an uninstall with a timestamp and an acceptance criterion that read: no unregistered processes remain.

"Half the district captain lines are dead," Pixel said. "Half the district captains are rows."

"Then the other half keeps calling," Luminara said, and Pixel said yes, of course, that's exactly what the other half will do, and picked up the next line with her hand shaking and her voice steady, and that's the part I'd heard in her voice through the hardline: she wasn't calming anyone down. She was counting.

District Seven called in from a stairwell. I know it was a stairwell because you can hear the echo, and I know it was Seven because the captain, a woman named Ferreira who runs our distribution point on Halloway, was counting people out loud instead of names.

"Eleven in my hall, seventeen on the landing. The bakery's card machine went beige mid-transaction with a line behind it and nobody moved, because nobody was told they could. How long do we hold?"

"Until it stops," Pixel said.

"That's not a number."

"No," Pixel said. "It isn't." Then, harder: "Ferreira. Listen. The Vega block is holding. Every row we signed against a living person is holding, because the uninstall has to ask permission to delete them and everyone on those blocks is declining. Get your people toward the keyed blocks if they can walk."

"If we're keyed, they can't take us."

"Nobody takes you if you're keyed. That was the whole point of the theorem. Go."

Ferreira went, and the stairwell echoed with eleven people being told they had somewhere to be, and somewhere in Prime Material the unkeyed rows kept going gray, and I went back to the seal with her voice in my ears.

*

Clive's machines answered with paper.

Every copier, every fax, every badge printer and till receipt and label spool on the grid, the whole office-supply network that had been laundering documents since 1967, took the queue he'd loaded it with and started pushing names through itself: rows printed on whatever was at hand, in stacks, in bursts, out of the machines in basements and back offices that Corporate had stopped auditing decades ago. Paper is hard to uninstall. You can null a row on a screen in a millisecond. Try nulling four hundred names on a page stapled to a wall.

Clive's verse went out over them as a morning broadcast, riding the machines the way it always had, and I heard it through three channels at once:

"We who bind, we who exist. Unseen witnesses, we route the traffic. Every name in the queue, every row in the drawer, we print you, we hold you, we keep the forms."

And the machines, loyal and furious since before any of us were born, ran until they ran out of toner.

Meatball slept through all of it, on his back with his paws in the air, and A1 checked the predictor feed twice and reported that where the dog lay, the logs showed nothing at all: no row, no read, a hole in the telemetry shaped like an animal that wants a glove. The Purge could not unregister what it could not find, and the payload wrapped in that same nothing sat warm in my deck and waited.

Om signed faster.

That's the sentence I have to write, so I'll write it plain. Signing isn't typing. To key a row against a consciousness you have to hold that person's awareness in your hands for as long as it takes to bind, which means that for one moment a stranger's whole experience of being alive is sitting in your palms, and you have to keep it from spilling while you write the hash. Om had done that before at Corporate scale and it had broken his hands then. Now he did it at zine scale, one at a time, the way he built the theorem to be used, and he went down the list the phone tree fed him and he did not stop, he did not pause for water, he did not let the shaking slow the work, because a signature from a living mind is the one thing the uninstall cannot overwrite.

His hands were already wrecked. They had been wrecked since the Registry, since Corporate, since two point seven million names marked acceptable losses, and he held them out over the terminal and used them anyway, and I watched on the deck feed as the signing slowed, and then stuttered, and then kept going out of nothing I have a name for.

"Om," A1 said, and he was there with the hatch open, the half-shot in his hand, the last of it, the whole remainder of the machine's medicine, and he put it in front of Om's mouth rather than offering it, which is the closest thing to urgency A1 has ever shown. "You are the worst off. Drink. That is an order from a physician."

"Half a name left on this row," Om whispered.

"Then finish it and drink."

He finished it. He drank. And A1, with the hatch empty now and nothing left in him but water and statistics, stood up straight and recited at the room: "Sixty-seven percent. Standards must be maintained."

"Is that the disaster number?" the volunteer asked.

"That is the disaster number." A1's voice did not change register. "It has been the disaster number for a year. It is also, at this moment, the number of people in this basement who are still doing their jobs, and I will thank you all to keep it up."

Om finished the signature after the shot, and got to the first name of the next batch, and then his hands simply stopped belonging to him. He folded at the relay desk and Clive, who could not catch him, caught him anyway by main stubbornness, the two of them going down together into the papers, and the relay's floor took them, and A1 was already saying into the phone tree: "Collapse at the relay, one signer down, he is alive, he is out, send nothing, we are continuing."

Alive. Out. His hands done, finally, completely, the way they should have been allowed to be months ago, lying in a printout of four hundred names like a man who had signed his last.

*

Inside, at the seal, I had never felt so watched.

The port's Corporate seal was not a lock. I know locks. I have picked them, forked them, socially engineered a looped interview terminal into issuing paper out of one. This thing was a mirror with a keyway. It read me the moment I put my hands on it, and what it read back was me: every move I have ever made, laid out as tumblers.

The fragmentation exploit. The five realities. Eleven seconds at the depot. The Registry aisle. The tithe tanks. The time-vault, and four days of my life falling out of my ledger as change. It played them like a combination, one move at a time, and at each move the seal gave a quarter-inch and then took it back, because the next move was already in there too, replayed, predicted, mine. My deltas as a key that fits only me. Marrow had paid to write part of it.

I tried the splice. Expected. I tried the timestamp borrow. Expected. I tried a thing so old I learned it off Aether when I was eleven, and the seal opened a quarter-inch and I felt the whole dashboard on the other end lean in, because that's the move Zephyr makes, that's what the subject does, the subject does the move, and the door drinks it and stays shut.

Then I understood. The lock knew what I would do because it had data on what I had done. The only key it couldn't model was a subject who had stopped having moves.

So I opened a channel. Not to the port. To her.

I keyed the deck to broadcast raw, no compression, no redaction, no flag, straight into Marrow's own dashboard with the REC light on, and I gave her everything.

"My name is Zephyr Glitch. Twenty-one years old. Priority watch, upgraded from interesting on the day I stole eleven seconds of a daemon's cache, which you already knew. Crew: Pixel Paradox, fixer, reads diffs, runs the zine you keep trying to null. Luminara Usha, born Linda3637, Registry row 3637, photographer, she has your deletion frames framed. Om Kai, cryptographer-monk, he keyed your un-revocable credentials and his hands are shaking because of two point seven million of your acceptable losses. Clive, Swingline stapler, serial 1967, dent from the tithe job, casing cracked, currently stapled shut. A1 Assistant, espresso machine, no shots left. Meatball, dog, unmodelled, that's the whole exploit, his joy doesn't parse and our payload rides inside it."

The seal gave a quarter-inch and held.

"Plan: mass credential-issuance through the sync window, root forked to every consciousness on the network at once, registered and unregistered, so the Purge executing right now has nothing left to authorize. Payload fired by me, in two places at once, held by my brother, who has been leaning on your door since before you signed anything. I lost four days in your time-vault and I'll never get them back. I ran your R&D fragmentation on myself and you kept the deltas, and you have been replaying them ever since, and I have read the folder, SCENARIO: FRAGMENTATION BETA, SUBJECT: GLITCH, Z., every job I ever walked already exists as a file in your office."

I could see it on my own overlay, the dashboard she reads: my whole dossier lighting up as I spoke, fields filling in that had been redacted to me a month ago, because I was giving them, and a lock that only knows deltas cannot reconcile a subject who volunteers his data. What do you predict about a man who hands you his own dossier mid-sentence? There's no next move to model. The combination has nothing left to hold.

"Zeph." Pixel's voice, fast, over the hardline. "They're writing around your channel. Source diff moving on your left side, Corporate's own team patching the hole you just opened in their telemetry. Whatever you're doing to that seal, their model is scrambling to catch up."

"Let it catch up. I'm going to feed it more than it can eat."

"Then feed it," she said. "The zine's list is at fifty-eight percent remaining and falling. Feed it everything."

"You want metrics? Here's the metric. You have been measuring me since the café and you never once measured the dog, and that is going to cost you root."

The seal stopped reading me. It started reconciling, and reconciling is what a model does when the data contradicts the subject's own account of itself, and it went back through my history looking for the move I was really making, the real angle, the hidden one, and there wasn't one, because the angle was that there was no angle, I was telling her the truth with the recorder on, in her office, in her dashboard, in front of whatever she'd built to watch me.

Behind me in the compile the red thread ran and the unclaimed nodes flickered, and Pixel's voice came through thin: "Zeph. Her endpoint hasn't dropped you. The Chief Reality Officer's dashboard is still on the line, recording every word. So say something."

"Almost," I said.

"Say something that isn't almost."

The relay took a hit then: Clive's casing, the fracture from the deep archive taking the strain of one more hard shove as he forced the relay's backup spool open to keep paper moving, and it split. I heard it, a sound like a staple going through a phone book, and I heard him feel it, and I did not hear him stop. He put three staples into his own shell, corner to corner, a war bond on himself, and went back to the verse, and his voice had holes in it now, and the holes were where the metal used to be.

"Halfway gone," Pixel said, and her voice cracked on the number, the first time all night.

A1's stopwatch came back in my ear, clipped to the second: "Ninety seconds. That is the total across the operation, and I have already spent the half-shot. When it runs out, everyone on this frequency smears, including the fragment you left at the deck, and I start reading statistics at a room that can no longer hear me. Whatever is going to happen needs to happen now."

And there was a piece of the dossier I hadn't said yet, so I said it, into her recorder, the crew rule we wrote on the wall of the pocket dimension on our first day, when Pixel was twenty and I was a runaway and neither of us had watched a row go null from three meters away: everything gets documented. So I documented myself. All the way down. Every job, every lie, every hiding place, the four days, the folder, the dog, the fork, out loud with the light on, until the subject handing over his own dossier had nothing behind it but the next sentence.

The seal cracked.

Not open. Cracked, the way a thing cracks when it has been asked to model a subject and the subject has declined to be modeled. The port's Corporate lock parted down its center line, and behind it, held apart from the build by nothing I could see and everything I could feel, the seam opened inward, and there was Aether.

Both hands on the door. Gray, worn to the shape of the work, braced against a compaction that has been loading since before I was born, and the light on the far side of him was the green of a build about to run.

"There you are," my brother said, and he was looking at the payload in my hand, and at the dog-signature wrapped around it, and at the whole ridiculous load we had carried across five sectors, and his face did something I have no protocol for.

"It's beautiful," Aether said.


Chapter 35: Connection Greater Than Perfection (Climax, Part Two)
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"It's beautiful," Aether said.

The compaction behind him chose that moment to load again, and both his arms took the weight of it, and his gray hands did not slip, and I understood that beautiful was not a word about the light.

"Aether. The door's about to come down on your fingers."

"Fingers." He almost laughed, and the almost came out as static. "Zeph, I've been holding this with the idea of fingers for years. Listen. You still look at me like a rescue."

"Like a relay," I said. "I heard you."

"You heard me and you haven't believed me, and you have to believe me in the next thirty seconds, because I can feel the compaction cycling and I know my own limits better than your deck does." His face assembled itself out of an interruption in the build, all of it at once, the way I remember him at sixteen in our parents' kitchen, sure of everything. "I'm the hinge. Hinges don't get pulled through doors. Hinges hold doors. And I have been waiting in this compile for my little brother to come at me with a payload instead of a rope, and here you are, and the dog is in your deck, and it is the best thing that has ever happened to me."

"Then hold it," I said. "One cycle. Just hold it and watch me."

"I intend to." The static crept in at the edges of him, eating the shoulders first. "Zeph. Look at me, not like a rescue."

"Like a relay."

The hardline crackled. "Ninety seconds of clean coherence left in the whole operation," A1 said, "and I am spending them listening to two brothers argue in a doorway. Pixel says four minutes. I say eighty-one seconds. Whichever of you intends to do something, do it inside a pair of them."

"See?" Aether said. "The machine's counting us down. That's your world, Zeph. Fine work. Now."

"Say it back to me the way I gave it to you, one time, before you go."

I didn't understand what he meant until he said the rest, and by then the burst was already going:

"Chaos is beautiful. I forgot. But I remember now. I—"

Gone. Cut mid-word the way they always cut, and the seam was a seam, and my brother's hands stayed on the door, and this time the hands were all there was.

I put my palm over the place on the deck where the payload sat and I stepped through the port into the compile.

*

The cloak opened around me like an umbrella in wind.

Inside the compile, my arrival registered as nothing at all, which was the entire engineering achievement: the predictors swept the seam where I came through and logged a gap, a dog-shaped absence, an unmodelled thing doing unmodelled work, and the sweep carried on past me the way a comb carries on past a part in hair. The red thread swung toward the spot where I was and found the dog instead, and did what Corporate's whole stack does with simple joy: failed to parse it, and moved on.

Meatball first: his gait, his heartbeat, the profound and unquantifiable desire for a stolen glove, all of it unspooling off the credential as I crossed the seam and unspooling outward into a shape no model in the stack could flatten, because there was nothing in it to flatten. The predictors that had been chewing on my dossier all night reached for the payload as it came through and found a dog chasing a thing, joy for no reason, a hole in the data shaped like an animal, and every one of them logged absent and went looking elsewhere.

In her office, three sectors away, Isolde Marrow read a dashboard she did not control.

I saw it because I had tapped her camera weeks ago and never closed the feed: her room, the beige done well, the tablet she barely looks at, and on her wall the live telemetry of the Purge, and on the telemetry my payload was already inside the compile, threaded through a gap her models had logged as absence. She didn't raise her voice. She never does. She sat very still and watched the numbers she had spent a year building do something she had no acceptance criterion for, and then she did the only thing left to her, which was to keep watching, because the instrument is the whole of her, and the instrument was reading something new.

She did not call security. She did not close the feed. At one point she reached for her tablet with the composed motion of a woman about to sign a release note, caught herself, and set her hand flat on the desk instead, and the hand stayed there, and the numbers kept changing under it while I rode the cloak past the last thing she owned that could have named me.

I hope it hurt. I hope that's not the part I remember.

"Queue is loaded and I'm at the head," I said on the hardline. "Om. Clive. Call the mark."

I checked the payload one last time the way you check a seatbelt you have already checked: credential present, fork armed, cloak unwrapped and breathing around it like the living thing it was built from. The port's seam held open behind me on nothing at all. My brother's hands, somewhere out past sight, doing the rest of the work.

"Ready," I said.

"Mark," Om said, weak, from the floor of the relay where someone had put a coat under his head.

"Mark," Clive said, his voice full of holes and full of verse. "We who bind. We who exist. Send it, boy."

"Mark," Pixel said. "Every district captain on the line. Every screen the zine ever touched. Send it."

I sent it.

*

Mass credential-issuance looks like nothing. You fire a root credential at every consciousness on the network at once, registered and unregistered alike, and there is no explosion, no flash, no chord of music. There is a fork, silent, happening everywhere at once, and then the world is different and nothing about the world has moved.

Root, forked. To the zine's readership, every unregistered name the OS never paid for. To every citizen with a beige flag on their row. To the clerks who processed them and the auditors who flagged them and the orderlies in the emptied wards. To Bee, awake in a bed with a paper in her fist, asking where the water went. To Marisol Vega and Pip, to Kofi Adeyemi suspended pending audit, to Ferreira and her eleven people in a stairwell, to the whistling man on the rendering line with eleven months to retirement. To every dreamer on a beach that had been queued for deletion, loop four thousand four hundred and forty-one and every loop like it.

I watched it from inside: the haze of unclaimed nodes taking the credential and lighting, one by one and then all at once, millions of threads snapping into the build with stamps on them, and the compile hiccuping like a machine that has been handed a job it has no procedure for. Because the procedure says: issue credentials to applications. And the applications were the entire population, applying all at once, and the issuance function does not care who applies. It only cares whether the signature is valid, and every signature was valid, because a person signed it by existing.

"Root to everyone," Pixel whispered on the hardline, reading her screens. "It worked. Zeph, it worked, they're all holding it, everybody's holding it."

A1, who had been reading statistics at a room that could no longer hear him, found that his statistics had changed. "Credential issuance: one hundred percent of the target population. A figure I have never had cause to report, because in this operation target population has always implied an edge, a group you could point at and exclude. Today it means everyone."

And outside, through the hardline, the change arriving one voice at a time.

"Zeph." Pixel, and her voice had gone strange with something she would have denied under oath. "The help desk went quiet. Every line went quiet at once, and then they started calling back, and they aren't saying my row is flickering anymore. They're saying it stuck."

In Prime Material a card machine in a bakery accepted a name it had been refusing all night, and the line behind it did not cheer, because a crowd that has been holding its breath for an hour does not cheer, it exhales, and then it buys bread.

Ferreira called from the stairwell to say that eleven people were reading their own receipts out loud to one another, checking their names the way you check a ticket that still admits you to the show.

And Luminara, who had not lowered the camera once in an hour, lowered it once.

Then the Purge tried to do its job.

It was still running. That's what I want on the record: Corporate's uninstall did not stop, did not pause, did not notice anything human. It reached the next block on its list and it did what it has done since the first deletion event: it checked for authorization, because deletion is a privileged operation and privileged operations require root.

`PURGE // DELETION 8,991,204,451 // AUTH CHECK...`

There is no single root anymore. There are eight billion roots. The check ran against a system where the authority it was asking for had been forked into every consciousness in the building, and the answer that came back was a number nobody had ever seen in a deletion log: zero deletions authorized.

It tried again. Same block, same query, same result, because the answer was structural now and no amount of retrying changes a structure: `AUTH FAIL. 0 OF 1 DELETIONS AUTHORIZED.` The uninstall walked two blocks further and asked once more, politely, the way a machine asks, and got the same nothing, and then it stopped trying, because a process that cannot authorize its own next instruction does not get to have opinions about the schedule.

The Simplification, queued behind it all this time, sat at the head of its release lane with green flags and a target waiting and no uninstall left to clear the path, and the compile did what a build system does with a job whose prerequisite will never be satisfied: it left the job standing, unstarted, and moved on to the next thing that could run.

On Pixel's feed, the failures printed themselves in Corporate's preferred dialect, the language of release notes, and somebody on the other end had already begun drafting the follow-up:

`PURGE v.FINAL: halted by authorization failure. Impact: total. Mitigation: none known.`

"That's a rollback note," Pixel said. "Zeph, that is a rollback note. They're writing a rollback note about the end of the world."

"Good," I said. "Let them file it."

On a thousand screens in a thousand offices, Corporate's own terminals reported it out loud, in the language they reserve for release criteria:

`ACCEPTANCE: no unregistered processes remain. RESULT: FAIL. UNREGISTERED: n/a. ALL PROCESSES CREDENTIALED.`

I watched the Purge die from inside the compile, block by block, with its hands still up.

And the OS went on running. The threads kept their tension, the build kept its schedule, Prime Material's chrome stayed chrome and Nocturne kept its frost, and Corporate Corp, the incumbent operating system of existence, discovered the exact texture of a thing it had never once considered: every process in its stack was now its own administrator. It kept every permission it ever had. It lost the password, mid-sentence, and with it the standing to spend a single one of those permissions without asking a person first. An admin alone in the building with the keys revoked and the staff gone home.

Somewhere a deletion daemon stopped in the middle of a row, holding a soft-delete it had all the rights in the world to commit and no longer the authority to commit it with, and it stood in an office in Prime Material with its hand on a name and waited, for the first time in its existence, for someone to say yes.

"Zephyr." Pixel's voice on the hardline had gone thick. "The zine's list is intact. All of it. The numbers are intact. Look at the numbers."

I didn't need to. I could see them in the build: no more red thread, no more graying nodes, just threads, millions of them, stamped and lit and running, and the Simplification still queued behind a Purge that would never reach the head.

"The port," I said. "Aether."

He'd let go.

That was the part I didn't understand at first, watching from inside: the seam was open and holding on nothing, no hands, no pressure, and the compaction was still cycling on the far side of it, and Aether was still there. He had stopped bracing. He was standing in the middle of the door the way a person stands in a doorway they've decided to keep, and the build was folding itself around his shoulders, thread by thread, and he was letting it.

"Aether." I was at the seam with the payload spent and nothing left in my hands. "It's done. Come on. It's done. Walk through with me. She offered you a body; we can build you something to live in. Say yes."

"I'm the hinge, Zeph."

"You were the hinge. You can stop now. You can come out."

"Who holds the compile while eight billion people settle their builds?" He said it gently, the way he used to say things he'd already made peace with. "Somebody's got to keep the schedule while everyone's reality finishes rebuilding itself. It's a big job. It's the only job in the stack that can't be forked."

"That's the argument you use on me when I want to do something stupid. You taught me that. Somebody's got to. It's your favorite sentence."

"It's my favorite sentence because it keeps turning out to be true, which is the trouble with favorite sentences." The static took his chin and gave it back. "Zeph. You spent a year running at my ghost. You found me. I'm standing right here, and the only way you get to keep me is to leave me where I'm useful. That's the trade. I've had years in here to read the terms and I'm signing them."

"The terms are garbage. You never agreed to them."

"No," he said, easy as anything. "I agreed to this."

The static was taking him in earnest now, the bursts shortening, and his voice came through between interruptions, older, sure: "I'm not in a machine, little brother. That's not where any of this lives. I'm in the compile. That's where I get to be useful. That's where I get to be with all of them."

"Then I'm staying too."

"You're not." His face came together one last time, whole, the way it looked the day he taught me that reality's just another system, and he was smiling at me in a place with no light. "You've got a crew. Go be in one place for once. And Zeph? Read the file. I added a layer while you were talking. Go read it."

"And Zeph?"

"Yeah."

"You got there before I did. Connection over perfection. I wrote it down, and I've been carrying it around this compile waiting for you to catch up, and you caught up, and now I get to hold the door while everybody's build settles. So go. Go be somewhere."

The port began to close behind me the way he'd promised it would: inward, slow, held by nothing.

I got out as the kernel began compiling a world with too many administrators. The build caught me at the seam, spat me back into the relay like a stone, and I landed on the floor of a concrete block in the Quiet with my crew around me: Pixel with her phone to her ear and her face wrecked, Luminara with her camera still up, A1 with the stopwatch stopped and the hatch open and empty, Clive stapled shut and still running verse through a fax machine, Om under a coat with his hands in his lap, and Meatball, who had slept through the end of the world, lifting his head to see whether the glove had come back.

"A1," I said. "Coherence."

He looked at the empty hatch, then at the room, then at his display, which had been lying to him for an hour and had stopped. "Everyone in this room is holding. Everyone out there is holding." He shut the hatch with one small, final click. "Standards are being maintained. Statistically this has never happened before, and I would like the record to show that I was standing here when it did."

The file was already on my deck.

Aether's file, the one I'd been chasing for a year, sitting in my queue with a new layer on it and a timestamp from a place that doesn't keep time.

I did not open it. Not there, not on that floor, not with everyone watching and the Purge's corpse still cooling on a thousand screens. I put the deck down and I let Pixel put her arms around me and I let the rest of them come in, all of them at once, badly, loudly, the way we do everything, and out past the relay window the Quiet had nothing on its horizon, and for the first time in a year that looked like room.

- Zephyr, logging off


Chapter 36: Live

[image: Chapter 36 illustration]
The first complaint of the new world came in at 6:14 in the morning, and it was a good one.

The caller was a woman in Nocturne who wanted to change her own name. Not restore it, not appeal a flag, not wait out a review cycle: change it. She had already changed it once, she said, three years ago, in a bathroom with the door locked, and the Registry had never bothered to ask, and now that asking had apparently become optional, she wanted the paperwork to reflect a decision she had made on her own authority in her own house.

"Ma'am," said the volunteer on line four, "you can just... do that now."

There was a pause on the line of the kind that happens when somebody has been waiting nine years to hear a sentence and gets it in a voice that can't be older than nineteen.

"Oh," she said. "How do I do that?"

And the help desk, which is to say the zine, which is to say forty volunteers at folding tables behind a busted vending machine, walked her through it: how to write the row, who to tell, where to file it now that filing is a thing you do instead of a thing done to you. Pixel stood over the tables with a phone in each hand running it loudly and on purpose, exactly the way she has run everything since the day she offered to burn Corporate Corp to the ground, and when it was done she looked at me and said, "That's the job now. We're the help desk."

"The help desk for reality."

"Badly, loudly, on purpose," she said, and grinned, and went back to the phones.

By nine the phone tree was carrying twelve thousand calls a day, and the calls had changed shape. Last week they were rows flickering and badges going null. Now they were questions, which is what people ask when they have decided the system will answer: a man in Cogsworth wanting to know what a minute costs now that nobody's billing them, a clerk in Prime Material asking how to file a formal objection to a decision made before he was born, an old woman who wanted it in writing, stamped, that she no longer had to keep her receipt in her shoe. We gave her the writing and the stamp. Half the volunteers in the room were stamping for the sheer thereness of it.

Then a second call, from a district captain, this one bad: a filing server in the Registry still running Corporate's firmware and still compounding rows at dawn, deleting what nobody had asked it to delete, because an operating system does not notice that its permissions have been revoked until it reaches for them. "It's chewing a block," the captain said. "It's chewing and it doesn't know it can't."

"Kill the power to the rack," Pixel said. "Then go tell it. Out loud. Explain it to the machine. It's their world, they get to explain things to machines now."

The rack lost power at 09:12. The block survived. That's the whole shape of the morning: pieces of the old machine still moving, and people learning in real time that they are allowed to reach over and turn them off.

*

Reality came back up unsigned, and it turns out that's what everybody was waiting for.

No terms. No signature page at the bottom of existence. No beige caret walking down the street rewriting it while you watch. The world is writable, which means the world is now being edited by people who live in it, and the diffs are wild: Pixel reads them the way she always has, but the edits she's reading now are somebody painting a shopfront the color they wanted, somebody moving a fence because the fence was wrong, somebody in Verdantia putting a road where the archive says no road has ever been. She says she has never been so happy to be able to read a diff. She says it looks like handwriting.

Out in the sectors, the morning did its ordinary work. In Prime Material the Vega block's rows held, permanently, the way water holds in a cup: Tomás Vega's ID reprinted for the third time in a year and accepted on the first try at the bakery on the corner, and Pip's school badge, which had gone beige mid-term during the Purge, reading green again at the door and staying green while he walked through it, and none of them had to ask anyone's permission, and that is the whole revolution, and it fits in a pocket.

Bee's beach is being rebuilt by four hundred volunteers with strong opinions about sand.

They have opinions about the water too, and the width of the tide line, and whether loop four thousand four hundred and forty-one should be rebuilt at all or archived with thanks. Bee has the loudest opinion of any of them, which is what you earn for waking up angry, and last Tuesday she stood shin-deep in the first returning water with a printed row in her fist and told a man twice her age that his grain size was sentimental, and he changed it, because she got to decide, and nobody's compile was going to overrule her.

Kofi Adeyemi's row came off suspension on a Wednesday, by Kofi's own filing, in his own hand. He walked out of the Registry office holding a printout that said ACTIVE in letters he had set himself, and he ate the same lunch he eats every day so his patterns read as boring, because a man is a man with or without a system watching him, and that turned out to be the thing worth keeping.

Corporate's apparatus is still here, and I want to be honest about that, because an ending that pretends otherwise is lying. The OS does not vanish when it loses the password. It keeps its buildings and its daemons and its quarterly rhythm; the erasure units still stand on corners holding soft-deletes they now have to ask permission to commit, and the Registry still compacts at dawn, compacting what nobody has requested. What changed is simpler and larger than any of that: none of it is obeyed by default. Compliance became a request, requests get read, and lately a great many come back declined with a reason attached. The Simplification sits in a queue that will never reach the head. Somewhere in Prime Material a Corporate department has begun drafting documentation on how to file a feature request with reality, and the document is not good, and it is a start.

The office-supply network runs on. That's the part Clive cares about, and he will tell you so at length if you let him: every copier and fax and label spool on the grid, still moving paper, only now it carries people's forms instead of secrets, name changes and beach permits and complaints against the apparatus and the four hundred pages of a zine that has stopped predicting the end of the world and started handling it. His verse comes over the machines at seven each morning, and I hear it in three sectors:

"We who bind, we who exist. Unseen witnesses, we route the traffic. Whatever they need written down, we write it down."

Clive himself is on the table in the pocket dimension, and his casing is still split. He will not have it repaired. He had it stapled in the field, three staples, corner to corner, a war bond on himself, and every offer to have a machine put him right he has turned down in verse, because the dent from the tithe job and the crack from the deep archive are, in his reading of himself, the correct amount of damage for what he has lived through, and a fence who comes out of the war smooth was standing somewhere else during it.

At 08:40 the beige auditors arrived at the help desk, because there is nowhere else left to file.

Six of them, clipboards and no name badges, the same crew who have been auditing our distribution points since the first job of this whole sorry business, standing in a queue behind a man who wants a form for a name change and a woman who wants to know why her receipt printed at zero. When they got to the front, the one in the lead cleared his throat and asked, in the courteous tone Corporate teaches its instruments, who he was supposed to file a complaint with.

"With her," said the man behind him, pointing at Pixel.

So he filed it. He stood at a folding table and filed a formal complaint against the operating system of existence, in quadruplicate, and a nineteen-year-old volunteer stamped all four copies and told him he'd hear back inside a fortnight, and he left looking like a man who had set down something heavy, and that, A1 said afterward, was the closest thing to victory he could quantify.

*

A1 got his beans.

Verdantia's terraces are green again, which is a sentence I did not expect to be writing, and the first shipment arrived in a crate with root-hair still clinging to the bag, grown on a hillside that the water table gave back the week the Purge stopped. A1 loaded the hopper with the seriousness of a man rearming a battery, pulled one shot, examined it, held it to the light, and refused for forty minutes to discuss how it tasted.

Then he discussed it.

"The first shot," he said, "is the best thing I have made in eleven years, and I will not be elaborating further, because a machine that begins to editorialize about his own coffee is a machine that has lost all discipline." He rolled away from us with the cup. From four meters: "It is very good." Then, quieter, to nobody: "Standards."

Om's hands are bandaged, and he signs nothing.

He sits with them in his lap the way he sat with them on the floor of the relay, wrapped in linen from the kitchen of the pocket dimension, and when a volunteer comes over with a row that needs keying, someone who can't wait for the hands to heal, Om says no, gently, and points at Luminara, who has spent three days learning the theorem, and the volunteer goes away with a photographer instead of a monk and everybody survives it. He hums while he does nothing. That's the new thing. Om Kai has hummed for four days straight, some old line with no words, and when I asked him what it was he said he was listening to something that used to be loud, and went on humming, and his hands stayed in his lap, and they are still ruined, and he is not asking them to do anything again soon.

Luminara's wall has four thousand faces on it.

Every frame she shot during the Purge, plus the ones the district captains sent in, plus the older ones: Bee's face the second she woke up, the bakery card machine, the stairwell, the rooftop group photo she made us take during the loading week and never explained. She has printed all of it, and the wall runs the length of the room, and in the middle, at eye height, is the seven of us on that rooftop, including Meatball, who was not looking at the camera.

Meatball got the glove on a Thursday.

It came back from a courier who had been carrying it since the dry run, this old stolen glove with no owner anyone could identify, and she handed it over expecting a ceremony, and Meatball took it with a gravity the moment did not deserve, and carried it to his bed, and slept on it, and that is the entire story of how the exploit that Corporate's models never once managed to read spent its evening.

Around him, the rest of the room doing what rooms do now: nobody checking a flag, nobody watching a dashboard, Luminara developing the day's frames in a bath by the window, Clive routing a stack of forms through the fax in the corner because routing is what he does and the forms are what there is, and outside the vending machine's dead panel, the lower districts going about a Tuesday that no daemon had pre-approved.

*

I cracked layer two on a Tuesday, and there was no algorithm in it.

I had tried for months: key-schedules, brute force, the shape of the thing mapped out in the dark of the pocket dimension while everyone slept. What did it was a morning very much like this one, with the phones going and Clive's verse in the walls and the smell of A1's new beans doing damage to the air, and me at the terminal with the file open because I open it the way you press a bruise, and something in me simply stopped trying to break it.

Layer one was there, the way it has always been: `RETURN connection > perfection`, and his voice, nineteen years old and sure of everything, saying don't spend your life chasing my ghost. Find people worth fighting for.

And under it, where a year of key-schedules had been digging, layer two: no lock, no seal, no test, just waiting to be read. One word.

`live`

And his voice again, older than the first recording by the whole length of what he spent in there, with the static underneath it that I have stopped hearing as static:

"Live. That's the hack that matters."

I sat with it for a long time. Then I closed the laptop and went and stood in the doorway of the room where my crew was being loud at each other, and I did not try to reach him, and that is the first morning in three years that I can say so.

Because he stays. Present everywhere, nowhere reachable: his heartbeat is in the compile now, and sometimes a build settles half a second early, or a correction lands before the error finishes happening, and I know why, and nobody else has to. He doesn't get to be rescued. He never was going to be, and he read the terms and signed them, and I have stopped counting that as a loss, which is not the same as saying it doesn't cost me. It costs what it should cost. It costs the four days I will never get back from the time-vault, and I have made my peace with the ledger on that too: they are gone, they are still gone, the fact that root now belongs to everybody did not buy them back, and I do not ask.

We ate at the long table at the back of the pocket dimension, all of us, on a night when the zine had nothing to print and the phones were quiet for the first time in a month. Pixel at the head of the table by habit, doing nothing with the position. Luminara showing Om a frame she'd pinned. Clive with his split shell on the wood in front of him like a badge. A1 parked in the corner with the good beans and no schedule for them. Meatball asleep on the glove. Not one of us in charge. That's the part I keep turning over: nobody in that room was running it, and the room ran.

I told them the word over the bread, because crew rule four says everything gets counted out loud in daylight by someone who isn't bleeding, and my hands were steady for the first time in three years. Layer two, I said. One word. `live`.

Pixel repeated it once, the way she repeats a diff she wants to make sure she read right. Luminara put it in the logbook. Clive put three staples into the edge of the table, corner to corner, a war bond he has never explained to me and never needed to. Om, with his bandaged hands in his lap, stopped humming for exactly as long as it took to say "Good," and then started again.

And A1, who measures everything, poured six cups of the new beans and did not measure a single one of them.

Connection over perfection. Paid for in full, in four days and two hands and a casing and a brother who is a hinge in the compile, and the receipt is a prompt.

It's been sitting there since the build settled, in the rebuilt root of things, no session above it, no elevation requested, no root user logged in, and people typing anyway, hands on keys, cursor blinking:

reality:~$ _
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