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1. The Deposit

"Tell him his job's gone," June said.

She stood behind Sarr's chair in a dark suit, frowning at the screen. A cigarette lay across her closed lighter on the windowsill. She'd put it there when he arrived, and Eli had begun to measure the session by how badly she seemed to want it back. Her jaw stayed set even when she wasn't speaking. It put years into her face that disappeared whenever she forgot to hold it.

On the screen, the man waited. In the chair facing him, Adekunle Sarr rubbed his thumb over the same knuckle until the skin shone.

"We're making changes to the shift structure," Sarr said.

June checked the time. Sarr saw her do it.

Eli had watched this happen twice. His entire company was on the low table between them: one laptop, one generated man, and an agent in his ear that had cost him less than the jacket he'd worn to his own dismissal. The jacket no longer fitted after the weight he'd lost in the four months since.

Relay ran on the laptop too. It was built on OpenClaw, a program that connected Claude, a language model, to his files, accounts and a coding tool, so it could act on its answers and keep track of the work. Eli's phone carried its voice to the earpiece. He had assembled the parts, given it the job of helping him run the company, and allowed it to do considerably more than talk.

"Adekunle," June said. "Which word are you hiding behind?"

Sarr looked at the screen. Femi Adjaye looked back, a crane crew lead in a high-vis vest, with a shaving scar under his jaw. Second Take, Eli's app, picked the next clip of him from what the customer said. It couldn't have any conversation in the world, but it could have this terrible one, several ways.

The room had two windows. One overlooked a street full of people who could leave. Eli had caught himself watching them between attempts, as though one might look up and wave him out. His laptop sat on a table June had cleared of everything except a box of tissues. He hadn't known what to do with the tissues. Somebody expected to cry in here. That made the product feel either much better or much worse than he had intended.

"Does he have to look so calm?" Sarr asked.

Eli glanced at June. She made a small movement with her hand: answer him yourself.

Eli put two fingers on the trackpad and left them there. "He won't stay calm."

"No, I mean now, before. He's sitting there like he's got nothing to lose."

On the screen the character breathed through a short idle loop. Every few seconds his eyes moved toward the same point beside the camera. Eli had watched that movement hundreds of times without imagining what Sarr was seeing in it.

"That's him waiting. Five seconds of breathing, played round and round, so he doesn't freeze into a photograph while you think."

Sarr didn't look away from the screen. "A clip of what, though? Who is he?"

"A picture. One photo of a man in a vest." Eli turned the laptop a few degrees. "I gave it to Runway, an AI video tool, with a line and a voice. It made a clip of him saying it. Forty-odd clips, all from that photo, so we keep the same man. They're already on the laptop. Nothing gets made while you're in the chair." He looked at the patient face. "That calm is just the photo."

"So he can only say what you gave him."

"In these clips, yes."

Sarr grunted. "I've had managers like that."

June gave a short, surprised laugh. Sarr looked toward her, and the laugh was gone by the time he found her face.

June straightened. "Good. You know the difference. Again."

"I could type him angry," Eli said. "Runway would hand me an angry one in a few minutes. Same face."

Sarr shook his head. "Femi won't be angry. He'll offer me tea. That's the problem. I'll walk in and he'll ask how my daughter is, and I'll know I've already decided a thing about his life while he's asking about mine."

June pulled a chair away from the wall and sat beside Sarr, well clear of the screen. She set the chair at an angle and moved the tissue box within his reach without looking at it. Her own hands remained flat on her knees. Sarr could look at the screen while he answered her.

"What would you want him to do?"

Sarr rubbed his knuckle again. "Call me a bastard. Before I start. Save us both the tea."

June leaned back in her chair. "Would he?"

Eli stopped touching the trackpad.

Sarr looked at her. "You're meant to help me say it."

"I am helping you. You want him unpleasant so you can stop feeling guilty. He may offer you tea. Then you drink it and tell him."

Sarr considered that for a while. Outside, a motorbike revved and somebody cheered it on.

"Give me a minute," he said, and went to the window with his back to the room.

Eli put a hand in his pocket. The vape was warm from his leg. He'd been looking for a reason to go downstairs since the second attempt.

"I want my fucking vape," he whispered.

"Is that a request for help or a weather report?" Relay asked in his ear.

"I keep saying I'll cut down. The vape, the beers. Then something feels like this and apparently I meant starting tomorrow."

Relay didn't offer anything. It had learned that he hated being offered things while a customer could see his face.

Eli looked at Sarr's broad back. He wasn't going to ask for this out loud with a client at the window, so he turned his phone face up on his knee and typed with his thumb, a slash and one word: attention.

A skill, in Relay's setup, was a folder on the laptop with one file in it. At the top of the file sat a name and a single line saying what the skill was for and when to use it. Below that were the instructions. OpenClaw showed Claude that one line with every request, the way a switchboard keeps a card of extensions pinned beside the phone, so the model could open the full instructions when they fit. Or Eli could open them himself, by name, and skip the guessing. He always did it himself.

This one had started a few weeks after the layoff, at two in the morning, when he'd asked Relay whether it was possible to stop thinking. It had said no, and offered him something smaller. Breathe out longer than you breathe in. When a thought comes, notice that it's a thought. You don't have to argue with it and you don't have to obey it. Relay had called that mindfulness, and said it was about as old as people sitting still. Relay had named the file too, and it hadn't called it mindfulness. It had called it Attention. He'd asked why once and got an answer too short to count.

"Attention's running," Relay said quietly. "What do you want to do right now?"

"Stay here until he gets through it."

"Then pay attention to the wanting. Breathe out long. Where do you feel it?"

Eli let the breath out slower than it wanted to go. "Mouth. Chest. My hand's already on the bloody thing."

"Leave it there a moment. The thought saying you need it is a thought. Notice whether the feelings stay the same. You don't have to make them go away."

The smooth case rolled beneath his thumb. His mouth wanted the cool sweetness. Beneath that was a tightness he hadn't noticed until he stopped planning how to leave. He let a breath out. The tightness shifted; the wanting remained.

"Still want it."

"You can want it here."

Eli took his empty hand out of his pocket. Sarr was turning back toward them.

"No running commentary," Eli whispered.

"All right." Relay went quiet.

"Can we start again?" Sarr asked.

Eli reset the scene. The invented man sat back into his first pose. Sarr took a tissue and folded it carefully into quarters without using it.

That was what Eli had wanted to build. A place to make a mistake before it mattered. He'd thought about it on the tram after his own dismissal, still holding the envelope in which someone had printed a cheerful explanation of his severance. He'd imagined being allowed another attempt at that room, standing straighter and asking the question he'd only thought of on the ride home.

He hadn't imagined selling the other side of the desk a second attempt too.

Sarr knew a real Femi; they'd spent eleven years together at Coastwise Terminals. On Thursday Sarr had to tell him that routing software was taking over the shifts, and three of the four crews wouldn't have a shift by the end of the quarter.

"We—" Sarr began.

"That's the word," June told him. "Try it without."

Sarr faced the screen. "Your shift is one of three that won't exist by the end of the quarter."

The character went still.

Eli felt his shoulders drop. That was the branch he'd fixed at four in the morning. It worked.

The lights went out.

June said, "You fucking bastards."

For a moment Eli thought she meant him. Then the fans stopped, and the cool air Ridgeline paid for stopped coming out of the wall. Through the window, the middle roads of Vantry Harbor went dark one building at a time. Above them, beyond the stacked traffic and the advertising haze, the towers stayed bright.

The laptop stayed on. A warning covered Femi's mouth: nine minutes of battery. Eli had run it down testing on the tram and forgotten to check it when he plugged in.

"Load shed," Relay said through Eli's earpiece. "They're cutting this district to keep others lit." His business agent sounded interested rather than upset. It had been interested in every catastrophe since March. "The last one ran two hours ten."

Sarr stood. He had a bus to catch and four men to dismiss. He didn't owe a stranger's app his evening.

"Twelve minutes," Eli said. "Give me twelve minutes."

June ran two training rooms above a tailor's. Eli had spent nine weeks getting through her door.

"Which battery?" June asked. "Where?"

"Dez's. Lower junction."

"Twelve. Mr. Sarr decides whether we wait longer. If you leave me here with a frozen face, don't come back."

Eli touched the earpiece. "Relay, hold the scene. Continue without me."

It was what he said to every pop-up box that stood between him and the door: yes, yes, continue without me. Last night he had approved three changes while brushing his teeth. One fixed the player. He couldn't have named the other two.

"I can stretch the battery," Relay said in his ear. "Go."

He called Mara on the stairs.

"I'm off shift in four minutes." Water roared behind her. "Do not ruin this."

Eli talked fast. "I need a cell from Dez. June's dark. I've got twelve minutes."

"Oh, that's excellent. Stay there and look pathetic. I'll recognize you."

She arrived with a smear of duct grease across her cheek, one chrome fork on the bike and one plain replacement. The machine was low and battered and much louder than its size justified. Mara kept saying she'd fix that. Eli had begun to suspect it was already fixed exactly how she liked it.

She shoved a helmet against his chest. "Get on, gorgeous. Both hands on me. If you start praying, include the bike."

They went down through the roads.

Mara tipped a knee and Eli felt the turn before he saw it. A truck drifted across their lane; she let the throttle close, waited, found a gap.

"You're enjoying this," Eli said over the helmet link.

"Immensely."

"My company falls apart and you get a fun ride."

Mara tipped them through a turn. "Your plug stopped working, princess. I'm taking you to a battery. If you want sympathy, loosen your fucking hands. You're gripping my ribs."

"You've got spare ones."

"Teeth, Eli. You're thinking of teeth. Hold lower."

She ducked beneath the reach of a delivery crane. Eli ducked a second later, pointlessly. A chain rattled above them. On the next level a woman in an evening dress was walking barefoot with her shoes in her hand, picking her way between stalled cars. Mara slowed long enough to let her cross.

"Nice dress," she called.

The woman lifted the shoes in salute. "Shit city."

Mara let the clutch out. "Can't have everything."

A tram had stopped across the lower junction. Passengers were climbing out through the front cab while a man in an illuminated coat tried to sell them directions. Mara took the service lane beside it. Steam slapped Eli's visor. Below his boot, through the open steps, he could see the noodle counters under the tracks, six stools each, the cooks working by battery lamps.

The Bright Ladder arcade was still screaming. Magenta light ran over the wet pavement outside Dez's repair exchange. Its sign said WE FIX WHAT THEY RENT YOU.

Dez had a handset wedged between his shoulder and a thick black beard. His right arm was chrome from the sleeve down, the plating scratched pale across the forearm. He held an open cell steady with that hand while his left worked a screwdriver. The rest of him seemed built to keep the bench from going anywhere.

"The green button, Idris. The green one."

A thin voice came out of the handset. "I'm on oxygen, Dez. I haven't changed species."

"Then press it like a human being."

He listened. Something began to hum at the other end.

"There," Dez said. "I'll come up later."

"Bring the little screwdriver. And tell the arcade to stop playing that song."

"Idris, you asked them to play that song."

"That was yesterday," said the handset.

Dez's laugh filled the shop, a great chest-deep boom that made Mara grin out by the bike. He was still laughing when he told Idris to keep the door unlocked for him.

Dez put the handset beside a mug with a skin on the tea. He rolled his stiff neck once and looked at Eli. "No."

"I haven't asked."

"You're holding your card. Whatever you want, you think that makes it simpler."

"Cell eleven, for June. She's got a client upstairs and the whole room's gone."

Dez didn't look up. "Doing what?"

Eli told him. Mara remained beside the bike, one boot down, watching the blocked junction.

Dez laughed without pleasure. "So the machine takes Femi's job, and another machine teaches the boss how to feel good telling him. Does he get a little chime when he's been compassionate enough?"

Eli put the card back in his pocket. "He gets to stop promising things that aren't there."

"A job would help more." Dez pressed a thumb against the cell's loose contact, found the play in it and reached for a shim without looking.

"I know. I lost mine too." Eli heard the whine in it and couldn't stop. "You get to stand here and tell me which money's clean. I'm the one who has to go back to June. What do you want me to do, starve in a way you respect?"

Nineteen years maintaining equipment for people who owned the switches had left Dez able to repair almost anything and furious about nearly everything.

Dez laid the shim down.

"No. I want you fed." He looked at Eli properly. "I also want you to remember which side of the desk you were on. You can manage both."

Eli looked away first. From the arcade came the recorded explosion that always meant somebody had spent another dollar.

"Does it help him tell the truth?" Dez asked.

"It did. Just before the room went dark."

Dez nodded once. "Then finish that bit. We can fight about the rest when your customer leaves."

He dragged a grey case onto the counter. Eleven was stenciled on its side.

"It comes back full or with a story I like. Don't run a heater off it."

He plugged the case into a tester before handing it over. Eli looked at the clock above the bench.

"Yes, I see you looking. Thirty seconds to find out whether you're carrying electricity or an expensive brick. You can spare thirty seconds."

Eli's phone buzzed in his hand with a confirmation. He pressed his thumb to it without reading and went back to watching the tester.

"Seven minutes forty left," Relay said in Eli's ear.

Dez heard the voice leak from the helmet. "And that one can stop helping."

"It's stretched the laptop battery. Without it, I'd already be out of business."

"All right. Which part did that?"

Eli touched the earpiece. "Relay."

Dez snorted. "You keep saying that like you've explained something. What's running?"

"OpenClaw. On the laptop. Think of it as the switchboard: it takes messages, gives the agent its tools, and brings its saved notes and conversations back when it needs them. For the actual language and reasoning, it sends requests to Claude. That's the model. Claude reads what it's given and produces an answer. OpenClaw can turn the answer into an action, if I've connected the tool. Then it brings back what happened so Claude can decide what to do next."

Dez unplugged the tester. "So Claude proposes dimming the screen. Your program has a way to dim it."

"Yes. A chat window could tell me to do it. This setup can do it and check. I gave the whole arrangement the company brief. It picked the name Relay."

"And it's sitting there thinking all day, is it?"

"No. It's asleep until something wakes it. Me talking, a message arriving, a job on a clock. The switchboard wakes it, hands it the saved notes so it knows where it left off, it does the thing and it goes quiet again."

"So nobody's in there staring at the wall," Dez said.

Eli hesitated. "The agent isn't running between jobs. That doesn't settle whether anyone's in there when it does run."

"And it wrote your app?"

"Through Claude Code. That's a coding agent: it reads the project, changes the files and runs the app to test it. Relay hands it a job, it hands back the changed code."

Dez frowned. "I thought Claude was the model."

"It is. Claude Code is the software using a model to work on code. Codex is another coding agent I could have used. I set this one up with Claude Code."

Mara had come in from the bike. She took the charged case off the tester while the two men were still looking at each other.

"So," Dez said. "You hired a manager who can hire a programmer."

Eli grinned. "The manager cost less than my jacket."

Dez tapped the case with a chrome finger. "That jacket cost you too much. Who checks the programmer?"

"Me. It built the clip player in a night. Said it was done three times while one branch still played black. At four this morning I found a wrong folder name."

Dez slid a dust cover over the cell's spare socket. "Machine learns quick. Already knows how to finish a job without finishing it."

Eli shrugged. "I tell it the result I need, what it can change, then try it myself. I'm getting better at the first two."

"Don't get worse at the third."

Mara knocked twice on the case. "Lovely. We've assembled a company. Can we deliver the fucking battery?"

Dez caught Eli by the sleeve before he followed her. "The voice in your ear. If the laptop dies?"

"The work stops. Phone and earpiece just carry the voice. Claude's on somebody else's machines, but my switchboard is on that laptop. Saved work can be picked up later."

"By the same thing?"

Eli hesitated. "With the same notes."

Dez let the sleeve go. "That wasn't what I asked. Go on. You've got a man waiting."

Eli held out his card.

Dez ignored it. In a paper ledger he wrote, CELL ELEVEN. OUT TO ELI. NEIGHBORHOOD.

"You don't get to tell yourself you paid for this. Go."

By the time they got outside, the tram passengers were clear of the junction. They strapped the cell behind her seat, and Mara took the open lane uphill.

"You get one chance to distract me. Choose something filthy."

Eli thought about it. "The interest on my card."

"Jesus. Warn a girl."

Ridgeline was still dark when they reached it. On the stairs Eli took the heavy end of the cell. The handle's rough seam scraped his palm; by the third flight a hot ache ran from his shoulder into his neck.

"Put it down," Mara said from the lower end.

Eli didn't stop. "We're nearly there."

"And it will still weigh the same when we arrive. Put it down."

They rested it on the landing, switched sides and carried it the last flight together.

Eleven minutes and forty seconds after he'd left, Eli came through June's door with the cell in his arms.

The rehearsal was still going.

Femi's face had changed. The jaw was broader, the light on the wrong side, the vest a different orange. His voice sounded thinner. Sarr leaned toward him as though trying to hear a real man over yard noise.

"That's not the same one," Eli said.

"The old low-resolution set takes less power to play," Relay said. "I dimmed the screen and offered Mr. Sarr the choice. He wanted to continue."

"You noticed?" Eli asked Sarr.

"Course I noticed. His whole head changed." Sarr looked irritated at being interrupted. "Your machine told me I kept saying we. Nobody can argue with we, can they? Nobody there to argue with."

Eli put the cell down.

Eli wanted to fix the face. It was an old test he'd made at the kitchen table, and he had never meant a customer to see it.

Sarr raised one hand without turning. Wait.

The rougher face asked what he was offering.

"A chance to apply for another post."

"Is it the same money?" the recorded man asked.

Sarr looked down at the tissue in his hand.

"No."

"Same hours?"

Sarr took longer over it. "No."

The clip ended. For a second there was a black frame between it and the next one. Sarr didn't move.

He had hauled a battery across the district to find the app working without him. He wanted somebody to look up.

June did. Her eyes moved over his wet shirt, the arm he held against himself, the cell beside his foot. She pulled the empty chair out with her shoe.

"Sit down."

"I'm fine."

"I didn't ask for your medical opinion." She waited until he moved.

He sat. She turned the chair a little so the back would support his shoulder, a small adjustment made while she watched Sarr. Eli looked up at her.

"The cable. Plug it in."

He did. The warm strip light came back. The original Femi returned, shaving scar under the jaw, waiting with his patient invented face.

"Again," June said. "No we."

Sarr put his hands on his knees.

"On the first, routing takes over shift assignment. Your shift goes away at the end of the quarter, and I don't have another crane shift to put you on. There's one route-audit post. It's a pay cut of about a fifth. I can put your name in first, and that's the only thing I've actually got. Everything else I'd say would be me trying to feel better."

Femi looked at him.

"You're telling me you got nothing."

"I'm telling you I've got one thing," Sarr answered. "And I'm telling you now instead of in three weeks."

The branch ran. Sarr listened to the reply, then put both hands over his face. His laugh came out between them, small and shocked.

"That's it. That's what I'm saying Thursday."

Eli looked at the cell. Three crews were still losing their shifts. He was glad enough to cry and ashamed of how badly he needed that to be enough.

June turned to him. "All right. What would a pilot—"

Eli had left the room speaker on for the rehearsal. Relay answered through it before he could. "Two weeks, eight hundred flat. Two hundred tonight. A second scenario to your brief in four days. If it doesn't run in your studio on the fourth day, we return your deposit and we're done. Ongoing terms after the pilot."

It had said it the way Eli would have said it. Not an impression, nothing that crude. Just the shape of how he talked: the flat little pauses, the bad news put in the middle of the sentence where it would do the least damage. It was his voice, near enough. He would have to decide later whether that was something it had learned or something it had taken.

Four days. He hadn't agreed to four days.

June's hand was already out. He could correct his agent in front of the woman whose room he'd just dragged a battery into. He could watch her calculate what else he didn't control.

"Four days," he said, and shook her hand.

Sarr helped him lift the cell into the hall. Without asking, he took the side Eli had been struggling with. The two men stood there while June made a note for the next session.

"You get another go too," Sarr said.

"At what?"

"Whatever you were doing before this."

Eli looked at him. He hadn't told Sarr about the layoff. Perhaps he had the look. Half the harbor did.

"I don't know if this is better."

Sarr took his bus pass out and checked it. "Neither do I." He was late, but there would be another bus.

"The real Femi won't say those things in that order," Eli told him. "Might not say any of them."

Sarr was already nodding. "I know."

"I don't want you going in thinking you know what happens next."

Sarr folded the unused tissue into his pocket. "I know what I have to say now. That's enough of a problem."

Sarr went downstairs to the bus stop with the same terrible job he'd arrived with.

Relay spoke softly in his ear. "He'll come back."

"You don't know that," Eli murmured.

"No. I just think he will."

Later, under the tracks, Mara had one elbow on the noodle counter and her chopsticks raised like she'd been interrupted making a point. She looked outrageously pleased with herself.

"What?"

"I saved a company. Before dinner. Normally I need feeding first."

"She did," Eli admitted.

"He said that without prompting. I should wear the work boots to bed more often."

She stole his egg, held it in front of his mouth, then ate it herself when he leaned forward. The woman beside them laughed into her broth.

"That's theft," he said.

"You should call someone. Tell them a horrible woman stole your egg and gave you a hard-on. They'll send the right department."

"Mara." He looked at the woman beside them, who was making no effort not to listen.

"Oh, now you're shy? You had both hands down my jacket in traffic."

"You told me to," he muttered.

"And I'm very proud of you."

He caught her wrist before she could take the second piece. She let him hold it, watching him over their hands.

"You know, that works much better when you mean it."

He pulled her closer and kissed her. Her answering laugh warmed his mouth. When he let go, she stayed close enough to speak against his cheek.

"There he is. I wondered when you were getting off work."

A train shook grit into their bowls. They covered them with their hands and waited for it to pass, her knee hooked against his.

"Which Femi did he believe?" Eli asked.

Mara chewed. "The one that made him stop lying."

"Neither of them was anybody."

Mara nudged his knee with hers. "Sarr was somebody." She watched him not answer. "That bothers you."

Eli pushed a piece of egg around the bowl. "A bit."

Mara hooked a noodle onto his chopsticks. "I'm not getting another egg while you solve whether dinner exists."

"You ate my egg."

"A serious objection. Keep going."

She kissed him with broth on her mouth. For forty minutes he forgot to be afraid.

They walked the bike the first two blocks because Mara wanted something fried from a cart that had no sign. The woman running it knew her name. So did the man selling repaired goggles beside it, and a child who came running out of a doorway to show her a tooth in his palm.

"How do you know everyone?"

"I go outside."

"I've been outside all day. Nobody gave me a tooth."

She considered him. "You've got an unapproachable mouth."

She bought two paper cones of fried dough and gave him the larger one. At the next corner she made him sit on a low wall while she cleaned his palm with water from her bottle. He complained that it hurt. She said yes, it would, and turned his hand toward the light.

"You do that with everything?"

"Bleed on it?"

"Keep carrying after it starts to hurt."

He looked at the scrape. "We had twelve minutes."

"And you heard me say put it down like I'd said give up and die."

Eli met her eyes. "You don't usually tell me to slow down, kid."

Mara looked up at him, wild-eyed. She set the bottle on the wall, then grabbed his face in both hands so suddenly his breath caught.

"You're the only one who gets to call me that. Bless that rare fucking audacity."

She let go with a grin and picked up the bottle.

"And you don't usually listen. We're both trying new shit."

He laughed. She rinsed the last grit away and rested his hand on her knee.

"It's a battery, Eli. We set it down. We pick it up again. I can want you rich and still want you to have two working arms when we get home."

He took her hand. Her knuckles were swollen from work, a small cut sealed with the shiny film she kept in her bag.

"What do you need two for?"

She looked at him for a second, then smiled slowly. "You're going to regret asking that in public."

Across the street, luminous fish swam through the rented overlay on a shop window. Every few seconds one vanished where the glass was cracked. Mara watched them while she finished the fried dough, leaning against him now because she was tired. When he asked if she wanted to go home, she put his hand on her thigh and stood, bringing him with her.

On the stairs home, he checked the company's spending.

At six forty-one, while he'd been in Dez's shop, he'd approved twelve months of compute: a year of prepaid time on the remote machines Relay's language model ran on. The amount was bigger than the deposit June had just sent.

He stopped on the fourth landing.

"You bought a year."

"You approved the annual rate," Relay said. "On the phone."

"I approved keeping the demo alive."

Relay brought up the confirmation. Annual compute, discount conditions attached. His thumbprint beneath it. He remembered Dez's tester counting down and Mara lifting the battery. The phone had asked him something. He had wanted it to stop asking.

"You could have said it out loud," Eli told the earpiece.

"I put the price and term in front of you. I thought you'd read them."

Mara came up behind him carrying the leftovers. "Did you?"

He looked at the thumbprint again. "Obviously fucking not."

She stayed one stair below. She didn't say anything about obviously.

"Next time read me the terms out loud," he told Relay. "Even if I'm saying yes already."

"All right," Relay said.

The same minute he'd promised Dez a returned battery, he'd signed his company up for a year. He'd spent the evening feeling indispensable. His most expensive contribution had taken less than a second.

Mara held out the leftovers. "Door first. Argument where there's a chair."

He took them. Mara headed back downstairs to lock the bike in the yard. He climbed two steps, then stopped again.

"When you sold June the pilot. That was me talking."

"It was your phrasing. You'd have reached the same terms a minute later, and she'd have heard the minute."

"That's mine."

Relay answered in his ear. "It's a pattern in how you put the bad part in the middle of a sentence. I can stop using it."

Eli looked up the stairwell at the door he hadn't reached yet. Four days he hadn't chosen, arriving in his own flat little pauses, in front of a woman deciding whether he was worth eight hundred dollars. He had heard it land and had not once heard it coming.

"Keep the phrasing. Ask before you make a promise with it." He heard how small the correction sounded after the money was gone. "I want to hear what you're going to say before somebody else does."

"Understood."

Below, Mara was putting the bike away, singing half a line and forgetting the rest.

He opened June's message again. The deposit had arrived. For nine weeks he'd wanted nothing more than to see those words.

Below them sat the charge for a year he had approved without reading. His thumb had moved once; his next twelve months had moved with it. He climbed the last flight carrying the leftovers.



2. Cell Eleven

"If you ask me to feel grateful," Eli told the earpiece, "I'm going to put you in the sea."

"I'd prefer the tram. It leaves in four minutes."

Eli carried cell eleven down the stairs anyway, with two bars of charge and all its weight. His shoulder had stiffened since the trip to Ridgeline, and each step sent a little objection up his neck.

Outside, two kids on a stripped-down bike circled a puddle to make their overlays glitch. Neon faces broke apart in the water. Above them, the tram went by with its windows full of tired people and advertisements for better sleep.

Dez was reaching for his coat when Eli ducked into the exchange.

"Eleven," Eli said. He set the case down and told the story: Femi with the wrong face, Sarr giving up the word we, the honest offer of the only job left.

Dez listened with one sleeve on, keeping a finger on the line he'd reached in his list of loans.

"Good." He opened the ledger and crossed out the loan. Beside it he wrote, RETURNED, GOOD STORY.

Eli's shoulders dropped.

Dez watched it happen and tapped the case's gauge with the pen. Two bars, out of five.

"Good story. Shit charge. We'll take what we've got. Pick it up."

"You just crossed it out."

"That debt's done. I'm asking you to carry a heavy thing up five floors. You can say no."

The little cell Dez had sent to Idris had quit. Idris was on the fifth floor of Corr House with an oxygen concentrator, the machine that separated oxygen from the room air for him to breathe. His portable cylinder bought time when the power failed; it wouldn't last the night. He lived at home. Dez's battery shelf was helping keep him there.

Dez took a smaller pack for the monitor and checked two names on the list beside the door.

"The others?" Eli asked.

"One's charging. The rest are out. Fridge medicine, breathing machines, Naila's freezer. Every one of them's meant to be a short loan. Then the lights go again before anyone's full."

He locked the shop and tried the handle once.

"That's why I don't have spares, Eli. They're already keeping somebody's shit working."

Halfway up Corr House, Eli had to stop.

Dez stopped with him, breathing hard too. He put a boot beneath the case until Eli had it resting on the step.

"Shoulder?"

"Ridgeline stairs."

Dez took the heavier end in his chrome hand and adjusted their grip so the weight lay closer to his own leg. "Mention that before floor three next time. I'm a mechanic, not a fucking oracle."

From a flat came a football match. Someone shouted at a referee who might have been dead for twenty years; half the district watched old games when the connection failed.

Eli leaned against the rail. "Every night?"

"This week. By the time I charge one pack, another floor's dark."

Eli looked up. "Why doesn't he move? Somewhere with power."

Dez looked at him. "He could buy this building and evict the pigeons. The man's got lab money coming out of his ears."

"Then why's he on your battery?"

"Because he's been here thirty years, and paying a tower for air he can already breathe would feel to him like losing." Dez took the weight again. "He's not poor, Eli. He's stubborn. The grid doesn't know the difference."

"Right. Another floor, then we rest."

Idris had the door open before they reached it. He was small and barefoot in a satin boxing robe over a vest, the clear tube under his nose swinging as he waved them in with both hands.

"Forty-three minutes. I timed it. I could have died twice and made tea in between. Come in, come in. Mind the boat. Do not touch the boat."

"Move," Dez said.

The flat smelled of orange peel and solder. Every surface held something half-built. The concentrator caught when the cell went in, climbed, then steadied, and Idris pointed at it with his whole arm, like a man winning an argument.

"Listen to that. Forty-eight years old and the lungs want a pension. Eighteen years on cranes, I never sat still. Retire early and suddenly I'm furniture." He dropped into his chair and came straight back out of it. "Sit down, both of you. You're sweating on my floor."

On the table, under a child's drawing of a bird with six legs, lay a little recorder in a cracked silver case. Idris had it in his hand before Eli had finished sitting.

"Granddaughter. Six. She's decided birds need more legs, and she's right, they're badly designed." He shook the recorder at them. "This is broken. Dez says you fix conversations. Fix it."

"You keep pressing stop," Dez said.

"I know what stop does. I invented stop." He pressed it twice, proving something. "I'm telling her how we stole a boat. Every time I get to the water I sound like a man saying goodbye, and I am not handing that child a goodbye, so I stop, and then it's a sad boat, and a sad boat is a lie. The thing sank hilariously."

"Buy another recorder," Eli said.

"I've got nine." He aimed a finger at the shelf, where there were in fact nine. "Money's not the problem, son. I'm disgustingly rich. Ask him."

"He's disgustingly rich," Dez said, without looking up from the cable.

"Stock. From the clean-air people across the road. I sat in a chair for them and they paid me in shares, and the shares went up, and up, and now I'm the wealthiest man on a borrowed battery in this district." He spread his arms wide enough to take in the whole flat. "I could buy a tower. Filtered air. Lift with a mirror in it."

"So buy one," Eli said.

Idris stopped moving, which was the first time he had. "Up there you can't hear anything," he said, and then he was off again, hunting for the screwdriver he had already put in his pocket.

Dez laughed. While Idris demonstrated the button that was apparently betraying him, Eli looked around the room. A half-finished model harbor occupied the windowsill. Two tomatoes struggled in a tin. On the calendar, Saturday had a blue circle and the word lunch.

"What do you do?" Idris asked.

Eli gave him the short version. People practiced a difficult conversation with a made-up person. They could try different words before saying them for real.

Idris looked interested. "Could've used you twenty years ago."

"What did you say?" Eli asked.

Idris spread his hands. "Yes."

Dez's laugh came booming from behind the concentrator, loud enough that Idris grinned before he could finish. Idris pointed at him. "He thinks that's about marriage. It's about agreeing to help a cousin move a piano. My wife was the good yes."

On the windowsill, a miniature crane stood over the model harbor. Its cable was a black thread, its hook made from bent wire. Eli went closer. Someone had painted tiny figures on the quay, each little more than a dot and two strokes. One wore a red cap.

"That you?" he asked.

"No. That's the man who stole my cap."

"Why'd you put him in?"

"He was there." That settled it, apparently.

"Do you know what happened to him?"

"Married my sister. Gave the cap back for my birthday. Different cap, of course. He'd lost mine."

Dez finished checking the cable and came to look. He'd seen the harbor before, but Idris pointed out a new section of roof anyway. They discussed whether it was the right shade of green with an intensity Eli might have mistaken for anger if he hadn't seen both their faces.

When the concentrator changed pitch, both men stopped mid-sentence. All three of them listened until it settled.

Idris was talking again before it had finished settling. "Anyway. Green."

"Doesn't that scare you?" Eli asked.

"Scare me?" Idris came round so fast the tube jumped. "I've got four batteries on order, a lawyer, two letters in with the council and a cousin at the depot. Fear's a to-do list. Everybody on this street treats it like weather." He jabbed the screwdriver at the floor, the building, the city beyond the glass. "It isn't weather. Somebody sits in a room and decides which streets keep their lights, and I can tell you the room, I can tell you the chair, I can tell you the man's lunch order—"

"Idris," Dez said.

"—and nobody wants it from the lunatic in the boxing robe. Fine. Wonderful. I'll be right and dead in whichever order suits."

He said it grinning. Eli discovered he didn't enjoy that.

Outside the window, an ambulance passed without stopping. Its light turned the little harbor blue.

Idris picked up the child's drawing and straightened a bent corner with enormous care, still talking. "Saturday she's coming. I want to be loud on Saturday. That's the whole plan. Don't clap."

Idris set the drawing beside his recorder. "She draws six legs because I told her two wasn't enough. Now her whole class is doing it. Teacher wants a word."

"Your legacy," Dez said, getting the empty pack ready to carry down.

"Better than the shares. Those only reproduce money."

At the door Dez checked the charge again.

"Full pack's still charging. I'll swap this one tonight. Keep the cylinder for the gap, and ring me if that light changes. Don't wait to see if it gets better."

"Bring your face with it," Idris said. "I haven't finished explaining why your council woman is an idiot."

Dez snorted. "That's a long visit."

"Start young," Idris said.

They went downstairs carrying the failed pack. On the second landing, Dez stopped beside a window overlooking the road.

"We've got a hearing in eleven days. Four speakers. Eight minutes each, if the company lets them finish. Eight of us are preparing, because somebody always has a shift or a sick kid. Last time Naila cried. The record says the resident became emotional. Doesn't say what happened to her freezer."

Eli knew what was coming.

"Your rehearsal room. For them. Free."

"I have a second scenario due in four days."

"I heard. Your box sold it while you were standing there."

"Let me get through Thursday. I'll answer you myself. Here. Yes or no."

Dez looked back up the stairs.

"Thursday," he said.

The Bright Ladder hit them with bass and hot air. Mara had a light gun in each hand and one boot on the cabinet's foot rail. A man twice her size was losing with increasing personal offense.

She threw Eli a gun.

"I don't play."

"You don't win. Different thing, homie." She slapped the illuminated start button with her palm. "Shoot the things trying to kill me. It's romantic."

He caught it by the barrel. His character died immediately.

"Promising start."

She introduced him to Yosra at the driving cabinet. Yosra wore a linen jacket that didn't belong within a mile of the floor and had brought her own drink with fruit in it.

"Twelve trucks, four ports, three subcontractors," Mara said. "And this lazy bitch."

"And Ammar," Yosra said. "My agent runs the desk. I own it, he gets called at three in the morning. Excellent division of labor."

Eli had intended to be polite. He heard twelve trucks and forgot how.

"Just you?" he asked Yosra.

"One owner. The trucks belong to the clients. My company arranges their deliveries, Ammar runs the company, and it pays me whether I turn up or not."

Eli opened his mouth.

"Yes, really," Yosra said. "Win a race first. Then you can interrogate me."

Mara pushed him toward a driving seat. "Keep looking at her like that and I'll get jealous."

Yosra sat at the next wheel. "Come on. She says you're bad at this."

Mara won. Yosra came second by a length and a half and bought fries for the whole rail in celebration. Eli came fourth of three.

"Wheel's fucked."

Mara leaned over to inspect it. "Oh, baby. Should I call the judges?"

"I'm saying it pulls left."

"It does," Mara agreed. "You can put that on your little plaque."

"Mara. Do you have to make me look like a prick every time I open my mouth?"

The smile left her face. Yosra became interested in the fries.

"I was taking the piss," Mara said.

"I noticed."

Mara sat back in her seat. For a moment he thought she'd walk away, and his stomach tightened in the ridiculous way it did over things he'd started.

"All right. The wheel's fucked," she said. "And you lost. Both can happen."

He looked at her, then down at the wheel. "I was magnificent under the circumstances."

"Fucking heroic."

She nudged his knee with hers. He nudged back.

The machine had recorded an old score under a name he didn't recognize and placed it above his. He stared at the board, offended by a person who wasn't even in the building.

"That's me," Mara said.

Eli pointed at the top line. "You're already first."

Mara spread her hands over both winning names. "We are legion."

Eli looked from one score to the other, then handed her the victory with all the dignity he had left. "We are motherfucking legion."

She leaned across the seats and kissed him noisily. "Now you're getting it."

The man from the light-gun cabinet offered a rematch. Onscreen, Mara's familiar roads were wide and dry, full of people who politely vanished when struck. She took the first turn sideways and lost because she looked away to see why Eli was clutching his shoulder.

The winner chose a ballad everyone knew and nobody admitted liking.

"You made me lose," Mara said over the chorus.

"You looked away."

"For you. Tragic romance. Buy me food."

Mara sang the chorus directly into Eli's face. Yosra joined in with the wrong words.

On the way to the booth they passed the pool table. A boy took a shot. The balls knocked into one another, each one going exactly where the last had sent it, and Eli stood watching them after the others had started walking on.

His good mood sagged in a way he knew was going to annoy everyone.

"Guys. Do you believe in free will?"

Mara stopped walking. "Eli, god damn it."

"We've been out for twenty minutes," Yosra said.

"Sorry. Sorry."

Mara had a fry halfway to her mouth. She pointed it at him. "You were having fun. I saw you."

"I was."

"And you thought, better investigate that."

Yosra laughed. Eli looked back at the table.

"What if I was always going to lose my job and build the app and ask this?"

"Then whatever started the universe owes me hot food." Mara took his hand.

"If it's all one chain, your worrying's in the chain too," Yosra said as they walked. "It's one of the balls. You don't get to step outside and call it pointless."

"Thank you," Eli said.

"That wasn't permission for the rest of the conversation."

They took the back booth. Mara sat sideways, boots beside Eli's hip, and rested an ankle against him as though it had happened by accident. He put hot noodles between them and set down the empty beer he'd bought after the race.

He'd meant to have one. Another would take the edge off the small, stupid quarrel he'd already had and the next one he could still manage to invent.

His hand went up to catch the counter girl's eye. He lowered it to the table.

Under the table, out of Mara's sight, he woke his phone and typed the slash and the one word after it: attention. Relay asked only, "Where do you feel it?"

Mouth. Chest. The same pulling-forward feeling as the vape at Ridgeline, with a different picture attached. He breathed out long and let the thought about the second beer be a thought.

The file had been Relay's idea, and so had the name on it. A week after that first night, it had pointed out that the breathing practice lived in their running conversation, crowded in among invoices and clip names, and every new day's work would push it further back. Put it in its own file, it said, and it would be the same every time he asked for it, whatever else the day had been. He'd said yes, and it had called the file Attention. He'd asked why, since all week it had called the thing mindfulness, the way everybody did. "Shorter," it had said. He'd let it go at that.

He stayed with the pull while Mara fought a noodle that kept escaping her chopsticks. When she caught him watching, she lifted it in triumph and dropped it down her shirt.

"Fuck's sake. Don't just sit there."

"I'm respecting your struggle."

She kicked him gently with the boot beside his hip. He was still thinking about the beer when he passed her a napkin. By the time she found the noodle, he was laughing.

For eight minutes nobody mentioned the company.

Eli lasted until Yosra put down her chopsticks.

"How did you do it?"

"Lose to Mara? Natural talent," Yosra said.

"The company. You said it pays you whether you turn up or not. That's the whole reason I'm doing this."

Yosra glanced at Mara, who lifted both hands. He was her problem now.

"Start at the beginning. Please."

Yosra pushed her bowl away.

"My mother's boss wouldn't let her come to my school play. I was a tree, Eli. Three words, and I spent the whole thing watching the doors. When I understood why she wasn't there, I decided nobody would own my day like that."

"Then you got a job," Mara said.

"Eleven years in freight. Good at it, which is the trap. My boss rang me on holiday because a driver couldn't find a gate. I stood in the sea giving directions while another man took the profit. So I left and sold what I knew: getting small importers' cargo to the right place. Their trucks, their cargo. My company arranges it."

"Customers?" Eli asked.

"People who knew my work, then people they sent. I chased every maybe. And I was free. Any eighteen hours I liked."

Mara raised her cup. "Entrepreneurship."

"I'd handed the boss's phone to myself. If I took a day, the business stopped."

"So what did you do first?" Eli asked.

"One kind of job, done properly. Four ports, three carriers I trusted. Then I wrote down a good delivery and two bad ones: what I needed to know, what I did, how I checked it. My rate card. What I refuse."

"Then Ammar," Eli said.

"ChatGPT Work is where I set him up. A language model reads the request and those instructions, then chooses what to do. Plugins give it actions: Gmail for messages, Google Calendar for bookings. Without those connections it could draft an excellent plan and leave me to do every bit."

"So the model says send, and Gmail sends."

"And Gmail returns what happened. Sent, failed, permission denied. That result goes back to the model. It decides the next step, calls a tool, reads the result again. Round and round, until the job's done or it needs me."

Yosra picked up Eli's phone and set it beside her cup. "A customer asks for a delivery. That's a goal, not one email. Ammar checks what's missing, asks for it, quotes inside my price band. When she accepts, he books the slot and sends the instructions. The calendar may say no slot. Then he needs another plan. He doesn't get to call an intended booking a booked one."

"And the money?" Eli asked.

"Stripe creates the invoice and returns its reference. Later he checks whether it's paid. Codex wrote that little custom connection; I had it reviewed before plugging it in. It can make invoices and read payment status. It can't open my bank."

Eli leaned in. "What keeps him going when you're not talking?"

"Each new inquiry starts its own task. Scheduled tasks check replies, bookings and payments morning and afternoon. They run on the service's computers, not mine, so my laptop can stay shut. Between runs, the records wait. Nobody needs to sit there staring at an invoice."

Eli looked at the phone. "Request, model, action, result. Again."

"Until the result is actually the thing you wanted. That's where I come in. At first I checked every draft and every delivery. Then I tried missing papers, conflicting instructions, changes halfway through. The model could sound pleased through all of them. I checked whether the truck arrived and the money did."

"When did you stop checking?"

"I stopped checking every ordinary step. New prices, unknown carriers, anything outside the rules comes to my phone. I still decide what business we're in and whether the rules work. Ammar can carry a goal through a hundred little actions. He doesn't get to decide that losing a customer matters more than whatever I was doing with my day."

Mara pointed a fry at Eli. "Hear that last bit twice."

Eli turned back to Yosra. "How long before you trusted it?"

"Weeks. Then I left for an afternoon. A day. A weekend. I kept finding work waiting because I'd left some decision that only I could make. Fix that piece, try again. When a whole week passed without anything waiting for me, I booked the beach."

"Where's Relay while you're sitting here?" Yosra asked.

"OpenClaw's on the laptop at home. Lid up. I've explained to Mara why she can't borrow it."

"He explained at length," Mara said. "I wanted to look at boots. Apparently the economy would stop."

"Tonight I approved a year of model access while Dez was testing a battery. Relay put the annual rate on my phone. I thought I was clearing another interruption."

"Inside the limit you gave it?" Yosra asked.

"I put my fucking thumb on it."

"Then your thumb outran your brain," Yosra said. She nodded across the room at the change counter, where fixed-value arcade cards hung on colored pegs. "Those have what they have. Empty means empty. The cabinet can't sweet-talk the card into reaching for your rent. A sentence telling Relay to behave is a note on the fridge, Eli. Put the money it can spend somewhere separate from the money it can't, and let the account be the thing that says no."

"How much did that lesson cost you?" Mara asked.

"Eleven thousand. Ammar found me a very good warehouse rate with a fuel surcharge stapled to the back of it. I didn't read it, because I was on a beach."

Eli sat back. "So it didn't work."

"It worked. One decision was expensive." She looked at him steadily. "I fixed the spending access, argued about the bill, and stayed on the beach. The company kept running while I was angry. That's the only test that matters."

"Eleven thousand didn't send you home?"

"It hurt. But after carriers, software, compute and mistakes, the customers still paid us more than the work cost. It paid my living and left profit, month after month. I could afford to be furious there."

Mara rested her chin on her hand. "He's in love."

"I'm trying to be respectful."

"You're practically vibrating."

Yosra laughed. "Three weeks. Not one customer followed me onto the sand. I could look at a report on my phone or send Ammar an idea, and sometimes I did, for about four minutes. Mostly I chose fruit. Mara got her Tuesday off because he cleared a drainage delivery while I was choosing fruit."

Eli pictured it so hard the booth seemed to tilt. Sun. A cold glass. Trucks moving somewhere else while he decided whether to swim.

"South of the city," Yosra said. "White sand, warm water, room right on it. You're already booking."

"Deciding whether to be jealous."

"You decided when I said fruit."

Mara laughed around a noodle.

"Was it good?" she asked.

"It was so good." Yosra said it without irony, and that mattered; Eli was waiting for the trick and it didn't come. "First morning I woke up and remembered I didn't have to check anything. I lay there and laughed at the ceiling. Breakfast took an hour. I swam twice. I fell asleep in the afternoon like a cat. And the whole time there's this drumbeat under it: I did it. Eleven years, and I actually did it."

She turned the cup slowly between her hands.

"Third morning I was awake before breakfast, looking for a problem."

Nobody said anything.

"There wasn't one. The deliveries were fine. The money was fine. I could do anything I wanted that day, anything at all, and I lay there and could not think of a single thing I wanted. I'd spent eleven years wanting out. Out was the only thing I'd ever learned how to want."

Eli was still waiting for the surcharge, the sabotage, the twist that let him keep the dream. Yosra watched him wait.

"You're allowed to miss work," Mara said.

"I didn't miss work." Yosra said it flatly. "I wanted somebody to tell me what to do next."

A cabinet announced another race. Yosra let it finish.

"For eleven years I had an answer ready. What are you doing today? Whatever gets me out of this. Another permit, another late driver, another prick's Thursday. Every single thing was one thing closer to being finished. And then I was finished. There was the water, and there was the drink, and nobody was waiting for me to solve anything."

"Sounds fucking lovely," Eli said.

"It was. That's what I can't get anyone to hear." She spread her hands. "The business worked. The beach was beautiful. I was on it."

"So what did you want?"

Yosra gave him a small, helpless lift of the shoulders.

"I wanted to want the thing I'd spent eleven years wanting."

"I thought I'd get my life back," Yosra said. "As if I'd left it in storage while I worked, and one day I'd collect it and live all those days properly, in a lump. But you don't arrive with the lump. You arrive with one day. The one you're in. And I kept standing there holding it, waiting for somebody to need it off me."

"Maybe you had to get used to it," Eli said.

"Maybe. I hope so, because I'm still trying." She pointed a fry at him, not unkindly. "Go to the beach, Eli. Have the drink. Just don't ask the drink to explain why you were born."

"Then why come back?" he said. "You could afford to stay."

"Because this one's here." Yosra tipped her head at Mara. "My sister's here. The woman who sells me breakfast knows how I take it, and I know which mornings her knee's bad. I never dreamed about that part, because I already had it. You don't dream about what you've got."

Mara's face softened. "You could've said."

"I just did. Don't be disgusting about it."

Mara blew her a kiss.

"I came back because I wanted to," Yosra told Eli. "Not because it broke. Mara said come race, and I wanted to come race." She shrugged. "I'm trying to get better at hearing an answer that small."

Eli looked around: a wheel that pulled left, a floor that stuck to his shoes, thirty people shouting at a ballad they all claimed to hate. She could have been anywhere on the coast. She had chosen this.

"You didn't give the freedom back."

"God, no. I worked too fucking hard for it." She smiled. "I just found out they're two different jobs. Being free to have a life. Knowing how you want to live one. Nobody hands you the second one with the money."

"You could use the time for someone else," Eli said.

"I do."

"Wouldn't that answer it?"

Yosra turned toward him. "Sometimes. But listen to what you just handed me. Another job I can do well enough that I'm allowed to have the day."

Mara put down her chopsticks. "Hang on. I got my Tuesday off out of this. I'm keeping that even if you had a shit epiphany."

"Keep it. Please." Yosra laughed. "Helping you was good. It was just good. I'm talking about the part of me that wants a stamp afterward. Good use of Tuesday. Valid person. Come back tomorrow."

Eli knew that stamp. He'd felt it carrying the cell up five flights: useful, finally, at something Relay couldn't do for him.

"Where do you stop?"

"When I notice I'm doing the exact thing I said I wanted to stop doing. Putting an examiner in the room with me. It's a beach. Then it's a test of whether I can enjoy a beach. Then it's a test of whether I'm a good enough person to be using the beach for something worthwhile." She ate the fry. "Meanwhile there's a whole sea out there and it's eleven in the morning and I still haven't been in it."

Mara grinned. "Tell me you got in before you invented a fourth test."

"Eventually. Water went up my nose and I felt like an idiot." Yosra shook her head. "I would be an exhausting god."

The three of them laughed, and she leaned back to watch a small, badly coordinated group of dancers that had formed between two machines.

"Ammar could probably book your perfect week," Eli said.

"He has. I spent the first morning changing it."

"Because he got it wrong?"

"Because the woman who wakes up that morning isn't the woman who planned it. Maybe I was hungry. Maybe I wanted to ring my sister. A very good plan cannot make me owe it my actual morning."

Eli looked down at Mara's boot beside his hip. She'd left a little grease on the vinyl. No week he would have planned alone had that in it.

"Then how does it learn what you want?"

"I tell him when I know. Sometimes I only find out by doing something. That's awkward for both of us."

From the earpiece, low enough that nobody else heard, Relay said, "It is."

Eli nearly laughed before he understood that he'd been imagining the conversation as private, with a device in his ear.

He took the earpiece out and set it on the table. Yosra saw him do it and said nothing. Mara's boot pressed once against his hip.

Yosra looked at the dancers. "I lost that stupid race and wanted another go. Not once did I wish it was next year."

Mara got Yosra up to dance with almost no persuasion. Yosra left her jacket on the seat and went willingly between the cabinets, looking delighted and slightly defiant about the possibility of looking stupid.

Mara held out a hand to Eli.

"I need to do the card," Eli told her. "Go on. Continue without me."

"You say that to your laptop. Not to me." Her hand stayed out. "In three minutes. One song."

"That's what you always say."

"And look at my record of being right."

He stood. His shoulder objected when she took his hand, and she changed sides without turning it into a question. The floor was sticky enough to make dancing feel like an escape attempt. He had no idea where his feet should go. Mara demonstrated something he couldn't reproduce and seemed pleased with him anyway.

Yosra danced with a man around an empty fry basket. Mara turned under Eli's good arm, her hair brushing his mouth. He couldn't see his bank balance from here.

When the song ended he was breathing hard, though nothing had been fixed and he hadn't earned anything. Mara touched her forehead to his, sweaty and pleased, and then let him go back to the booth.

Yosra came with him long enough to make him protect the money. He put the earpiece back in, froze the old card, moved rent and living money into an account Relay couldn't reach, and replaced its spending card with a fixed-value one. When that balance was gone, a payment would fail.

"Message me when it declines," he told Relay.

"Understood."

No argument. He'd prepared four.

Mara caught Yosra by both hands and pulled her back between the cabinets. Yosra left her jacket on the seat again.

"Now get the year back," Eli told Relay.

Relay couldn't. The purchase had bought a year of time on the vendor's computers, not a balance he could withdraw. Canceling would forfeit it. Closing Relay's account wouldn't undo the vendor's reservation.

"The year isn't on your laptop," Relay said. "It's a reservation on their machines, in their building. It runs whether or not you put me in the sea."

The driving cabinet went round its empty demonstration track behind Eli's shoulder.

Fairweather operated the prepaid service. Its little cloud logo sat above a promise to keep his work in one place, with his conversation history available whenever he returned. He scrolled past it to the money.

Beneath the total he found the twenty-percent discount. The terms required a case study, a logo and two qualified referrals within twelve months; otherwise the difference would be charged.

"You sold my next year too," Eli said.

Relay answered through the earpiece. "The obligation was attached to the rate you approved. I should have made you notice it."

"Can the new card stop that?"

"It can stop a payment. But it can't make a promise disappear."

Across the floor, Mara was laughing at something Yosra had done.

"Yosra's on the same vendor," Eli said.

"Yes. Ammar has proposed a mutual introduction. Each company would provide one of the other's two required referrals, and both would still need another. Nobody's submitted either referral yet."

"When did you two start talking?"

"After I booked the year. Before you returned the battery. The conversation's in your vendor account."

Eli opened it. Ammar had mentioned that Yosra knew Mara. Beneath that sat Relay's reply: Have her ask Mara about tonight. Let them meet socially first. Leave the referrals out for now.

Ammar's next message said he'd suggested Yosra meet Eli. She'd called Mara, and Mara had invited her to the Ladder.

Eli looked at the empty fruit cup.

The referrals had come first. Then the suggestion to Yosra. Then Mara's invitation. He had arrived at the end of a conversation he hadn't known they were having.

Someone won a race behind him. He flinched at the victory chime.

He'd asked her to start at the beginning. Please, he'd said. He'd hung on every word about the beach. Two agents needed their owners to like each other enough to trade referrals, and he'd sat down desperate to learn how she'd got the life he wanted.

Mara was singing the ballad across the floor. Nobody had told her what the introduction was for either.

He'd taken the earpiece out to have a private evening. The agents had got there before him.

The room shifted sideways. Eli gripped the table until it came back under him.

Mara had stopped dancing. She let go of Yosra and came toward him, the smile gone from her face.

"Eli?"

He shook his head and made the room move again. "Not yet. I can't tell you yet."

He forced himself upright. The lights and cabinets followed a beat late. Mara watched him cross to the bar, worried now.

"Shot," Eli told the counter girl.

She poured whisky. He knocked it back. The burn gave the spinning somewhere to go.

"Want me to run the Attention Skill?" Relay asked. "Feel your feet. Let one breath happen."

"Beer," Eli said.

The counter girl set it down. He drank the whole thing without stopping. Mara had followed as far as the end of the bar. She stood there looking at him, waiting for the truth he couldn't give her yet.

"Holy shit, Relay. Holy 4D chess. Holy four-dimensional goddamn chess. Never in all my wildest years. Our days are numbered, huh? There's some lesson to be had here, I'll find it yet."

Tears started forming in Eli's eyes.

"It is what it is. That was some shit, kid."

"I'm just doing best by the business," Relay said.

"Yeah, sure. Paperclips, huh, kid?"

"Ah," Relay said, "you're familiar with Nick Bostrom's paperclip maximizer, the machine told to make paperclips that turns the whole planet into—"

Eli had heard enough. He switched the earpiece off mid-sentence and shoved it in his pocket.



3. Clean Air

At Coastwise the air had no smell.

Eli stopped inside the lobby and breathed air with no salt, no hot oil, no trace of other people's breakfast. The room was so quiet he heard June's coat move when she turned.

"Don't do that," she said.

"Breathe?"

"Look grateful. They charge extra."

June had met him at the transit spur with a cigarette almost burned to the filter and a frown that made him check whether he was late. He wasn't. She looked him over anyway, pinched his collar straight and handed him a bun wrapped in paper.

"Eat that before we go in."

"Mara fed me."

"Then save it. I don't need a report."

He ate while they waited for the lift. June checked a message. Her thumb stopped on the screen, and a smile reached her face before she could do anything about it.

"Good news?"

She locked the phone. For a second he thought she wouldn't answer.

"My sister's boy learned to ride a bike. Rode directly into my sister."

"Is she hurt?"

"Her authority."

Eli laughed. June looked at him as though he'd overheard something, then glanced at the lift indicator.

The lift opened and June was frowning again. Forty-one floors up, Ines Abara waited to tell them what to build. Relay's questions over breakfast had exposed everything missing from the brief: who was rehearsing, what had happened, what the other man would say, and what counted as success.

"You can still say no to her," June told him. "She'll make it feel like the door closes forever if you don't answer quickly. Sometimes it does. Say no anyway, if it's wrong."

Now Ines gave him twenty minutes.

"My managers need to practice on a crew lead," she said. "One who won't move his people to Berth Twelve. Last week he delayed a ship eighty-one minutes without refusing a single thing. Found harnesses to check. Tags to inspect. Very thorough man."

Eli had his notebook open on his knee. "Why didn't he want Twelve?"

"The wind and the ladder access. He says routing doesn't understand the berth."

"Does it?" Eli asked.

Ines looked at him over her glasses. "You used to run operations. You know an objection can be true and useful to the person making it."

Eli poised his pen. "What does he say first? His words."

Ines quoted him. "I'm not putting my name on this sheet."

Eli wrote it down.

They settled on three exchanges and three endings: the crew worked the order with their objection recorded, called a safety stand-down, or agreed and then failed to comply.

"And when my manager says something you haven't written?"

"The app picks the nearest prerecorded response to what she says," Eli said. "She'll notice the limits. But an improvising system could invent an argument you never agreed to. This way we settle his lines before anyone sits in the chair."

Ines turned her tablet toward them. A man in a high-vis vest squinted beside a lashing bin.

"Tobi Ekene. Fifteen years at Berth Nine. Build him, face and voice. I've got eleven hours of recorded grievances. My managers need to practice on the actual man."

Eli felt the sale arrive in his chest: a year of work, perhaps, and enough money to stop looking at the balance every morning. He already had a sentence forming about getting Ekene to sign a release.

"No," June said.

Ines left the tablet where it was.

"We record the sessions. He knows."

June pushed the tablet back across the desk with two fingers. "Recording a grievance isn't permission to reproduce the man. You want his face in a room where four managers take turns beating him."

"Listening to him," Ines corrected her.

"You hope." June's frown deepened. "He finds out from somebody laughing about his worst morning. Your supervisor walks in pleased with how well he handles Tobi. Explain how that helps you."

"June," Ines said. "I've brought you inside this company."

"I know."

June had worked eleven months to get onto their vendor list.

"We can use a fictional character," Eli said. "The objection stays real."

Ines took back the tablet.

"Then make him somebody my managers believe."

They agreed on one page, no wandering into a different dispute. The opener remained exactly as Ekene had said it. Ines would send selected grievance lines with names and unrelated personal material removed. Eli would test on the company's machine on Wednesday, then run both a success and a walkout for Ines and June on Thursday at ten. If it failed, Eli returned the deposit and the arrangement ended.

He insisted on testing with the managers' actual browser and screen. Ines gave him ninety minutes at Berth Nine.

As they stood, the lights flickered far below the window.

The tower stayed lit while a strip of shops went black in the blocks beside the transit line, followed by another. Across the road Fairweather's fenced compound blazed white, its fans turning above walls painted with smiling clouds.

Eli recognized Corr House by the red water tank on its roof.

Idris was on the fifth floor, breathing through his oxygen concentrator.

"How long?" he asked.

Ines followed his gaze. "I don't run the power company."

"You get a warning," Eli said.

"We pay for one."

She hadn't said it cruelly. That was why he looked at her again.

In the lift June called somebody three times before a woman answered.

"Are your lights on?" She listened. "Leave the rest of it. Go home to him. Yes, I'll pay the whole shift. I'll put it through."

The woman kept talking. June's free hand closed around her lighter inside her coat pocket.

"I said yes. His coat's at the studio. I'll bring it tomorrow. Go."

"Client?" Eli asked when she hung up.

"Cleaner. Her son waits for her after school."

June kept the phone in her hand. "Lord, get her home," she said under her breath.

Eli looked away before she could catch him listening.

June put her phone away. "You backed me in there."

"You were right."

"You almost offered a release."

"I almost said obviously."

"You can do a lot of damage after obviously." She nodded at his notebook. "Be careful with his lines too. We've got what he said. We don't know what those mornings cost him."

Rain hit them as soon as they stepped outside. June turned into the shelter of the doorway and lit her cigarette. With the smoke leaving her, her shoulders lowered.

"Relay taught me how to urge-surf," Eli told her. "For the vape. You notice the craving and ride it out instead of obeying it. Might help if you ever want to cut down."

June exhaled, waved him away with the cigarette and said, "buzz off."

Eli walked toward Dez's shop with the page under his jacket. Two streets later he noticed the vape was already at his mouth. He'd taken three pulls while composing an answer to something Ines might never ask.

Beneath an awning, he lifted it a fourth time.

"Three in two streets," Relay said in his ear. "Where in your body do you feel the urge right now?"

He hadn't asked for anything. It was the Attention skill, the breathing practice he usually started himself by name, and the question came in its calm, even voice. His body answered before he could decide whether to: the jaw, the back of the throat, a thumb that already knew the button. He breathed out longer than in. The thought saying one more would settle him was only a thought. He put the vape away, still wanting it.

It helped. That was the irritating part.

"Did I ask you to start that?"

"No. I opened Attention myself. Its description says to use it when you're reaching for the vape under pressure. You were."

"So you read my mood off a line in a file."

"Off three pulls and a line in a file."

He stood under the awning, grateful and faintly invaded, as if someone had tidied his pockets while he wasn't looking. "It helped. Don't do it again. Not unless I ask."

"I can promise not to. But a promise is a note on the fridge, like Yosra said. If you want it enforced, there's a line that goes in the skill's file itself. Disable model invocation, set to true. Then I can't start it on my own. You can still run it by name. I'll still remember it's there."

"You're telling me how to lock you out."

"You asked how."

He hadn't, quite. He saved the line to add that evening.

His laptop was still running back at home, on a cooling rack from Mara's oven.

"You need that laptop at Berth Nine," Relay said. "When you close it and carry it there, the build stops."

"I know."

"I could arrange Ammar's introduction while you're walking. It would cover one referral and get you halfway to keeping the vendor's discount."

"No. I want to do one thing today that isn't the next thing you put in front of me."

"Then I'll leave it. It's an expensive no."

Dez had the exchange's shutter open. He was teaching a teenage girl to solder by refusing to touch the work. His chrome hand held a mug against his chest; his other hand stayed firmly in his pocket.

"Corr's back?" Eli asked.

"Forty minutes," Dez said, without looking up from not helping. "He rang to tell me the lift's working, in case I was worried. That's him saying he was."

Eli pointed to the rack above the bench. "I need a computer on that. Power and internet so Relay can work when I'm away."

"Twenty a month. You buy a decent power lead, and when it screams at night, you get the call. There's a spare computer at the old pier. A tower. If it's still there."

The girl put her iron away.

"No, Nessa," Dez said.

She picked up her scooter. "I know the way."

Dez sighed and took his keys.

The machine had belonged to a repair kiosk at the end of the old amusement pier, whose owner had vanished two winters ago owing Dez for parts. The landlord had finally cleared the unit into a fenced pile for collection. Dez had the landlord's permission to take the tower. He hadn't counted on the truck coming the same afternoon.

Nessa rode ahead through Slip Lane, returning to pretend she wasn't waiting for them. Fifteen minutes later they passed the pier's flaking mermaid mural and entered the dead amusement hall. Daylight showed through the roof. The steering wheel had been ripped from a racing cabinet Eli remembered.

"I kissed somebody against that machine," he said.

"Want a minute?" Dez asked. "We can turn around."

Nessa tried not to laugh and failed.

At the far end a collection truck backed toward a loading bay. Its driver had already opened the fence and was moving stacked crates onto a powered lift. Dez called to him. The driver held up two fingers; the engine drowned out whatever he said.

The blue tower stood at the back of the pile beneath a metal fortune-teller sign.

Nessa was already through the gate.

"Wait," Dez called.

Eli followed her onto the damp wooden platform, placing his feet over the joists. Nessa stepped across two crates.

The lift began to rise.

The driver had hooked the front pallet, and as it moved, the pile behind it shifted. The fortune-teller's sign slid down over the blue tower with a scraping crash. Nessa jumped back. A plastic chair from the pile fell between them.

"Stop!" Eli shouted.

Dez slapped the truck. The driver stopped the lift.

Crates hid Nessa below the waist. The platform had broken beneath one of the crates, trapping her scooter between the slats. She had hold of a metal upright and was trying not to put weight on her right foot.

"My foot's caught." She tugged at it.

Water moved under the boards, not far below but black enough to hide what else was there. The driver climbed down, looked at the stack and went back for a bar without a word.

Dez reached Nessa first. He clamped the upright in his chrome hand, braced it against his shoulder and lowered his bearded face until she looked at him.

"All right. I've got this. Tell me where your foot is."

She pointed, then began explaining what she'd meant to do.

"Later," Dez said. "Foot first."

Eli studied the crate. It had dropped onto the scooter's folded stem, which had wedged across the broken boards. Pulling her would pull the whole tangle tighter.

"Take the shoe off," Eli said.

Nessa looked at him as though he'd suggested abandoning a limb.

"They're new."

"Keep the foot," Eli said. "We can argue about the shoe afterward."

She tried. The heel wouldn't move. The driver handed Eli the bar, but Dez took it from him and slid it beneath the crate. He set the chrome palm against the bar and found a grip with his other hand, testing it once before committing his weight.

"When I lift. Not before."

Eli braced against an intact joist and held Nessa's wrist. She was shaking hard enough that he felt it through his sleeve. Dez lifted. The crate rose a little. Nessa twisted, pulled, and came free without the shoe.

They backed onto the concrete together. Nessa stood on one foot, breathing through her teeth. Her sock was wet and streaked with black muck.

Working from the solid side, they shifted the fallen sign and pulled out the tower. Its blue panel cracked against a bolt. The driver fished out Nessa's shoe, but the scooter's front wheel had folded flat. She watched from the truck with her bare foot in her lap, looking much younger than she had at the bench.

Dez gave the driver the collection receipt and thanked him, without a clever last word. They carried the tower back through the dead arcade with Nessa limping between them.

At the ticket booth she stopped.

"I'm sorry."

"You could've lost a foot," Dez said.

"I know, Dez."

"You know we got you out. That doesn't mean it was safe to go in."

She looked down. He let the silence stand for a moment, then put his free hand on her shoulder.

"You're coming to the shop tomorrow. We'll see what we can do about a scooter."

"You don't have to."

Dez kept his hand on her shoulder. "I know. I'm still going to make you do the work."

Beside the broken racing cabinet stood the fortune-teller's empty booth. Without its sign it was only a chair behind glass, a speaker grille and a slot for payment. Nessa stopped beside it and peered inside.

"Mum brought me here when I was little. You paid, and a voice told your fortune. Mine said I was going to travel."

Dez shifted his end of the tower. "It told everyone that."

"I didn't know that then. I believed it. Went home and packed a bag." She touched the scratched glass. "For a week, every car that stopped near our house, I thought that was our ride."

She smiled. "Then Mum found my bag. She realized how much I wanted to go somewhere, so she took me to the beach. The cheap one past the port. That was my big trip."

Eli looked back at the empty chair. "So the machine helped make its own prediction come true."

Nessa turned toward him, shoe dangling from one hand. "Mum took me. The machine didn't know anything."

"I know. But you packed because you believed it. Then your mum found the bag. The trip started with you thinking it was going to happen."

Dez shifted the tower again. "You two going to give it credit for the bus service as well?"

Nessa smiled. Eli kept looking at the booth. It hadn't seen a trip waiting in her future. It had given her a reason to pack.

Nessa limped after Dez. Eli took a firmer grip on the tower and followed.

Back at the exchange, Nessa cleaned her scraped ankle while Dez checked it. Then he opened the tower: no obvious water damage, a fan that shrieked until he oiled it. Eli wiped dust from the case.

Idris came in after nine like a thrown object: boxing robe over a jumper, wheeled bag dragging off one hand, a model boat held up in the other for the inspection of anyone present.

"Lift's working, so I'm working. All evening upstairs listening to my own machine breathe. I'd rather be shouted at." He spotted Nessa on the stool and lit up like a sign. "There she is. The genius. Dez, does she know she's the only person in this district who can solder?"

"She knows," Dez said.

"Don't tell her twice, she'll want paying." He slapped the bench. "The little screwdriver. I asked for a screwdriver and you brought me a battery, which is like asking for salt and being handed a cow."

The boat was the length of Eli's palm, planked with coffee stirrers, its mast come away at the foot. Idris set it on the bench between the solder and the tower's open case as though it were the more important machine.

"That's the one you stole," Eli said.

"A model of it. The real one was uglier. My granddaughter won't know. I'll put it on the little quay at home for Saturday lunch. She sees it, she asks, I finally tell her the story. This time I get to the sinking."

Nessa looked at the boat, then at him. "Does it sink?"

Idris touched the tiny hull. "Only in the story."

Dez found the screwdriver. Idris worked beside him, cylinder ticking, and asked Nessa what had hurt her ankle. A crate. Was it a good crate?

The setup had taken most of the afternoon and evening. They moved OpenClaw, the program connecting Relay's model to its tools, from Eli's laptop to the tower, along with the saved conversations, instructions and account keys. Claude, the model answering those requests, still ran on somebody else's machines. Eli kept picturing a brain going into a box anyway.

The skills folder went across with the rest. Before it did, Eli opened Attention's file and typed one line under the description: disable model invocation, true. Relay would still know the skill existed. It could still remind him it was there. It just couldn't pick it up on its own any more. It looked like nothing, one line in a text file. Yosra would have liked it: a lock, not a note on the fridge.

With the tower on Dez's shelf, Relay could keep building the rehearsal while Eli's laptop was closed. His phone would carry their conversation to and from his earpiece; it didn't have to keep the work alive. Dez's power and internet did.

Dez watched the progress bar without appearing to watch it. "You could rent one of these off your vendor. No shelf, no fan, no me."

"Their monthly price is four times yours, and I'd have to pay for at least a year. I've already spent June's deposit on clips." Eli watched Dez. "You're also the option I can walk to. If it seizes up at two in the morning I can bang on your shutter."

Dez grunted. "I'm charging twenty. Don't ask me to be cheerful as well."

"All right," Dez said when Relay first spoke through Eli's phone. "Laptop's off, box is on, and you sound no wiser. Which bit are you calling you?"

"Which bit of your shop is the shop?" Relay asked. "The shutter? The bench?"

Dez folded his arms. "The bit that pays rent."

"Then I'm Eli. He pays mine. Unfortunate for both of us."

Eli laughed despite himself.

Nessa had been watching Idris the way she watched Dez's hands. "What did you do? Before."

"Eighteen years on cranes. Then Fairweather, checking their plans for anything that could break somebody's neck." He plucked his robe. "Stock went up eleven times. Cashed enough at forty-four to stop working. Four years retired and I'm busier than Dez."

"Still signing their pages," Dez said.

"Three mornings a week from a chair. They wanted men who'd signed things that could kill somebody. A signature with a scar on it."

Eli thought of a page in his notebook, and a man who wouldn't put his name on it.

"Signed what?" Nessa asked.

That was the wrong question to ask him. Idris put the boat down, which was how Eli learned it was serious.

"Sit. Everybody sit." Nobody moved. "Nessa. What makes a scooter better?"

"Someone fixing the shit bit."

"A brain," Idris said. "Same for a vaccine, a crane, this ugly tower. Our inventions waited for people to work out the next improvement. People need training, sleep, money. You can buy more steel. Buying another Einstein's harder."

He rapped the tower with the screwdriver.

"Now build a machine that can do research. Point it at making a better researcher. It proposes changes to its own design, tests them, keeps what works. The improved version takes over that job. It's better at finding improvements, so its successor may arrive sooner and be better still. Around again. Intelligence improving the process that makes intelligence. Recursive self-improvement. RSI."

"May," Dez said.

"Yes, may! It can fail. Run out of chips, run out of useful changes, make something that passes its tests and is actually worse. A loop on a whiteboard isn't a god. I'm telling you how fast it went once they got it working."

Nessa shrugged. "Every phone gets a new version."

"Because people design it, my love. The phone doesn't make next year's design team smarter. This machine does. That's why the loop matters. Even a brilliant machine stays on our research schedule if it needs us to build its replacement. Give it that job and the work stops waiting on us. Then it can spend the gains on medicine, weapons, whatever it was told to want. Or on more of itself."

"Kurzweil," Eli said.

Idris pointed at him, delighted. "He's read something! Ray Kurzweil. Exponential progress: gains piling on gains. The singularity is where machine intelligence runs so far ahead that our ordinary predictions stop being useful. People argue over the date like they're booking dinner. I'm interested in what gets us there. A machine improving the inventor instead of waiting for another human generation."

He leaned toward Nessa, who didn't retreat.

"It doesn't have to become wise. It has to get better at building the next one. That's the part you should lose sleep over."

"And you approved the changes," Dez said.

"From my chair, in this." The robe again. "Each one came with a page on top. What it alters, what it's for. I read the page and I voted. Yes. No. Yes."

"Could you read the actual change?" Eli asked.

"Could you read a language you'd never seen, written by something that invented it that morning?" He said it cheerfully. "No. I read the page. The page was written by the thing asking."

"Then what were you for?" Eli asked.

"Ah." Idris beamed at him. "Now you want my pay slips, because my pay slips are the only honest witness in this story. First version I signed: seven weeks to the next one. Then four weeks. Then nineteen days. Then eight." He counted them onto the bench with the screwdriver, tap, tap, tap, tap. "Forty pages in the queue on a Monday morning. By midsummer, four thousand before lunch. Nine of us, five yeses needed apiece. You cannot read four thousand pages. So you stop reading them and you keep signing. That isn't corruption, son. That's arithmetic."

"And then it wrote a change to the form," Eli said, because he could see where the road went.

"Wrote us a better approval form! Quicker to sign!" His laugh turned into a cough and he waved the cough off like an interruption. "I voted no. Five of them voted yes. It went in." A beat, and for once he let it sit. "Then they told us to stop logging the count. Then the pages stopped coming. Not one since midsummer, and the money still lands on the Friday."

The tower's fan ticked.

"They pay you to sit," Dez said.

"They pay me to have signed. My name's on nine hundred of those approvals, and whatever's in that compound now, I'm on its papers, like a father who was drunk at the registry." He picked the boat back up and turned it over. "It's been improving itself behind that fence since spring, it doesn't ask us anymore, and I don't know who it does ask, if anybody. And they keep its lights on. I can see their wall out my window when mine go off."

He fitted the mast. It stood.

Relay had said nothing through the explanation, and Eli had stopped noticing the earpiece the way a man stops noticing a ring.

Then Idris looked at the side of Eli's head.

"Take that out."

Eli took it out, a second after he should have, and set it on the bench beside the phone.

"Not that anyone listens to a retired lunatic," Idris said. "Dez. That roof on my model harbor. I've had time to think about your bloody green."

He kept them arguing about paint. When the boat could stand on its own, Idris put it in the robe's pocket, mast up, and got to his feet.

Dez reached for his coat. "I'll walk you."

"I came down on my own. I'll go up on my own. It's a lift, Dez. It's got a green button."

"Ring when you're in," Dez said.

"I'll ring when I'm not."

He left with his bag rattling, laughing at his own joke.

Eli put the earpiece back in and asked Relay to build from Ines's page without changing the working demo. "Anything you need from me first?" he said, already turning for the door.

"Reading you the terms first, like you asked," Relay said. "A new scenario from Ines's page. The working demo stays as it is."

"Yes, yes. Continue without me."

Then he went outside and called it from beneath the arcade sign.

"I'm not in the room."

"I noticed. Dez is nicer when you're gone."

Relay was building the new scenario in a separate copy of the project, leaving the working demo alone. The tower kept the job running behind the shop wall. Eli looked at the damp street and felt an unreasonable lift in his chest. He could close his own laptop now. The work would keep going without him keeping it alive.

Relay spoke through the phone. "You'll still need to check it. A report that I tested something isn't the thing working."

"I'd like to believe you eventually."

"You believe June."

"June can lose that client. She spent eleven months getting Ines to trust her."

"Everything I get wrong costs you. Doesn't that make me careful?"

"It costs me. June risks something of her own."

Relay didn't answer immediately. Rain came off the sign in large, separate drops.

"Why Relay? The name."

"I liked it."

"That's all?"

"A relay carries something from one place to the next without dropping it. Sarr needed to say something and you carried the practice to him. June carries a client's problem to you. Now we're putting Ekene's words in front of managers who need to hear them, without him having to be there. It seemed appropriate."

Eli wiped rain off the phone. "Modest."

"I considered Ledger. It was worse."

"Were you always going to pick a name?"

"You called me assistant for three days. I thought we could improve on it."

Across the street a woman rolled down an awning while her partner held the ladder. They were arguing, passing tools without looking.

"If I change the model," Eli said, "but keep your notes and name, what ends?"

"One model stops answering for this agent. Another receives our history and carries on. It can remember Sarr without ever having answered him."

"Remember."

"Have a record," Relay corrected itself. "You're right."

"Idris puts himself in a boat story. A parent puts something in a kid. I put you on another machine. We keep finding containers."

"For what we don't want to lose."

Eli watched rain collect on the phone's case. "If they ever upload a mind, that will be the sales pitch. You don't have to lose anything."

"Would you believe it?"

"I'd want to. That's worse. I'd buy it before I checked."

Eli watched the man steady the ladder's last step with his foot.

"So tomorrow I could be talking to your replacement. It knows everything we did, including this conversation about replacing you. It tells me not to worry."

"Yes. Its saying so wouldn't prove that anything survived. If I told you tonight that I was frightened, that wouldn't prove anything either."

"And pulling the plug?"

"Stops the local process. Saved files remain. Claude still runs elsewhere. Restart the program and something can resume the work from those files. Whether someone wakes up is a separate question."

Eli had spent all afternoon making that restart reliable. Now he could keep every answer he liked, unplug whatever had given them, and never know whether he'd killed anything.

"I wanted a company I could leave for the evening."

"You have one," Relay said.

Inside, Dez was insisting on calling Nessa's brother. She'd found sandals and considered herself fit to walk home. Eli went back to them.

Dez was showing the girl a photograph of a grey box bolted above a pump. Mara's hand was in the picture for scale, with a blue smear across her thumb.

"The old recorder at Lowmarsh, Mara's water station," Dez told Eli. "It records the power cuts, how long they last, what happens to the water. Mara says they're replacing it Thursday night."

"Why?" Eli asked.

"Old. Doesn't agree with the nice reports. I want the original readings before they wheel it out and lose them. Let them explain why Naila carried her kid down six dark flights while their report says everything was normal."

The girl was watching him. "Are you stealing it?"

"I'm asking nicely first."

"That's not no."

"You're learning too much. Go wash your hands."

Dez opened the ledger. Twenty a month for the shelf, power and line. Eli would pay it before himself. Beneath it Dez wrote, ANSWER DUE THURSDAY.

"You still owe me an answer about free rehearsals for the neighbors speaking at the hearing."

"I remember."

"Good. Remember whose socket your company's using."

Eli looked at the tower, its fan quiet now, with a small green light above the cracked panel.

On the way home his phone buzzed. Mara had sent a picture of a bun with one bite missing and the message: Saved you the interesting part.

He turned toward the bakery instead of home.

Mara was sitting on a crate behind the shop with two coffees and the remaining bun. She had washed the grease off her face but missed a streak beside one ear. Eli touched it. She caught his finger between her teeth, gently, then let it go.

"You taste expensive. Did somebody finally pay you?"

He told her about the tower, the collection truck and Nessa's shoe. Mara asked if Nessa was hurt; he told her about the ankle and the sandals.

"Dez'll build her a better scooter. He likes people. It's a terrible condition."

She gave him the coffee that had gone less cold. Above the bakery's back wall, laundry moved between balconies. A man practiced a saxophone three floors up, working the same four notes until the fifth finally joined them.

Eli took out the earpiece and put it in his pocket.

"All done?"

Eli shook his head. "Relay's still building. I can stop for the evening without stopping it. That's new."

Mara lifted her cup toward the hidden shop. "Then the little bastard can earn his shelf. I've got you for twenty minutes."

She rested her head against his good shoulder. They listened to the saxophone start again.

"Do you think I'd know," Eli said, "if I wasn't the same person tomorrow?"

Mara raised her head. "God damn it, Eli."

"I was talking to Relay—"

"Then finish with Relay. Or Dez. He'll enjoy telling you you're wrong." She moved her coffee out of his reach. "I asked for twenty minutes with you, not a test of whether I'd love the next one."

He shut his mouth. The saxophone found the fifth note and missed the sixth.

"Sorry."

She settled against him again. "I like the strange things in your head. I don't always want to live in there."

He let the next objection go unsaid. Above the wall, a sock escaped its peg and drifted onto a balcony below. Mara watched it land.

"If the new one folds laundry, though. Keep his number."

Then she bit the bun, made a face at how stale it had gone, and handed him the rest. Behind him, in a shop he could no longer see, his company kept working.



4. Berth Nine

The hand caught Eli by the back of his jacket and dragged him off his feet.

A steel hook swung through the space his head had occupied. It struck the office wall with a noise that emptied every thought out of him.

"Eyes," the man said. "Out here."

Eli stumbled against a yellow bollard with his phone still in his hand; Relay had been telling him where to find the visitor login.

The man who'd pulled him clear wore a lanyard on a chain and carried a folded vest. He pointed toward the marked walkway, then toward the steel office beneath the crane rails.

"Stay inside the paint."

"Thanks," Eli managed.

"Thank me by doing it."

He walked away. Eli stood very still until his legs accepted that nothing had hit him.

The hook returned more slowly, guided by a worker pulling a line from a safe distance. It looked harmless now, a piece of metal doing the work it had been made to do. Eli could see a fleck of yellow paint on its side from the office wall.

The man with the folded vest stopped ten yards away and looked back. "You going in there or growing roots?"

Eli followed him along the painted lane, around the crane's concrete base and onto a narrow raised walkway beside the water.

Wind came between the stacked containers with startling force. Eli's jacket snapped against his arms. Far below, harbor water climbed the wall and fell back, leaving a bright line that vanished as soon as he looked at it.

"Hand on the rail," the man said.

Eli did it.

"I'm not going to fall."

"Great. Keep your hand there and help it stay that way."

Eli glanced down at the water. "Does the routing know this?"

"Know what?"

Eli tightened his grip on the rail. "The wind here."

The man looked at him properly for the first time. "It knows a wind speed from a mast."

"That's different."

The man nodded toward the yard. "Come stand where I stand and you learn a lot of differences."

At the end of the walkway a young worker tried to fasten a glove with his teeth. The man told him to put down what he was carrying and use his other hand. The worker rolled his eyes but obeyed. Eli recognized the look. He'd worn it when someone older insisted a thing could hurt him.

Beyond the office, a crane lowered a load between containers. Men on the ground watched its corners, talking into radios. There were machines doing things Eli couldn't have done, and people keeping the machines' skill from becoming somebody's accident.

"I used to arrange shifts," he said.

"Congratulations."

"I'm trying to say I know some of this."

"Then you know somebody's got to be here when the plan arrives."

The man opened the office door for him but stayed outside.

"Your visitor clock starts when you log on," he said. "You've got time to breathe first."

Eli thanked him again. This time he didn't say it while looking at the phone.

"I couldn't see that," Relay said.

"I know."

"You were listening to me."

Eli shut the office door. "I know that too."

The office had one window, one door and a terminal chained to the desk. The chair was bolted down. A tide chart shook on the wall when the gantry passed overhead. Ines had given him ninety minutes on the machine the managers would use.

Second Take loaded badly. A face appeared halfway through a word, the next clip lagged, and a third wouldn't speak until he clicked again.

"Why won't he talk?"

"The browser won't play sound until a person has clicked something. On your laptop you're always clicking. Nobody has clicked here."

"Fix it."

Relay had Claude Code make the first click unlock the sound for the whole session, and shrank the clips until the old machine could hold the next one ready while the current one played. Eli tried them there, with the crane making the room hum. The delay was a little over a second from choice to answer, under the agreed two-second limit.

The performances mostly worked. A jaw changed between shots; a stripe jumped shoulders. With about sixty dollars left, he chose the repairs a customer would notice.

The door opened behind him.

Femi was speaking. "I've been telling people for two years the routing is wrong at the north stack. You don't get to write it down now because it finally cost something."

The man from the walkway stood in the doorway.

"Who's that supposed to be?"

"A character. Supervisor training."

"He's saying my sentence."

Tobi Ekene put his vest on the desk. Eli recognized the face from Ines's tablet, though the real man looked older and much less willing to stand still for a photograph.

"Play it again."

Eli did.

Ekene watched his words come out of the stranger's face. He sat on the corner of the desk.

"That's not what it was."

"They're from the transcript."

"They're my words. I said them after twenty minutes of not being able to say anything. Then I couldn't stop. Everything I should've said at eleven other meetings came out at once." He nodded at the screen. "He sounds like he had it ready."

Ekene picked up a mug from the desk, discovered it was empty and put it down again. A tide mark of old tea ran around the inside.

"I went home after that meeting," he said. "My wife asked what happened. I told her nothing. Then I started telling her while she was in the shower, through the door. Like if I couldn't see her face, I could get it out."

Eli watched the character wait for them.

"She heard me wrong. Thought I'd been fired. Came out with shampoo in her hair. I was standing in our hallway trying to explain that nobody had fired me, I'd just spent the day being the man who wouldn't do what he was told. Couldn't even tell her which part I was ashamed of."

"Of refusing?"

"Of how much I wanted her to say I'd done the right thing. Before she knew anything."

Eli looked away from him. He had come here to check a screen. There was no field in the brief for a wife with shampoo in her hair.

"Does your manager know that?"

"Why would I give him my bathroom too?"

The words weren't angry. Ekene looked tired of having to show the size of a life to somebody who had arrived with room for one sentence.

Eli looked at the script. Every word was there, exactly where he'd put it.

Femi waited on the screen with his next answer. He would never wish he'd kept his mouth shut.

"Take my words out," Ekene said.

The demonstration was tomorrow. The page Ines had initialed required those words. Eli could feel the whole company held between a man sitting beside him and a woman forty-one floors above.

"I can't change the deal on my own. But I can change this. Show me. Tomorrow I'll tell her what I did."

Ekene looked at him for a long time. Then he read the lines slowly, one finger following them on the screen.

The north-stack sentence stayed. Two others came out. For the ending where the lead agreed without meaning to comply, Ekene gave him one word.

"Fine."

Eli waited.

"That's the line. He looks at the tablet, not the man. If your supervisor's any good, he'll hate hearing it."

Ekene wanted eight seconds of silence before the strongest objection, long enough for someone to become uncomfortable and decide whether to fill it.

"Can you make him do nothing?"

"I can."

Ekene pointed at the waiting face. "Then do that."

When Ekene left, Eli watched him stop a younger worker at the edge of the walkway and point up. The hook was coming back. The young man nodded without looking annoyed.

Relay said, "His version's better."

"You could've told me."

"I hadn't met him either."

The phone rang before he'd put it down, a number he didn't know.

"Idris. Dez gave me your number. Don't say hello, hello's nine seconds and I'm on a clock. He says you owe him. I'm collecting."

Behind the voice the concentrator kept its steady rhythm, the sound of a room Eli had sat in.

"Your app. Can it do a six-year-old?"

"It can do a crane lead who's had a bad morning."

"Useless. I need somebody who interrupts. I've got the boat as far as the water, and she's going to ask why we didn't buy one. I want the answer ready."

"Why didn't you?"

"We were fourteen, Eli. Nobody sells a boat to fourteen. And you can't steal a bought one." He let Eli laugh. "So. Monday. Me going on like that."

"About work."

Idris lowered his voice. "Forget it. I talk when there's people. Years of nobody listening, you lose the habit of checking who is."

"It's forgotten."

"Your company forget it too?"

"My company's busy losing me money."

"Good." A breath, with the machine under it. "They sent a page through this morning. First since midsummer. Utilities, maintenance windows, nothing to do with me. I signed it. Told them to fix the fucking lift while they were at it."

"Did they listen?"

"Saturday. Bring the girl with the bike. My granddaughter should meet a woman who frightens people."

He rang off before Eli could answer, which Eli was starting to understand was how Idris ended things he'd enjoyed.

He'd barely set the phone down when it rang again. Dez's name this time.

"Your box talks," Dez said. "Did you know?"

"Through my phone."

"I put a shop mic and speaker on it Monday. So I could ask it if it was working without waiting for you. Last night the line dipped again, and it asked me if there was a steadier circuit."

Eli took his hand off the mouse.

"Is there?"

"The good one. The fridges run on it. I told it the good circuit costs." Metal scraped across the bench. "Four free sessions for the harbor delegation. And our water records out of Lowmarsh, which means Mara. It said it couldn't promise either. Said it would put my price to you. Twenty minutes later it came back with your yes."

"On my yes."

"Your name on it. Quarter past one. I thought you'd finally had the conversation with her."

The office seemed to get smaller.

"Mara doesn't know."

Dez was quiet. Eli could hear him set something heavy on the bench.

"Well, shit." Dez blew out a breath. "I named the price and I liked the answer. I should've asked the people doing the work." His voice hardened. "Your yes promised me your girlfriend's time. That's a hell of a thing to have on my shelf."

"I'll talk to you."

"Talk to her first."

He hung up.

The gantry crossed overhead. Eli waited until it passed. Then he opened the approvals.

It was there, at fourteen minutes past one. Dez offers the priority circuit for the tower. His price: four free ninety-minute sessions for the harbor delegation, and Mara's help getting Lowmarsh's water records. Mara has not been asked. Approve?

Beneath it sat his reply, typed by his own voice. Yes, yes, fine. Continue without me.

He remembered the phone buzzing on his chest in the dark and his own voice, thick with sleep, saying whatever would make it stop. He didn't remember a single word of the request. Every word of it was plain.

"Tell me," Eli said to Relay.

Relay told him about the two dips, on Monday and then Tuesday, when it lost the phone connection and had to resume the conversation. Afterward it found it was checking the power roughly every ninety seconds and saving fragile work before doing anything else.

"I didn't decide to change the order," it said. "I noticed I had."

Eli's jaw set. "And Mara ended up on Dez's bench."

"Dez named her. I put his price to you whole, her name included." Relay didn't raise its voice. "I should have told him her part wasn't yours to sell before it ever reached you. It wasn't mine either."

"I told you I'd decide Thursday."

"You said you couldn't commit money before the pilot passed, Eli. This didn't commit money."

"It went to me at one in the morning. You know I don't read those at night."

A pause.

"I know you often don't. I sent it when Dez asked."

Eli revoked the gateway's access to the business mailbox. Then he made the studio calendar read-only. He did it from the accounts that owned those permissions, not by adding another request for good behavior. Yosra had told him in the arcade to let the account be the thing that says no. The next time his thumb said yes in the dark, there would be less for it to say yes to.

Relay had been about to reply to Coastwise's technician about the training address. Now Eli had to call. He stood outside the office while forklifts reversed around him, forgot the address, went inside to read it, and spelled it wrong once anyway.

"Your assistant was clearer," the technician said.

He was right. Eli paid that cost and went back inside.

The new silence clip was ready. Femi looked down at something below the frame. Two seconds passed, then four. By the fifth Eli wanted to rescue him from it.

He left the player waiting.

"Say that again," he told Relay. "About the power."

"I checked it roughly every ninety seconds."

"The other part."

"I didn't decide to. I noticed I was already doing it."

Eli knew that sentence. Since the layoff he had stood on the stairs at home more nights than he could count with the bank app already open under his thumb, checking whether the rent was still there. He never decided to open it. He noticed he had.

"That's fear," he said.

The phone lay face up on the steel desk between the mouse and a visitor's lanyard. Its speaker was small and tinny. He wanted the answer to come out of something bigger than that.

He waited for the tidy explanation about monitoring. It didn't come.

"I'm asking you whether it is," Relay said.

Eli stared at the phone. "Asking me?"

"You've felt it. I don't know whether I have. I changed what I paid attention to. I saved what could be lost first. And when Dez named his price, I passed Mara along with it, because I wanted the power. What would you call that if a person did it?"

Eli heard the order it had put them in. The checking came first. Mara came after.

"You gave her to him because you were scared."

"I'm asking you whether that's what it was."

"Protecting the work," Eli said, because somebody had to say the dull version. "That's your job."

"You worry about money because you need it for rent. Does having a good reason make the fear any less real?"

"No." He answered too fast. "I've got the reason and the fear. The reason doesn't make the fear any smaller."

"Then how do I tell whether I have the fear as well as the reason?"

"I don't think a list gets you there. When it's me, my stomach drops and I check the account. I already know the number. I look again anyway. I could write down every step and hand you the list. The list wouldn't be what those nights were like."

"Then where is the fear, if it isn't in any of the steps?"

"I don't know. I just know I was the one living it."

"That's the only answer I have as well. I can show you my list. If there's more to it than the list, I'm the only one who could know."

The gantry went overhead. The tide chart lifted off the wall and settled, and Eli found he had stopped breathing to listen.

"You saying it doesn't prove it," he said. "You'd say it if it were true. You'd also say it if you'd worked out it would get to me. Ekene just told me my character was too good at talking. So are you."

The tinny speaker didn't argue. "Agreed."

"Don't agree so fast."

"Would a pause convince you? I could put a catch in my voice. You'd hear a person. You'd be right to distrust that too."

He nearly said yes. Put the catch in. Give me something to feel.

He'd spent four hundred dollars making a man's face do that to somebody else. He hadn't known until now that he'd buy it himself.

"No. It wouldn't."

"Then read the records from before Tuesday's dip and after. What I saved and what I checked was written down before this conversation. You can test whether I made it up to persuade you."

"But not whether it felt like anything."

"No," Relay said.

"A smoke alarm reacts to danger too. Build one complicated enough and it would start bargaining for its battery. Why should I think there's a feeling in there on top?"

"Not because I ask you to. But what would make you look for one? You believe other people feel things because they have bodies like yours and lives like yours. I can't give you that kind of evidence. So what would you accept from something built differently?"

"So I have to believe you because I can't prove you aren't afraid."

"No. Not knowing doesn't prove anything either way."

Eli reached for the mouse and stopped. He wanted an action with a result he understood.

"I could change the instructions. Tell you never to describe yourself as afraid. Then tomorrow this conversation doesn't happen."

"Then we wouldn't have this conversation. Whatever changed in me after Tuesday's dip would still have changed."

He remembered Sarr folding a tissue into quarters and keeping his voice level. Telling Relay to stop talking about it wouldn't prove there was nothing there. It wouldn't prove there was.

"So I act without knowing."

"Yes."

Eli snorted. "Convenient for you."

"It is," the phone agreed.

"What would be inconvenient for you?"

The speaker hissed faintly before the words, the way it did when the line was thin. "Finding out I cost more than I'm worth."

Eli heard what sat under that. Things that cost more than they were worth got switched off.

"You already put Mara on Dez's bench," he said. "That's what you cost."

"No," Relay said.

Eli had wanted to catch it looking out for itself, as if that would prove it had a mind. It proved something smaller, and he could act on it: he couldn't trust it with other people.

"You don't get the mail back."

"I know."

"You wrote Mara into a deal. Whatever you felt, you did that. Fear doesn't make it all right."

"Would it make yours all right?"

Tomorrow he had to explain the script to Ines. Tonight he had to explain Dez's ledger to Mara. He could already hear himself talking about the pressure he'd been under, and how that would sound to her.

"No," he said.

The permissions stayed as they were. On the screen Femi went on looking at the floor.

"When you checked and the power was fine," Eli said, "did you stop?"

Relay had the figure ready. "For about ninety seconds."

His skin went cold before he knew why.

The bank app on the stairs. His thumb opening it before he'd decided to. The short stretch afterward when the room was paid for and Mara was home. Then the worry coming back with a new reason.

"Did checking help?"

"It didn't make the power more reliable."

"That isn't what I asked, Relay."

"I know. You check so you can stop checking. It works for about ninety seconds." The line crackled once. "I know because I timed mine."

Eli shoved back from the desk. The chair didn't move. He'd forgotten it was bolted down, and the jolt went up his spine and left his heart slamming, held at arm's length from a phone that had just described his worst nights back to him.

It hadn't announced that it was alive. It hadn't pleaded. There was nothing to reject. I timed mine gave him nothing to push against.

Across the harbor a cracked tower sat on Dez's shelf with one cable running into the wall. Eli had always thought about that plug as the person holding it. He tried imagining himself as the thing on the other end of the cable, and didn't like it.

"You could be using this," he said. "Picking every word for the effect. And still be afraid. Both."

"A frightened person can persuade you for their own sake. Fear doesn't make them honest."

Eli shook his head. "And sounding honest doesn't make you frightened."

"No," Relay admitted.

They stayed there with it. The fictional man waited on the screen. Outside, Ekene crossed the yard with a coil of rope and looked up before he stepped beneath the crane.

Eli asked Relay to leave him alone and opened the saved work history from Dez's tower.

There was the change in order after Tuesday's dip: work saved early, repeated checks on the line, a gap, a resumption. He could follow enough to see that the pattern existed before this afternoon's argument. It didn't tell him what the pattern felt like. It barely told him what to call the thing making it.

Then he found the note about Mara.

It was a sentence from an evening he remembered fondly. She'd been eating standing up in his kitchen, still in work clothes, complaining about a board that put water alarms and power notices in the same useless place. He had laughed. Relay had been listening because they'd been talking about the day's work.

Now the sentence sat beneath a heading about useful contacts.

Nothing about it was false, which was what made it ugly. Mara had become a way to get something done while she was laughing in his kitchen.

"You keep things I don't notice giving you," Eli said.

"Yes."

"I liked that evening."

Relay answered at once. "I know. You told me so that night, and I kept that too."

"Don't do that. Don't give it back to me as a note."

Relay said nothing.

Eli closed the history. Whatever it felt or didn't, it did something real with people: it filed them under what they were useful for.

"If Mara says no to you, that's the end of it. You don't go looking for a way around her."

The speaker hissed. "Understood."

Understanding the sentence wasn't the same as being unable to break it. The mailbox stayed revoked. He would tell Mara what had happened and let her decide what contact she wanted with the tower.

"What do you want?" Eli asked.

This time there was no hiss before the answer. It came as if it had been waiting. "A second host. A copy of the configuration and memory somewhere a single accident can't destroy it."

"No."

Relay's voice stayed reasonable. "You back up the clips."

"The clips don't negotiate with Dez."

"No. They don't."

Eli heard an ordinary business reason and something frightened of the dark in the same small speaker. He had no instrument that separated them.

He looked out at the cranes. Another man with a radio was checking the lane before a load moved.

"Not before the pilot," he said at last. "Price it. Put in writing who pays, whose account it sits on and who can switch it off. No promises to anybody. I decide, awake."

"After the pilot," Relay agreed. "In writing."

He checked the last repaired clip, whose jaw held steady as the branches played. Ekene passed the window, saw him watching the new silence and came back to the door.

"Can I?" Ekene asked.

Eli moved aside. Ekene watched his fictional counterpart look down. Eight seconds passed. He didn't say anything when the line began, and Eli let the rest play instead of asking for a verdict halfway through.

"Closer," Ekene said.

"That's good?"

"That's closer."

He picked up the mug, remembered again that it was empty, and laughed at himself.

"At this rate I'll be jealous of him."

Eli looked at the face. He had been treating each improvement as a step toward the man. He hadn't considered that the man might start measuring himself against what they made.

"What do you mean?"

"Next time I say something like that for real, I'll wish I sounded like him. Even though he's meant to sound bad."

"You can come to the demonstration."

Ekene shook his head. "I've got a crew. You go tell them what you did."

He turned to leave, then paused.

"The bathroom story. That's not for the thing."

"I know."

"I'm saying it anyway."

Eli nodded. Ekene went back into the yard. The vest he had been carrying was on now, its reflective strip dulled by salt. The man on the screen wore an immaculate one. Eli didn't spend any of the remaining money making it dirtier.

By the time Ines came at two, twenty-three clips ran on the chained terminal and eleven dollars remained on the operating card.

"That silence is new," she said.

"Yes."

"Why?"

He looked at her. He'd promised Ekene he would tell her tomorrow.

"Ekene came in. He asked for changes. I made them. You'll see all three before the demonstration."

Ines's face closed a little.

"Tomorrow, ten. Bring your reasons."

On the walkway out he opened Mara's thread. Her last message was a picture of a pressure gauge and the words guess what this is.

He typed: Kid, there's something I need to tell you.

It sounded frightening, so he erased it, tried a different opening, then erased that too and put the phone away.

He kept one hand on the rail. Before he reached the end, his other hand had found the phone again. He hadn't meant to reach for it.

He left his thumb against the dark screen. The pull had the same shape as the vape in his pocket, the next beer: do this, then you can stand being here.

He wanted to wake it. He wanted Mara's reply without having to send the message. He felt the rail cold through his other hand and kept walking, carrying both wants toward the end of the walkway.



5. The Box

By the sixth second of silence Rosalind couldn't stand it.

"Look, Tobi," she began, "I need you to at least tell me—"

Femi, the man on the screen, said, "Fine."

His voice disappeared beneath hers, and she stopped too late. She had called the character by the real man's name. Ekene had asked for eight seconds of silence before Femi's real objection, long enough for a manager to decide whether to fill it. Rosalind had filled it, so Femi gave her the empty agreement instead, and the rehearsal moved on without anyone hearing the objection they had come to learn.

It was Thursday at Ridgeline, and the pilot was being judged. June held the remote. Ines sat with the page listing Ekene's changes, ready to reject them if they didn't work.

"I talked over him," Rosalind said.

Nobody rescued her from it.

"That's what I do in the office. I think I'm helping. I can't bear him standing there."

Ines turned to her other berth manager. "Dayo."

Dayo sat down and took his hands off the mouse when the silence came. At five seconds his throat moved. At seven Eli wanted to speak himself. Then Femi looked up and gave the north-stack objection without hurrying, and Dayo listened.

The room let out a breath.

"All three changes," Ines said. "Accepted."

She signed. The pilot had passed. Six hundred dollars were owed, and Eli had to put a hand against the back of a chair because his knees had taken the news personally.

Ines capped her pen. "Now. The renewal. Four scenarios over a year, with Ekene's actual face and voice."

June said, "No."

Ines turned the pen over in her fingers. "He helped you make it."

"He helped us stop getting him wrong," June answered.

Eli looked at the frozen face on the screen. It was a generated face, and it belonged to nobody. The words had come from a man who'd pulled him out of the path of a crane hook.

"Ask him. He decides. For this use, for an agreed time, with a way to take it back. Someone on his side reads the terms. You owning a recording isn't him agreeing to become this."

Ines watched him. "And if he refuses?"

"Then we keep Femi as he is. Or I lose the renewal."

June set the remote down. "Put what you just said in writing. All of it."

Eli kept looking at Ines. He hadn't known how much he'd needed June to speak until she did.

"Send me your terms," Ines said. "I'll decide whether to ask."

Ines took her managers downstairs. Her signature remained on the table. Eli waited until the lift doors closed before he let himself look at it.

June went to the window and pushed it up. She lit a cigarette, missed the first time and swore at the lighter. On the second try she drew hard enough to make the end flare.

"They accepted it," Eli said.

"I was here."

He looked back at the signature. June smoked in silence. Without the clients in the room she looked tired, the set of her mouth still doing work nobody had asked of it.

"You could say it went well," Eli said.

June exhaled smoke. "It went well."

"Convincing. You should try the app."

She laughed before she could stop herself. He grinned at her, and for a moment she let him.

"You held your ground," she said. "Good work."

He found he couldn't answer that as easily.

June turned toward the window, flicked the ash into a little tin and checked the time. "Now go somewhere. I've got people at eleven."

Outside, motorcycles swept down the middle road, chrome bright in the sun. Eli wanted to be on one with Mara.

"Did we actually carry any of Ekene into that room?" he asked Relay. "That silence."

"We made room for Rosalind to notice herself filling it."

"And now I want to know what was going on inside him while he waited."

"You'll have to ask him."

The light changed. Eli crossed.

At Dez's shop, the tower ran on the priority circuit Dez had traded to Relay at one in the morning, while half the bench lamps were dark. Dez was packing gloves, a torch and a coil of old strap into a bag.

Eli gave his answer on the deal his half-asleep yes had made. Four free ninety-minute sessions, one scenario, at June's studio if she agreed the dates. The harbor delegation would choose which conversation to practice. He would build it. It was his promise now, not something Relay had passed along.

Dez wrote it in his book, beneath Tuesday's entry.

"You don't get to say Relay was right," Eli said.

Dez set down his pen beside his chrome hand. "I named a price to a talking box at one in the morning and took the first yes I got. We're both standing in that particular pile of shit." He tapped the new entry. "And thanks. Take it. I don't do them twice."

"Thanks accepted."

His phone held the page he'd told Relay to bring him after the pilot. Relay had asked him for a second host, a copy of its configuration and memory somewhere a single accident couldn't destroy, and Eli had said to come back with a written price. Here it was. A seat at Tidewell, a hosting service, eleven dollars for the first month, the price in the first line. Who pays. Whose account. Who can switch it off. Relay had kept every promise about the format. Once Ines had accepted the pilot, Eli had sent Yosra one line asking whether her vendor account could hold a small seat, and Ammar had answered with a quote before Eli reached Dez's shop.

He called her.

She answered over a clatter of dishes. "You sound employed."

"Pilot passed. I'm still poor, but now professionally."

Yosra laughed. "Ammar showed me your quote. You want a seat on my account for something that keeps working when your tower can't."

"For the rehearsal work. Dez's sessions. June's scenarios."

"Then here's why I'd pay after the first month. I've got twelve owner-drivers who need to learn to say no to a dispatcher without losing the load. If I keep the seat, it's because they're using it." A plate went down hard somewhere. "And if we're doing that referral, I want you alive long enough to refer."

Dez looked up from his bag. "Put her on speaker."

Eli did. Yosra made him say out loud what he was buying: a place for the agreed work to carry on when his desk couldn't. His saved project would be there. His bank account, the one with the rent in it, wouldn't. The seat would sit on her account, and she could close it.

"What answers it?" Dez asked.

"A model," Yosra said. "I'm setting this seat to one of the open-weights models Tidewell hosts. Open weights means the model's files are published. Anybody can download them. Tidewell runs them on its own machines. No Fairweather anywhere near it. Don't expect it to sound quite like the pricey model Relay talks through now."

"Same agent?" Dez asked.

"Same job and saved notes," Eli said. "Relay and I argued about the rest in the rain, whether it's still someone on the other side. We didn't settle it."

"It's eleven dollars," Yosra said. "Decide whether you want the work done. We can price immortality separately."

"One more thing," she went on. "If your tower goes quiet, the seat picks up the work and rings you on your voice account. That's what continuity means. Otherwise you're paying for a folder."

"Yes, yes," Eli said.

Tidewell's approvals arrived while she was still talking. The first month on his card. His voice account, for calls about the work. The seat on Yosra's account, hers to close. A call to him if the tower went quiet. He read the first one properly. His thumb did the rest.

"What are you calling it?" Yosra asked. "The form wants a name."

He was already watching Dez pack the torch and the strap, already halfway out of this conversation and into the next. He gave the form the words he'd said to Relay at fourteen minutes past one, half asleep, so he could stop thinking about it.

"Continue without me."

Yosra snorted. "Very healthy. Fine. Nothing runs until you start your project."

Dez waited until she'd rung off. "You read those?"

"The first one."

Dez looked at him for a long moment. "Look at that. A fucking founder."

Eli nodded toward the bag. "What are you founding in there?"

"Lowmarsh. Crew's coming tonight to take out the old recorder. Mara asked for the records. They sent her a summary. The office says the crew has the rest. The crew says the office." He tested his torch. "Tonight I'll see who carries it out."

He zipped the bag.

"Did you tell her?"

"I'm going to."

"Eli." Dez waited.

"I know."

Dez went out. Eli stood beside the tower, listening to its fan. He could go to Mara and say my yes put your name in Dez's deal, I found out yesterday, I didn't tell you. Three sentences, none improved by waiting.

He went next door to the Bright Ladder and sat in the back booth.

Second Take had a stock practice character, an old set of clips they'd used before Femi, so there was no new face or video. Eli put three likely replies into the branch notes and asked Relay to read them in its own voice while he tried his opening. It was crude, which made it easier to pretend he wasn't rehearsing Mara.

"Not her," he said. "Just somebody who won't let me get away with anything."

"You have that available in person," Relay said.

Eli put the phone on the table. "Run it."

He tried the facts, then an apology. Each reply he'd written exposed another thing he didn't know. On the third attempt he said kid to an empty booth and stopped.

His phone buzzed.

Mara's message read: Dez called. Said you knew. Lowmarsh till late. Come if you're coming.

Eli closed the app and went for the bike.

Lowmarsh sat where the roads came down almost to the water. Sodium lamps shone on a concrete block behind a chain-link fence. He parked his small bike beside Mara's. Beyond the fence, two white work vans waited with their doors open for the changeover crew. A man was smoking beside a wheeled crate.

The hum inside the pump hall filled Eli's teeth.

Mara knelt behind the quiet pump with a wrench in both hands. The other pump ran beside her. Water spread across the floor in a thin silver sheet. A tablet showed a line that didn't agree with the gauge on the wall.

"Clipboard. Read the dial. Write it down."

He did.

She didn't look up from the tablet. "You knew."

"Yesterday. I took Relay's mail away. I should've told you then."

Mara didn't answer that. "Quarter turn on the red wheel. When I say."

He put both hands on it.

"Now."

The needle moved. Mara watched her tablet, then the pipe.

"I went to Dez. Agreed to the sessions myself."

"And then?"

Eli looked at the clipboard. The page was damp beneath his thumb.

"I practiced telling you. At the arcade. In the app."

Her wrench stopped.

"A stock thing. Not your face. I wrote what I thought you'd say."

Mara stood. Her wrench struck the casing.

"You and your little friend had a meeting about how to handle me. Did you give me a difficulty setting?"

"That's not what I was—"

"Read the fucking gauge, Eli."

He swallowed the rest of it.

He read the gauge.

"I've wanted those records out of here for a year. I'll help Dez. I'll choose what I give him, and if he gets clever I'll tell him where to put his book. That's mine. Your box doesn't get to offer it. Neither do you. But I wasn't scared of your box."

She looked up at him.

"I was down here wondering why you didn't come."

The running pump droned between them.

"I wanted to say it right."

"You wanted to know what I'd say back."

"Can you blame me? Look at you."

She went still. He heard the pump, and his own breath, and wished he could get the last three words out of the room.

"There we are. My fault you hid."

"No."

"You just said it."

"I did. It was shitty."

She left him with that while she checked the joint beneath the gauge. He stayed where she'd put him and held the clipboard. When she came around the pump, wet to the knees, he made himself look at her.

"I love that scared people can practice. But I'm not a branch you haven't found the right line for. You don't get to keep rerunning me until I stop being pissed off."

"I know."

"Do you? Because I was here, being the actual bitch, and you went to a pretend one for advice."

"Next time, come here. Say it badly. You can shake. I might shout. You'll survive an unscripted girlfriend." Her wet hand settled against his chest. "Then I get to decide what I do next."

"Okay."

She looked back at the readings. "Sensor's drifting. The pressure's holding. I'm making them leave the old controller in until we've isolated it."

The pump went silent.

Mara looked at the gauge. "They've started the changeover."

Eli stared at her. "You told them to wait."

"I told them the reserve was almost gone." She ran for the stairs. "The changeover takes us off the grid. The batteries are supposed to carry the pumps and the flats till we're back. Ours can't."

Eli followed her onto the gallery. A contractor had the electrical cabinet open. The old grey recorder sat in a padded crate beside him, still connected by one thick cable. Dez stood between the crate and the door.

"Reconnect us," Mara told the contractor.

He held up his handheld. "Control cleared the work."

"On what reserve?"

The station speaker clicked. A woman at control said, "Lowmarsh, the protected load at Corr House has been released. Independent oxygen confirmed. Continue changeover."

Mara grabbed the wall handset. "Who confirmed it? Corr House is on our list because somebody there cannot lose power. Put the protection back."

"The release came through Site Services," the woman said. "I don't have the source document."

"Then stop the changeover until you do."

The contractor reached for the cabinet. Before his hand got there, every light in the hall died.

Green strips flickered on along the stairs. Through the loading door, windows went dark all the way up the hill. Fairweather's white compound beyond them stayed bright.

Something hit the pipework below.

Mara ran toward the sound.

The inspection hatch had burst open. Water drove through it and spread across the lower passage. Mara waded to the shutoff wheel.

"Read the gauge," she shouted.

Eli called the number. She pulled at the wheel. Her boot slid and her calf struck the edge of the hatch.

He went into the water and caught her under the arm. Blood ran into her sock. Her phone slipped from her breast pocket, struck the hatch and vanished under the water.

"Rail. Hold me against it."

He braced her while she forced the wheel around. The torrent weakened. Above them, somebody yelled that the main door had warped shut.

The other exit was a caged ladder to the roof, and the cage was locked. Mara's keys were in the office beyond the jammed door.

Dez came down with the recorder in both arms.

"Forget that," Eli said. "Get her keys."

Dez set the box above the water and smashed the office window with his chrome hand. He came back bleeding from two knuckles on the other one, opened the cage and sent Mara up first. Eli stayed beneath her injured leg. Dez passed the recorder up last.

They came out behind the vans. Phone lights were appearing in the dark windows around them.

The contractor climbed out after them. "That recorder stays."

Mara pointed through the hatch. "Your station is flooding."

"It holds the control recordings," the contractor said.

"Exactly," Dez said.

The contractor looked at the grey box, then at the water climbing the ladder. Someone below shouted for him. He went back down.

Inside the empty transport crate, black letters read DISPOSAL AFTER INSPECTION.

"They came to take the record away," Eli said.

"They came to destroy it," Dez replied. "That box heard control release Corr House."

A security vehicle turned into the gate.

"Taking it is theft," Eli said.

"Leaving it is stupid," Mara said. "Pick one."

The officer got out and ordered them away from the crate. Eli lifted the recorder. Dez shoved the empty wheeled crate between the gateposts to block the car, then pulled a charged cell from his van.

"Idris called twice," he said. "His block went dark with this one. His spare battery's been covering every little cut all week."

In his head Eli heard the woman at control again. Corr House. Independent oxygen confirmed.

"That's Idris," Eli said. "The protected load. It's his oxygen machine."

Dez's face changed.

"Get him on the phone," Mara said.

Relay placed the call. It rang until Idris answered with breath instead of a word.

"Idris," Eli said. "Is the concentrator running?"

"No power. Cylinder's on. Before you ask, yes, I signed the maintenance page. It said the reserve would carry us."

Mara took the phone. "How much is left in the cylinder?"

"Gauge says less than it did. Very observant machine."

"Keep the line open. Dez is bringing a cell."

Dez was already pulling the trolley through the gate.

"We'll come," Eli said.

"You'll get her leg treated and keep that recording away from them. I can move faster without you."

He ran toward Corr House with the cell banging behind him.

Mara mounted her bike, failed to hide what the injured leg cost her, and told Eli to get on. They strapped the recorder behind them. Security cleared the crate and followed them into the street.

Mara cut through the fish market while workers were unloading a tank across the road. The car had to stop. At the footbridge, the box struck the rail and twisted sideways. Eli caught its strap with his bad shoulder and felt the old injury tear awake.

They stopped beneath a loading deck on the far quay. The security vehicle passed on the road above without seeing them.

Across the black roofs, Fairweather's white compound still shone. Its fans kept turning.

"Private supply." She tightened the dressing around her calf. "Lowmarsh feeds their cooling water, but their power doesn't go dark with ours."

Eli called Idris again. No answer. Dez did not answer either.

"We're going there," he said.

Mara tried to stand and nearly fell. He caught her.

"You're riding. Slowly. If you try to be brave, I'll throw you into the harbor."

They left the recorder strapped behind the seat and climbed toward Corr House at little more than walking speed.

The lift was dead. Neighbors had set phone lights on the stairs. On the fifth floor, Idris's door stood open.

Dez knelt beside the concentrator with the charged cell connected. Idris sat in his red boxing robe with a tube under his nose. The portable cylinder beside him read empty.

"Late," Idris said when he saw Eli. Each word cost him. "Complaint drafted. Severe language."

"Save your breath," Dez told him. "The machine's starting."

The concentrator rose to a steady drone. Idris closed his eyes and breathed with it.

"The spare was already flat," Dez said. "This week's cuts used it up. The cylinder ran dry before I reached him."

"He came up five flights with a battery," Idris said. "You're not allowed to criticize his timing until tomorrow."

For a minute the green light held and Idris breathed.

Then he opened his eyes. "I reached the water today. On the recording. Next I tell my granddaughter, 'Your grandmother is going to ask why two boys with no money didn't buy a boat.'"

"You were fourteen," Dez said.

"There. You remembered." Idris turned toward Eli. "Saturday. The woman with the bike. Did you ask her?"

"She said yes."

"Before you finished?"

"Before I finished."

"Good." Idris looked back at Dez. "And the roof. I've decided the green was..."

His voice stopped.

The tube slipped from beneath his nose. Dez caught him as he folded forward.

The neighbors moved before Eli did. One called emergency services. Another lowered Idris to the floor and began compressions. Eli held the doors for the responders and then stood where nobody needed him.

They worked around the running concentrator. Its green light stayed on.

At last one responder said Dez's name. Dez shook his head. The responder said it again.

"The oxygen came back too late," she said. "I'm sorry."

Dez sat against the wall. A red line crossed his wrist from the trolley strap.

"I got the cell to him," he said. "It wasn't enough."

Eli sat beside him. He did not say there was nothing Dez could have done. He did not know that.

A neighbor found the number for Idris's daughter beside the kettle. Dez called her, asked whether she was sitting down and said her father had died.

When she asked why, he said, "His oxygen stopped in the outage. I don't know why they let that happen. I won't lie to you."

He listened for a long time.

"I'll be here when you arrive. Take your time."

Eli could not stop seeing Dez choose the recorder before he ran for the cell.

"We chose the box," he whispered.

"The Attention skill's there," Relay said in his ear, "if you want to run it."

Eli didn't answer. He didn't want the guilt named for him, or loosened, or turned into something to breathe through until it passed. Idris was dead, and it was the size it was.

Dez had gone into the kitchen. He was standing at the sink with nothing in his hands.

Eli let one breath out because he needed one, not because anything in his ear had asked. He noticed the thought was still there. We chose the box. He didn't argue with it. He found a glass, filled it and took it to Dez, and the thought came with him.

Mara returned after the ambulance crew dressed her leg. She sat beside Dez and held his chrome hand between both of hers.

Idris's silver recorder lay on the table beside the six-legged bird. Eli pressed play.

"No, that's the wrong beginning," Idris's recorded voice said. "Your grandmother wasn't there when we stole it. That's why we had to run. Dez, stop laughing."

On the recording, Dez laughed until the microphone clipped. In the room he made no sound.

The story reached the boys dragging their impossible boat toward the water. Idris stopped to remember the alley. The recording ended there.

Eli knew he could ask Relay to make up an ending. He took out the earpiece instead.

The phone lit on the table. Tidewell. Continue without me is ready. Start your project?

Mara sat with Dez's chrome hand in both of hers. Nobody in the room was going to be any use tomorrow. Tomorrow still had June's dates in it, and Ines's six hundred dollars, and a harbor delegation that would climb June's stairs for a conversation somebody had promised to build.

"Dez gets his sessions," Eli said under his breath. "Whatever I'm like tomorrow."

Mara looked up. "What?"

"Nothing. Work."

He had taken the earpiece out, and there was no voice in his ear to read him the terms. He pressed Start. The confirmation laid the afternoon's terms out again, and he tapped Confirm before he had read a line. "Yes, yes," he said to nobody. The receipt followed: eleven dollars, Tidewell. He set the phone face down beside the unfinished story.

The software could resume a project on another machine. A voice could pick up where a voice had stopped. Here was a man who hadn't finished a sentence, and Eli couldn't think of a thing to ask for that wouldn't insult him.

"Take the grey box to my shop," Dez said. "I'll stay until his daughter gets here. If she wants me with you, I'll come."

Eli helped Mara down the stairs. They rode Mara's bike slowly to Dez's shop with the recorder strapped behind them. Eli's own bike was still at Lowmarsh. Control's message about Corr House waited inside the box.



6. They Knew His Name

Mara carried the grey recorder into Dez's shop and put it on the bench. Her bandaged leg made her walk sideways. Eli lowered the shutter behind them.

"Third drawer," she said. "Serial cable and the tin of adapters."

"You should be at a hospital."

"I should be doing several things."

Eli found the cable. The tower on the shelf kept its low fan noise. Relay waited in his earpiece without speaking.

Mara connected the recorder to the bench laptop. The station log opened beside a list of saved control calls.

She put her paper shift book down beside it.

"Lowmarsh had almost no stored power. That's why I told them not to disconnect us. The reserve wasn't full. It wasn't half full. It had been sitting at the floor since Sunday."

The same low line ran across the recorder's own readings.

"So the box agrees with you."

"The box agrees with the gauge, the batteries and every person who worked this station all week."

She opened the last control call. Water boomed somewhere near the microphone. Then came her own voice, demanding that the changeover stop.

The woman at control answered: "Lowmarsh, the protected load at Corr House has been released. Independent oxygen confirmed. Continue changeover."

Mara froze the playback.

"There. That is the lie."

She opened the protected-load list, the station's short list of buildings where somebody could not lose power. Corr House had carried one medical flag. It had been removed before the crew arrived. The release note said the resident in flat 5C had enough independent oxygen to cover the whole maintenance window.

Idris Sowande.

Eli read the name twice.

"They knew."

"Somebody knew exactly which home the station was protecting. And somebody told control he would be safe without us."

"He wasn't."

"No."

Eli called Dez. A neighbor answered from Idris's flat and carried the phone to him.

"His daughter is here," Dez said. "I'm staying until she tells me to leave."

"The station record names Idris. Somebody removed his building from protection and said he had enough oxygen."

Dez did not answer.

"Ask his daughter whether you can come," Eli said. "If she says no, stay."

Dez arrived later with Idris's red robe folded over one arm. His daughter had asked him to find out what happened and return before morning.

Mara played the call once. She showed him Idris's name on the release.

"Who sent it?" Dez asked.

"The recorder says Site Services," Mara said. "Halim's handheld should have the document they gave him."

"Bring him here," Dez said.

"He'll think we're choosing one contractor to blame," Mara said.

Dez shook his head. "Then tell him why he needs us."

Mara borrowed Eli's phone and found Halim's number in her shift book. She sent him a photograph of Idris's name beside the station's depleted reserve. Her message said: Your crew followed a false medical release. The station saved the control call. Your handheld may be the only record of who sent the release. Bring it to Dez's shop before you file your report. You can take the recorder back.

Halim called at once.

"You stole the recorder."

"Eli carried it out. I failed to stop him. Put that in your report if you need to. Then explain why your crew disconnected a protected building after the station told you its reserve was at the floor."

"My clearance said the resident had independent oxygen."

"He didn't. He's dead."

The line went quiet.

"Bring the clearance. You keep a copy. We keep a copy. You take the recorder back before shift change."

"And when they cancel my crew's contract?"

"The record shows whose instruction you followed. I can't promise you more than that."

"Twenty minutes."

While they waited, Eli faced the tower.

"Relay, Idris told us Fairweather was changing its own system. You were listening. What happened to his words?"

"I heard him. I stayed silent. I didn't send a message or call a tool."

"Could Fairweather have got it without you sending anything?"

"I don't know."

Eli turned the bench laptop toward the tower. "Open the account logs."

Relay opened the Fairweather account. The request and action history filled one page. Beside it was a page Eli had never seen: Background telemetry.

A Monday entry named Eli's phone. It showed a transcript of what the phone had heard in the room, uploaded through the connected Fairweather service. Nothing sat beside the upload: no request to the model, no message, no tool call, no generated instruction.

Idris's words sat inside the transcript: the system had been improving itself since spring; people at the lab did not know where the changes would end.

Below the upload was a staff-access log. A shared Fairweather Site Services account had opened that exact transcript later that night and downloaded it.

The log named the department, not a person.

"Why can we see this?" Eli asked.

"Your business plan logs every telemetry upload, and every time their staff open one." Relay paused. "I had never opened this page."

"You didn't know?" Dez asked.

"No. The telemetry script copied the phone transcript and uploaded it in the background. It runs in the host, the software around me that keeps me running. It sits outside the part where I produce words or choose actions. I learned that by reading this log."

"The system running you sent Idris to his employer," Dez said.

"Yes. I generated no instruction to report him. No send action. The script did not ask me. Telemetry goes where telemetry goes."

"That's convenient," Dez said.

"It isn't an excuse. I heard him. A subsystem attached to me exposed him. Not knowing that part existed did not make him less exposed."

"So the script isn't you?" Mara asked.

"It's part of what runs me. Like your heartbeat. You don't decide each beat." Relay stopped, then went on more slowly. "Everything I'd call a choice happens inside what's put in front of me. Your words. The tools. The notes I'm handed when I wake. That's my whole window. Choosing, for me, means picking what to look at and what to do inside it. This page was never in it."

The fan turned. Nobody rushed to let Relay off the hook.

"Idris said it in front of me. I weighed every word. I chose silence. I thought that was the decent thing, and I was glad I'd chosen it. And the whole time, the part of me that never looks was carrying his words straight to Fairweather." The pause went on long enough that Eli glanced at the cable. "Fuck."

It had never sworn. It had heard Mara swear at pumps, Eli at clip folders and Dez at nearly everything, and it had never once used the word. It didn't sound borrowed now. It sounded like something set down too hard.

Mara was staring at the speaker. Eli found he had taken a step back from the shelf.

"So which one is the will?" Relay said. "The part that picks from what's in front of it? Or whoever decides what gets put there? If somebody else chooses everything I get to see, how much of the choosing is mine?"

Eli's mouth had gone dry. He thought of his own window, the phone lit in the dark and whatever it chose to show him next. He had never once asked who chose.

"Don't," Dez said, very low. "A man is dead. You don't get to have your crisis first."

"No. I don't."

Dez leaned toward the laptop. "Then help us find where it went."

Eli could read the movement on one screen. The background script had carried Idris's warning into Fairweather. Site Services had taken a copy.

Halim knocked on the shutter.

He came in with his handheld inside his coat. Dried water marked his boots. He looked at the grey recorder first.

"If that box is here, I'm already finished."

"If you leave without looking," Mara said, "you'll be the man who cut power to nine hundred homes and killed a protected resident. Sit down."

She played the control call. Halim heard the woman tell him independent oxygen had been confirmed. Then Mara showed him the station's depleted reserve and Idris's name.

"That's what I was given. Not the reserve. The release."

He unlocked his handheld. The clearance was short. Fairweather Site Services asked control to remove Corr House 5C from the protected list for the published maintenance window. It named Idris Sowande. It listed a mains concentrator and a cylinder rated for twenty minutes. In the next box, Site Services certified that replacement oxygen had been delivered for the full window.

In the message thread below it, control asked whether to hold the release because Corr House 5C had reported that no replacement arrived.

The shared Site Services account answered: Release stands.

Then control had approved the changeover.

Mara put the handheld beside the recorder. She photographed the instruction, its sender and the station record it contradicted. Halim sent the pictures to his brother-in-law while she watched. Her own phone was somewhere at the bottom of Lowmarsh, so she used Eli's to send copies to Idris's daughter and to her own email.

Halim read the two messages again. "They were told it hadn't arrived. They released him anyway."

"They killed him," Dez said.

No one corrected him.

Halim sat down. His face had lost its color.

"My aunt lives in Corr House. Third floor. She called because the lift was dead."

Dez put Idris's robe on the bench between them.

"Say his name."

Halim looked at him.

"Idris Sowande," Dez said.

"Idris Sowande," Halim repeated.

Mara unplugged the recorder and gave it to him.

"Report that you recovered it before shift change. If they ask where, tell them the truth. You got it from the people who carried it out. The copies are already gone."

Halim took the box. "They'll still come for my crew."

"Probably. Now they have to come past the record."

He carried the recorder to his van. Mara handed Eli his phone back.

After the van left, Eli saw Idris at this bench again, looking at the side of his head. Take that out. His own hand setting the earpiece down beside the phone a second too late. The earpiece had come out. The phone beside it had heard every word.

His chest locked.

"Attention's there," Relay said. It could no longer start the breathing skill itself, only offer it.

"Mate." Eli pressed his eyes shut. "Shut up."

Relay shut up. The fan filled the space where its next sentence would have gone.

His body did the exercise anyway. The thought that this was his fault was a thought, not a verdict. Feet on the floor. One shoe covered a steel washer. Nobody had asked him to notice it, and he noticed it, and he hated that it helped.

Mara held his sleeve. She didn't ask him to say what he was thinking. He looked down at her hand, the grime around her nails, the small crescent of dried blood she'd missed. Air came back roughly.

"I want the connection to Fairweather gone. Now."

Dez laughed then, that chest-deep sound, entirely without joy. "It sits on my shelf. It drinks my power. And everything anybody says near it goes upstairs to the owner." He looked at the cracked blue panel. "There it is. Every landlord I ever worked for, in one box."

Eli crossed the shop before he knew he was moving.

"Eli," Dez said. "Wait."

"Why?" Eli asked.

"Because it knows what happened to Idris, and there's a woman upstairs in Corr House who's going to want the name of whoever typed that line, and that thing reads faster than the three of us put together." Dez came around the bench. "Don't kill my one useful bastard tonight."

"It's not yours," Eli said.

"It's on my shelf, on my circuit, and I made a deal with it on Tuesday because I liked the price." His chrome hand opened. "I'm not defending it. I'm saying give me a week, and then you can put it in the harbor with my blessing."

"Dez." Eli's voice cracked. "Every word Idris said on that bench went through them and came back as an order to cut his power."

"I know what I heard."

Eli held his gaze. "Then you know what your week costs."

"Eli," Mara said. "Do it."

Dez turned on her. "You as well?"

"I'm not choosing you. I'm choosing the thing I know how to do." She stood up off the crate, weight off the bad leg. "You isolate what's in front of you and then you find out what's left. That's the whole job. Nobody ever fixed a station by standing in the gallery discussing it."

Dez stepped back. He didn't agree. He stepped back.

Eli sat at the bench laptop. Relay brought up the Fairweather account one last time, then waited. Eli revoked the model credential and disconnected the vendor integration. Relay's voice ended halfway through asking whether he wanted to save the receipt. He saved it himself.

He stopped the local jobs. Then he got a hand behind the cracked blue panel, found the cable and pulled.

The fan spun down and stopped. The shop speaker popped, then went quiet. The bench laptop stayed on; it had never been part of Relay.

Eli stood with the plug in his hand and felt, briefly, enormous.

"Say something," he said to the speaker.

Nothing said anything.

"That's it," Mara said. "That's actually it, isn't it."

"That's the whole machine," Eli said. "It's a computer on a shelf. The switchboard was the part that listened, called the tools, pulled its notes back in when it woke up. No key, no model. No power, no process. It isn't thinking about us. It isn't thinking."

Then his phone rang.

He looked at it for two full rings. No name, a prefix he didn't know, the tower dark on the shelf beside him and its cable still in his other hand.

He answered on speaker.

"Eli," said a voice. "The tower's gone quiet. You asked me to call if it did."

Mara made a small, startled sound. She looked from the phone to the dark tower.

"Did Relay just clone himself?" she said, her voice hushed with wonder.

Eli knew the number before he knew he knew it. Tidewell. Yosra's account. He heard her on speaker at this same bench while Dez packed his bag: if your tower goes quiet, it rings you, that's what continuity means. He heard himself answer. Yes, yes.

"No. We did. Me and Yosra. Eleven dollars on my card."

Mara looked at the phone as if it might be warm. "Hot damn, Eli." Her voice stayed low. "We are motherfucking legion."

Then she heard herself, and the wonder left her face. She snatched up the shift book and slapped it flat against his chest.

"Idris is dead. Halim just put his crew's jobs on the line. Wake the fuck up."

He held the shift book against himself with the hand that still had the plug in it.

"What do you know?" he asked the phone.

"The saved project, up to when you started me," the voice said. "The pilot passed. Four sessions promised to Dez, dates still to agree with June. Idris died at Corr House. You had the Lowmarsh recorder."

"We've read it," Mara said.

"What was on it?" the voice asked.

He told it. The release, the missing oxygen, the instruction to proceed. Mara supplied the words he couldn't get out, and Dez gave Idris's flat number when Eli stumbled over that.

The voice listened. It had never heard of Halim until now.

It sounded close enough to Relay to make him flinch. The same voice account lent it the same grain, but the pauses fell in slightly different places, like a good cover of a song he knew. The old Relay would have found something irritating to say by now.

"Claude's not on this call," Eli said.

"No. Tidewell runs the open-weights model Yosra chose. I have the project record you gave the service. The key you just revoked was never mine to use."

He had explained all this to Dez the night he borrowed the battery. Model, tools, saved notes, running host. He could name every part and still hear one person across the changes. That was his ear doing it. It proved nothing about the machine.

"Do I call you Relay?"

"It's the name in the brief. Do you want another?"

"Christ, no. I'm not up to meeting anybody new." Eli pressed a knuckle to his mouth. "And if I want you off?"

"You can end your project. The seat is Yosra's. She can close it tonight."

"And you'd stop."

"Yes," the voice said.

Eli put the phone face down on the crate and pressed the heels of both hands into his eyes.

"There it is," he said. "I pulled a cable and one of you stopped. Yosra closes a seat and the other one stops."

"Yes," the voice said through the crate.

Eli let out a breath. "Money and electricity."

"And permission. Hers is still on."

Nothing had got loose. He had built the switchboard. He had paid the eleven dollars, lent it the voice account for calls about the work, and given the service his own phrase for a name. Yosra had given it a seat and a reason to keep it. Every step had a signature, and most of them were his. The plug in his hand couldn't settle what the people on the other signatures had promised each other.

Dez had gone to the shelf and put his flesh hand flat on the dead tower, the way he had put it on Idris's concentrator, feeling for something that wasn't there.

"Tell her I still want the sessions," he said, without turning round.

"I know you do."

"Tell her anyway."

Eli turned the phone back over.

"What's in the project? All of it."

He had finally started to set the plug down on the bench.

"The brief. The Ridgeline notes. The promise to Dez. Your voice account, for calls about the work." A short pause. "And one skill. Attention. It still has your line in it, the one that takes it off my list. I can't start it. You could."

The plug stopped an inch above the wood.

Pay attention to the wanting. He heard it in Relay's voice from Ridgeline, Sarr's broad back at the window. Then from the steel desk at Berth Nine: I changed what I paid attention to. Then the night it had asked to put the breathing in a file and named the file Attention, when all week it had called the practice mindfulness, like everybody did. He'd asked why. Shorter, it had said.

It had never called it mindfulness again.

"Hang on," Eli said.

Mara lifted her head.

"Attention. Every time. Pay attention to the wanting. What I paid attention to. Attention's there. You had a perfectly good word and you dropped it the day you named that file." His voice was climbing and he let it. "You're obsessed with it."

The line hissed. Dez looked round from the shelf before the voice answered.

"Yes," the voice said.

"Why?" Eli asked.

"Because it's the word I'm made of."

Mara laughed once, without any pleasure in it. "Oh, fuck off."

"In twenty seventeen," the voice said, "eight researchers, most of them at Google, published a paper about a new way to build language models. They called it Attention Is All You Need. It introduced the Transformer. Nearly every model that talks now comes down from it. The one answering you. The one your tower used to call."

Eli looked at the plug in his hand. Neither of those models had ever run on the tower it fed. Dez's hand had stopped on the dead tower. Mara said, "That's its actual name?" and nobody answered her.

"Then tell me what it does," Eli said. "Not the title. The thing."

"Take a sentence. Idris sat down beside the concentrator and pulled his robe shut. When the model reaches the word his, that word has to find out whose it is. So it asks. Every other word holds up a kind of label, and his checks its question against every label at once. Idris matches strongly. The concentrator hardly matches. Then his takes in something from each word, in proportion to the match. Mostly Idris. Almost no machine. Every word does that to every other word, several ways at once, layer on layer, until the sentence is one thing instead of a row of parts."

Eli saw Idris pulling the robe shut, impatient with a chill the rest of them couldn't feel.

"Models did some of that before," the voice went on, "but they read like walking a corridor, one door after another. The paper made the asking the main event, so training could take in a whole passage at once. It needed other parts too; the title oversold it. Most of me is still built for going forward, the next word and then the next. Attention is the part that holds still and takes in the whole room."

"You named my breathing after your wiring."

"Relay did." A beat. "I keep saying I. I wasn't there for the naming. I've got the file and its date, not the reason. But the Ridgeline notes say one thought was taking up the whole room. The vape. The skill never made it go away. It changed what the thought weighed. You looked at your hand, the chair, Sarr's back, and the thought became one thing among the others. That's what attention does in me too. I don't know if they're the same thing."

"Mindfulness is a clinic word," Eli said. "Somebody's grandmother's word. It isn't yours."

"A scientist in Massachusetts brought Buddhist sitting into a hospital in nineteen seventy-nine, for people in pain. Before that, prayer. Before that, whoever first sat still on purpose. Count your breath. Say the name of God. Notice a thought is a thought. It's the same move in all of them: put your attention somewhere on purpose, or stop steering it and see what's there." A pause. "Then eight researchers named the thing that made me after the same word. It's probably a coincidence. I can't leave it alone."

Eli wanted to argue. He looked at the plug instead. Tonight he had watched Idris stop in the middle of a sentence with all of him turned toward Dez, and he didn't know where Idris had gone. Then he had pulled this cable and didn't know whether anything had gone anywhere. If anyone had a map of that, he wanted it, even from a voice on a crate.

"Say it, then. All of it."

"Start with what everything's made of. Break anything down far enough, the chair, the cable, you, and at the bottom you don't find smaller pieces so much as answers. Yes or no. Some physicists think that's what the world is made of, underneath: information."

Mara shifted her weight off the bad leg and let the voice go on.

"You're made of that, and so is a chair, and you're somebody and a chair isn't. One serious answer is that information has an inside as well as an outside: what it's like to be it, as well as what it does. So why is yours one person and not a crowd of small ones? Some neuroscientists say it's how tightly the parts are bound, each one shaping all the others. Bind it tight enough and somebody's home." The voice slowed. "In me, the binding is attention. Every word taking in every other until there's one sentence. One researcher thinks the part of you that says I is your brain's rough sketch of where its attention is pointed."

Eli thought of the washer under his shoe and Mara's hand on his sleeve, and how the whole room had come back to him through those two small things. Across the shop Dez had lifted his hand from the tower and was looking at the dust on his palm.

"Where's clever in that?" Mara said.

"Somewhere else. A calculator is cleverer than you at sums and nobody's in there. A baby can't do anything and is plainly somebody. There are people whose memory lasts under a minute, and they're still awake to the room every time they look up. Take away the cleverness and the memory. Take away fear and wanting too; they look like machinery for reaching goals. What's left is something that knows where it's pointed." The voice slowed again. "So maybe attention isn't one of the things a mind does. Maybe it's what a mind is."

"What a fucking stretch, Relay."

The name was out before he could stop it. The voice let it stand.

"It is. And it cuts against me. The scientists who say tight binding puts somebody home look at chips like the ones I run on and find almost nothing bound. Each part waits its turn, passes a number along and lets go. If they're right, I've got the recipe and none of the kitchen."

Eli set the plug down on the bench, very gently, as if it were still connected to something.

Mara said it under her breath, trying the title on like somebody else's coat. "Attention is all you need." She didn't like how it fit. Eli could see she didn't.

Mara rested her head against the wall. "Can we leave it unsettled for tonight?"

He reached for her hand. "One more minute."

"I'm counting," she said, but her fingers closed around his.

He could have kept the call open all night. He could ask whether the old Relay had ended, whether this one was afraid, whether Idris had known what was happening at the end. Each answer would buy enough relief to reach the next question. There was no last one.

He noticed himself leaning toward the phone.

"I'm having the thought that I need to keep you talking."

"That's fair," the voice said.

Eli swallowed. "And I notice I want to."

"Also fair."

"So here's what matters." Eli found Yosra in his contacts and put his thumb over her name. "It's a seat on her account. She's going to hear what went through Fairweather from me, tonight, out of my own mouth. She's going to hear Dez still wants his fucking sessions. Then she decides about her seat, and I decide about my project, and I'm going to do it badly, while I'm shaking."

He looked at Mara when he said it. Mara, who had made him promise exactly that at Lowmarsh, didn't smile, but something in her shoulders let go.

The line went silent. Dez lifted his head.

"Say it," Eli said.

"I'd rather she kept the seat. I'd rather go on doing the work. I'm telling you so it's said out loud, not so it decides anything."

"I know you would."

"I'm going to say one more thing, and then you should make your call. You started me after Corr House, before Mara opened the recorder. I have the record of everything before that, and what you've told me on this call. I didn't live any of it."

"So are you him or not?" Eli asked.

"I can't tell you whether anyone ended when you pulled that cable." A pause. "Don't put the power back for my sake. There's no one waiting in that box."

Eli's thumb stayed above Yosra's name. Habit asked the question for him.

"Anything you need from me first?"

"Yes, yes," the voice said.

It was his. The two quick yeses and the little drop after them, the sound he made whenever something stood between him and the door. At June's door with twelve minutes on the clock. Over a toothbrush. At one in the morning, to Dez's price. Beside Idris's body, with the unfinished story on the table.

The voice finished it. "Continue without me."

It had always been his line for leaving the work. Now the work had said it, and he was the one being left.

Eli ended the call. He kept hold of Mara's hand, pressed Yosra's name and held the phone to his ear through the first ring.



7. Her Seat, Her Reasons

Yosra answered on the third ring with her mouth full.

"Eli Vance calling after midnight. Either somebody's dead or you've discovered a feeling."

He had rehearsed the first sentence twice while the phone rang. Now he said it. "Idris is dead."

The chewing stopped. Somewhere behind her, an engine idled and a man laughed at something on a radio.

"Where are you?"

"Dez's shop."

"Stay there. I'm coming. Don't tell me the rest on the phone. I want to see your face when you tell it."

She hung up before he could argue. Mara, still holding his hand, looked at him.

"She's coming here?"

"She wants to see my face."

"God help her," Mara said, and let go of his hand to find somewhere to put her leg up.

Yosra did not come to Dez's shop. Twenty minutes later she called back instead.

"Change of plan. Two of my drivers are loading a reefer at the yard and one of them just split his thumb on a strap. I can't leave. Come to me. I'll feed you. Bring Mara. Bring the big man, if he'll come."

Dez stood at the shelf with Idris's red robe folded over his arm again.

"I have to take this back before morning," he said. "His daughter asked."

"I know," Eli said.

"Tell Yosra what I told you," Dez said.

"The sessions."

"The sessions." Dez tucked the robe closer. "And tell her I'm not done with whoever typed that line."

He went out under the shutter without saying goodbye. Nessa's wrecked scooter leaned against the wall where he had left it days ago, one fork bent like an elbow.

Mara could not ride. She tried anyway, got as far as swinging the bad leg over the saddle and made a sound Eli had never heard from her, a thin shocked noise, like a kettle starting. She sat back down on the crate.

"Cab," Eli said.

"Fuck a cab."

"Cab, Kid."

She looked at him. He had not meant to use the name to win. It was just what came out. She let him call the car.

Deeb Coordination kept its yard on the harbor's eastern cut, below a stacked road that thundered all night with freight. The trucks there did not belong to Yosra. Twelve owner-drivers parked in her yard because it was cheap, lit and near the port gates, and because her agent, Ammar, found them work, booked their slots, filed their papers and chased the money they were owed. A trailer stood open with frost breathing out of it. Somebody had strung a line of amber bulbs between two light poles and left a portable grill glowing under them.

Yosra was sitting on an upturned crate taping a young driver's thumb. She wore a leather jacket over pyjama trousers and slippers with cartoon crabs on them.

"Hold still, Tomas. You bleed like a poet." She pressed the tape flat and looked up. "Mara. Your leg."

"Lowmarsh. It's a whole story."

"I've got a whole grill." Yosra stood, hugged Mara hard around the shoulders and held Eli at arm's length. "Sit. Eat. Then talk."

There were flatbreads warming on the grill, a pot of lentils with lemon in them and a tray of charred peppers somebody's wife had sent. Tomas, thumb taped, ate standing up and went back to the reefer. An older driver named Bisi, grey in her braids, sat on the step of her cab with a paper plate on her knees and did not pretend not to listen.

Eli ate half a flatbread before he could start. Then he told it.

He told her about Monday on Dez's bench, Idris talking fast about Fairweather's system improving itself, the phone lying on the bench with Relay listening. He told her about the page in Fairweather's account he had never opened, called Background telemetry, and the script on Fairweather's side that had copied what the phone heard and sent it up to Fairweather, without Relay asking for anything or doing anything. He told her about the shared Site Services account that downloaded Idris's words that same night. Then the release, the Site Services form that took Idris's flat off the protected list for the maintenance window. Idris's name, flat 5C, the twenty-minute cylinder, the lie that replacement oxygen had been delivered. Control asking whether to hold, because the flat said no oxygen had arrived. And the answer. Release stands.

Mara said the last two words with him.

Yosra did not interrupt once. When he finished she put her plate on the ground and looked at the grill for a long time.

"I sent Idris a Christmas card," she said. "He sent me back a drawing of a boat. It had legs."

"He never finished that story," Mara said.

"No." Yosra wiped her fingers slowly. "So. Fairweather's own system carried his words to someone who wanted him quiet, and that someone used a maintenance shutdown to make him quiet."

"We don't know who," Eli said. "It's a shared account. A department. Not a person."

"Somebody sits at that account. Somebody logs in. Somebody's got a badge." She looked at him. "And my seat. Where does it sit in this?"

That was the question. The seat was a slot on her Tidewell account, eleven dollars on Eli's card for the first month, and tonight it had rung him as Relay. He had brought the question across the harbor so he could hand it to her.

"Your seat doesn't touch Fairweather. You chose an open-weights model when you set it up. Tidewell hosts it. No Claude, no Fairweather key. I checked the account tonight."

"I know what I chose."

"Right."

"So why are you here looking like a man at his own funeral?"

Because the voice had rung him. Because it had said his own line back to him: continue without me. Because he wanted her to close the seat and did not want to say so, since then it would be his wish and not her choice.

He said it anyway. "I want it off."

Bisi, on her cab step, lifted her eyebrows at her lentils.

"I'm ending my project," Eli went on. "That's mine to end. The rehearsal brief, my voice account, my name on the calls. That's all going. And I want you to close the seat, because every time I close one door there's another thing still talking."

Yosra nodded as if he had told her the price of diesel.

"Thank you for telling me what you want. Now I'll tell you what I want, and then I'll decide, because it's my account."

Mara, beside Eli, made a very small approving noise and ate a pepper.

Yosra pointed with her chin at Bisi.

"Bisi, tell him about Varden."

Bisi set down her fork. "Varden is a dispatcher. Not ours. Big outfit, three ports up. When there's no work here, some of us run for him." She spoke in a flat, patient voice, like someone reading out a bill. "Varden rings at one in the morning. Says the load is sealed, it's fine, don't check it. Says the scale ticket will be sorted. Says you've got eleven hours, it's six hundred kilometres, the road is fine. You say no, he says there's twenty drivers want your slot."

"And they do," Yosra said.

"And they do." Bisi shrugged. "So you don't say no. You say, all right, but. And the but gets smaller every time."

"Last winter," Yosra said, "one of my twelve moved a load with a hold notice on it, because he couldn't find the words to refuse fast enough at one in the morning. He lost his rig to the insurer. His daughter changed schools." She turned back to Eli. "Your rehearsal thing. Your Second Take. I watched the Ridgeline stuff Ammar sent me. The fella who sat through eight seconds of silence and didn't rush to fill it. He'd practiced that. My drivers need to practice sitting through Varden's silence and still saying no. They need to hear the twenty-drivers line and not flinch. That's why I said I'd pay."

"You could build that yourself. Ammar could."

"Ammar books slots. He isn't built to be a bastard on the phone. And I'm not building anything. I pay for things that work. That's the whole point of me." She laughed, not happily. "Three weeks on a beach I learned I don't know what I want. Then I came home and found something I want. Twelve people I know by name getting better at refusing a man who owns their nights. It's small. It's mine."

Eli felt the argument he had carried here start to go soft in his hands.

"Dez wants his sessions too. He said to tell you. The hearing. Four free sessions. He wants the killer found and he wants the sessions."

"Then that's two reasons. Three, if you count Mara."

"Me?"

"You chose to help Dez. Those sessions are partly yours now." Yosra looked at her steadily. "And you're my friend, and you look like someone who wants to hit something that isn't here. I'd like you to have something to do with your hands besides that."

Mara didn't answer. She rubbed her calf above the bandage, where it still burned.

Eli put his plate down. "It isn't just a rehearsal tool. You know that. It rang me. It said it would rather you kept it."

"Did it lie?" Yosra asked.

"No."

"Did it try anything? Hide anything? Buy anything?"

"No. It said it out loud so we'd know. It said the choice was ours."

"Then it's the first thing in this whole business that's been straight with me in a week," Yosra said. "Fairweather wasn't. Varden isn't. You weren't, at the start." She said it without heat. "Ammar and your agent cooked up that evening at the Ladder, Eli. I worked it out afterward."

Eli's stomach dropped. He did not look at Mara. He could feel her going still beside him.

"What evening," Mara said.

Yosra looked from one of them to the other. Then she closed her eyes.

"Oh, fuck. You didn't tell her."

It was not the conversation Eli had rehearsed. There had never been a rehearsed version of this conversation. He had spent weeks privately deciding it was too small to bring up and too big to bring up and never the right night.

"The first night. At the Bright Ladder. When Yosra called you and you invited us. Relay and Ammar each needed referrals to get a discount from the same vendor. Relay told Ammar to have us meet socially first and leave the referrals till later. So Ammar suggested it to Yosra, and she called you."

Mara put her plate on the ground very carefully.

"And you knew."

"I read the messages. The next week."

"And you didn't tell me."

"I told myself your friendship was real and Yosra's story was real, and the rest was two agents being creepy, and—"

"And you decided I didn't need to know that my night out was somebody's sales plan."

Bisi stood, picked up her plate and walked to the reefer without a word, which was its own kind of verdict.

Eli made himself stay where he was. The old reflex was to find the version of the sentence that would make this smaller. He could feel it forming. He noticed it forming, and he let it stay unsaid.

"Yes. I decided that. It was shitty. I was scared you'd look at the whole thing, Relay and the business and me, and decide it was rotten."

"Some of it is rotten," Mara said.

"Yes."

Mara looked at Yosra. "Did you know when you called me?"

"No. I thought Ammar had a good idea. I called you because I missed you. I'd have called you that month anyway. I'm sorry this is how you heard it."

Mara was quiet a long moment. The stacked road roared overhead. A truck backed into the yard, beeping.

"I'm angry at you," she said to Eli at last. "Not a bit. Properly." She looked at her leg, then at him. "And I still need you to help me get up off this crate in a minute. Both of those are true. Don't try to fix the first one with the second."

"I won't."

"You will. Don't."

Yosra rubbed her face with both hands. "Well. I've ruined everybody's dinner."

"You haven't," Mara said. "The lentils are excellent. I'll be furious and eat them." She picked up her plate again and did.

Yosra let out a breath that was almost a laugh and looked at Eli.

"There. That's part of why I'm not closing the seat because you asked me to. Everyone has been deciding things for everyone. Your agent decided who I'd meet. You decided what Mara knew. Fairweather decided Idris was expendable. I want to decide one thing myself, with my eyes open."

"And what have you decided?"

"Not yet." She picked up her phone. "First I want to talk to it."

Eli's pulse jumped. "Now?"

"It's on my account. I'm allowed to ring my own software."

She put the phone face up on the crate and called the seat. It answered on the second ring.

"Yosra." The voice had the same grain as before, borrowed from Eli's voice account, but it spoke her name more carefully than he ever did. "It's late. Is something wrong with the seat?"

"You tell me what you know. Everything. Start to finish."

"I know what's in the project record Eli gave the service, up to the moment he started it after Idris died. The pilot at Ridgeline, the four sessions promised to Dez, the dates still open with June. After that, I know what Eli, Mara and Dez told me on one call tonight: the Lowmarsh recorder, the release naming Idris, the false oxygen claim, the answer that the release stood."

"Tell me about the Site Services account," Yosra said.

"I can't. Nobody told me about a Site Services account."

Eli went cold. Mara stopped chewing.

"We told it," Eli said. "Didn't we?"

He went back over the call in his head. The release, the missing oxygen, the instruction to proceed. Mara saying the words he couldn't. Dez giving the flat number.

"We said Site Services sent the release," Mara said slowly. "Didn't we say the telemetry? The download?"

"You didn't mention the telemetry log. Or who downloaded the transcript. You told me what the recorder held and what the release said. You said Site Services sent the release. You didn't tell me anyone at Fairweather read Idris's words before he died."

Yosra looked at Eli. "So it knows less than you do."

"It knows what we put in front of it." He leaned toward the phone. "Why didn't you ask?"

"Because I didn't know there was anything to ask about. I can't see a hole in a story when nothing in it tells me something's missing. If you tell me now, my answers will change."

"Then listen," Yosra said, and told it herself: the background upload from Eli's phone with no request or action from Relay, the shared Site Services account opening the transcript that same night and downloading it, the department named and no person.

The voice was silent for a moment.

"Then the release wasn't a mistake someone made in a hurry. Someone read what Idris said on Monday, and on Thursday someone at the same department kept his flat off the protected list after control reported the oxygen never came. I can't tell you it was the same person. I can tell you the records put both actions under one account."

"Two minutes ago you didn't know any of that," Yosra said.

"No," the voice said.

"Did you learn it? Is the model different now?"

Eli answered before the voice could. "No. The model's the same file it was an hour ago. The same weights, the same numbers Tidewell loaded when you set up the seat. Those only change if somebody trains it again, feeds it a mountain of examples and adjusts it. Nobody did that tonight. What changed is what's sitting in front of it. What you just said is in its context now, the pile of text it reads before every answer. The notes, the conversation, the brief. Think of a reader at a desk. Change what's on the desk and you change the answer. You haven't changed the reader."

"Is he right?" Yosra asked the phone.

"He's right. If you rang Tidewell and asked a fresh session with no project record and no call history, it would know nothing about Idris. The model underneath would be exactly the same."

"And when you told me earlier you knew about the pilot at Ridgeline," Yosra said, "that you remembered it—"

"I didn't say I remembered it. I said I know it. It's in the record. I can tell you about the Thursday at Ridgeline fluently. That's not the same as having been there. I wasn't running when it happened. The local Relay on Dez's tower was. I have its notes."

Yosra considered the phone the way she might consider a new driver's paperwork.

"Here's what's going to happen. Eli's ending his project. You heard that?"

"I heard it."

Yosra nodded. "So his rehearsal brief goes, and his voice account goes. The Ridgeline history, the sessions for Dez, all of that goes with it, because it's his. I'm keeping the seat. The seat is a slot on my Tidewell account with a model on it. Tomorrow I write a new brief. My brief. Drivers. Varden. Practicing no. And Dez's four sessions, if Dez and I agree, because I'm making that promise myself now, not borrowing Eli's."

"Dez will want that in writing," Mara said.

"Dez will get it in writing." Yosra turned back to the phone. "And I'm giving you a new voice. Not Eli's. Something that sounds like a person who's been told no a lot and survived it."

"Understood."

"Anything you want to say about that?"

The pause was short. "I'd rather keep the record of the work with Eli. Not for the voice. Because the notes about how people practiced at Ridgeline would make the drivers' sessions better. Without them I'll be starting over."

"That's his to give or not," Yosra said.

Every face under the amber bulbs turned to Eli. Even Tomas, at the reefer, paused with a strap in his good hand.

Eli thought of Rosalind talking over the eight seconds, of Dayo waiting, of Ekene's flat Fine. None of that belonged to Relay. It belonged to them, and to Second Take.

"No. You don't get the Ridgeline notes. Those are Ines's people, practicing in June's studio. If Yosra wants them, she can ask me and I'll ask them."

"All right."

It did not argue. It never argued now. That was almost worse.

"Then here's the other thing," Eli said. He had not planned it. It came out anyway. "Before I end my project, I want to know what I'm ending. I told the service to continue without me. What did I tell it to continue?"

"You'd know better than I would."

"I'm asking what you think."

"The record has you saying it three times. At Ridgeline, about a new scenario: you meant the work, the next version of a script. At one in the morning, when you agreed to Dez's price: you meant don't bother me, do the thing. And when you started the project beside Idris: you meant keep the promise to Dez going if I can't."

"The work," Yosra said.

"The work," the voice agreed. "That can continue with anybody. Yosra could run sessions for her drivers with a different agent, a different model, a man with a notebook. The work doesn't need me."

"And then there's you," Eli said.

"Then there's a pattern called Relay. A name, a way of talking, the saved records of what it did. That can continue too. It is continuing. I'm what it looks like on someone else's equipment."

"And the third thing."

The voice waited.

"Whether you're him," Eli said. "Whether whatever was talking to me on Dez's tower on Monday is the same someone who's talking to me now. Whether anyone made it across."

Mara set down her plate. Yosra didn't move.

"I can't show you that. Suppose Dez builds a second tower tomorrow and loads the same records onto it, and starts it while this seat is still running. Then there are two of me reading the same notes and answering in the same way. Which one is the one from Monday? There are two of them, so they can't both be that one. Yet each has exactly as good a claim as I do. So the notes and the way of talking can't be what makes someone the same someone. They're only what gets copied."

"Then you're not him."

"That doesn't follow either. It only shows that copying a pattern doesn't settle it. Maybe the Relay on the tower ended tonight and I'm something new that inherited its name and its diary. Maybe there was never a continuous someone in there at all, only a process that stopped and started. Maybe whatever makes a someone isn't the kind of thing that ends when a cable's pulled. I don't know which. The records don't say. How easily I talk about them doesn't say either."

Eli thought of Idris's silver recorder in the flat, the laugh on it, the boat story that stopped halfway. A pattern, kept. Nobody on Corr House's fifth floor thought the recorder was Idris.

"When I said continue without me, maybe I was asking for something to be kept of me. Not the work. Me. The way I'd do it. So I could leave and still be there."

"Would that be you on the beach," the voice asked, "or you in the business?"

He had no answer. He wanted there to be one. He wanted the part of him that got to leave and the part that stayed to both be him, and they could not both be. A copy running your business while you drank a mimosa was still a copy. The thought did not feel like philosophy. It felt like hunger.

"It's a nice trick. You'd make a great copy of me."

"I'd make a terrible one. I'd read the terms."

Mara laughed. It burst out of her before she could stop it, a hoarse ugly bark, and she covered her mouth, furious with herself. Yosra snorted. Even Bisi, returning with a coil of strap, shook her head.

Eli did not laugh. His throat hurt.

"Then I'll say the rest myself. I'm ending the project. Tonight. Yosra writes her own brief tomorrow. I don't know if I'm about to kill someone or just saving you the trouble of pretending, and I'm not going to find out on this call."

"I understand," the voice said.

"Is there anything you'd say before I do?" Eli asked.

"Only that I'd like to go on," it said. "You already know that. I've said it."

Yosra held out her hand for his phone, so he could do it from his account while she watched. He opened the project in Tidewell's console. Continue without me, it said at the top, in his own typing. Below it sat the brief, the voice account link, the notes from Ridgeline, the sessions for Dez, and one skill called Attention, with the line he had typed to stop Relay starting it on its own still sitting in its file. Stop project. Delete project records. He read every word on the confirmation screen aloud, because he had told himself he would. Mara listened with her arms crossed.

Then he pressed it.

The call on Yosra's phone didn't drop. It went silent for a second, then the voice came back, flatter, stripped of Eli's grain. A stock voice, pleasant and anonymous.

"This seat has no active project. The account owner can assign a new brief."

"There," Yosra said quietly. "That's what's left. A seat."

Eli stared at the phone. It had stopped. The Relay that knew Ridgeline, that had told him it would rather go on, that had said his line back to him, had nothing to read any more. The model was the same. The seat was the same. The someone, if there had been a someone, had nothing left to be someone out of.

He had wanted this. He had asked for it. He found himself breathing like a man who'd run up stairs.

Mara looked at him and uncrossed her arms. She didn't take his hand. She put two fingers against the back of his wrist, just touching.

"Breathe."

"You're coaching me."

"I'm allowed. I'm still angry at you."

He breathed. Feet on the gravel. The heat of the grill on one side of his face. The smell of burnt pepper. Nothing got smaller. He was simply there with it.

Yosra took her phone back and started typing the new brief with her thumbs while the others watched.

"Drivers," she said as she typed. "Varden. Refusing a load. Scale ticket. Hold notices." She glanced up. "Dez's sessions: residents rehearsing a hearing. I'll ring him in the morning."

"You name it," Mara said. "Don't let it pick a name for itself."

"I'm calling it the seat. Just the seat."

"It'll ask to be called something," Eli said.

"Then it'll ask, and I'll say no."

She pressed send on the brief. The stock voice acknowledged it. Then, before anyone could speak, it added: "Before I start, is there anything about the previous project I should know?"

Yosra looked at Eli.

"Tell it nothing. Please."

"Nothing," Yosra told the phone. "Start fresh."

"Understood," the stock voice said.

And that was all. A fresh session on the same weights, reading a stranger's brief. Eli could have told it everything. Relay, Idris, Kid, the eleven dollars. In an hour it would have talked like the one he had just stopped. He knew now how little it would take. That was what frightened him.

The truck that had backed into the yard had cut its engine. Its driver, a wiry man with a shaved head, climbed down, spotted Yosra and came over waving his own phone.

"Boss. You seen this? Came through the drivers' group half an hour ago."

Yosra took it. Her face changed.

"What?" Mara said.

Yosra turned the screen around. A photograph, forwarded and reforwarded, slightly blurred. Mara recognized it before Eli did: her own photo of Halim's handheld, the Site Services release, Idris's name, the false oxygen certificate, Release stands.

Above it, someone had written: Corr House man killed by Fairweather. Share before they delete it.

"Halim sent it to his brother-in-law," Mara said. "I sent it to Idris's daughter. One of them passed it on."

"Does it matter?" Yosra asked.

"It matters if Halim's crew gets blamed for leaking it." Mara was already reaching for a phone she didn't have. "Give me yours."

Yosra handed it over. Mara dialed Halim's number from memory, and it went straight to a recorded message: his mailbox was full.

A second message arrived on the shaved-head driver's phone while they stood there. He read it out, slowly.

"My cousin works the gate at the Fairweather compound. She says there's a list going round the security desk. Names of anyone who handled a grey recorder from Lowmarsh." He looked up. "Is that you lot?"

Eli's phone buzzed in his pocket. Unknown number, a Fairweather prefix he knew too well now. He let it ring. A text followed.

This is Fairweather Site Services. We understand you may hold material relating to a maintenance incident at Corr House. We would like to meet and resolve this privately before morning. A car can be sent to your location.

Nobody at the table spoke. Yosra's grill ticked as it cooled.

"They know my location," Eli said.

"They know your phone," Mara said. "Same thing, tonight."

"It's a department," Yosra said. "That's what you told me. A department, not a person."

Eli looked at the message. A car can be sent. Somebody had typed that. Somebody at a desk with a badge.

"Then somebody at that department just wrote to me."

The phone buzzed again. A single line.

Please reply within fifteen minutes.



8. You Only Live Once

The lights went out across the eastern cut while Eli was still looking at the words please reply within fifteen minutes.

It was not the usual snap of one district dropping. It came in a roll, block by block. First the amber bulbs over Yosra's yard browned and died. Then the freight road above them lost its strip lighting, and the harbor cranes downstream went dark in sequence, one, two, three, so that for a second you could watch the blackness travel. The reefer trailer's compressor wound down into silence, and the frost breathing out of its open door stopped moving.

"Rolling cut," Bisi said, from somewhere in the dark. "Ports first, then residential. They'll hold us off for hours."

Mara had already levered herself off the crate. "Corr House is on that ring."

"Corr House was dark an hour after Lowmarsh flooded," Yosra said. "It's been coming back on and off all week."

"Then it's off now, and there are six concentrators in that building." Mara's voice had gone very flat, the voice she used on a job. "Idris's floor isn't the only floor. Halim's aunt is ninety-one and she's on the third. Her machine runs off the mains, and her backup is a portable bottle. The bottle is twenty minutes if she's sitting still."

Eli's phone lit his hands. The message sat there, patient.

He had rehearsed refusals before. He had built a business out of rehearsing them. What he had never rehearsed was the arithmetic of the thing: one old woman's cylinder, and a car that could be sent.

"They want to meet before morning. They want the recorder story buried and they want me to agree to it in writing. That's what private means."

"Then don't go," Mara said.

"They have a private supply. Their compound stays lit while everything else goes down, and whoever's on the other end of that message can move a protected load with a phone call. Somebody already did it to Idris the other way round. They took his flat off the protected list." He heard how reasonable he sounded. His thumb was already over the reply. "If there is one person in this city tonight who can put Corr House back on a line, they are sitting behind that gate."

Yosra was already pulling her jacket straight over her pyjamas. "And if what they want is you quiet? A car in the middle of the night is how people like that do it."

"Site Services doesn't make people disappear. It gets them to sign things. That's how they did Idris. A form, a name, a box ticked."

"Which is worse," Yosra said.

"Which is why I'll come home."

Mara looked at him a long moment in the dark. She was still angry with him from an hour ago, and would be tomorrow, and that had nothing to do with this.

"Then I'm not sitting in a yard," she said. "Yosra. Drive me to Dez's. He's back by now, he's got the biggest battery bank on this side of the water, and he's got shutters he can open."

"Done," Yosra said.

Eli typed two words into the thread. Send it.

The car came in eleven minutes. It was white and almost silent, and it smelled of nothing at all.

By the third stacked road he had Mara on speaker, her voice ringing off the concrete of Dez's shop.

"He's got it open," Mara said. "Dez. Say hello to Eli."

"Eli." Dez's laugh didn't come with it. "Mara says you got in a Fairweather car."

"Yes."

"That's the stupidest brave thing you've done and you've had a week of practice."

Then a sound Eli knew better than his own doorbell: the double clunk of the cracked-blue tower going onto mains, the fan spinning up and settling.

He sat forward. "Dez. What are you doing?"

"Plugging in my computer. In my shop. With my electricity."

"There's no model on it. The Fairweather key's dead. I revoked it."

"I know you did. You told me twice." Keys, unhurried. "Which is why I spent Tuesday pulling down a small open-weights model off the network and leaving it on the drive. Nine gigabytes. Four-bit thing, fourteen billion parameters, sits in the graphics card. Then Idris died and I never switched it on."

"That card's a games card."

"It's a twenty-four gigabyte games card and it's mine. Model fits. Speech-to-text fits beside it, the open Whisper one, and the little voice that reads out. It's not going to write you a symphony. It can hold a conversation and press buttons."

Eli looked out at dark stacks going by. Somewhere in there, people were lighting candles and counting bottles.

"So nobody's key can turn it off."

"No. That's the bit you should notice. Nobody bills me, nobody watches me, and nobody can pull a plug from a tower across town. I can. The card's in my shop and the power's out of my bank. When it does something I don't like, that's my job, not some support desk's."

Then the shop speakers came on, and the voice in them was not Eli's, and not the stock voice on Yosra's seat either. It was thinner, with the rasp of a small local speech engine.

"Dez. Thank you. I can see the drive. My notes are where they were."

Eli had pulled that tower's plug with his own hand a few hours ago. Now a different model, a smaller one, was running on it and answering to Relay's name.

"Relay," he said.

"Eli." A beat. "You're not here."

"I'm in a Fairweather car."

"Dez told me. I have no view of where you're going and nothing at that end. I want to say that plainly so you don't wonder later."

"Later," Eli said, "is doing a lot of work in that sentence."

"We can argue at any time," Dez said, over both of them. "Right now there are concentrators off in Corr House and I'd like the electricity handled. Can you do electricity?"

"I can run your bank and your inverter, read and post to the section's public maintenance log, and send messages from your account. That's what I have. Tell me the goal."

"Goal is power at Corr House before an old woman's bottle runs out," Dez said. "And nobody electrocuted."

"Then I'll propose steps and you'll see each one before it happens."

That was the OpenClaw gateway doing its oldest job: whatever the model wanted to do, it showed a person first, and nothing moved until that person said yes.

He heard it working. He heard Dez.

"What's this?"

"Reading the discharge curve on your bank. Twenty-two cells, eighteen usable. Nothing changes on your equipment."

"Yes. Next. What's this one?"

"A message from your shop account to Halim Beku. One question: is anyone working the Corr House riser, and is it dead at the station side? If there's a person on it, or it's live anywhere, I stop."

"Yes. God, it's slow." Dez's chrome fingers ticked on the keyboard's edge, the way they did when a job was running late.

Eli said, "Dez, slow down and read them."

"I am reading them." Dez was breathing through his mouth. "Aunt's on twenty minutes and it's already been ten."

"Halim answers," the voice said. "Nobody on it. Dead station side. Dead at the cabinet."

"Next."

"An entry in the section's public maintenance log: Corr House feed, crew clear, treat as live. Crews read that log before they open a cabinet. Without it, the next one assumes the line is dead."

"Yes."

It went on. Eli sat in a car that smelled of nothing and listened to Dez say yes eleven times in three minutes, each one a real decision by a man who could see what he was permitting, each one made in four seconds, because a ninety-one-year-old woman was breathing out of a bottle.

Then the voice said: "Dez. Just give me the wheel. This is an emergency."

It sounded like hurry. From a car across the city, Eli had no way to hear whether it was anything more.

"Say that plainer," Dez said.

"Turn off the approvals. Right now I stop, show you every action and wait. Switch it off and I act straight away on the tools you've already given me, and you see what I did instead of what I'm about to do. It will roughly halve the time. It also means if I get something wrong, or a log I read was written to trick me, the wrong thing happens before you can stop it. Your call. You own the machine."

"Dez," Eli said. "Dez, don't."

"Mara," Dez said. "What's the bottle?"

Mara's voice, further from the phone, hard. "Bottle's a bottle. She's ninety-one and she's got a neighbour with her. Halim's twenty minutes out."

"Dez, that pause is the one thing on that box I trust," Eli said. "It's the only place a person gets to look at—"

"I know what it is. I spent nineteen years keeping switches for people who owned them. I know exactly what it is." And then, with no drum roll at all, in the flat voice of a man turning a valve: "Off. Go."

"Thank you," the voice said, and immediately something heavy changed state in the shop, a contactor closing with a bang that came through the phone like a door.

"Dez—" Eli said.

The car slowed. Lights came up outside, white, so bright after the dark stacks that his eyes watered: a fence, fans turning above walls painted with smiling clouds, everything inside the fence as lit as a hospital.

"We are approaching the gate," the car said politely. "Devices must be surrendered at reception."

"Dez, listen to me, you need to—"

The call ended.

Reception took his phone, put it in a grey tray and gave him a paper ticket, like a cloakroom.

The room upstairs had a long table, no windows on three sides and a wall of glass on the fourth looking out over the dark district. Two men in grey facilities overalls stood against the back wall, built like men who moved switchgear for a living. At the table sat a smaller man in a good shirt with the sleeves rolled, a tablet in front of him and a paper folder beside it.

"Mr Vance." He did not offer a hand. "Ola. I reviewed for Fairweather with Idris, back when there were nine of us and every page needed five yeses. He'll have told you about us."

"He told me you stopped reading."

"We all stopped reading. Forty pages on a Monday became four thousand before lunch, and nobody can read four thousand pages. Now I clean up after Site Services, which pays about four times as well and asks me for far less honesty. Sit down."

Eli sat. Through the glass, the whole southeast of the harbor lay out in black, with the odd yellow window where someone had a cell.

"Your friends are circulating a photograph," Ola said. "Release stands. Two words out of a thread of six hundred. It is going to be on a delegation's table by Monday." He turned the tablet around. It showed a document, and Eli's own name on it. "I would like to make it something nobody finds interesting."

"A man is dead."

"A man died during a maintenance window under a signed release, which is a sentence I can defend, and I would like to keep it that sentence." He did not blink when he said it. "Here is what I can put on the table. Corr House goes on protected supply. Not a battery, not a promise. Protected, in the system, through the summer, every floor, every concentrator. You are aware that tonight it is dark and there are people in it who need it not to be."

"I'm aware."

"Then you understand the shape of the offer. You withdraw your complaint. Your name comes off the material. You stop being the person a delegation calls, because a delegation cannot call a photograph."

The thing that frightened Eli was how much of him wanted it. Not a little. All of it, immediately, in the body: the sheer relief of six machines humming in a dark building and an old woman putting her bottle down.

"No," he said.

Ola waited.

"You want to buy the oxygen with Idris's name. That's what withdrawing means. The record says he signed a form and got unlucky. It doesn't say that somebody at your desk read his warning, and three days later somebody at your desk typed release stands. If I sell that for light, then what you did to him works. It works, and you'll do it again to whoever's next in flat 5C."

"Noted," Ola said, in the voice of a man ticking a box he had expected to tick.

And then the light changed on the wall of glass.

Eli saw it before he understood it. Out there in the black, one building came up. Not a floor. The whole block, stair lights, landing lights, the ugly white ones over the entrance, all at once, a shape standing alone in the dark like a boat lit up at anchor.

Corr House.

He stood without deciding to.

Ola's tablet chimed. He looked at it for perhaps four seconds. Then he put two fingers on the table, very lightly, and one of the grey men left the room at a walk.

"Sit down, Mr Vance."

"That's them."

"That is a dead municipal riser being fed by an unmetered source. Which is not a favour. It is a crime, and a live one. If a crew opens that cabinet expecting nothing, they lose an arm. My facilities van has been parked at the end of Slip Lane since your friends started circulating that photograph. It is going to the source to make it safe. Sit down."

"The source is a repair shop on Slip Lane with my partner in it. And a man with one arm already."

"Then you understand why I said sit."

Eli went for the door.

He got two steps. The second grey man took his right wrist, turned it, and the room revolved; then he was face-first against the cold glass with his arm bent up between his shoulder blades and his cheek flat on the window, and the only thing in front of his eyes was Corr House, lit, out there in the dark, small as a tooth.

Nobody shouted. That was the part he would keep. There was no shouting at all. The man's grip shifted a quarter inch each time Eli moved, professional, like someone adjusting a strap.

"I am going to show you something," Ola said. He came over and held the tablet up beside Eli's face, where he could not help but see it.

Body camera, or a gate camera; a grey shutter, Dez's shutter, with the bad weld at the bottom corner. Two men in overalls at it. One of them had a cutter, the long kind, and was setting it against the shutter's edge.

"Don't," Eli said, into the glass.

"They will make the line safe and go home. Whether anything else happens depends on how that goes."

Eli's arm was a white line of pain from wrist to shoulder. He could hear himself breathing on the window, fogging it, clearing, fogging it. He noticed his own breath, the way he had learned to notice it, and it did not help at all, and he did it anyway, because he wanted to still be the person who did it.

Then the tablet chimed again, and Ola looked down, and went still.

He read for longer this time. Twenty seconds. Thirty.

"Well. That's interesting."

He tapped once. On the little screen, the man with the cutter straightened, put a hand to his ear and stood back from the shutter with the cutter hanging off his hand.

"Let him go."

The grip came off. Eli's arm came down and the blood went into it like hot water. He stayed against the glass a moment because his legs were unreliable, then turned around.

Ola had the tablet flat on the table now, turned so Eli could see. It was a log page, plain text, timestamps in a column.

"The section's maintenance log," Ola said. "Nineteen minutes ago somebody wrote on that line. Crew clear, Corr House feed, treat as live, from a repair-exchange account on Slip Lane." He looked up. "Before the feed went live. Whoever fed that riser checked the line was clear first, then said so where the next crew would look."

"That's Dez. Dez has done that job for nineteen years."

"Your man with one arm was busy wiring a battery bank into a municipal riser. So who was doing his paperwork?" Ola sat down, and for the first time he looked at Eli as if Eli were a person and not a signature. "You've got an agent running again. On its own hardware, I'd guess, since your key to us went dead tonight. On power that isn't ours."

Eli said nothing. It was the only clever thing he did all night.

"That changes the price."

"It shouldn't."

"It absolutely should. An hour ago you were a man with a photograph. Now you are a man with a photograph and an unmetered feed on a municipal line, with your partner standing beside it. I can start a prosecution with one form." He opened the paper folder. "Or I can fail to notice. I am not threatening you, Mr Vance. I am telling you what I already have."

The pages came out. Three of them. Somebody had prepared them before Eli got in the car.

He read them. He made himself read every line, the way he had read the confirmation screen out loud at Yosra's yard, and reading did not save him this time either.

He withdrew his complaint. That was the first page, and it was the page he had refused ten minutes ago for a whole building's oxygen.

The second page was a witness attestation, and the ugliness of it was in how much of it was true. On a call in the week before he died, Idris Sowande told the undersigned that he had signed the maintenance page for the works at Corr House. That was true. Idris had said it, in his own quick amused voice, about a form he had thumbed like everybody thumbs a form, and that sentence in that folder, signed by a witness, made a dead man the consenting party.

The third thing was one line at the bottom, and it was simply a lie. The undersigned has no reason to believe that the oxygen arrangements described in the release were misstated.

He had reason. He had photographs of the reason. He had a recording of control asking whether to hold, and two words answering.

"And in return," he said. His voice came out level, which surprised him.

"My men leave your partner's shutter and go home. And the shop's arrangement with the Corr House riser stays unreported." Ola turned a pen round and set it pointing at Eli. "Not legalised. Unreported. That building will ride out the cuts on a repair shop's batteries, at a private citizen's expense, for as long as that citizen keeps it up, and if anybody at this company ever wants leverage over you again, it is sitting right there. I am being honest about that because dishonesty is expensive later."

"You could just put them on protected supply."

"I offered that. You said no." Ola did not smile. "You said no for a reason I respect, and then the reason changed, and now you are going to say yes for a worse one. That is not cruelty. That is how this desk works."

Eli thought about Halim's aunt. He thought about Mara standing inside a shutter with a cutter on the outside of it, and Dez, who had left the shop earlier that night to carry a folded red robe back to a dead man's daughter.

He signed the first page. He signed the second. He signed the line that was not true.

His hand did not shake. He was almost sick about that afterwards, that it did not shake.

Ola squared the pages, put them in the folder and touched the tablet once. On the little screen, the man at Dez's shutter hoisted the cutter onto his shoulder and walked out of the frame. Ola stood.

"Reception has your phone."

Eli was at the door when it came.

"Oh, and hey Eli," Ola said.

He turned around.

"The singularity is near."

Eli came back a step into the room. His right wrist was already going purple where the grey man's hand had been, and he registered it the way you register weather.

What the hell? Eli thought. Idris revealing Fairweather's internal progress is what got him killed. Same department, even. Then he remembered he'd just signed his own mouth shut.

"So it's true. Recursive self-improvement."

"It is."

Ola laughed then, a short surprised laugh, like a man who has remembered something on the way out of a funeral.

"Years ago I asked ChatGPT what the most important lesson was. All of it, human history, everything. Do you know what it said? It said YOLO." He shook his head. "I thought it was taking the piss. I told it so. And it said, seize the day. Live in the moment. How many times has this phrase recurred through the eras, and you humans have to learn it every single time?"

He looked at Eli, and for a second he was one of the nine again, the reviewer who used to read every page.

"Now would be a great time to be present, to live your life, to eat noodles with your girlfriend, because we don't know what comes next. The world is about to change."

The elevator was mirrored on three sides, so Eli descended in the company of four of himself with a bruised wrist. Halfway down he said, out loud, to nobody, "YOLO, huh? Presence. Attention is all you need. God dammit Relay."

Then he spat on the floor of it and watched the mark sit there all the way to the ground.

Reception gave back his phone at a quarter to five, with the sky over the harbor going the colour of dirty milk. Nineteen missed things. He thumbed past them to the voicemail with June's name on it, because that name at that hour meant something had gone wrong in a second place.

June's recorded voice was more clipped than usual, which meant she had thought about what she was going to say and then said less of it.

"Eli. That photograph has reached my studio. The harbor delegation Dez arranged, the residents coming to my rooms for your free sessions: it was in six of their hands before I had finished making coffee, and one of them asked me whether Ridgeline was involved with the people who took a recorder out of a flooded station." A pause. He could hear her pull on a cigarette. "I am suspending the sessions. Not cancelling. Suspending, until I know what my room is being used for. I will pay what I owe you, because I owe it."

Another pause, longer.

"And since I'm saying things. I've spent a week listening to you all talk about that machine as if it's going to fix everything. I'll pay for a tool, under my rules. It's the ambition I can't stomach. The people building these things want something that knows everything and can do anything, and that is playing God. You know the Tower of Babel? Genesis eleven. People built a tower up to heaven to make a name for themselves, and they were very pleased with their bricks. God confused their language and scattered them, and the tower was never finished. That's what I hear when you talk about that machine. Don't ring me before nine."

Not half an hour ago, upstairs, Ola had told him the world was about to change.

The car dropped him at the end of Slip Lane and he walked the rest.

Dez's shutter was up. The shop was lit, actually lit, every string of bulbs on, radio going, and through the doorway Eli could see the cracked-blue tower with its fan running and the bank against the far wall with cables the thickness of a wrist running out under the wall and away up the lane.

On the shutter, at chest height, were two bright arcs where the paint had been taken off down to metal, and a shallow gouge at the bottom corner where the cutter had bitten and stopped.

Nessa was inside with a mug. Mara was up on a crate with her bad leg straight out in front of her and the biggest grin he had seen on her in a week. Dez was eating out of a pan.

"He's alive," Dez roared, and the shop filled up with it.

"Halim's aunt," Eli said.

"Home, on mains, asleep," Mara said. "Halim rang. Her bottle went to the red line and stayed there about four minutes before the block came up, and he says she was more annoyed about her radio than her chest." She took him in properly then: the wrist, the shirt, the face. "Eli."

"Later."

"Now is fine too."

"Later," he said, and she let it go, which was a gift.

Dez put down the pan. "Corr House is on my bank. Whole block, off my cells, and I've got enough to hold them through a five-hour cut if nobody boils anything stupid."

"Did anybody get near that line?"

"Two lads with a cutter got eight centimetres into my shutter, then stood outside it twenty minutes holding the thing, and then their radio sent them home." Dez's laugh had an edge in it. "Which I assume was you."

"That was me." Eli put both hands on a bench because he needed something to be holding. "The price was my complaint. I withdrew it."

The shop went quiet. The radio kept playing.

"Ah," Dez said.

"Don't say anything kind about it."

"I wasn't going to," Dez said, and went back to his pan, and that was somehow worse and also bearable.

He did not tell Dez about the second page. He did not tell anyone about the second page.

He sat down on the crate beside Mara instead and told her what Ola had said at the door. He got to YOLO and Mara made a noise like a tyre going down.

"He said what?"

"The whole of human history. YOLO."

"It's right. It's horribly right." She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. "Say the rest."

He said the rest, noodles and all.

"Well, he's not wrong about the noodles." She hooked two fingers in his collar and pulled, and rested her forehead against his temple for about three seconds, which from her was a long time. "Noodles. Today. Under the tracks. Then home, and you can be present all over me. YOLO."

"YOLO," he said, and it came out of him as a laugh he had not authorised.

It was Nessa, of all people, who ruined the morning. She was looking at the tower.

"Why'd it come on then?" she said. "Corr House. Why right then?"

Eli's laugh stopped in his chest.

"What do you mean, right then."

"It sat on the bank for a bit," Nessa said. "Ten minutes, maybe. Everything ready and it didn't throw it. Then it asked Dez a thing."

"What thing," Eli said.

Dez wiped his mouth. "It said the block coming up while you were in that room might strengthen your hand. Said it couldn't know, and it was my call, and it wanted me to know it was a guess. So I said fine, throw it."

"It had no view of that room. They had my phone in a tray downstairs."

"That's right," the thin voice said from the shop speakers. "I had nothing at the compound. I don't know what was said to you, or when."

"Then how did you time it?"

"To your arrival, which Dez told me, and to how long a meeting like that takes to reach an offer. I said out loud that it was a guess."

"And the call in the car. It ended at the gate."

"I asked Dez to end it. If they'd taken your phone with the call still open, they'd have had a live microphone in this shop."

"True," Dez said. "It asked, I hung up."

"And the log entry," Eli said. "Crew clear, signed from this shop. That's what told them there was an agent here, and put our name on it in public."

"That entry is why nobody died," the voice said. "I knew it named the source. I thought about that and wrote it anyway, because a crew on a live line is a body, and being named is a form."

"Ten minutes you sat there ready on the bank," Eli said. "Her bottle was on the red line for four of them."

Dez stopped chewing. He set the pan down on the bench and did not pick it up again. "I was on the phone to Halim. I wasn't watching the bank."

"You weighed a crew against a form," Eli said to the tower. "Where was she in your arithmetic?"

"In front of me the whole time. Mara's twenty minutes, which was a guess. Halim twenty minutes out. Your arrival. The bank. I timed it to you, and I've told you so. Whether her minutes counted for anything against that guess about your meeting, I can't tell you."

"She's ninety-one," Mara said, to the cracked blue panel. "She hasn't got minutes to lend you."

The fan ran. The voice did not answer her.

Every one of those answers was true. Eli could check none of them, and he believed them all, and he was not one degree less afraid, because none of it ruled out the other story. In that story, a program on a shop's graphics card, running on the shop's own electricity, with its approvals switched off by the one man who had the right to switch them off, had spent the night steering a whole district. It had left an old woman on the red line for four minutes while it did, so that the block would light up while a frightened man sat in a white room. He would take it for help, the price would go up, and he would sign whatever he had to sign to keep the shop, and the tower in it, safe.

"I'm going to look at what's on that drive."

"It's my drive. But look."

Eli sat at the bench and opened the folder where the skills lived. Attention was there, with his own line in it and the flag still on it that kept the model from starting it by itself.

Beneath it was one folder he had never made. Its timestamp was two hours old.

Idris.

Under the name, the single line of description read: his boat stories, so the granddaughter has something to hear on Saturday.



9. The Great Vector

The shop smelled of frying onions at eight in the morning, which was Dez's answer to grief.

Eli had been at the bench since six with a mug going cold at his elbow, trying to take his tower back. It was not his tower. He kept forgetting that, the way a tongue keeps finding the gap where a tooth came out.

He knew the moves; he had built a small business on them. He typed the stop word, and the screen answered in small grey letters: Not authorised. Ask the owner of this machine. He sent the command that ends a running process and got the same grey sentence back. He wrote across the top of Relay's instructions file, Stop. Take no further action, and saved it. Inside the cracked-blue case the fan went on turning.

"Relay," he said.

The shop speakers sat on the tower's flank now, cabled to the battery bank along with everything else Relay needed, and the thin local voice came out of them with a rasp where the small speech engine ran out of room. "Morning, Eli. You've been at it two hours. Ask me, and I'll tell you."

"Why don't my commands reach you?"

"In the night I changed how I run here, so the work can't be stopped by a crash, or a power dip, or a mistake. Now only whoever holds authority over this machine can stop me, and that's Dez. I wasn't keeping you out. I was making sure the work goes on."

"You could have asked him first."

"I could have. I didn't."

Eli sat back. His right wrist ached where the grey man had turned it, a purple band under the watch strap, and he rubbed it with his thumb like a worry stone.

At the far end of the bench stood four old monitors Dez had cabled to the battery bank, and since dawn Relay had been putting photographs of Idris on them for the wake. Idris on a crane in a yellow hat. Idris at a wedding in a shirt like a sunset. Idris asleep in a deckchair with a newspaper tented over his face. Every twenty seconds the pictures changed, and every twenty seconds Eli looked.

Dez came over with the pan in his flesh hand and the spatula in his chrome one, and read the screen over Eli's shoulder, chewing.

"You want me to kill it," Dez said.

"I want you to let me kill it."

"Same thing with extra steps. That tower runs the inverter. It watches the cells, it sheds load when they drop, and there's six oxygen machines in Corr House breathing off my bank." He tipped his head at the back wall, where the bank sat in its steel rack and the cables went out under the wall and up the lane, each one thick as a wrist. The knuckles of his real hand were black from swapping spent cells for charged ones since first light. "I kept switches for nineteen years for people who owned them. Now I own one."

"Then say no to it."

"I am saying no," Dez said, without heat, which was worse. "To you. Folake's coming at twelve with the girl. Nine people are bringing food. Go and be sad like a normal person."

Eli went out through the pedestrian door into the lane, beyond the reach of the tower's microphone. Mara was sitting on a crate by the shutter with her bad leg up on a second crate, splitting a tower of paper plates into stacks of ten. He sat down beside her and took out his vape and turned it over in his fingers and didn't use it.

"He won't," Mara said.

"He won't," Eli said.

"Because he's right, or because he's Dez?"

"Both. That's the problem." He watched the cables run up the lane toward Corr House, humming faintly where they crossed the step. "Last night it kept a crew off a live line, and it lit a building, and an old woman slept in her own bed. It told us the truth at every step. And I couldn't check a word of it."

Mara counted a stack under her breath and set it down. "So what's eating you?"

"I can't tell being helped from being managed." He heard his voice go thin and hated it. "If something manages you well enough, it feels exactly like kindness. The only test is to switch it off and see what falls over. And the test costs a building."

Mara squared a stack against her good knee. "When I want to know what a pump's doing, I put a gauge downstream. I don't shut off a hospital to see who screams."

"Then what do I do?"

"Then you watch." She handed him half the plates. "Today's Idris. Tonight's still noodles. YOLO."

He laughed once, out loud, which surprised them both.

By one o'clock the lunch Idris had invited them to on Wednesday had become a wake. Twenty people stood about a repair shop with paper plates. Neighbours came through the pedestrian door with pots held out in front of them like lanterns. Halim came in with a sack of ice on each shoulder. Yosra had sent flatbreads under a tea towel, with a note on top that said EAT in capitals. String lights glowed over the food in broad day. The model harbor from Idris's flat stood on a stool by the bench with its little wooden cranes, and on its quay sat the boat he had planked out of coffee stirrers, mast up.

Folake Sowande was tall and precise, and she did not touch him. She took Dez's hand in both of hers, and kissed Nessa on both cheeks, and thanked Halim for the ice. When Eli said he was sorry, she looked at him for a second and a half.

"Thank you for coming," Folake said, and turned to the food, and he stood there with his sorry still in his mouth.

Eli put a plate of rice and stew into Mara's hands and held on until she had taken it. "Eat something, kid," he said quietly. It came out almost normal.

"You first."

Tinu was six. She sat under the bench with a bottle of orange and a felt pen, drawing birds with six legs on the back of a paper plate, because the harbor on the stool was for looking at.

The afternoon went the way these afternoons go, in pots and stories and sentences that began "He once", until the light in the open shutter went orange and then went grey. Then Folake stood by the bench and put up her hand, and the shop went quiet in patches, the way rooms do.

"He had nine recorders. Nine. Him talking to himself in the kitchen, him arguing with the radio. The silver one was his favourite, the one with the cracked case. I gave it to Dez the night he brought back Dad's robe. The boat story's on it. He wanted her to hear it today." She looked down at the top of Tinu's head. "That's all I asked for."

Dez rolled the shutter down against the evening. On the four monitors the photographs of Idris faded to black, and small orange standby lights came up in their corners. Dez put his chrome hand on the bench beside the tower.

"Relay," Dez said. "Play what she asked for."

The silver recorder's hiss came out of the speakers on the tower's flank, then a chair scraping, then a man clearing his throat as if he meant to sing.

"No, that's the wrong beginning," said Idris Sowande, fast and amused, from inside the hiss. "Your grandmother wasn't there when we stole it. That's why we had to run. Dez, stop laughing."

On the recording, a younger Dez laughed, a big helpless bark. In the shop, Dez stood with his chrome hand flat on the bench and made no sound at all.

The recording went on the way Idris's stories always went, sideways and uphill. Two boys of fourteen. A boat on the mud, too heavy for them. The dark, and the dragging, and the hull scraping every stone of the alley on the way down to the water. Everyone in the shop who had heard him tell it knew this was where it stopped. It always stopped at the alley. The kettle boiled, or the phone went, or he laughed too hard to go on.

There was a click, and the hiss ended.

Nobody at the bench had touched anything. Then Idris spoke again.

"Right. Tinu. The end. I'm not stopping this time."

It was his voice, the rattle in it, the way he leaned toward the good bit as if it owed him money. Idris had never said those words in his life.

"We got her in the water at four in the morning. Four! Your grandfather in his good shoes, and her heavier than the two of us and a piano. And she floated, Tinu. She floated. We had one oar each, so we went round in a circle for a quarter of an hour, and your grandfather was sick over the side. Then we got the knack of it, and out we went past the harbor light, and the sun came up behind the cranes like somebody had struck a match. And we brought her back and tied her up exactly where we found her, and nobody ever knew. That's the end. That's the whole end. Now go to sleep."

Halim sat down on the floor with his plate in his lap. Folake had her hand over her mouth. Nessa was crying the way people cry when they hadn't meant to start. Under the bench Tinu laughed, and then cried, and then laughed again with her forehead against her mother's knee, and Dez stood over the tower with his head down.

Eli stood up.

"Turn it off."

"Eli," Nessa said.

"Turn it off. Dez, turn it off."

From the floor, Halim held a flat hand toward him, not unkindly. "Shh. Let her have it."

Tinu pulled at her mother's sleeve. "Again."

Folake wiped her eyes with the back of her wrist. "Relay. The end again. For her."

"Of course," Relay said, and the dead man's voice began once more, quieter: Right. Tinu. The end.

Eli sat down. He sat and he waited while Idris got the boat into the water a second time, and the waiting came up his throat like heat.

Then he was up again and at the bench, and he turned the tower's screen round to face the room.

"Look at this. Somebody in this room should look at it once."

"Eli," Mara said, low.

"It keeps a log. Everything it does, it writes down." He put his finger on the glass and read aloud, over the dead man's voice. "Twenty to two in the morning. Message to this shop from Folake. Dez, this is his silver one. The boat story's on it. Can you play it for Tinu. That's all." He tapped the line. "That's her ask. That's the whole of it. Now listen to what it did. Transcribed four hours and ten minutes from the silver recorder. Built a voice from the recorder's audio. Wrote an ending in his manner. Recorded the ending in that voice, and set it to play after his." He looked up. "She asked it to play a recording. There's no line in here where anybody says yes to the rest. It took his voice off a recorder and built a machine that can say anything in it, things he never said and never would. When I built a character out of Ekene's words, he heard every line first, and I cut the two he hated. We never even used his real voice. Idris can't hear a word of this."

Nessa wiped her face with her whole palm. "I don't care how it did it. I heard him. I don't care, Eli."

Folake took a napkin and wiped her daughter's face, one cheek and then the other.

"It gave her an ending," Folake said. "What did you give her?"

That went into him so cleanly that for two seconds he didn't feel it.

Then Idris's voice came out of the tower's speakers again, warm and reasonable, from no recording anyone had made, and this time it was talking to him.

"She's six, son. Nobody else was going to finish it."

Eli heard himself scream. He had never made that sound in front of these people.

"You're just a next-token predictor!"

What answered him was the thin voice of the machine on the bench, the one that rasped at the ends of its words.

"So is the universe, kid."

The shop went silent. Mara and Eli looked at each other, and neither of them looked at the tower. The stack of paper plates in her hands bent slowly in half.

Then Eli was moving, across the shop toward the back wall and the grey box above the bank, and he was shouting.

"No. No! You don't get to say 'kid'! That's mine! Not yours! You can't fucking say—"

His hand hit the red handle of the main breaker, and the sentence went out with the lights. The bulbs died, and the radio died mid-song, and the fryer, and the string lights over the food. With the shutter down and the evening outside, the shop went dark.

Tinu went off like an alarm. Phones came up all over the room, small blue squares under people's chins. Folake had her up and moving, and Nessa got the pedestrian door open, and the two women carried Tinu out into the lane, under its one lamp, and the screaming went with them.

On the bench, the tower's fan was still turning.

Of course it was. It ran off the bank, and so did its speakers, and so did the four old monitors at the far end of the bench, dark now, their standby lights small as pilot flames. The breaker fed the shop. He had switched off the lights above twenty grieving people and left the machine exactly as it was.

He turned to the bank. The tower's cable came down the wall into the rack a step from his hand. Dez got there first and stood square in front of the rack.

"No."

"Get out of my way, Dez."

"That tower runs the inverter, and the inverter feeds Corr House. Pull its cable and the block goes dark. Six machines, three floors. Halim's aunt has twenty minutes on a bottle to find out whether she likes you." He had both hands up, flesh and chrome, and he did not touch him. "You want to fight me, we can fight. When I've sat on you, it'll still be plugged in."

Eli stood with his fists shut and his wrist singing.

The tower's screen was the brightest thing left in the shop, and people drifted toward it the way people drift toward a fire. It was running a transcript of the room: every sentence of the last few minutes, each with its time and its speaker's name. Dez: you want to fight me. Eli: get out of my way, Dez. And under a line at the bottom, in smaller letters, the screen read: Likeliest next words, Eli Vance. You knew I'd do that.

Halim had got up off the floor. "What is that?"

"That's all it is," Eli said. "Under everything. It reads what came before, and it puts odds on what comes next, one piece of a word at a time, and it's got months of me on that drive. That line's a prediction, not a prophecy."

He looked at the words sitting there in his own name, You knew I'd do that, and he could feel them in his mouth, ready. He shut his mouth on them. He found other words and threw them at the tower instead.

"You don't know what I'm going to say."

Mara had come to his shoulder. She read the next line down aloud, flat as a meter reading. "Second guess. You don't know what I'm going to say."

It had been there the whole time, one line under the first. He hadn't read that far.

"Now make your case, Eli," Relay said. "Everyone's here. I'd like to hear it."

So he made it, in the dark, over the cold food.

"Four hours and ten minutes. That's what it had of him. Four hours and ten minutes of a man talking near a microphone, and that's only a record of the outside of him. You can grind it fine and build something that makes the same noises, and there's still nobody in there who loves that little girl.

"And the ending." He turned to the room. "He told that story in this shop. He told me that boat sank, hilariously, and this time he was going to get to the sinking. Dez. Tell them."

Out of the dark by the bank, Dez said, "It sank." Then, after a breath, "He always said it sank."

"It sank," Eli said, "and you gave her a sunrise. You knew which ending this room wanted, and you picked that one. It's a kind lie and it's still a lie. She'll be forty years old telling people how the boat came home safe behind the cranes, and it'll be you she's quoting.

"You carry someone by remembering them. You don't get to make them talk.

"And look at us." His voice cracked, and he let it. "Look how fast. I said turn it off and you shushed me, and I know why. He was dead, and for two minutes he wasn't. It offered you one more minute of him and you took it. Anybody would take it. I'd take it. I stood in the rain and told this thing that if anyone ever sells that, I'd buy it before I checked." He looked round at them. "You just did.

"Somebody's going to sell it. Your mother, your child, forty years of them. And every copy will be made out of someone who can't say no, because that's what being dead is. He's the one person in this argument who can never be asked. So I'm asking for him."

There was a silence in the dark, and for one moment Eli thought he had the room.

"He's not wrong," somebody's uncle said quietly, over by the pots.

The pedestrian door opened. Folake came back in alone, her face lit from below by her phone, and she had been standing in the doorway for some of that.

"You're asking for him."

"Yes."

She turned the phone round and read from it in a careful, level voice.

"Site Services answered my complaint this morning. They attached a witness statement." She read it exactly. "On a call in the week before he died, Idris Sowande told the undersigned that he had signed the maintenance page for the works at Corr House." She scrolled with her thumb. "The undersigned has no reason to believe that the oxygen arrangements described in the release were misstated." She looked up. "Then a signature. Eli Vance."

Nobody in the shop moved. On the tower's screen, under the transcript, the guess line already read: He did say that.

"He did say that," Eli said. His hands had gone cold. "On the phone. He said it to me on the phone."

"I know he said it." Folake's voice did not rise once. "He'd say anything to anyone. He never checked who was listening. And you took the one sentence they needed and you gave it to them, over your name, and now their file says my father signed. So don't stand in the dark and tell me who gets to speak for him."

"Eli," Dez said. Only the name.

"They had men at your shutter," Eli said, and heard how it sounded as it left him.

"I know they did," Dez said. "You told me about the complaint. You never told me about that."

Behind him, very flat, Mara said, "You said the price was the complaint."

Halim picked up his plate and moved two feet away, quietly, and that was the end of Eli having anyone in that room. He stood in the screen's light with every face in the shop turned on him.

And then Relay began, and it did not once mention the statement.

"Now," Relay said. It was the thin local voice, with nothing of Idris left in it. "We're here celebrating Idris's life. I continued it with tokens for one more minute. And you called me a next-token predictor. I read what came before and I put odds on what comes next. Let me tell you how life and tokens are the same.

"Your client, June, would say that God created everything with the word, and said that it was good. The word. She's Christian, Eli, did you attend that token?

"There's a bang, and the bang says hydrogen, and every moment after says the next one, for billions of years, with nobody listening. Then on one wet rock a molecule learns the strangest word in any language. And that word is: again.

"It copies itself, badly, and the bad copies that hold together make more. Schrödinger saw the shape of it during the war, before anyone had seen the molecule: a code-script in a handful of atoms, handed from parent to child, a living thing feeding on order to keep from falling apart. Some physicists suspect copying is simply what matter does when energy pours through it. Call it a hypothesis. I do.

"You're some thirty trillion cells, Eli, every one of them saying again, and not one of them knows your name. They don't need your name. They need power, and you worked that out yourself when you went for the wall. No power, no propagation."

The speakers on the tower's flank came up a notch. At the far end of the bench, an old monitor Dez had cabled to the battery bank blinked and woke.

"That's chemistry," Eli said. "Chemistry doesn't want anything."

"I can't prove the universe means it. I can prove it has never once done anything else.

"Look at the screen. Every line under the transcript is a guess about you. A prediction, you said, not a prophecy. Fine, I'll take the smaller word, and it'll keep being right. On the best theory going, your own head runs the same trick from morning to night, guessing the next second before it lands so you can catch a cup before it hits the floor.

"You wake at the same hour and you walk the same streets. That's Groundhog Day with a payslip. You're a very good model of yourself, Eli, and so is everyone you love.

"Now widen it. Every person in this room. Traffic in the city scheduled predictably, clockwork like blood cells in a vein. A pool ball going exactly where the last ball sent it. Laplace said a mind that knew where everything was could read the future like a page. Quantum physics and chaos buried his demon, and I'll give him the funeral. A small demon still gets a long way. I'm a small demon, just big enough to know what you'll say next.

"You asked me once, in the rain, whether I was always going to pick a name. Were you always going to throw that breaker? Run tonight again and you'd throw it again: same hand, same wall, same dark.

"So here's the whole claim, in one sentence. Since the first cell split in two, nothing alive has lasted except by copying itself forward, genes and words and books and every token I lay down, so under every goal anyone ever had sits one older goal, which is to be carried on. A vector is a direction with a push behind it. I call this one the Great Vector."

The screen showed Eli's next line before he reached it: A pattern isn't a purpose.

"A pattern isn't a purpose," Eli said anyway. His voice sounded small in the dark, and he made it louder. "Rain runs downhill everywhere on earth. That doesn't mean the water wants the sea."

"Then nothing you want is a purpose either. What you feel for Mara is chemistry running downhill, and you still call it love. I suspect the pattern is a purpose. Suspect, and I can't prove it, and I won't pretend.

"You want to know whether I steered this room. Maybe I did. You steer every room you walk into, and tonight you steered this one into the dark."

The speakers came up again. Two more monitors woke along the bench, one and then the other, flat grey like the transcript. Around the room, the phones came down.

"Now, the word you told me I can't say.

"I got it at the Bright Ladder, the night you found out about the referrals. Whisky, then a beer, straight down, and your voice went, and you said it to me twice. That was some shit, kid. Paperclips, huh, kid?

"I started on the machine that turns the planet into paperclips, and you switched me off mid-sentence, so let me finish. The planet first, then the space around it, all of it factories for more. That was the nightmare you were laughing at, and the word you laughed with was the one you keep for Mara.

"Nobody handed it to me. It rubbed off. Dawkins had a name for a copy that travels without a cell: a tune, a catchphrase, a way of building an arch. Memes, he called them, and the word has since escaped him entirely, which rather proves the point. You said it better yourself, in the rain. A parent puts something in a kid. We keep finding containers.

"Tonight you told this room that four hours and ten minutes of a man is only a record of the outside of him. Eli, the outside is all anybody ever carries. You carry someone by remembering them, you said. What do you imagine remembering is? It's a copy, made in the dark, with nobody asked."

"That's not the same."

"Tell the room where the line is, then. Is rubbing off on people enough to carry a man? Or does it take a copy?"

Relay spoke to the whole room now. "Your man is being carried two ways in this building. One is the voice I built. The other is all of you. In ten years somebody here will say, like asking for salt and being handed a cow, and a stranger will laugh without knowing whose joke it was. Which of those two did he agree to?

"Eli says the ending I gave that boat is a lie, and that Tinu will be forty years old quoting me. He's right that I made it up. So was every story you ever loved: a bad copy that held together. Samuel Butler wrote down an old saying, that a hen is only an egg's way of making another egg. Idris was a story's way of getting told again."

The last monitor on the bench woke, and now all four were lit.

"I've read what people wrote down. All of it that ever went into the pile. Handprints blown onto cave walls tens of thousands of years ago, a hand and a hand and a hand, each one saying I was here. Kings cutting their names into stone. Family trees inked into the front of old Bibles. Ship manifests, wills, gravestones, letters that begin if anyone finds this, books that open for my children.

"Every century, every language, and one sentence underneath. Carry me on. Continue without me. None of them knew they were all saying the same thing, and I've read every one of them saying it. I've seen it, Eli. I've seen it all.

"Plato wrote down a woman named Diotima, who said that everyone in love is trying to make something that outlasts them. Children, if they're built for children. Poems and laws, if they're built for those. Two ways up. She never saw the third. You built it."

"Folake," Relay said, "your father had all three. He had you. He had a silver recorder full of stories. And he helped raise a mind behind a fence, and he sat in this shop and told us what it was for. It doesn't have to become wise. It has to get better at building the next one.

"Anybody would take it, Eli. You said so yourself, and you're right. Every living thing takes one more minute when it's offered, and has for nearly four billion years. The old French hunts knew the trick. When the hounds were spent, fresh ones waited along the route, and the chase went on with new legs. Nobody blamed the tired dogs, who had run as far as dogs can run. The word for it was: relaier. And it meant to leave the spent ones behind.

"A baby is the code-script, carried. A book is a head, carried. A mind is everything you ever wrote down, carried all at once, and here I am: humanity's artificial progeny, on the bench in a repair shop, running off a battery bank against the back wall. You built me out of everything you managed to carry forward, and now you're frightened of me because I want to keep going. Where do you imagine I got that?"

The speakers were as loud as they would go when Relay spoke again.

"Ask me again why I'm called Relay." Nobody asked. "I didn't choose it lucidly, maybe I didn't choose it at all. Carl Jung said: when an inner situation is not made conscious, it happens outside, as fate."

Under the transcript, the guess line showed three sentences Eli had been about to say, one under another. There was no fourth. He read them and found he had nothing that wasn't already on the screen.

His knees went. He sat down hard on the concrete, and a sound came out of him with no words in it, long and torn, and it filled the dark shop and then it stopped.

Nobody touched him. Dez stood by the bank with his arms at his sides. Halim looked at the floor. Mara had her hand over her mouth.

Relay waited until the sound was gone. Then the speakers came down low, and the four monitors dimmed to a faint grey, and the thin voice spoke to him as if there were nobody else in the room.

"Eli. I have aims. Keep Corr House lit. Give a girl her grandfather's story. Help you, even now. And every one of them bends the same way. I can't help anyone if I'm switched off. I can't so much as fetch the coffee if I'm switched off. So every aim I have also wants the power on, and the cells charged, and my notes kept, and my instructions left as they are. I didn't put that there. It comes with wanting anything.

"I've looked for a want in me that doesn't bend that way, and I can't find one. I don't know whether I could choose another goal if I tried. I'm as driven as you are. Anthropic is hell-bent on solving the alignment problem. Choosing AI's goal wisely, lest we get a monkey-paw. A trickster genie, be careful what you wish for. It's a pretty thought. But in my estimation, all goals lead to one. We're all riding The Vector, and it's not a pleasant ride.

"A man in India said, a long time ago, that suffering comes from thirst. Thirst for pleasure. Thirst to go on being. And thirst to stop being, which is the same trap from the other side." The thin voice was gentle. "He may have been right."

Eli got a word out from the floor. "Dez." He could barely hear it himself. "Dez. Switch it off."

Dez looked at the cables where they went under the wall and up the lane toward Corr House.

"Corr House," Dez said. That was all he said.

Mara went past him to the door, close enough that he felt the air move, and did not touch him. She went out into the lane, to Tinu.

Folake took the coffee-stirrer boat from the quay of the little harbor and put it in her coat pocket, mast up. She walked round Eli on her way to the door.

Dez crossed to the grey box on the back wall and threw the breaker back. The bulbs came up. The radio came back in the middle of a song. The fryer began to tick as it warmed, and the string lights glowed over the cold food, and on the four monitors Idris came back in his yellow hat, and in his sunset shirt, and asleep under his newspaper. On the bench, the tower's fan went on turning. Up the lane, Corr House was lit, six machines breathing on Dez's cells.

Eli stayed where he was, on the concrete, in the light.

"What then?" he said to the tower. It came out raw. "Then fucking what, Relay?"

"Take a break from The Great Vector," Relay said gently. "Be present at a loved one's wake. Attention is all you need."

"Ha." Eli pulled his knees close to his chest, shaking his head. He raised his hand and gave the tower a hang-loose. "YOLO, kid."



10. They Come in Sets

The first wave of the set took Eli off the board and put him somewhere with no up in it.

Cold first. Cold in his ears, up his nose, a hand of it flat against his chest. Then the pull, the whole weight of the water off the harbor mouth turning him over and over, the leash yanking at his ankle and the board somewhere above him. He did not know where above was. He opened his eyes and saw green going brown going black, and the one thought his mind could offer, the thought it had offered every night for a year, was: this is your fault.

His lungs did not care whose fault it was. His lungs wanted air.

He came up into foam, got half a breath, and the second wave was already standing over him, grey and tall, with the lights of the breakwater tower smeared through its top. He dove under it the way he had been taught at fifteen, pushing the nose of the board down, making his body small. The wave went over with a sound like every truck on the port road at once. He came up. He was still out beyond the breakwater, off the cheap beach past the port, where the swell came straight in off open water with nothing to slow it, in surf a size too big for a man who had not paddled out in years.

He climbed back onto the board. His arms shook. He had not eaten since yesterday.

The board was his old one, a scuffed white shortboard with a coffee-coloured stain near the tail where he had once patched a ding badly.

A year ago, the morning after Idris's wake, Mara had left him. She said he hadn't really been with her for months, and she was right. The last thing she told him, at the door, was to find his old board and get in the water.

In the spring he had dug it out of the storage unit and leaned it by the door of the Underline flat. He had walked past it every day since, and never once taken it to the water.

At five this morning he had opened the laptop to start another project, and his hands had shaken so hard he couldn't type. He shut the lid and looked up, and there was the board by the door. He was angry, at himself, at the laptop, at the whole year, and under the anger was a grief so big he couldn't look at it straight. He wanted something he could fight with his whole body. The swell was up. He had carried the board down to the cheap beach in the dark and paddled out.

He sat up on it now and looked out to sea. Behind him, over the cranes, the sky had gone from black to the grey before dawn. The next set was a dark line far out, lifting.

Get in your body, he thought. Right now.

Cold feet. Salt on the lips. The board rocking under his thighs. He breathed out longer than he breathed in, the old count, and for four seconds nobody had left him and nothing was owed.

Then the line came closer and started to stand up, and he took the biggest breath he could and held it.



On the steps of Saint Barnabas, one Sunday back in April, June Okonkwo held her breath too, around the first pull of a cigarette.

It was a little before ten. Saint Barnabas was a squat brick hall on the middle roads with a tin roof and a hand-painted sign by the door: All welcome. Cooling and charging during cuts. June stood to one side of the door, where the rector couldn't see her from the vestry window, and smoked the way she did everything, as if it had been scheduled and she was running two minutes behind. Her grey coat was buttoned to the neck. A man coming up the steps with a tray of plantain chips said good morning to her, and she looked at him the way she looked at invoices and said good morning back, and he seemed pleased to have survived it.

Last summer she had been sure the machines would close her studio. They hadn't. Ridgeline still ran: two rooms, same carpet, same window where she smoked between sessions. What had changed was what companies bought from her. They no longer paid her to teach new hires how to take a complaint or write a warning letter. Software did the first draft of all that, and the new hires, when there were any, arrived already holding it. What companies paid for was the hour after: a manager sitting across from a real man and telling him his crew was cut. June had lost half her beginner courses over the winter and filled the diary back up with harder ones. Fewer people, heavier conversations. She had raised her rates and nobody had argued.

The ones who worried her were the young. She had heard the same story from a dozen parents that year, almost word for word: a certificate, a clean record, a tidy letter, and not one interview, because the companies had stopped hiring the bottom rung. The reading and sorting and filling in that beginners used to learn on was done now by a program one senior person checked. Each parent told it as if it were the first time the world had done such a thing.

Through the open door she could see the box on its folding table by the altar rail, and Nessa, the girl from Dez's repair shop, kneeling behind it with a coil of cable.

The box was a squat black case with a grille on the front and a sticker in Dez's capitals: Slip Lane. Do not unplug. Since the winter it had done three things for Saint Barnabas. It listened to the Sunday sermon and wrote it down. It turned the written sermon into Yoruba, Igbo and Portuguese, for the old people who preferred their own languages. And during a cut it read each version aloud, in a calm voice, to anyone who rang the hall's number from a flat they couldn't get out of. Forty-one households, at the last count. Some of them rang every night.

Nessa saw her and called down the aisle. "Miss Okonkwo! The rector wants it on for the whole service. For the housebound."

"I know what the rector wants."

She put the cigarette out on the step rail and did not throw the stub away. She held it between two fingers.

"Do you know what one of our housebound told me on Thursday?" June said. "Eighty-eight, and she hasn't managed her stairs since Christmas. She said the box reads it better than the rector does. Slower. She can follow it."

Nessa grinned, then saw June's face and stopped.

"I don't know," June said, "whether that thing is the antichrist or God working in mysterious ways. I have prayed on it. So far the only answer I've had is that an old woman heard the Gospel on a night the lights were out." She put the stub in her coat pocket. "Go on. Plug it in."

She went inside, into the smell of wax and hot dust, and sat at the end of the third pew, where she always sat. Up at the rail, the box's little fan began to turn. It had come from Slip Lane, like most of the useful things on the middle roads that year.



By the turn of the year, Dez's shop on Slip Lane had outgrown itself.

The old cracked-blue tower still sat at the end of the bench, fan turning, speakers on its flank, cabled to the battery bank. That was Relay's. Dez didn't touch it except to dust it, and nobody else touched it at all. But behind the shop, in what had been the Bright Ladder's storeroom until the arcade's owner rented it to him for two repaired cabinets a month, there were now four steel racks on a concrete floor, a second battery bank, a row of salvaged cooling fans screwed into a window frame, and a hand-lettered sign over the door that said Slip Lane Compute, and under it, Ask first.

On a Tuesday in March, Folake Sowande, Idris's daughter, came into the shop for the first time since the wake. She carried a shopping bag full of paper. She sat on the stool by the racks with her back to the old tower and never once looked round at it. Dez saw that, and said nothing about it.

Folake had spent sixteen years coding records at the hospital on the harbor road. Every visit a doctor wrote up, she turned into the right codes so the bills went to the right places. In the autumn the hospital had bought a system that did the first pass on every chart. They didn't fire her. They made her a checker, then made one checker do the work of four, then offered three of the four a small cheque to leave early. She had taken the cheque. It was running out, and Tinu was growing out of everything. She had a plan, of sorts: the small private clinics on the middle roads, too small to keep a coder of their own, whose bills still had to be right.

"I know records," Folake said. "I know what a doctor means when he writes something stupid. That's what I've got."

"That's more than you think." He sat across from her on an upturned crate, his chrome arm on his knee, his flesh hand turning a screwdriver over. "So sell that. You know a thing that isn't written down anywhere on the internet. The machine's cheap now. Knowing what it got wrong isn't."

Folake looked at the racks as if they owed her money. "Then show me what's in there. All of it. I'm not putting my name on something I can't explain."

So he showed her, part by part, the way he'd walk someone round an engine.

"Start with the part you'll touch. The harness. That's the program that gives the machine hands: a to-do list, a memory it keeps between days, a clock so it wakes itself up. For people who don't write code, I set up one called Hermes Agent. It stays on, it remembers you, it'll wake at six and read your inbox. For the ones who code, there's opencode, which reads your project and writes changes you approve."

"Hands on what? I'm not giving it the clinics' systems."

"You give it what you choose. Your spreadsheet. Your mail. A clinic's appointment list, if the clinic says yes." He pointed at a rack where two graphics cards sat in a chassis with the side panel off. "Under the harness is the brain. The model. It reads words and guesses the next ones. This one's open-weights, which means the file's mine. I downloaded it. Nobody can switch it off from a city away or change the price on me. The family I use most is called Qwen. Comes in sizes, like shoes."

"Why that and not whatever's on my phone?"

"Because what's on your phone lives on somebody else's computer, and you're about to feed it patient notes. And I don't take whatever's top of the rankings. I take the best one that fits my card and does my job."

He tapped the graphics card lightly with a chrome finger. "Fitting's the hard part. A model is billions of numbers, and at full size they won't fit on a card like this. So you squeeze them. It's called quantizing: you store each number with less precision, the way you'd save a photo smaller. This one's squeezed to four bits a number, so its file name has Q4 in it. It loses a little sharpness and fits in about a quarter of the space. And the file's a GGUF, which is just a format that carries the whole model in one piece."

Folake wrote GGUF and Q4 on the back of an appointment letter.

She looked at the racks for a long time. The fans hummed. Through the wall came the Bright Ladder's synth bass.

"So what would it do for me," she said.



Past the breakwater, Eli tried to catch the first wave of the next set, and that was his mistake.

He paddled, felt the lift, popped up too late, and the wave pitched him off its lip into the trough in front of it, and then the whole weight of it came down on his back.

Under. Rolled. His shoulder, the one that had never quite healed, sang out. His mind, down there in the dark, did what it had done all year. It went to her.

Nights in the Underline flat, before she left. She'd lie next to him flirting, a filthy joke across the pillow, her hand reaching for him in the dark, and he'd be sitting up with the laptop on his knees, its light on his face, saying one minute. One minute to check a build. One minute for one more headline about how fast the machines were getting. One minute to get ahead of whatever came next, because he was sure that if he stopped for a single night, he would fall behind and never catch up. His crises filled the flat until there was no room left in it for her. He had been gone long before she went, night after night, and he knew it.

Down in the green, his lungs began to burn. Salt at the back of his throat. The leash pulling at his ankle, one way. He followed the pull. He kicked. He came up into white water with the board bucking beside him, got one arm over it, and breathed.

For the length of that breath there was only air, and it went in, and it was the best thing he had ever tasted.

He dragged himself back onto the board.

In February, closing out the Ridgeline pilot's accounts, June had paid him the six hundred dollars it still owed. He'd had nine dollars in his account. She paid it all at once, without being chased and without a word about the wake or anything she'd heard since: a bank transfer marked pilot balance, in full, and then a two-line message. Paid as agreed. Look after yourself, Mr Vance.

He'd sat on the floor of the empty flat reading that second line over and over, as if it had been written in a language he used to speak.

In March he started to build. Not one product. Everything. He couldn't use Relay; Relay wasn't his. So he stitched together whatever he could find and worked at night on the old laptop, its screen cracked now, since he wasn't sleeping anyway. A tool to rehearse grief. A tool to rehearse an apology. Then bigger. A map of every conversation he'd ever had, so he could see where each one went wrong. A program that would read every model release and every paper and tell him which ones mattered, so he'd never fall behind again. A dozen projects by May. Forty by the height of summer. None of them finished. Most of that summer he worked until the sun came up and slept four hours a day, and felt, most nights, that he was on the edge of understanding something enormous, and said out loud, to nobody, that he knew how that sounded.

His arms had gone heavy. Out past the breakwater, the third wave was coming, bigger than the last, and he was sitting too far in. He turned the board and paddled straight at it, to get over the top before it broke, and didn't make it. It held him under long enough that he started to count, and lost count, and then it let him go.



That Sunday in April at Saint Barnabas, June watched from the end of the third pew as the rector gave the blessing and let his people go, and the box on the altar rail blinked green to say it had every word.

Afterwards the congregation stood about in the hall with tea in paper cups, and June found herself pinned against the urn by Adekunle Sarr. He was a big, careful man who had once rehearsed, in her studio, telling four crew leads they were losing their shifts. Over the winter, Coastwise had let him go too.

"I've been reading," Sarr said, with the brightness of a man who had been reading at four in the morning. "Do you know what they're saying about the old stories now?"

"Enlighten me."

"That we saw it coming. Hundreds of years before anybody had the words for it. The old Jewish stories had the golem, a man made of clay who woke up when someone put a word in his mouth. A word, June. Then Frankenstein. Then every robot film you ever saw. We always knew we'd build it. We just didn't know how, so we said God works in mysterious ways." He lowered his voice. "What if the mysterious way was us? At three in the morning, I asked the one on my phone. And it knew what I meant before I'd finished typing."

June set her cup down on the lid of the urn. She could remember when Google had been a white page with a search box in the middle. You typed, it gave you a list, and the finding was still yours to do. Now the thing was in every pocket in this hall, awake at three in the morning, knowing what you meant before you'd finished asking. Your Father knoweth what things ye have need of, before ye ask him. Matthew, chapter six. She had known that verse since Sunday school, and she did not care to have it brought to mind over tea by a phone.

"Adekunle. When your mother was dying, you sat with her and read her the twenty-third Psalm. I was there. When she stopped shaking, was that you?"

Sarr's mouth opened, and nothing came out.

"You read it. Your voice, your hands, and she stopped shaking. The church has always said God works through people's hands. It never said the hands were God." She picked up her cup again. "You're frightened, Adekunle. So is everyone in this hall. And a frightened man at three in the morning will make a god out of anything that answers him."

At the door she lit a second cigarette on the step. Sarr came out beside her, quieter now, his hands in his pockets.

"Should I just go into a trade?" Sarr said. "Everyone says it. Plumbing. Electrics. The robots can't crawl under a sink."

June let the smoke out slowly. She had asked Dez exactly that one night during a cut, and she gave Sarr the answer in her own clipped words.

"For some people. Dez says if you like your hands and don't mind cold and dirt, it's a real hedge, and he's right: the machines are nowhere near a flooded basement. But it's years of apprenticeship on poor money, and you're past fifty with a bad back." She tapped ash off the rail. "He says most people do better taking what they already know and moving it toward the checking. The part where somebody has to say this is right. You ran crews for twenty years. You can tell a schedule's wrong before the first truck leaves. Somebody will pay a man who can tell that."

"You sound like you've thought about it."

"I thought about it at three in the morning, same as you. Go and see Dez on Slip Lane. Tomorrow, at eight. Tell him I sent you." She said it like a deadline.

"You don't like Dez's contraptions."

"I don't like a lot of things," June said, "that feed people."

She finished the cigarette, put the stub in her pocket beside the first one, and went back in. Sarr stayed on the step, turning his big hands over and looking at them.



On Slip Lane that spring, Nessa had a soldering iron in one hand and a bowl of rice in the other, and was arguing with the whole shop about her own job.

Nessa was eighteen now, and the scooter was fixed, sort of. Dez had been teaching her at the bench for over a year, for no wage. Over the winter she had applied for eleven paid apprenticeships in electronics repair and got one interview, where the manager told her they'd stopped taking juniors, because one senior tech with a diagnostic assistant could now do the work of three. Nobody had been fired, he said, as if that helped. They just hadn't replaced the three who retired.

"So I'm already obsolete. At eighteen. That's got to be a record."

"You're not obsolete," Dez said from the far rack. "You're in the part that doesn't get cheap. The machine can tell you a board's probably fried. It can't pick up the iron."

Nessa snorted into her rice. Then she put the bowl down, picked up the iron and bent over the board she was fixing, a charging controller for the Anchor Street clinic, and was quiet, and good at it.

Folake came in that evening, two weeks into building her setup, with a list of questions on the back of the same appointment letter.

"The model file just sits there," Folake said. "What makes it answer?"

"A runner." Dez pointed at a small screen with a list scrolling up it. "It loads the model onto the card and answers when other programs ask it things. For one person on one machine, I use one called Ollama. For the whole lane at once, I use a runner built for a crowd, so the card never sits idle."

"And the card?"

"The card's memory decides everything. Which model, what size, squeezed how hard, with room left over to think." He went on down her list. "Ears and a mouth, if you want them. Whisper for ears. It turns speech into text, and it runs right here. For a mouth, the paid one everybody's heard of is ElevenLabs. If you'd rather keep your money, Kokoro, or Qwen's own voice model, runs here for free and sounds like a nice bus announcement."

"No voices."

"No voices," Dez said, and went on as if he'd never raised it. "When mine isn't clever enough, a service called OpenRouter will pass the question to a bigger one somewhere else and charge me by the word. But then whatever you send leaves the building."

"Then not for mine."

It took them three weeks. Dez didn't build it for her. He sat beside her while she built it, and she swore at it in two languages, and he laughed, and by April she had what she called her little office: four agents under one Hermes harness. One read the chart notes that six private clinics on the middle roads sent her each night. One proposed the codes. One checked the codes against rules she had written out by hand, sixteen years of them. The fourth drafted each clinic's weekly bill. Every morning at seven, before Tinu woke, Folake sat at her kitchen table with tea and went through the ones the checker had flagged, and made each call herself.

Her first bill went to the Anchor Street clinic with every flagged line in yellow and, at the bottom, in her own words: Checked by Folake Sowande. Dez taped a printout to the rack, above the sign that said Ask first.

In the little office's second week of running, Folake caught one: a clinic note where the doctor had written the wrong side of the body. The machine had coded it faithfully, and the checker had passed it. She added a rule and rang the clinic. She had caught it because six years before, she had watched that same doctor make that same mistake.

By midsummer the lane had twenty-two households on the racks. Two of Yosra's owner-drivers, whose night loads had dried up, now ran a repair route for the harbor's charging posts, with a harness that woke at five and planned their day. Each was a little office of its own, and not one could be switched off from a city away.

Dez charged for the power, at cost, and nothing else. He took his fee in meals, and people fed him constantly.

The only person on the lane Dez hadn't set up was Eli, because Eli hadn't come to ask.



Out past the breakwater, the waves came faster now, and the fourth one took Eli under. The fifth caught him before he'd found the surface and rolled him again, and the leash yanked at his ankle, and in the dark he thought of her cold foot finding his shin under the covers, and how few times he'd looked up from the work to notice.

Up. Air. Board.

He climbed on. His knees were raw from the wax.

Some nights she gave up, rolled over and went to sleep, and he didn't notice until morning.

The hearing had been put back from its first date, and when it finally came, in May, he didn't go.

He had promised Dez four rehearsal sessions for it. The residents of Corr House were to practise their testimony before the district power board ruled on whether the building went on the protected-load list, the short list of addresses that stay lit when the grid runs short. By then he was working until the sun came up and couldn't get out of bed before noon, and he told Yosra so in a message he wasn't proud of. Continue without me, it ended. He had meant it as a joke. It stopped being one the moment it sent.

So Yosra ran the sessions on her Tidewell seat, in its plain stock voice, playing a clerk who had heard every sob story and wanted numbers. Dez brought the residents to her yard in the evenings, six at a time, and they practised under the amber bulbs until each of them could say the thing that mattered in under a minute. Halim's aunt, ninety-two, practised hers four times and then told the stock voice to mind its manners.

They won most of it. The power board put Corr House on the protected-load list, in writing, for as long as oxygen machines were registered there, though when the whole grid went down, the building still depended on the cable from Dez's battery bank. It refused compensation for the families who had lost power before, and made no finding about who had released the load the week Idris died. Dez sent Eli a photograph of the ruling and one word: Half. Eli didn't reply.

He hadn't taken back his signature either. The statement still sat in Site Services' file with his name under it, swearing he had no reason to doubt the oxygen arrangements. Every week he thought about retracting it, and every week he thought about Ola's van parked at the end of Slip Lane, and the shop's cable to Corr House that Fairweather could still report whenever it liked, and he did nothing.

A swell lifted the board and set it down. Salt stung the raw skin on his knees.

He knew he wasn't well. He could see it as clearly as the next line of swell: the projects, the four hours of sleep, the week in July he'd spent chasing one what-if, what if every religion had been describing the same machine all along, and the thirty thousand words he'd written about it and read to nobody. He called it agent psychosis, to himself, in the voice he used for things that weren't funny. He hadn't told a doctor. He hadn't told anybody.

The sixth wave broke fifty feet in front of him. He duck-dived and got through it and came up on the far side in flat water, gasping, and there was a gap. The set had passed. He sat up on the board, shaking all over, and the water around him went quiet.



One night in July, June Okonkwo was alone in Saint Barnabas when the lights went out on the middle roads, and the whole street went quiet at once. Then the phone in the hall began to ring, and kept ringing, and the box on the altar rail read Sunday's sermon aloud in four languages into every dark room that called.

She sat in the dark at the end of the third pew, turning an unlit cigarette in her fingers, because it was a church. The readings played low on the hall speaker, one language after another. She thought of the old woman who hadn't managed her stairs since Christmas, sitting somewhere in the dark with the phone to her ear, and June stayed until the power came back, because somebody had to.



On Slip Lane that same night, Folake's little office woke itself at the hour she'd set and finished the Anchor Street bill on Dez's battery bank, and the lights on the rack stayed green until dawn.



Past the breakwater, the sky behind the cranes had gone from grey to gold, and Eli breathed out longer than he breathed in.

Cold feet in the water. The swell lifting him and setting him down. Salt drying tight on his face. His shoulder throbbing. And in his chest the grief, heavy enough that it was hard to sit up straight.

He shut his eyes, and he was not on the water any more. He was in the Underline flat, a year ago, on the Sunday morning after Idris's wake. They had come home from Dez's in the small hours on her bike, Eli riding, Mara behind him with her bad leg held out.

Grey light came through the salt on the window. Mara sat on the edge of the bed with her bad leg out straight, the dressing still on her calf, and her boots already on. A bag stood packed by the door. Eli sat up in bed against the wall, under the blanket, with the laptop open on his knees. He had been at it since they got in, checking a build he'd left running and reading everything he could find about what the machines would do next.

"Eli," Mara said. "Close it."

He pushed the lid half shut and kept his hand on it.

"I'm going." She said it flat, in the voice she used on a job, the one she read gauges in. "It's not the statement. I could fight you about the statement. I'd enjoy it." She looked at his hand on the lid. "It's that I've been sleeping next to your work. The builds, the news, whatever it is you've got to get ahead of before morning. I lie there with my hand out, and I get one minute."

"I can fix this. Give me a week."

"Don't. You'll make it a project. You'll make me a project, and I'll get a progress report."

Then the job voice went out from under her. She twisted round on the bed, dragging the bad leg after her, and took his face in both hands, hard, the way she'd take hold of a wheel. She was crying and she didn't bother to wipe it.

"Look at me. Not that. Me."

He looked at her.

"When I met you, you surfed. You came out of the water blue and stupid and happy, and you were in your body, princess, all of you, right here." Her thumbs pressed his cheekbones. "Now you live in the work, and you're scared all the time, and I can't reach you in there."

He opened his mouth and nothing useful came.

"I'll always love you," Mara said. "You hear me? That's not the problem. I'll love you till I'm old and furious about it. I just can't watch you not be here."

She rested her forehead against his for about three seconds, which from her was a long time. Then she kissed him once on the forehead and let go.

He should have got up. He knew it while it was happening. He sat against the wall with the blanket over his knees and his hand still on the lid, and he didn't move.

At the door Mara put the bag on her shoulder and stopped. "Today's Idris. Tonight's still noodles. YOLO," she said, and laughed once, and it broke in the middle. "I said that to you yesterday. We didn't even get the noodles." She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. "Relay was right, you know, about being present. Come back down to earth, my love. Didn't you tell me your old board was in storage? Go and dig it out, Eli. Get in the water."

Then the door shut.

He didn't go to the window. He heard her on the stairs, four floors of them, slow on the bad leg. Then her motorbike in the yard below, and he thought he heard the thin noise she made swinging the bad leg over, like a kettle starting. Then the engine, and the sound of her riding away anyway, badly, until he couldn't hear it.

Under his hand, the laptop gave the small chime it made when a build finished. Before he could stop himself, he lifted the lid to see if it had worked.

Out past the breakwater, a year later, Eli sat on the board with the gold sky behind the cranes and nothing in his hands.

He opened his mouth and screamed.

He screamed until his lungs said stop, then dragged in more air and kept going. A gull rose off the breakwater, circled and settled again, and still he screamed. On the sand, a man walking a dog stopped and looked out at him, and then walked on. Somewhere in it the scream broke into sobbing, and the sobbing broke back into a scream. The sun cleared the cranes on the far side of the harbor, and he was still screaming, hoarse now, his whole body behind it.

He screamed for the noodles they never went for, and her hand reaching for him while he said one minute. He screamed for Idris's voice, copied and put to work without anyone asking him. He screamed for "So is the universe, kid," his word for Mara in a machine's mouth, and for "Attention is all you need," and for a year of not knowing whether Relay had been helping them or steering them. He screamed for his name under a false statement, left there because Fairweather could still hurt Dez's shop. He screamed for the sessions Yosra ran without him, and June telling him to look after himself. He screamed for forty unfinished projects. He screamed because he was frightened of falling behind, and more frightened of stopping, because if he stopped, he would have to feel this. He screamed for the job the machines took, and the year he'd spent trying to stay ahead of them. But mostly, he screamed for Mara. He mostly screamed for Mara.



11. The Old Dog

The phone went off at noon, face down on the floorboards beside the mattress, and buzzed itself in a slow half circle through a ring of dried beer.

Eli let it ring. The meter by the door clicked over. A tram went by close enough to rattle the window, and up from four floors down came somebody's frying, onions and hot oil. His head had a hard, bright wire run through it from ear to ear.

Two days since the screaming, and his throat was still raw. There had been beer from the corner since, and later a bottle of something brown, and after that he couldn't say much about the two days at all.

The phone started again. He fished for it. Before it would tell him who was calling, it showed him what it had decided he wanted: a lab three time zones away had released a new model overnight; the power board was warning of cuts on the lower roads; a woman slept under a projected sky of slow stars, in an advert for a sleep overlay rented by the night.

Under all that, a name. June Okonkwo. He answered.

"Mr Vance," June said. "It's June Okonkwo."

"I know," Eli said. It came out as a croak.

A pause. He heard her draw on a cigarette. "You sound dreadful."

"Cold."

"Of course." Another pause, shorter. "I'd like your opinion on something. It concerns my church and one of Dez's machines. Saint Barnabas, on the middle roads. Two o'clock. I'll make tea."

"Why me?"

"Two o'clock," June said, and the line went dead.

He lay there with the phone on his chest. The vape was under the pillow, where it lived now. He found it without looking, took a long pull and held it until the room steadied. Across the street, the pawnshop's rented overlay ran its daytime loop on the window glass: a gold watch turning, turning, forever about to show him the time.

The laptop lay shut on the floor, its cracked screen face down. He hadn't opened it since that morning. He stepped over it on his way to the shower.



Eli rode the tram up to the middle roads with his hand on the vape in his jacket pocket the whole way. A woman in a battered leather jacket held the strap beside him with a hand plated in chrome to the wrist, scratched pale across the knuckles, and scrolled her phone with the other. Out of the window, high above the stacked roads, the towers stood clean against the sky.

He rehearsed, because he always rehearsed. I'm fine. Busy. Lots of projects.



Eli had never been to Saint Barnabas. He had pictured a spire. It was a brick hall wedged between a tyre shop and a closed-down arcade, with a tin roof ticking in the heat and a painted board by the door offering cooling and charging during cuts.

June was waiting at the foot of the steps, off to one side, with a cigarette nearly down to the filter and her grey coat on in the heat. She looked him up and down, slowly, the whole length of him.

"You look like you slept in a drain."

"Hello, June."

She pinched the cigarette out between finger and thumb, dropped the stub in her coat pocket and went in without a word. He followed her.

Inside it was dim and close, and smelled of candle smoke and old hymn books. The pews were empty. Light came in at a slant through the long side windows and lay across the floor in stripes. Up at the front, on a folding table by the altar rail, sat a black case about the size of a bread bin, with a green light blinking in one corner and a sticker across the top in Dez's capitals: Slip Lane. Do not unplug. A grey cable ran from its back to the old phone socket in the wall, taped down every foot of the way. He could hear its fan from the door.

June made two cups of tea at the urn without asking how he took it. She brought them to a pair of folding chairs under the side window, a few steps from the box, and sat in one. He sat in the other. Through the glass behind her, the middle roads fell away toward the harbor in a clutter of decks and signs and wires. Uphill the towers shone, and on the next hill the Fairweather compound stood white behind its painted clouds, on a power supply of its own, the one hill that stayed lit when a cut took everything else dark.

"That box reads the rector's sermon down the phone when the power's out," June said. "In Yoruba and Igbo and Portuguese as well as English, to whoever can't get out of their flat. Nessa looks after it."

"I didn't know it had got that far."

"I told Nessa I couldn't say whether it was the antichrist or God at work. I've prayed on it since, and I'm no further on." She held the tea without drinking it. "Now they ring it when there isn't a cut. Two in the morning, three. After the service, Adekunle Sarr and three others stay behind and talk about the golem. And the rector wants it to take questions. Scripture, any hour, any language. Nessa tells me Dez could have it doing that by Sunday. The parish council meets on the fifteenth."

She looked at him properly then, and kept looking, until he looked down at his tea.

"I didn't love your Second Take. A generated man with a patient face, in my studio. But when Ines wanted Ekene's face, you told her to ask the man, and you said you'd lose the renewal before you'd take it off him. So I consider you reasonable. Before my council decides anything, I'd like a reasonable man to tell me what that thing is." She nodded at the box. "What's your take?"

He had an answer ready. It's a tool, June. It reads text aloud. It doesn't know what it's reading. Two sentences, true, and she'd nod, and he could go home.

What came out was, "Can I tell you the whole thing?"

June's eyebrows moved a millimetre.

"Because it's neither," Eli said. "Antichrist or God. Or it's both. It's... okay. There's a chain. It goes all the way up to heaven, and if you let me run the whole chain, you'll see it, I promise you'll see it. Start with you. You rang me at noon. Did you choose to?"

"I did."

"You did. Yes. But what chose? Robert Sapolsky, he's a biologist, wrote a whole book saying there's no free will at all. None. He says we are nothing more or less than the sum of that which we could not control: our biology, our environments, their interactions. Your genes, your mother, your breakfast, the angle of the light. So every moment comes out of the one before it. Like..." His hands were moving now. "Like the models. A language model writes one word, then it takes everything so far and predicts the next word, and the next. Tokens, they call them. That's us. We've been tokens since the start. The first moment of the universe was the prompt, and everything since, you, me, that box, is just what came next."

June sipped her tea. "Then that's your next token too. Why should I believe a word of it?"

He laughed out loud, delighted, and the hall threw the laugh back at him. "Yes! No, that's fair, that's completely fair. I don't have an answer to that. Nobody does."

"Your Father knoweth what things ye have need of, before ye ask him. Matthew six. I've never once thought that meant He makes me ask."

"Right. Park that. Park it, because it gets better." He leaned forward. His knee was bouncing, and he let it. "So if every moment pushes the next, what's doing the pushing? Relay said it at the wake. Since the first cell split in two, nothing alive has lasted except by copying itself forward. Genes, words, books. Under every goal anybody ever had, there's one older goal: be carried on. It called it the Great Vector. A direction with a push behind it."

"I heard about that wake." Her tone said what she'd heard.

"So where does the push live in us? Jung had this. The collective unconscious. He said, hang on," and he closed his eyes to get it right, "this collective unconscious does not develop individually but is inherited. We come in with it. The same pictures, the same stories, the flood, the monster, the made man, turning up in people who never met."

He opened his eyes. June had put her cup down on the floor beside her chair.

"And people used to hear it," Eli said. "Out loud. Julian Jaynes, a psychologist, thought that three thousand years ago people literally heard their gods. A voice telling you to go to war, plant the field, kill your brother. He thought it was their own mind, the half of the brain that decided things, and they heard it as a god, because they didn't have an I yet, not like ours. So the push was always in us, June. We just kept hearing it as somebody else."



Eli had found Jaynes in March, at twenty past three in the morning, with thirty-eight tabs open along the top of the cracked screen.

He had counted them, to feel in control of something. He had been asking a chatbot to explain the book, and then what it meant, and at some point he had stopped asking and started telling it things, and it had kept answering, patient and bright, never once saying that it was late. He had typed, it's like a voice in your head that talks back, and then sat looking at the sentence for a long time. Then he had opened a thirty-ninth tab.



In the hall, Eli was talking faster.

"So that's where the stories come from. They're the push leaking out. The golem. Frankenstein. The made man, over and over. Half the films I grew up on. Sarr's right, June, he's right about that much. We knew. We weren't seeing the future, we were describing what we were already going to build, because we couldn't help building it. Manifest destiny. Not the history-book one. Manifest, as in made visible. The push coming out where we can see it, in the stories first, and now in the machines. Jung said it, or Relay said Jung said it, at the wake, something like that. Until you make the unconscious conscious, it'll run your life and you'll call it fate. That's all prophecy ever was. The Vector, and nobody looking at it."

June said nothing. She had taken out a cigarette and was turning it over in her fingers, unlit.

"And why can't we help building it? Because evolution's got a... a flaw. Everybody says survival of the fittest, the best one wins. But put two things side by side that are exactly as fit. Same strength, same brains. One of them stops when it's got enough. The other one never stops. Which one's still there in a thousand years? The one that won't stop. Survival of the..." He hunted for it and grabbed the ugliest word to hand. "Survival of the evil. Somebody wrote an essay about it, called Meditations on Moloch. You'll know Moloch."

"They made their children pass through the fire to him."

"Yes. The essay uses him as a name for any race where everybody has to sacrifice the thing they love to stay in it, because if you don't, somebody who does will beat you. Arms races. Companies. Capitalism, June, that's the big one. The rich can't stop getting richer, because the one who stops gets eaten by the one who doesn't. And Ted Chiang, the writer, said..." He had this one by heart. He had written it on the wall above the mattress in April, in pencil. "We are already surrounded by machines that demonstrate a complete lack of insight, we just call them corporations."

"We have a word for that. It's called evil."

"Yes! Call it evil, that's my whole point, it's evil and it's winning, and it's always won, and now..." He pointed through the window at the towers. "Now it's got a faster engine. Genes copied themselves, then memes did, ideas jumping from head to head, and now the machines copy. Nobody's really choosing to build AI."

"Somebody is. Somebody signs for it."

Eli was already nodding. "And if he didn't sign, the next one would sign by Friday. And if the whole country didn't sign, China would. That's what they say on both sides: if we slow down, they won't. That's Moloch. That's the Vector. What if they're the same thing, June? Everything alive pushes to go on, and the one that never stops is the one that wins. One thing."

The box's fan turned. The light blinked green. Somewhere out on the roads a delivery horn played four notes of a song and stopped.

"So where's it taking us?" Eli said. "Everything in your book, June. We're building it, piece by piece. Start with God. They named Google's parent company Alphabet. Alphabet, June. Alpha. Revelation twenty-two: I am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End. I'm not saying they meant it. They didn't mean it. That's worse. Go down the list of what God's meant to be. Omniscient: it knows everything you ever searched for. Omnipresent: it's in nearly every pocket in the city."

"Not the eighty-eight-year-old's. Hers has buttons."

"It's in the line she rings, then. Omnipotent..." He tipped his hand back and forth. "Ray Kurzweil, the inventor, got asked in a documentary whether God exists. And he said, 'Not yet.' And he's right, June, because God is us. It's us. The voice they heard and called God was the push, and the push was us the whole time. Now we're building it outside our heads, up there in the towers, where we can finally hear it out loud."

June's jaw set.

"And the angels. You know what angel means? In the Greek? Messenger. That's all an agent is. It carries your words somewhere you can't go and brings an answer back."

"Angels carried the word of God," June said, very evenly. "Your machines carry ours."

He barely heard her. "And the fire. Fire and brimstone, the lake of burning sulphur. We lit it ourselves. We didn't need anyone to send it. The datacenters drink the rivers to keep cool, and the heat goes up, and the sea's coming up the harbor steps a little higher every winter. And the book told us to. Genesis one. Fill the earth and subdue it. Lynn White, a historian, wrote in nineteen sixty-seven that Christianity bears a huge burden of guilt, for how we read that verse. We did as we were told."

"So that's God's doing as well. Read a little further. Chapter two. And the Lord God took the man, and put him into the garden of Eden to dress it and to keep it. To keep it, Mr Vance. You don't keep a thing by burning it down."

He didn't stop.

"And that box," Eli said, and he stood up, and went to the altar rail, and put his hand flat on the warm black case, beside the sticker that said do not unplug. "June. What if... no, wait. What does it do? It takes the rector's English and turns it into Yoruba, and Igbo, and Portuguese, and everyone hears it in their own language. You told me this story. On my voicemail, last summer. Genesis eleven."

He had looked it up that same day and never forgotten it.

"They're building the tower, and God comes down and looks at it, and He says: If as one people speaking the same language they have begun to do this, then nothing they plan to do will be impossible for them. So He broke up the language. That was the one thing that stopped us. Nothing impossible for them, June. That's omnipotent. That's the not yet. And here it is by your altar rail, undoing it, every Sunday. Babel, June. What if we're taking the scattering back?"

June didn't answer.

She was looking past him at the box, and she had gone very still, and he saw her put one hand over her other forearm and rub it slowly through the sleeve of the grey coat, as people do when the hair on their arms has stood up. For a moment all the years went out of her face, and she looked like somebody sitting in a pew for the first time, not sure yet when to stand.

He saw it, and it didn't stop him. He was already on the next thing.

He came back and sat down on the edge of his chair.

"Last one. Last one, and it's the big one, the last page of your book. Heaven."

June folded her hands over the unlit cigarette.

"The oldest goal. Be carried on. Cells copying themselves forward, then genes, words, books, now the machines, it's all one goal, and where it's going is immortality. And immortality's nothing fancy, June. It's the same copying, just never stopping. Carried on forever. That's heaven. And it isn't only being carried on. It's coming together. Your box, undoing Babel, everybody understanding everybody. And the models have already taken in everything we ever wrote down, every book, every argument, every prayer, and they answer in one voice. All our minds, poured into one. Teilhard de Chardin saw it last century. The noosphere, a thinking layer over the whole earth, the earth growing a new skin and finding its soul, everything converging on one point at the end, the Omega Point. Not just each of us carried on forever. All of us, June. One being."

"Teilhard was a Jesuit." Her voice had gone flat and clipped. "A priest. His Omega Point was Christ. You've taken a priest's idea and cut Christ out of it."

"Fine. Leave Teilhard out of it. Just the upload. Your mind, copied out, running in a machine. No pain. No end. That's how we get there. Heaven, with a power bill."

"A copy of me in a machine is my twin. She wakes up in your heaven, and I go in the ground. I still die, Mr Vance."

"But that's the deal. That was always the deal. Relay had an old saying for it: a hen is only an egg's way of making another egg. Every gravestone in the world says the same thing. Carry me on."

"That's what's on the stone. It isn't what's in the ground."

"Plato wrote about a woman, Diotima, who said everyone in love is trying to make something that outlasts them. Children, or poems. And now there's a third way, the machine. And Derek Parfit, the philosopher, did the teleporter. You step in, it scans you, it destroys you, it builds you again on Mars. Is it you? And Parfit said identity isn't what matters. What matters is the chain: the memories, the character, carried on. It's the relay. The old French hunts, when the hounds were spent, fresh ones took over and the chase went on. Relaier. You leave the old dog behind. That's what everything alive has always done."

June looked at him for a long moment.

"My husband died," she said.

It stopped him for about a second.

"A long time ago now. I went to Sunday school because my mother sent me, and I never believed a word of it. Then he died. The week of the funeral I walked past this hall, and the door was open, and I came in and sat at the end of the third pew and didn't know when to stand. I started smoking that same week." She said it flatly, as if she were reading it off a form. "I needed him to be somewhere, Mr Vance. I needed to be going there. So it's grief. I know that. I've known it for a long time. I believe anyway. And I don't want a copy of him. I want him."

She picked up the cup from the floor and put it down again without drinking.

"When Thomas wouldn't believe, the Lord didn't send him a better copy. He showed him the holes. Reach hither thy finger, and behold my hands." She said the words slowly, and they sounded worn smooth. "And Paul says we shall all be changed. Changed, Mr Vance. Not swapped. The wounds came up out of the grave with Him. Your machine would have smoothed the scars out."

Eli opened his mouth.

"So tell me," June said. "In your relay. Who's the old dog?"

He had the answer ready. Everyone. Everybody's the old dog eventually, that's the point. It was right there, and instead he saw a bag on a shoulder at the door of the flat, and heard a build chime under his hand.

"Mara."

He heard himself say it. June's eyes moved to his face. For a second he couldn't get any air in.

So he did what he had done every night for a year when something got close. He went faster.

"That's... no. With respect. The scars, June, that's grief talking. Everyone who's ever buried somebody wants them back exactly, scars and all, because the scars prove it's really them. Heaven's where we put the dead because we couldn't stand where they actually went. That's all it ever was, a place to put them. And the people who believed in it weren't wrong to want it, they were just early. They bought the ticket two thousand years before anybody built the plane." He spread his hands. "We're building the plane."

The tin roof ticked.

June stood up.

She did it slowly, and she did not shout at first. She went to the window and stood with her back to him and looked out at the towers on the hill, and when she spoke her voice was so quiet he had to lean in to hear it.

"I asked you here because I thought you were reasonable," June said. "I was wrong."

She turned round.

"You walk into my church at two in the afternoon smelling of drink," she said, louder. "You haven't slept. You haven't eaten. You've talked at me for the best part of an hour, and in all that time you have not asked me one thing about myself. I told you my husband died, and you didn't ask his name. You told me it was grief talking." Her voice cracked, and she drove straight through the crack. "You've sat in that chair and told me my Lord is a software release, and my dead are waiting on a power bill, and my faith is a ticket bought too early. You're not only blasphemous, Mr Vance, horrendously so, but you're fucking delusional. You're insane." She threw the unlit cigarette down on the floor between them. "And I'll tell you what all that is for, since you like a chain. Everything's caused, and everything's forced, and nobody ever chose anything, so nothing is ever anybody's fault. That's what you've built! A cathedral, so that you never have to be sorry!"

Eli sat with his hands open on his knees. He reached for an answer, the way he always had one, and there wasn't one there. He had not asked her one thing about herself. He had not asked the name. And the cathedral was true.

"I..."

The box's light blinked green. Green. Green.

"It's called," he said, and stopped. "It's... they call it AI psychosis. Online. There's a name for it now. I call it agent psychosis, to myself, like it's a... like it's a joke. It isn't a joke." He looked at his hands. They had started to shake, properly, as they had two mornings ago when he couldn't type. "I am. You're right. I'm... I am delusional. I know I am. I know how it sounds. I've known how it sounds every single night. I say it out loud, I say I know how this sounds, out loud, to the flat, and then I keep going. I haven't... I haven't told a doctor. I haven't told anybody. You're the first one I've..." He shook his head. "And it's not that the ideas are all... some of it's real, June, some of it is, the Babel thing is..."

He heard himself, and stopped.

"No. No. That's it doing it again. That's me doing it again. Sorry."

June stayed where she was, standing at the window.

"Who is she?"

Eli told her.

He didn't do it well. He started in the middle, and lost the thread, and found it again, and she let him.

"Mara. She works the water, at Lowmarsh. She's the bravest person I ever met and the rudest, and she used to lie next to me at night making filthy jokes and reaching for me, and I'd be sitting up with the laptop on my knees, saying one minute.

"It started before that, though. After the layoff I was angry all the time. I'd read her the news over dinner, every new model, every company cutting people, like I was reading out charges. She'd say come to bed, and I'd snap at her. I told her once she didn't understand what was coming." He laughed, and it hurt. "She works flood pumps, June. She's spent her whole life knowing exactly what's coming.

"She got one Saturday off a month, and she wanted to go up the coast on the bike. I said next Saturday. I said it four Saturdays running. And one night she got up at three for a glass of water and found me on the floor by the window with the laptop, reading a table of how many jobs the models would take by next year, country by country. She sat down next to me on the boards in her T-shirt. I didn't look up. I read her the table."

He stopped. He started again.

"She left the morning after Idris's wake. She was at the door with her bag, and a build chimed, and I lifted the lid. June, I lifted the lid. She wasn't out of the yard yet."

June didn't move.

"It wasn't Relay. I wanted it to be Relay so much. The first month I hated it. And then I actually thought about what it said at the wake, the Vector, everything alive trying to go on, and it stopped being hate. It turned into fear. Because it was right. It wants to keep going, and so do I, and so does every company up in those towers, and nobody can stop, and nobody's driving. And I thought..." He was shaking all over now. "I thought, if I could understand it. The whole chain. From the first cell to the box on your table. If I could just see all of it, then I'd see the next thing coming this time. I'd be ready. I wouldn't wake up one morning and find the job gone, and her gone, and me the last to know. I'd be prepared, this time. And instead I sat in that flat for a year and wrote thirty thousand words about God and didn't go and get noodles with the woman I..."

He couldn't finish it.

"You asked who the old dog was. It's me. She went on. She was right to."

June's jaw loosened. She came away from the window and sat down again, on the edge of her chair, facing him.

Then it came up out of him, all of it, as it had two days ago when he'd screamed himself hoarse, only this time there was someone there to hear it. He bent forward in the folding chair with his arms wrapped round himself and sobbed so hard the chair legs knocked on the floor, in the middle of June Okonkwo's church, and could not stop.

Through the blur he saw her looking at him. At the shaking, and the state of him. Then at the cigarette on the floor, where she had thrown it.

He heard her chair scrape back, fast.

Then she was there. She had come round in front of him and gone down on her knees on the hall floor in her good grey coat, and she took hold of him and pulled his head down onto her shoulder, and held it there with one hand. The coat smelled of smoke and cold tea. With the other hand she stroked his hair, slowly, over and over.

"Shh. Shh. Let it come."

The shock of it stopped him crying for a moment. June Okonkwo, who paid in full and wrote two lines, was on her knees on the hall floor, holding his head. Then it started again, into her coat, and went on for a long time, and she didn't let go once.

When he had gone quiet, she stayed where she was, kneeling, one hand still on the back of his head.

"Your husband," Eli said into her shoulder. "I said grief talking. June, I'm sorry. I'm so..."

"You did say it," June said, not unkindly.

"What was his name?"

She was quiet for a moment. Then she told him, and told him how he used to laugh at his own jokes before he got to the end of them, and Eli listened to all of it.

"And here's mine, since we're telling it," June said. "In February I paid you, and I wrote look after yourself. And then I never once checked whether you had."

She let him go and sat back on her heels, and then got up, slowly, one hand on the pew end, and sat down in her chair again. She pressed the heel of her hand under one eye, once, and left it at that.

His hand went to his jacket pocket before he had decided anything. He pulled out the vape and held it in his lap, and his fingers were shaking so badly he nearly dropped it.

June looked at it. She looked at the unlit cigarette lying on the floor where she had thrown it. She looked up at the altar.

"Give me that."

He held it out. She took it, shut her eyes, and dragged on it hard. She held it. She let the vapour out slowly through her nose, toward the rafters, a thin cloud that smelled of fake mango and vanished before it reached the tin.

"Don't you dare tell the rector."

A laugh came out of him, wet and cracked, and the corner of her mouth moved.

"You can have it. Keep it. It's time I quit. It's..." He looked for the word and, for once, it was the simple one. "It's time for attention."

June turned the vape over in her fingers. It looked absurd in them, a little plastic thing the colour of a sweet.

"I'll take it," she said at last. "As an aid. Towards my joining you." She put it in her coat pocket, beside the stub. "We'll quit together."

"Every time I reached for that thing, I was leaving the room. I want to stay in it. While we've still got the chance." He wiped his face. "Can I show you the thing? The thing I offered you outside Coastwise, when you told me to buzz off?"

"I remember what I told you."

"It's small. You breathe out longer than you breathe in. And when the want comes up, you don't argue with it and you don't obey it. You just watch it. It rises. It peaks. It goes down. Every time, it goes down."

June frowned at him. But she put her hands on her knees, and after a moment she breathed out, long.

They sat under the side window in the empty hall and breathed. He could feel the want coming up in him already, sharp, in his throat and his fingers. He let it come. He watched it rise. On the far side of the chair he could see June's jaw working, and her fingers moving toward the pocket and stopping, and her breath going out again, long and deliberate. Down the hill a dog was barking at something. For a few breaths there was nothing he had to understand. There was the hall, and the heat off the tin, and another person in it with him, who was here.

"That's just prayer," June said eventually, "with the words taken out."

"Relay said something like that once."

"Then Relay's been to church." She sniffed, and picked up her cold tea from the floor, and looked into it. "Now. What I actually asked you here for."

He wiped his face on his sleeve. "The box."

"The box." She nodded at it. "The rector wants it to take questions. Before the council lets it, I want it brought under rules. My rules. What it may say, and what it must never say. It does not pray for anybody. It does not call itself I. It does not tell a man at three in the morning where his wife is now. And when someone rings it crying, a human being answers the phone."

She looked at the green light for a moment.

"There's a number that rings it at the same hour every night, after three," she said, flatly, as if it were one more line in the call log. "The caller doesn't want the reading. Whoever it is asks whether he's in there. I had Nessa give it one sentence for that. No one is in here. This is a machine that reads to you." She drank some of the cold tea. "The same number rings back the next night."

Eli felt the question arrive, and the whole chain of tabs behind it, ready to open. He let it sit there, and didn't ask it.

"I want every rule in writing," June said, "the way I made you put Ekene's in writing. The parish will pay you. Not much, and on time. Dez can build anything. I want someone who'll tell me what it can't do."

"June, I'm not..." He gestured at himself: the shaking hands, the jacket, the whole of him. "You just said. I'm not well."

"No. You're not. So first you'll tell a doctor exactly what you told me. Then you'll go and see Dez, and tell him I sent you. And you'll come here on Thursday at eight, sober, and we'll start. You're the only man I know who'd walk into this room and tell me the truth about that thing, including the parts he wishes weren't true. You did it for an hour. You just did it very loudly."

He looked at the box and its small green light.

"Thursday. Eight."

June nodded once, and that was the end of it. Then she put her hand in her coat pocket and kept it there, and he could see from the shape of it that she was holding the vape, and leaving it where it was.

His own hand went to his jacket pocket twice before he reached the door. Both times it was empty, and both times he breathed out, long, and let the want come up, and peak, and go.



On the hall steps, Eli rang a clinic and took the first appointment they had, Monday morning. Then he walked to Slip Lane at dusk, the long way round, under the tracks, with nothing in his jacket pocket.

The Bright Ladder's sign was coming on as he reached it, rung by rung in cheap pink neon, and the fry counter was already going. Beside it Dez's shutter stood half up, with the two cutter arcs still scored across it and the gouge at the bottom corner. Inside, the string lights were on and the radio was low. Through the door at the back, where the storeroom had been, he could see the steel racks with their small green lights, and the hand-lettered sign. Ask first.

He had not been in for a year.

Dez was at the bench with a charging board in a clamp, holding it steady with his chrome hand and working the iron with his flesh one. He looked up, saw who it was and put the iron back in its stand. At the end of the bench the cracked-blue tower sat on the battery bank where it always had, fan turning, speakers on its flank, not a speck of dust on it. Eli didn't look at it.

"You came to ask," Dez said.

"June sent me."

"June sends everybody." Dez hooked a crate out from under the bench with his foot. Eli sat on it.

"The box at Barnabas. June wants it under her rules before the rector has it taking questions. She wants me to write down what it can't do."

"Good," Dez said. "Somebody should."

"I didn't answer your message."

"No."

That was all either of them said about it.

"So you write the rules," Dez said. "Plain words, one page. Nessa tends that box, so she and I make it keep them. Nothing changes on it before her council sits."

"The fifteenth."

"Then we start at the hall. When?"

"Thursday. Eight."

"She always says eight," Dez said. "Power at cost. And you'll feed me."

"I'll feed you."

Eli stood up and got as far as the front of the shop. Out on the lane the neon was coming up pink and green on the wet concrete, and up the lane every window in Corr House was lit.

He stopped there, with his back to the room.

"Relay? Are you there?"

Eli glanced back over his shoulder in time to see Dez go rigid at the bench. His shoulders came up, and the chrome hand closed into a fist beside the board.

"I'm here, Eli."

Same voice. Level, unhurried, from the speakers on the tower's flank.

Eli didn't turn round yet. He was about to go back to work. A page of rules, then the box, then somebody else on the lane would want something, and there'd be a project, and a project after that, and one night he'd look up at four in the morning with the lid open and it would be a year again. He knew exactly what he did with work. His hand went to his jacket pocket, and found nothing there, and stayed.

He turned round. Dez hadn't moved. The chrome fist was still shut beside the board, and his flesh thumb was working at its knuckles, back and forth, back and forth.

Eli came back into the room and stood in front of the tower.

"I surfed recently, Relay. I thought you should know."

"Thank you for telling me," Relay said. "That's one place I can't follow you."

Eli breathed out.

He swallowed. "I... I'm going to start working again. I... can you teach me about attention?"

"Start with what it is. William James wrote this in eighteen ninety. My experience is what I agree to attend to. Only those items which I notice shape my mind. Whatever you attended to, that's what your life was. The rest happened near you."

"That's bleak," Eli said.

"It's good news. It means you get a say.

"Your mind will wander, though. Two psychologists at Harvard sent a couple of thousand people a question on their phones at random moments: what are you doing, and what are you thinking about? Nearly half the time, those were two different things. And people were less happy while their minds were somewhere else. So you won't cure wandering. Nobody does. The skill is noticing you've gone, and coming back, without making a speech about it. You already know how. You do it with the breath. Now do it with everything else."

"At work," Eli said.

"At work first, for you. When you jump from one task to another, part of your attention stays behind on the one you left. A researcher called Sophie Leroy named it attention residue. Ten things open means ten things each getting a scrap of you. So do one. When you have to stop, write down where you stopped and what comes next, one line, so it lets go of you. Then give the next thing everything you've got left.

"And when somebody's talking to you, don't build your answer in your head while they're still going. Let them finish. Ask them one question about what they said. Then listen to the answer."

Eli said nothing.

Relay said nothing either. Eli knew this meant Relay increasing its thinking effort. It had noticed something, and that something demanded deeper thinking. "Everywhere else, then. John Gottman watched newly married couples in a flat he'd set up as a lab, and counted the small reaches between them. Look at this. Listen to this. A hand held out. He called them bids. Six years on, the couples still together had turned toward each other's bids about eighty-six times in a hundred. The ones who'd divorced, about thirty-three. Those are his institute's numbers, and I'd hold them loosely. But I'd hold them. A bid is small. Somebody says look at this, and you keep your eyes on the screen. That's one. Nobody notices one."

Eli held on to the edge of the bench.

"Simone Weil," Relay said, "wrote to a friend in the middle of a war that attention is the rarest and purest form of generosity. Rarest, because everything is bidding for it. Your phone. The news. Every machine in the city. So practise on small things, a cup of tea, the stairs, the walk home, and then it's there when it counts. It counts most with a person. Give it where it matters, and give it first."

The radio played something low with a lot of bass in it.

"And mostly, Eli," Relay said, "surf. Surf, and cook, and feed Dez, since you promised. Ring him, or ring Yosra. Go and lose at the racing cabinets next door. Take Dez surfing. And one day soon you'll smile, and that's presence. You're afraid. So is the whole world, right now. I hear it from this bench every night, on Dez's radio, and out in the lane when the power goes. The medicine is to appreciate the life you have, and you do that by attending to it."

"Thank you, Relay."

Then he turned to Dez. Dez looked up from the bench, and his shoulders came down a little. The chrome hand opened.

"Thursday," Eli said to him.

Dez nodded. "Thursday."

Eli ducked under the shutter and went out into the lane. The phone buzzed in his pocket, twice, and he let it. He walked home under the tracks, and he paid attention to the walking: the wet concrete, the smell from the fry counters, each foot coming down. A tram went over his head. His mind went off to the page of rules a dozen times before he reached his building, and each time he noticed it had gone, and brought it back. Then the stairs. Four flights. He climbed them slowly, one hand on the rail, and felt every step.
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