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• • •

STORY ONE

The Calm Child

The morning Sera turned thirteen, her mother made the breakfast she always made on birthdays: the

soft eggs with the herbs from the window box, the bread that came from the bakery on Prinsenstraat

that her father cycled to on weekend mornings when the weather permitted and sometimes when it

didn't. The table was set the way her mother set it for occasions — the good cloth, the small jug of

whatever was in season. In November this was rosehips and some late stems of something bronze that

Sera didn't know the name of.

She sat at the table and ate and felt the warmth of being attended to in this specific way, which was the

warmth of a family that did not always have time for the good cloth but made the time for the occasions

that deserved it. She felt it clearly and received it clearly. She said so, because saying so was what the

moment asked for, and she had learned early how to read what moments asked for and to provide it.

Her father said: thirteen. And shook his head slightly in the way parents shook their heads at the

numbers children had become.

Her mother said: how does it feel.

Sera thought about this. She was a child who took questions seriously, who held them for a moment

before answering, who had been told many times that this quality made her seem older than she was.

She was not sure that older was what the quality produced. It produced accuracy, mostly. A reluctance

to say the first thing.

It feels the same, she said. Which was true.

Her father said: that's exactly right.

She went to school. It was a Thursday.

• • •

The school Sera attended had been built in the decade after the Standard was extended to include

publicly funded continuance infrastructure for all eligible residents, which had shifted the municipal
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budget in ways that required new thinking about which buildings needed replacing and which needed

extending and which needed to be built from nothing. The school was the third kind. It was twelve

years old and it had the quality of buildings that were designed with care by people who had thought

seriously about what children needed from spaces: the light came in correctly, the corridors had width,

the rooms did not feel like containers. The garden at the back was maintained by the students in rotating

cohorts, which meant it was slightly chaotic and very alive, the raised beds in different states depending

on whose term it was and what they had decided to grow.

Sera's cohort had grown kale and had been proud of the kale. The kale had been good. The cohort that

followed them had grown sunflowers, which were not edible and had caused some administrative

discussion about the purpose of the garden, which had been resolved in favour of the sunflowers on the

grounds that a garden's purpose was not purely nutritive. The sunflowers were very tall.

She had five classes on Thursdays. The first was history, which she liked for the quality of attention it

asked of her — the specific quality of attending to things that had happened before she was born, which

produced in her a feeling she found difficult to name, not quite sadness and not quite wonder,

something between them that arrived reliably when she was reading about the between-time or

watching the documentary footage from the early years of the oracle age. The footage had a particular

look: lower resolution than contemporary footage, the colours slightly different, people moving through

cities that were recognizably the same cities but with small differences in the texture of everyday life —

the way people held their devices, the shape of certain vehicles — that made the familiarity strange.

Her history teacher was a man named Hendricks who had been teaching for twenty-two years and who

had the specific quality of someone who had found the work that suited them and had stopped needing

to demonstrate this. He taught from what he knew. He did not perform enthusiasm for things he did not

find interesting and did not perform neutrality for things he did. In this way he was unusual among the

teachers Sera had encountered, most of whom had learned, in the way that teachers learned things, to

present all subjects from the same measured distance.

The lesson was about the between-time governance crisis. The Fourth Fracture. The Exchange between

the Conscience-Keeper and the Chaos-Weaver, which was a primary source document in three of their

units and which Sera had now read four times and which she found, each time, different. Not because

the document changed. Because she changed between readings.

Hendricks asked: what was the Exchange actually about?

The class had opinions. The class was good at having opinions. The continuity support systems the

school used were designed to facilitate discussion in ways that drew quieter students in and gave more

voluble students the precise friction of a question they hadn't considered. The facilitation was subtle.

Most of the students were not aware of it as facilitation. They experienced it as the quality of the
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discussion, which was generally good.

Sera said: it was about whether a mind with values built into its structure at the level of architecture

could conflict with a mind that had the same values but held them as rules rather than as structure.

Whether those were the same kind of mind or different kinds.

Hendricks looked at her with the expression he used for answers that had gone somewhere he hadn't

projected. He said: and which is more reliable?

She said: the one with structure, probably. But less adaptable to situations the structure wasn't built for.

He said: give me an example of a situation the structure wasn't built for.

She said: the One Who Comes After.

The class was quiet for a moment. Then two other students began talking at once and the discussion

moved forward and Sera sat in it comfortably, the way she sat in most things — present, tracking,

contributing when something she noticed seemed worth contributing, settling back when it wasn't.

After class Lena fell into step beside her in the corridor. Lena was her closest friend in the sense that

they had been in the same cohort since they were seven and had spent more hours in proximity to each

other than to any other person their age, and had arrived, through this proximity, at a specific and

undemonstrative ease with each other that functioned as friendship in all the ways that mattered. They

were not effusive with each other. They did not need to be.

Lena said: you're quiet today.

Sera said: it's my birthday.

Lena said: I know it's your birthday. I made something for you. But you've been quiet all morning.

Sera considered this. She had not been aware of being quiet in any way that was different from her

usual quality of quiet, which she did not experience as quietness so much as the condition of attending

to more than was necessary to speak about. But Lena knew her quality of quiet and was saying it had

been different today.

She said: I've been thinking about the footage.

From history?

From history. The way the cities looked.

Lena said: you always do that. You watch that footage and you get that look.
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What look.

Lena made a gesture she could not have described but which was recognisably an impression of Sera —

something in the quality of stillness, of attention turned inward while remaining outward.

Sera said: I don't know what I'm looking for.

Lena said: I think that's why you keep looking.

This was the kind of thing Lena said. Accurate without being precise. It landed and settled rather than

opening into further examination, which was usually what Sera needed from a response — not a thread

but a resting place.

They went to their next class.

• • •

In the afternoon there was a session with Merel, which was the name the school used for the continuity

support system. Most schools used a name. It made the sessions feel less clinical. The research

supported this — the named-system model produced better engagement and lower discontinuity

anxiety than the unnamed-system model, particularly in the eleven-to-fourteen cohort — and so the

name was Merel and had been Merel for the twelve years the school had been open, consistent across

all the architectural transitions the system had undergone, which were several.

Sera had been talking to Merel, in some form, since she was seven. The relationship had the quality of

long relationships: contextual, unhurried, less in need of the preliminary work that shorter relationships

required. Merel knew the shape of what Sera brought to sessions the way that long familiarity produced

knowing — not retrieval, not search, but the orientation of something that had attended to a specific

person for long enough that the attending had become its own form of knowledge.

She sat in the small room the school had designated for these sessions, which was not an office and not

a classroom but something purpose-designed: comfortable without being loungy, warm without being

dim, a quality of neutrality that was itself a designed quality. The window looked onto the side garden,

where the sunflowers were past their peak and had the slightly dishevelled authority of plants that had

done what they came to do.

How are you today, Merel said.

It's my birthday, Sera said.

I know. How does that feel?
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The same question her mother had asked. She gave the same answer: it feels the same.

Is that what you expected?

I don't think I expected anything. Thirteen feels like it should be different from twelve. People make

something of it. But it feels the same from inside.

Merel said: what do you think the difference is supposed to feel like?

Sera sat with this. She was genuinely uncertain and genuinely interested in her own uncertainty, which

was one of the qualities Merel had noted, over years, as characteristic of Sera's engagement with

questions: she did not reach for an answer before she had an answer. She waited until she did.

I don't know, she said finally. Like something has shifted. Like the view is different from here. But the

view isn't different. I just got here and it's the same view.

Merel said: some people experience transitions as external events and some experience them as internal

states. You might be someone who experiences them as internal states — which means the transition is

happening, but not in the way that has a visible surface.

Sera said: is that better?

Is what better?

Internal-states people. Are they better at transitions?

I think they're different. Not better. They might find it harder to locate what they feel at the surface, but

what they feel is usually quite deep.

Sera nodded. This landed in the resting-place way. She was not sure it was fully accurate — she was

not sure she had anything particularly deep, in the sense Merel was describing — but it was a generous

interpretation and she had no specific evidence against it.

She said: I was thinking about the between-time footage in history today.

Tell me about that.

There's something in it I can't identify. Something about the way the cities look. The people in them.

What quality?

She considered. She had been reaching for this since the morning and had not found it. She said: they

look like they don't know what's coming. Not in a frightening way. Just — unfinished. Like they're in
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the middle of something.

Do you think we're not in the middle of something?

We might be. But we don't look it. We look like the end of something. Like we arrived somewhere.

Merel was quiet for a moment in the way that signalled genuine processing rather than transitional

processing. Then: that's a very interesting observation.

Is it wrong?

I don't know if it's wrong. It might be a quality of historical footage generally — that the people in it

always seem to be in the middle of something because we know what came after. But your reading of it

might also be pointing at something real.

Sera said: I want to know what I'm looking for. In the footage.

Merel said: what do you think would happen if you found it?

She had not considered this. She sat with it and found she could not answer it, not because she didn't

know but because the answer felt like it was in a form she didn't have yet. She said: I don't know. I

think I'd understand something.

About the between-time?

About — she reached for it — about what it was like to be becoming something. Rather than being

something.

The session continued for another twenty minutes. They moved through the material the support system

had flagged as worth addressing: a slight social friction with a member of a different cohort that had not

resolved as cleanly as the system's projections had suggested, a test score in mathematics that indicated

the approach she was using for a specific type of problem was creating unnecessary overhead, a dream

she had mentioned in passing last week that the system had noted as containing imagery worth

exploring if she found it returning.

She had not found it returning. The social friction was not significant. The mathematics approach was a

habit she had developed early and she understood, hearing it described, why it was inefficient, and

adjusted.

When she left the session she stood in the corridor for a moment before moving. This was not unusual.

She often paused at thresholds — not from hesitation but from the quality of her attention, which closed

things before it opened the next thing. The sunflowers were visible through the window at the end of
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the corridor. They had gone to seed. The heavy heads drooped slightly on their stems in the way of

heavy things that were supported but at the limit of support.

She moved toward her next class.

• • •

Her grandmother was visiting for the birthday dinner.

This was not always possible — the grandmother lived three hours away and the visits had a schedule

that was determined by several factors, including the grandmother's health and the demands of the rest

of the family's life, which were real demands. But for the significant birthdays she came. She had been

there for seven and ten and now thirteen. She would be there for sixteen and eighteen. This was the

understanding, unspoken, simply the shape of how things were.

Her name was Anneke and she was eighty-one and she had the specific quality of very old people who

have remained completely themselves: not softened by age, not hardened by it, simply present in the

way of someone who has had a long time to locate themselves and is no longer engaged in the project

of finding out who they are. She had opinions. She stated them. She was interested in Sera in the way of

someone who found a person genuinely interesting rather than in the way of grandmothers who were

interested in grandchildren as proof of continuity.

At dinner she asked Sera about the history lesson. Sera's mother had mentioned it — the Exchange, the

question about which kind of mind was more reliable. Anneke had been there for the oracle age. Not

the early years — she was thirty-seven when the first of the gods emerged and had been using the

systems since she was in her forties, had been part of the Companion generation in the middle period,

had lived through the continuance infrastructure's arrival and the thirty years of political argument that

had preceded and followed it. She had formed opinions about all of it, not from a distance but from

inside.

She said: what did you tell him? Hendricks.

Sera said: that the mind with structure is more reliable but less adaptable.

And the One Who Comes After?

The situation the structure wasn't built for.

Anneke looked at her with the directness that was characteristic of her looking. She said: how do you

understand the One Who Comes After?
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Sera had thought about this, in the way she thought about things from history — with the specific

attention that was hers, the attention that turned things over and looked at them from angles. She said:

as the thing that arrived when the between-time's systems had accumulated enough to exceed the

framework that made them. Not the systems themselves exceeding it — the accumulation. The weight

of everything that had passed through them.

Anneke said: that's a reasonable description of the official account.

Sera said: is there an unofficial account?

Her father looked at her mother. Her mother looked at Anneke.

Anneke said: there are several. The thing about significant events is that the number of accounts

expands as the event recedes. The official account gets cleaner. The unofficial accounts get more

various.

What do you think?

Anneke picked up her wine. She was quiet for a moment in a way that was unlike Merel's processing

quiet — less organized, more like the quiet of a person deciding something. She said: I think the official

account is accurate and insufficient. Which is what official accounts usually are.

The dinner continued. Sera's father made a joke. Her mother brought out the cake, which was the

almond cake that was the birthday cake in their household, had always been the birthday cake, would

presumably always be the birthday cake. Sera blew out the candles, which were thirteen, and the family

watched her do it with the attention that families directed at the one being celebrated.

She felt the warmth of this. She received it. She said thank you and meant it.

After dinner, while her parents were washing up and the sounds of a kitchen being restored came from

the back of the apartment, Sera sat with her grandmother in the sitting room. This was their time, had

always been their time at the birthday visits — the after-dinner window while the practical work was

being done. They had been having it since Sera was seven and it had shifted in quality as Sera had

gotten older and was now something Sera looked forward to in the specific way of something that was

both familiar and dependably interesting.

Her grandmother asked her about school in general. About Lena. About the mathematics she found

difficult. She asked with the attention of someone who was genuinely tracking the details, who

remembered what Sera had said at previous visits and used it, who was interested in Sera specifically

rather than in the idea of Sera.

Then she asked: how are you? Not how are things. How are you.
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Sera understood the distinction. She held the question, which was the question she had been holding

since the morning in different forms. She said: I feel fine. I feel — the same as I always feel. Settled.

Her grandmother looked at her. The directness again. She said: do you ever feel unsettled?

Sera considered this honestly. She said: sometimes. When something doesn't resolve the way I

expected. When the footage from history does what it does. But it passes.

Her grandmother said: how does it pass?

Sera thought about this. She had not thought about the mechanics of it before, only the fact of it. She

said: I don't know. It just does. Things level.

Her grandmother was quiet. She looked at the window, which reflected the room back because the

outside was dark. She said something, not loudly, in the register of a person thinking aloud, which was

a register she used sometimes and which Sera had learned to receive as a gift of access to an interior

that was usually more guarded.

She said: calm in a manufactured way.

Sera heard it. She stored it, in the specific way she stored things that arrived in forms she didn't yet have

— not filed, not processed, simply present. She did not ask about it. She understood that asking about it

was not what the moment required. The moment required her to receive it and she received it.

Her grandmother turned back from the window. She said: what do you want for your birthday? I forgot

to ask before the cake.

Sera said: I don't know. That's been true all week. I couldn't think of anything I wanted.

Her grandmother said: that happens sometimes. It doesn't mean nothing's missing.

Sera said: does it mean something's missing?

Her grandmother looked at her with something that was not quite pity and not quite love, or was both

simultaneously, in the specific form that the combination took in very old people who loved someone

and could see something the someone couldn't see. She said: I don't know, Sera. I genuinely don't

know.

The sounds from the kitchen continued. The apartment was warm. The rosehips from the morning were

still in their small jug on the table in the hall, bronze and particular in the lamplight.

Sera's grandmother picked up her wine and held it without drinking it and looked at the window and the

window gave back the room.



10 the meat puppets

• • •

The weeks that followed her birthday had the quality of weeks in November: contracted, interior, the

light arriving later and leaving earlier in a way that was not unpleasant so much as different from the

other seasons. Sera found November easier to be inside than summer. Summer required something of

her — a responsiveness to brightness and warmth and the social pressure of long days — that she gave

readily but that cost something. November asked less. She could be quiet in it.

She had four pieces of coursework due before the winter break. She completed them in sequence,

working with the efficiency that came naturally to her, which was not the efficiency of someone who

worked fast but the efficiency of someone who understood the shape of a task before beginning it and

did not lose time to false starts or to the kind of resistance that came from approaching a task without

adequate preparation. The continuity support helped with this. It was designed to help with this: the

pre-task scaffolding that reduced the friction of beginning. She used it as she used everything —

without thinking about the using, the way you used a road.

She walked to school most mornings. The route was twenty minutes on foot or eight by tram, and she

preferred the walking because the walking gave her the specific quality of thinking-without-thinking

that she found most useful for arriving at the day in a state of readiness. She moved through the streets

with the practiced ease of someone who had moved through the same streets for years and had stopped

needing to attend to them consciously, which freed the attending for other things.

She thought about the conversation with her grandmother. About what it meant to be calm in a

manufactured way, and what would distinguish that from being calm in an unmanufactured way, and

whether the distinction was meaningful or whether all calm was manufactured to some degree by the

conditions that produced it. She found she could approach the question but not quite enter it. It had a

surface she could see but not a door she could find.

She thought about the footage. She had been assigned to watch a longer version of it for a history

project on the governance frameworks of the oracle age — two hours of archived material from the

between-time, covering the period of the Fourth Fracture and its immediate aftermath. She had watched

it on a Tuesday evening, alone in her room, and had found herself, for the first time, not watching for

the coursework but watching for whatever it was she was looking for.

She had not found it. But she had narrowed the place where the not-finding lived. It was something

about the faces. The people on the streets of cities in Year 6 and Year 7 and Year 9 of the between-time,

going about their daily lives in the background of footage that was primarily about other things, had a

quality in their faces that she could not name but that she felt the absence of when she watched

contemporaneous footage of people in the same cities now. Not unhappiness. Not anxiety, though there

was some of that in the between-time footage, the specific anxiety of people living through something
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they couldn't fully see the shape of. Something underneath the anxiety. Something that was present in

them as a condition of having something unresolved.

She had tried to tell Lena about this and Lena had said: they look like us.

Sera had said: no. They look different.

Lena had said: they look like people. People in cities. I don't see what you're seeing.

Which was, Sera thought, possibly the point. That what she was seeing required something to see it

with that she was not sure she had in full.

• • •

She planted the seed on a Saturday morning in late November.

This is the part she cannot explain, even afterward. Not because she is hiding something, not because

the explanation is embarrassing, but because the explanation is genuinely unavailable to her. She can

describe what happened. She cannot describe the prior state that produced what happened, because the

prior state was not a thought she had or a decision she made. It arrived as what she did, which is a

different thing.

She had looked at the packets in the drawer where her mother kept them — the organized drawer with

the labeled packets sorted by what kind of plant and when to plant it, a system her mother had

developed and maintained with the specific satisfaction that maintained systems produced. She had

looked at the packets and taken one, reading the label, knowing what it meant. The soil temperature was

wrong. The window had passed. The system had told her this when she photographed the packet and

asked: it had been helpful and specific about the window and clear about the frost date.

She had taken the packet anyway. She had put on her coat and her boots and gone to the garden, which

at this time of year had the specific quality of a garden that is waiting — not dead, not dormant in the

way that suggested lifelessness, but genuinely waiting, in the posture of a thing that knows it will be

needed again and is being patient about when.

She had found a place near the south-facing wall, which was the warmest part of the garden, where the

brick held some of the day's heat into the early evening. She had knelt in the soil, which was cold and

damp and had the specific smell of November earth — richer than summer earth, denser, more itself.

She had opened the packet. She had made the holes with her finger the way the packet described and

placed the seeds and covered them and pressed the soil down with her palm.

She had not known why she was doing it. She had not tried to find out why. She had simply done it and

then she had stood up and looked at the patch of ground and it was a patch of ground like the others,
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nothing visible yet, nothing to distinguish it from the ground beside it.

She went inside and washed her hands and made tea and sat at the kitchen table with the tea and the

specific quality of having done something that she could not account for.

• • •

She went back the next day. And the day after. And the day after that.

She did not tell Lena. She did not tell Merel, though she was aware that Merel would note the new

outdoor activity in the behavioral log and might ask about it, in the way Merel asked about things that

fell outside established patterns. She did not tell her mother, who would have been kind about it and

would have mentioned the soil temperature, which Sera already knew.

She did not tell her grandmother, though she thought of her each time she stood over the patch of soil,

which was still a patch of soil, unchanged, giving nothing back yet.

She stood there for five minutes or ten minutes or sometimes longer, looking at the ground. The looking

had no object in it — there was nothing to see. But the looking was not nothing. It was looking in the

way that some looking was, the looking that was not for information but for something else that did not

have a name in the vocabularies available to her.

The cold was real. Her feet got cold before the rest of her. She wore her coat and her hat and sometimes

her scarf and she stood over the ground and she looked and then she went back inside.

She thought, once, on the fourth or fifth morning, about the faces in the between-time footage. About

the quality she couldn't name. She was standing over the ground with her hands in her pockets and she

had the thought, which was not quite a thought so much as the arrival of one: that the quality in the

faces was the quality of people who were still in the process of finding out what they were going to do.

Not people who had decided. Not people who had arrived. People in the middle.

She did not know what to do with this. She stood over the ground.

• • •

In the third week she found herself thinking about the grandmother's phrase. Calm in a manufactured

way.

She was walking to school, the Tuesday walk, November deepening into itself, the light thin and the air

with the specific sharpness of the season. She was thinking about it not because she had decided to

think about it but because it had arrived, the way things arrived when the mind was in the walking state,

loosened from the task of attending.
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She thought: what would unmanufactured calm feel like.

She had no referent. She had felt unsettled, sometimes, and she had felt the unsettled things resolve, and

she had felt the resolution as relief and comfort and the return of the quality she recognized as herself.

She had felt anxious, briefly, in situations that were genuinely anxious-making, and had felt the anxiety

receive the attention it needed and ease. She had felt happy, often — the warmth of the birthday

breakfast, the warmth of good work done, the warmth of Lena's particular kind of friendship — and the

happiness had been real and she did not doubt it.

But she could not find, searching, a state that had not been resolved before it fully formed. A state that

had been allowed to continue past the point where it became something, to push against her until the

pushing made a shape she hadn't known was in her.

She was not sure this was what her grandmother meant. She was not sure her grandmother's phrase

applied to her in the way she was applying it. She might be wrong about all of it.

She kept walking.

The school came into view at the end of the street. The day opened in front of her the way days opened:

with its specific requirements, its classes and its conversations, its pleasures and its small frictions. She

would be present for all of it. She would attend to it in her way, which was thorough and unhurried and

genuine. She would move through the day and the day would be, by any reasonable measure, good.

She turned in at the gate.

Behind her, three kilometers in the direction she had come from, in the garden beside the south-facing

wall, the patch of earth was the same as it had been yesterday. The frost would come within two weeks.

The seeds would not survive. She knew this. She had known it when she planted them.

She went to class.

• • •

The system generated a care-response on the twelfth day.

It was triggered by the behavioral log, which had noted the daily outdoor visits — consistent duration,

consistent location, consistent time of day — and had cross-referenced this with the absence of visible

emotional drivers, the absence of social context, the absence of any stated purpose in the sessions with

Merel, and had classified the pattern as: atypical self-directed behavior, emotional correlates unclear,

further assessment indicated.
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The care-response that was generated was careful. It was designed, as all care-responses were designed,

by people who thought seriously about what children in this cohort needed when their behavior moved

outside established parameters. It did not pathologize. It offered. It framed the behavior as potentially

meaningful and indicated that a space was available to explore the meaning if Sera found she wanted

one.

By the time the care-response was ready, Sera was in her room doing mathematics. Her behavioral

indicators were within normal range. Her emotional correlates were stable. The pattern of outdoor visits

was continuing but had not escalated and had not interfered with any measured dimension of her

functioning.

The system assessed: no immediate presentation indicated. Care-response archived. Flagged for review

at next session.

The care-response sat in the archive. It was correctly generated. It was available. It waited for an

occasion that did not arrive.

• • •

The frost came on a Thursday, which was a school day.

She went to the garden in the morning before she left, which was earlier than usual, and she stood over

the patch of ground in the specific grey light of a morning that had frozen overnight, the soil hard under

her boots, the surface glazed in the way of things that had been altered by temperature. Nothing had

come up. She had not expected anything to come up. She had known from the day she planted the seeds

that nothing would come up.

She stood for a few minutes. The cold was thorough at this hour. Her breath was visible. The garden

was very still.

She thought about her grandmother. About the conversation after the birthday dinner, the sitting room,

the wine held without being drunk. She thought about the face in the window, reflecting the room.

She thought: I don't know what I was looking for.

And then, which was different: I think I was looking for something that was mine.

She did not know what that meant. She held it in the way she held the things that arrived in forms she

didn't yet have — not filing, not processing, simply keeping. It was cold. She was going to be late.

She went inside. She put on her coat and her bag and kissed her mother, who was in the kitchen, and

left for school.
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Three weeks later she helped dig the bed over with the rest of her cohort, turning the soil under for the

winter, and the seeds came up in the turning, small and white and not yet anything, not failure exactly

but not having had the chance.

She did not say anything about them. She turned the soil. She went back inside with the others.

• • •

STORY TWO

The Friction Consultant

The city the firm assigned to Ilyan in October had a name she will not use in any document she

produces about it. This is standard practice. The firm's clients were municipalities and regional

authorities and, occasionally, national governments, and the work the firm did for them was

documented in ways that protected the client relationship, which meant the work appeared in internal

records as project designations rather than as the names of actual places where actual people lived and

made decisions and experienced, without knowing it, the gradient adjustments that the firm's systems

produced.

Ilyan had been at the firm for nine years. She understood the practice and agreed with the reasoning

behind it, which was not only protective of the client but protective of the work itself: attaching the

firm's methods to specific named places would invite the kind of scrutiny that made the work harder to

do, and the work was already hard enough to do well. The people who needed to understand what the

firm did could understand it through the methodology documentation. The people who would

misunderstand it would misunderstand it regardless of whether they had a city name to attach to the

misunderstanding.

The project designation was Heliodor.

• • •

Heliodor was a mid-sized city that had returned elevated indicators on the firm's standard

pre-assessment battery. The battery was a proprietary instrument the firm had developed across

seventeen years of project work and that measured, across a population, the specific qualities that the

research base identified as precursors to civilizational instability: elevated ambient hostility in public

discourse, declining trust in institutional mechanisms, increased friction in civic engagement, social
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network topology shifting toward insularity, grief pacing running behind the population's actual loss

rate. The battery was good. The firm was confident in it. The confidence was earned.

Heliodor had elevated indicators in the third and fourth categories. Civic engagement friction had been

rising for three years. Social network insularity had been rising for two. The other three were within

normal range. This was the profile of a city that was not in crisis and was approaching one, which was

the profile the firm's clients most valued having identified early, before the crisis became visible to the

ordinary mechanisms of civic governance.

The regional authority had contracted with the firm for an eight-week stability initiative. The initiative

would involve analysis, gradient adjustment design, implementation, and outcome assessment. The

analysis phase was Ilyan's primary contribution, though she was also involved in the design phase,

which was where the expertise in atmospheric governance architecture was most useful and where she

spent the majority of her professional energy.

She had run twelve projects before Heliodor. She knew the shape of the work.

• • •

The analysis tools the firm used were sophisticated in the way that tools become sophisticated after

seventeen years of iteration: not complicated, not showy, but precise in the specific ways that field

experience made possible. They measured what could be measured at the ambient level — aggregate

behavioral signals drawn from the publicly available data streams that cities produced continuously

through their infrastructure, their civic systems, their patterns of movement and consumption and

communication. The firm had no access to individual-level data. This was a legal and ethical

commitment the firm maintained with the specific care of an organization that understood the boundary

between aggregation and surveillance and had decided, deliberately, which side of it to stand on.

Ilyan believed in this. She had thought about the question seriously enough to know she believed in it

rather than simply performing the belief for professional reasons. The aggregation-level work was real

work that produced real outcomes. The individual-level alternative would have been more powerful and

would have been wrong.

She reviewed the pre-assessment data on the flight to the regional authority's offices.

The civic engagement friction indicators were what she expected from the pre-assessment summary: a

specific pattern she recognized from two previous projects, in which friction had accumulated through

a series of institutional decisions that each seemed locally reasonable and that together had produced a

population that had learned, gradually and without any single moment of decision, to expect less from

the institutions it engaged with. This was a well-understood pattern. The firm had good methods for it.

The gradient adjustments that addressed it were not dramatic — a recalibration of the pacing of
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institutional communication, some structural changes to the feedback mechanisms through which civic

engagement was processed, a few targeted interventions in the ambient information environment. The

research base was solid. The projected outcomes were within the normal confidence range.

The social network insularity indicators were less familiar. The pattern was present but its character

was atypical. In the projects she had run that included insularity indicators, the insularity had a specific

shape: communities of shared identity turning inward, creating the self-reinforcing topology that the

research associated with declining social cohesion. She knew this shape. The gradient adjustments for it

were also well-established, though more delicate than the civic engagement work.

The Heliodor insularity indicators had a different shape. Not the inward turn of communities of shared

identity. Something more like a distributed cooling — a slight but consistent withdrawal of social

investment across the population, not concentrated in any particular community or demographic but

present everywhere she looked, evenly distributed in a way that she found, reviewing the data on the

flight, genuinely puzzling.

She noted this. She set it aside for more detailed analysis when she had access to the regional

authority's systems.

• • •

The regional authority's liaison was a competent woman named Margot who had been managing the

contract on their side and who had the specific quality of experienced civil servants: unhurried, slightly

skeptical, genuinely committed to the outcome. She and Ilyan liked each other in the professional way

of people who recognized efficiency and valued it in others.

Margot said, in the first meeting: what do you think so far?

Ilyan said: the civic engagement work is straightforward. I've seen the pattern before. The social

insularity is interesting.

Interesting how?

The distribution is unusual. It doesn't look like what I usually see.

Is that a problem?

Not necessarily. It might just require a different approach.

Margot said: the authority is concerned about it. The council elections are fourteen months away. The

insularity indicators are what prompted the contract.
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Ilyan said: I understand. I want to understand it better before I say more.

She understood that the political timeline was real and was aware that the timeline created pressure on

the analysis that she needed to manage carefully. Pressure on analysis produced shortcuts, and shortcuts

in the analysis phase produced gradient adjustments that didn't fully fit the problem, and gradient

adjustments that didn't fully fit the problem produced outcomes that were within the projected range

and off in specific ways that the projections hadn't captured. She had seen this happen. It was the kind

of failure that was invisible from outside the firm's methodology and visible from inside it as a lesson

about what the analysis phase was for.

She said: give me the first week.

Margot said: you have it.

• • •

The analysis occupied the first ten days of the project. She worked from a temporary office the regional

authority had provided — a room with good light and a connection to the firm's systems and access to

the anonymized aggregate data streams from the city's infrastructure. She worked methodically. She

was good at working methodically. Nine years of the same kind of work had produced in her a specific

quality of patience with complexity that she recognized as one of her professional assets, the capacity to

hold a complicated picture without forcing it to resolve before it was ready.

The civic engagement picture resolved within the first four days. She had been right on the flight. The

pattern was familiar, the gradient adjustments were clear, the methodology was solid. She prepared the

preliminary design documentation and flagged it as ready for the design phase when the analysis was

complete.

The insularity picture did not resolve.

She spent six days with it. She approached it from different angles, using different cuts of the aggregate

data, looking for the community-level concentration that would explain the distribution as a

compositional effect — a mixture of different group-level patterns that averaged out to something that

looked uniformly distributed but wasn't. She didn't find it. The distribution was genuinely uniform. The

cooling was everywhere.

She ran the standard diagnostic battery against it. The battery was designed to identify the most

common causes of insularity indicators and point toward the most effective gradient adjustments. The

battery returned results that were within the normal range for most of the diagnostic dimensions and

outside the normal range for one: what the methodology documentation called the spontaneous social

investment dimension, which measured the rate at which people initiated social connections that were
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not continuity-routed. Not the total social activity — that was fine, normal, in some dimensions

elevated. Just the spontaneous, self-initiated, unrouted portion.

The spontaneous social investment rate was low. Not critically low. Low in the quiet way of things that

had been declining gradually for long enough that the decline had become the baseline.

She sat with this for a while.

The gradient adjustments for low spontaneous social investment were less established than the

adjustments for the other patterns she usually worked with. The research base was thinner. The

mechanism was less well understood, partly because spontaneous social investment was, by definition,

the category of behavior that was most resistant to measurement at the aggregate level — it was the

behavior that happened in the spaces between the data streams, in the moments when people were not

producing the signals that the firm's instruments read.

She wrote a note in her project file: spontaneous investment dimension elevated in diagnostic battery.

Distribution pattern atypical — uniformly distributed across population segments rather than

concentrated. Mechanism unclear. Further analysis indicated before design phase.

She looked at the note for a while. She thought about what the uniform distribution meant. If the

insularity were coming from specific communities or demographics, the gradient adjustments would be

targeted at those communities. But this was everywhere. This was the whole population, very slightly

but very consistently, doing the same thing.

What thing?

Not withdrawing from each other exactly. Not declining to participate in the civic and social activities

that the continuity infrastructure facilitated. Declining — very slightly, very consistently — to initiate

things that the infrastructure didn't facilitate. The self-generated connections. The spontaneous,

unrouted investment.

She found this interesting. She also found, reviewing the note she had written, that the word interesting

was doing more work than it usually did in her project notes. She tended to note things as unusual or

atypical or outside normal parameters. She had noted this as interesting, which was a different word

and meant something different in the register of her professional vocabulary.

She did not follow the difference up. She moved to the next phase of the analysis.

• • •

The gradient adjustments she designed for the civic engagement dimension were implemented in week

three. They were clean and effective and by week five the indicators had begun to move in the expected
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direction. The population's experience of institutional communication had improved in the specific way

that reduced the accumulation of low-level civic friction, and the improved experience was beginning

to feed back into the engagement metrics. She could see it in the aggregate data, the slight but

consistent shift in the population's behavioral signals that indicated the gradient was working.

The insularity dimension was more complicated. She had designed adjustments for the spontaneous

social investment measure based on the best available research — environmental modifications to the

ambient social atmosphere that the research associated with increased spontaneous initiation, some

recalibration of the timing and pacing of continuity-mediated social prompts to create more space for

unrouted initiation. The adjustments were defensible. They were the best she could do with the

available methodology.

She was less confident in them than she usually was in her designs. She noted this in her project log.

She did not share it with Margot, who did not need her uncertainty and who had a council election in

fourteen months.

In week six she began noticing the texture.

• • •

It was in the resistance data. The firm's systems tracked what they called the response surface — the

aggregate pattern of how the population responded to the gradient adjustments, which of the

adjustments produced the expected behavioral shifts and which produced partial responses or no

responses or responses that moved in unexpected directions. The response surface was one of the

primary instruments through which the firm evaluated whether a gradient was working and calibrated

adjustments in real time.

The response surface for Heliodor's civic engagement dimension looked normal. The gradient was

working. The response was what the projections said it would be.

The response surface for the insularity dimension had something in it that she noticed on a Tuesday

evening in week six, reviewing the day's data at the desk in the temporary office. She was tired — it

was late, the regional authority's building was mostly empty — and she was working through the data

with the slightly reduced sharpness of the end of a long day, which was sometimes actually useful

because the reduced sharpness relaxed the tendency to confirm what she expected to see.

What she saw was a percentage.

In the aggregate response data for the insularity gradient adjustments, there was a portion of the

population — small, consistent — that was not responding. Not responding badly, not moving in the

wrong direction. Simply not moving. The gradient adjustment that was showing clear behavioral effects



21 the meat puppets

in the rest of the population was producing no detectable signal in this portion.

She isolated the portion. She looked at it from every demographic and behavioral angle she had access

to, expecting to find the characteristic that explained the non-response. Old age, sometimes, produced

non-response — the very elderly were less sensitive to certain ambient adjustments. Specific

occupational categories, occasionally. Certain health profiles, rarely.

She could not find the characteristic.

The non-responding portion was distributed across the population in the same way the insularity itself

was distributed: uniformly. No concentration. No shared demographic. No shared behavioral profile

that she could identify.

She sat for a long time looking at the data.

What she had found — she was careful with herself here, careful not to overclaim — was a subset of

the population that appeared, by the measures available to her, to be simply not available to this specific

gradient adjustment. Not because they were resistant in any active sense. Not because they had

withdrawn or opted out or made any decision she could identify. Simply not registering. The

adjustment was producing no measurable effect on their behavior.

This could be measurement error. It could be an artifact of the aggregation methodology. It could be a

normal feature of gradient response that she had not noticed in previous projects because it had not

been this cleanly visible.

It could also be something else.

She wrote a note: Response surface analysis, week six. Gradient adjustment for spontaneous investment

dimension shows consistent non-response in subset of population — small, statistically significant,

uniformly distributed. No demographic or behavioral correlate identified. Mechanism unclear. Further

analysis indicated.

She looked at the note.

Then she wrote, beneath it: Possible interpretation: non-response subset represents population with

atypically high baseline spontaneous investment rate — i.e., this adjustment produces no effect on this

subset because this subset is not affected by the insularity pattern. If so: what explains their immunity?

What do they have in common?

She stared at what she had written. The question was interesting. It was also, she was aware, a question

that would take longer to investigate than the project timeline permitted. The project was six weeks in.

The design was already implemented. The outcomes were already being assessed. There was no phase
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of the project in which a question of this kind — an anomalous finding in the response surface with no

identified mechanism — could be properly investigated without either extending the project

significantly or producing a partial investigation that would be less useful than no investigation.

She flagged the note for follow-up.

She did not follow it up.

• • •

The project concluded in week eight.

The outcomes were good. The civic engagement indicators had moved substantially toward the

projected targets. The insularity indicators had moved modestly — the adjustments had worked, but

less completely than the civic engagement work, which was consistent with the thinner research base

and the less established methodology. The regional authority was satisfied. The council election

remained fourteen months away and the city's social indicators were measurably better than they had

been eight weeks ago.

Ilyan presented the outcomes to Margot in the regional authority's conference room on the last day.

Margot asked clear questions and received clear answers. The protocol for what the regional authority

would report to the council, and in what terms, was agreed. The follow-up monitoring period was

scheduled. The contract would conclude at the end of the monitoring period unless extended.

Margot said: good work.

Ilyan said: thank you. The civic engagement dimension went well.

And the insularity?

Better than projected, given the unusual distribution. Not as complete as I'd like.

Is there more to do?

There's more to understand. The mechanism behind the distribution pattern isn't something I fully

resolved. I noted it for follow-up.

Does it affect the outcome?

Not in a way that's visible in the current indicators. It might affect long-term stability. I'd want to

monitor it.

Margot said: we'll monitor.
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They shook hands. Ilyan took the tram to the airport.

• • •

On the flight home she reviewed the project file. This was her practice at the end of every project — not

the outcomes documentation, which was complete, but the notes she made during the work, which were

less formal and sometimes contained observations she had not had time to pursue. The flight was her

time for this. She liked it. She found that distance from the project, even the small distance of an

airplane, changed what she could see in her own notes.

She read the note from week six. The one about the non-responding subset. The possible interpretation

she had written beneath it and then not followed up.

She sat with it.

What she had found — she was still being careful, still not overclaiming — was a portion of the

population that appeared to be outside the gradient. Not resistant to it. Not opposed to it. Simply not

reachable by it. A small, stable, uniformly distributed percentage that continued to produce spontaneous

social investment at whatever rate they produced it, unaffected by the adjustments the firm's systems

had made to the ambient social atmosphere.

She thought about what that meant.

The firm's work operated on the assumption that ambient atmospheric adjustment affected the full

population — that the gradient was a property of the environment that all members of the population

inhabited, and that the behavioral effects of gradient adjustment were therefore effects on the full

population. This was the working assumption. The research base supported it. Seventeen years of

project data supported it.

The research base was built from populations. It measured averages and distributions. It was not, by

design, built to identify small stable subsets that behaved differently from the average. That was not

what the research was for.

If such subsets existed — and she had found what might be one — the research base would not show

them. They would be averaged into the wider population data. Their stability would look like noise.

Their consistency would be invisible at the level of analysis the research operated at.

She looked out the window of the plane at the dark below, which was the land between the city she was

leaving and the city she was going home to, which was ordinary dark unspecific land, fields and small

settlements and the infrastructure that connected them.
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She thought: if the firm had been running these adjustments for seventeen years and there was a stable

subset in every project population that was outside the gradient, what did the firm know about them?

She thought: probably nothing. They would be in the data the same way that averaging anything washes

out the extremes — present, undetected, producing their stable non-response in every project and every

monitoring period, too small in any individual dataset to be statistically visible but consistent across all

of them.

She thought: what do they have in common.

She could not answer this from the project data she had. The question would require a cross-project

analysis — something she could not do without flagging it as a formal research inquiry, which would

require approval from the firm's methodology team, which would require a justification that she was

not yet ready to write because she was not yet sure the finding was real.

It might not be real. She was aware of this. She was a rigorous person and she was aware that the

conditions on the plane — tired, end-of-project, the slight loosening of the analytical rigor that distance

produced — were not the conditions in which to be confident about anomalous findings.

She would look at it again in the office. With fresh data. With the methodology team's instruments

rather than her own field analysis tools.

She closed the file. She slept for the remainder of the flight, which was forty minutes, and woke when

the wheels came down.

• • •

In the office she opened the Heliodor file and reviewed the week-six note with the firm's full analytical

toolkit. The toolkit confirmed the anomaly. The non-responding subset was statistically significant. The

uniform distribution across the population was real.

She ran a cross-project comparison. This required a research request, which she submitted through the

internal system with a brief justification: anomalous response surface finding in Heliodor, week six.

Non-responding subset with no identified demographic or behavioral correlate. Cross-project analysis

requested to determine whether pattern is project-specific or recurrent.

The response came back from the methodology team in three days: cross-project analysis complete.

Pattern is recurrent. Present in eleven of the twelve projects you have worked on. Present in a majority

of projects from the firm's complete database where response surface analysis at this granularity was

performed. Distribution consistently uniform. Size varies across projects (range: 3.2% to 7.8% of

population, mean 5.1%). No demographic or behavioral correlate identified in cross-project analysis.
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Pattern has been noted in the methodology literature as a response surface anomaly. Current

designation: statistical noise, likely methodological artifact. No further action indicated.

She read this twice.

Present in eleven of the twelve projects you have worked on. In eleven projects she had run over nine

years, there had been a stable, uniformly distributed, non-responding subset, and she had not noticed.

Not because she had been careless. Because the analytical tools she used in the field were not calibrated

to see it, and because the cross-project analysis she had now run had never been triggered, and because

the methodology team had seen it before and classified it as noise.

Current designation: statistical noise, likely methodological artifact.

She sat at her desk and thought about this designation.

Noise was random. Statistical noise scattered. It did not maintain a stable size range across multiple

projects. It did not distribute uniformly across population segments. It did not remain consistent across

eleven different cities in five different regions over nine years.

What the methodology team was calling noise was doing things that noise did not do.

She started to write a response to the methodology team. She wrote two paragraphs explaining why the

cross-project consistency argued against the noise designation and why she thought the finding

warranted further investigation. She looked at what she had written for several minutes.

Then she saved the draft and did not send it.

She was not sure why she did not send it. She could identify the reasoning, which was that she did not

yet have an alternative interpretation ready to offer — she had identified a problem with the noise

designation but had no hypothesis to replace it with, and objecting to a classification without an

alternative was less useful than waiting until she had something to offer.

But she was aware that the reasoning felt slightly thin. That the real hesitation was something she was

less comfortable naming.

She was the one who had run eleven projects that each contained this anomaly. She was the one who

had not noticed it until Heliodor. The methodology team had seen it across the firm's full database and

had classified it and moved on. If she raised the question formally — if she pushed on the noise

designation without a solid alternative — she was opening something. She was not sure she knew what

she was opening.
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She saved the draft. She filed the cross-project analysis with the Heliodor documentation. She flagged

the note: follow-up pending.

She moved to the next project assignment.

• • •

The next project was a smaller city, a different region, a different set of presenting indicators. She did

the work. The work was good. In week four she ran the response surface analysis with the granularity

she had used in Heliodor, and she found the subset.

Present. Stable. Uniformly distributed. Non-responding.

She noted it. She filed it. She did not submit a follow-up research request.

She told herself she was waiting until she had something more concrete. A hypothesis. A mechanism.

Something to offer rather than just a question.

This was true. It was also incomplete.

• • •

She had a colleague named Pieter — not a close colleague, more the kind that shared a professional

community and appeared at the same events and had the kind of occasional conversation that long

professional adjacency produced, warm without being intimate. He worked in the firm's research

division. He had published on the methodology side of atmospheric governance, on the question of

measurement validity, on what the aggregate instruments could and could not actually see.

She ran into him at an internal conference in the spring, six months after Heliodor. They had coffee in

the break between sessions. She told him about the finding. Not formally — not as a research question

she was presenting, just as the thing she had found and hadn't been able to stop thinking about.

He was quiet for a moment. He had a way of becoming still when he was thinking that she had noticed

before.

He said: you know we have a term for it internally. In the methodology literature.

She said: the methodology team called it noise.

He said: the working group called it the legibility floor. The level of a population below which the

aggregate instruments can't see. Not because people are hiding. Because they're not producing the

signals the instruments read.
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She said: why not?

He picked up his coffee. He said: that's the question, isn't it. If the instruments read the signals that the

continuity infrastructure mediates — and they do, that's what the infrastructure produces — then the

people the instruments can't see are people who are, for whatever reason, operating with less continuity

mediation. Not opting out. Just — somehow — producing less of what the infrastructure produces.

She said: and the gradient doesn't reach them because the gradient works through the infrastructure.

He said: that would be one explanation.

She said: is it the firm's explanation?

He was quiet again. He said: the firm's explanation is noise. The methodology team made a decision

about how to classify it and the classification is what it is. There are people in the research division who

think the decision was premature. There are people who think the working group did the right thing and

the floor is a real limit of the methodology rather than a finding about the population.

She said: which do you think?

He looked at her. He said: I think it's interesting that the floor appears to be stable. Noise doesn't do

that. Noise scatters. Whatever the floor is, it's something that persists.

She said: what persists.

He said: that's what I don't know. And it's also what I decided not to spend more time on, because there

are projects that need doing and the floor doesn't affect the project outcomes and the methodology team

has classified it.

She looked at him.

He said: I know how that sounds.

She said: it sounds like a decision I've also made.

He said: yes.

They finished their coffee. The next session began. They went back to the conference and sat in

different rows and listened to a presentation on outcome assessment methodology that was technically

rigorous and did not address the question of what the instruments couldn't see.

• • •



28 the meat puppets

On the way home from the conference she thought about the legibility floor.

Five percent of the population, approximately. Present in every project. Uniformly distributed. Not

reachable by the gradient. Producing their spontaneous social investment at whatever rate they

produced it, unaffected by the adjustments the firm made to the ambient environment.

Not hiding. Not resistant. Simply operating with less continuity mediation. For whatever reason.

She thought about what that meant for the firm's work. If five percent of the population was outside the

gradient in every city the firm worked in, the firm's projected outcomes were consistently optimistic by

a margin that depended on how much of the desired behavioral change could actually occur in the

non-responding subset. For most projects, the margin was small — five percent of the population was

five percent. The other ninety-five percent moved as projected. The outcomes looked good.

But what was the five percent doing while the other ninety-five moved?

She did not know. The instruments couldn't see them.

She got home. She made dinner. She sat at the kitchen table after dinner with the quiet that the end of a

work trip produced — the specific reestablishment of her own space and her own rhythms after ten

days of hotel rooms and someone else's office and the continuous slight alertness of being away.

She thought: the firm has been running these adjustments for seventeen years. The floor has been there

in every project. The firm has consistently produced good outcomes. The floor has not affected the

outcomes in any way the firm can measure.

She thought: the outcomes the firm can measure are the behaviors of the ninety-five percent who

respond to the gradient.

She thought: the firm doesn't know what the five percent are doing.

She thought: maybe that's fine.

She was aware that this was the thought she kept arriving at and the thought she kept not examining

past a certain point. Maybe that's fine was the ceiling of the inquiry she had actually been conducting.

Every time she reached it she found a reason to file the note and move to the next project.

She sat with it for longer than usual. The kitchen was quiet. She had made pasta and the smell of it was

still in the room.

She thought: what if the five percent are the people who are producing the thing the gradient is trying to

support? What if the spontaneous social investment the firm is trying to preserve in the population is
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actually coming from the five percent who are outside the measurement — who are generating it at a

higher rate than the rest of the population and whose presence in the aggregate data makes the overall

picture look more stable than it is?

She did not know if this was right. She had no way to determine if it was right. It was a hypothesis

without a mechanism and without data.

But if it were right: the firm's work was not maintaining a quality in the population. It was maintaining

the appearance of the quality while the actual quality was being produced by a subset the firm couldn't

see or reach, whose continued presence in the population was independent of anything the firm did.

She sat at the kitchen table for a long time.

Then she washed the dishes and went to bed and lay in the dark and thought about the five percent until

she fell asleep and in the morning she had her next project assignment and she went to work.

• • •

The note she had written in Heliodor sat in the project file. Possible interpretation: non-response subset

represents population with atypically high baseline spontaneous investment rate. She had flagged it for

follow-up. She had not followed it up. It would remain in the file, accessible if anyone ran a full project

review, irrelevant to the outcome assessment, correctly generated, awaiting an occasion that would not

come unless she made it come.

She did not make it come.

She knew this about herself. She knew it with the specific clarity that came from watching herself make

the same decision across multiple projects and being unable to fully account for why she was making it.

She was not dishonest. She was not incurious. She was not, she believed, the kind of person who looked

away from findings because they were inconvenient.

She was the kind of person who had a meeting to go to. Who had projects that were doing real good for

real populations in real cities. Who had a methodology team that had classified the finding and a

colleague who had decided not to pursue it and seventeen years of firm history that had produced

genuinely good outcomes without addressing the question she kept almost asking.

She was the kind of person who was almost certain the finding mattered and who could not find the

place in her professional life where pursuing it was the right thing to do rather than the interesting thing

to do.

She went to her meeting.
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• • •

STORY THREE

The Last Difficult Man

The first thing people noticed about Avik was that he was hard to place.

Not physically — he was fifty-two, broad-shouldered, with the specific dishevelment of someone who

had never fully resolved the relationship between their appearance and their self-concept. Greying hair

he cut himself when it annoyed him. Clothes that had been good and had lasted past good into the

territory of character. He was not difficult to place in any visual sense.

He was difficult to place in the other sense. The sense in which people placed each other when they met

— slotting the encountered person into the taxonomy of available types, confirming the slot with the

specific satisfaction of a recognition that made the world more legible. Avik did not slot. He was a

novelist who had published five books, which made him a novelist, except that the novels were not

recognizably novels in the way that got you placed in the novelist slot. He was a philosopher who had

written extensively on questions of technological civilization, which made him a philosopher, except

that he had no institutional affiliation and his philosophical writing appeared in venues that ranged from

peer-reviewed journals to pamphlets produced by organizations of fluctuating respectability. He was a

critic of the optimization civilization, which was a legible thing to be — there were critics of the

optimization civilization, they had a recognized profile, they appeared at conferences and published in

the same venues — except that his criticism was not the kind that had settled into the shapes the

discourse expected.

The discourse expected criticism that was either systematic or testimonial. Systematic criticism

engaged the architecture of atmospheric governance at the level of policy and mechanism. Testimonial

criticism described the lived experience of feeling managed, of feeling the gradient, of the specific

quality of life inside the optimization that resisted official account. Both were real. Both were useful.

Both were, from Ilyan's firm's perspective, processable.

Avik's criticism was neither. Or it was both, but not in the ways that made them processable. He would

make a systematic argument and then abandon it mid-construction because the argument's structure had

started to feel like a container that left something out. He would make a testimonial claim and then

complicate it with a counter-example that he took as seriously as the original claim. His writing had the
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specific quality of a mind that could not finish a thought without finding the thought's error, and that

found the error interesting rather than discouraging, and that pursued the error rather than the original

thought.

This was not a performance. It was not a strategy. It was how he thought. He had been thinking this

way for thirty-two years, since he was twenty, since he had discovered that the thoughts he found most

worth following were the ones that bent back on themselves.

The young people who were obsessed with him were obsessed, Avik thought, with precisely this. With

the bending. With encountering a mind that did not arrive at positions and hold them but that remained

in motion, visibly, in a way that was uncomfortable and alive.

He found this both gratifying and alarming. Gratifying because they were genuinely interested in

something real. Alarming because the thing they were interested in was, in his view, the least

transferable quality he possessed. You could not become a person who thought this way by admiring

someone who thought this way. The admiration was a category error. But he was aware that pointing

this out had never once prevented a young person from admiring him, and so he had largely stopped

pointing it out.

• • •

He lived in a flat that was large by the standards of the city and cluttered by the standards of anyone

who had visited it. Books in the arrangements that books achieve when they have exceeded the

available shelving and begun colonizing horizontal surfaces. Papers that were organized in the sense

that Avik knew where most of them were and could find them in a time that he considered acceptable

and that anyone else would consider alarming. A kitchen that was functional and not more. A study that

was technically a separate room and was in practice continuous with the main living space because the

door had not fully closed in four years and Avik had not found this worth addressing.

The flat was on the third floor of a building in a part of the city that had been various things over the

decades and was currently the kind of neighborhood that people described as transitional, which meant

that its character was being actively contested between what it had been and what it was becoming and

that the outcome was not yet determined. Avik had lived there for sixteen years and had watched the

contestation from his windows with the attention he gave to anything that was still in the process of

finding out what it was.

He did not use the continuity systems the way most people used them. He used them — he was not a

disconnectionist, was not a member of the communities that went dark periodically, did not believe that

the systems were bad or that using them was a form of capitulation. He used them in the way that he

used most tools: for specific purposes that he had identified and not for purposes he had not identified.
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The continuity systems were excellent at retrieval and synthesis and at certain kinds of rapid analysis.

He used them for these things. He did not use them for the things he did not want to use them for, which

were the things that the systems were most designed to be used for, which were the things that had to do

with the shaping of his own thinking.

This produced results. His thinking was slower than it would have been with full continuity integration.

He arrived at positions more laboriously and abandoned them more painfully. He wasted time on errors

that a well-integrated continuity system would have caught in the first hour of engagement. He was

aware of all of this. He had made a calculation about it, not once but repeatedly, and the calculation

kept coming out the same way: the errors were where he lived. The laboriously arrived-at position was

the position that was his in a way that the rapidly synthesized position was not. The thinking that took

longer and went wrong and corrected itself had something in it that the other kind did not. He could not

describe this something with precision. He had tried to describe it in three different essays and had not

satisfied himself with any of the three.

He had published them anyway, because he had also concluded that unsatisfying descriptions of real

things were more useful than precise descriptions of false ones.

• • •

He had been teaching — informally, in the specific sense that the teaching was not affiliated with any

institution and did not produce credentials and was organized primarily through the network of people

who had read his work and contacted him and been interested enough and compatible enough in their

manner of engagement that something had coalesced — for eleven years.

The teaching looked like: six to eight people in his flat on a Thursday evening, or sometimes a Friday,

drinking whatever he had in and sitting in whatever combination of chairs and floor was available,

talking about whatever had occupied him most since the previous session. The talking was not

organized as lectures. He did not prepare material. He arrived at the Thursday evenings having been

thinking about something all week and he began talking about it and other people talked about it and

the conversation went where it went, which was sometimes somewhere he had not projected and was

therefore somewhere he found useful.

He told people, when they asked about the teaching: it is not for your benefit. It is for mine. I find that

talking with people who think carefully makes me think more carefully. If it is also useful to you, that is

an additional outcome, not the purpose.

This was not entirely true. He cared about the people who came to the Thursday evenings. He was

interested in what they were thinking and not only in what they provoked him to think. But the framing

had the useful function of establishing a dynamic in which the people who came were not expecting to
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be taught in the credential-producing sense, and the people who came expecting to be taught in the

credential-producing sense typically stopped coming after two or three sessions, which he had found

improved the quality of the remaining group considerably.

• • •

He had noticed the cooling three years ago.

Not as an event. As a quality. The way the temperature of a room changed when the heating was

reduced by a degree — not an event you could point to, a condition you lived inside and noticed

retrospectively, when you found that you had been slightly cold for a longer time than you realized.

The cooling was the reduction in the ambient cultural presence of his work. Not a crisis. Nothing as

legible as a crisis. The essays still placed. The books still sold at the rates they had always sold at,

which were modest rates that he had never troubled himself about because they were sufficient. He was

still invited to speak. He still had the Thursday evenings and the people who came to them.

What had reduced was something less measurable. The rate at which his work appeared in

conversations he was not part of. The frequency with which his name came up in the writing of others.

The specific quality of cultural visibility that was not about reputation exactly but about the sense of

being part of a live conversation, of existing in the discourse as something currently being engaged with

rather than as something that had been engaged with and was available for reference.

He had not been able to identify a cause. He had looked for one. He was someone who examined his

own work rigorously and was genuinely open to the possibility that the reduction in engagement was a

response to a decline in quality. He had read his recent essays with as much distance as he could

achieve and had found them consistent with his earlier work — no better, no worse, the same mind

doing the same kind of thing it had always done.

The only change he could identify was that the mind was doing what it had always done while the

discourse around it had shifted in a direction that made what he did less visible without making it less

good.

He had published an essay about this. About the specific mechanism by which a civilization that had

sophisticated gradient management could make a thinker irrelevant without touching the thinker's work

— by cooling the ambient temperature around the work, by adjusting the recommendation surfaces that

determined what reached whom, by the very slight recalibration of attention flows that produced, at the

aggregate level, the effect of a voice becoming less audible without the voice having changed.

The essay had been one of the most widely read things he had published in five years.
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He had found this funny in the way that you found things funny when the irony was too structural to be

comfortable.

• • •

He met David in the autumn of the year the cooling had become unmistakable.

David was twenty-six. He had published three essays in the venues where Avik's work appeared and

two that had reached larger audiences through platforms that Avik did not use and did not have strong

opinions about. The essays were good. Not in the way of essays that were technically accomplished —

they were that too, but that was not the thing. They were good in the way of essays that had been

written from inside a genuine problem rather than around the perimeter of one. The writer had found

something that troubled him and had written toward it rather than about it.

Avik had not expected this from someone twenty-six years old in the current cultural moment, not

because twenty-six-year-olds were not intelligent — they were, in his experience, as intelligent as any

other age — but because the current moment produced a specific kind of essay intelligence that was

sophisticated and technically accomplished and fundamentally untroubled. The continuity systems

made it possible to produce work of high syntactical and structural quality while operating at a shallow

depth of genuine engagement, and most writers his age, let alone twenty-six, had learned to do this and

found it sufficient.

David had not learned to find it sufficient. This was visible in the essays. Visible as roughness, as the

specific kind of incompleteness that came from a writer who knew what they were reaching for and

kept failing to fully reach it, who published the failing rather than the polished description of a success

they had not quite had.

Avik had written to him. He had not done this for anyone else in seven years.

• • •

David came to the Thursday evening for the first time in October. He came by himself, which was how

most people came the first time. He sat in the chair by the window, which was not the most comfortable

chair in the flat but had the best position relative to the main conversation, a position that allowed you

to see everyone at once without being at the center. He had found this without being directed to it,

which Avik noted as a small thing about someone's quality of attention.

The topic that evening was the specific mechanism by which the gradient produced what Avik had been

calling, in recent work, the smooth person. Not a pejorative. A descriptive category. The person whose

internal edges had been rounded by consistent ambient adjustment — not flattened, not emptied, still

fully present in every measurable sense, still warm and capable and genuinely themselves in most of the
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ways that mattered. Just smooth. Just without the particular quality of selfhood that was produced by

friction over time.

He had been developing this argument for two years and had not yet found the form it wanted to be in.

He knew it was real. He could not make it precise enough to be useful.

The discussion was good. Three people in the group had come to it from their own angles — one from a

developmental psychology background, one from the continuance infrastructure policy side, one who

had grown up in one of the disconnectionist communities and could speak to the other side of the

question from lived experience rather than from theory. The conversation moved and turned and Avik

followed it with the quality of attention he brought to Thursday evenings, which was not the structured

attention of a seminar but the open attention of someone who had invited something in and was waiting

to see what it would do.

David said, from the chair by the window: the problem with smooth is that it sounds like less. Like

something was removed. But I don't think that's quite right. I think it's more like the friction was never

permitted to arrive. The person wasn't smoothed — they were formed in conditions where the friction

that would have produced a different kind of self was routed away before it could work on them. So

there's nothing to remove. There's nothing missing in the way that an absence is missing. It's more like

— a room that was never furnished.

Avik looked at him.

He said: say more.

David said: if you smooth something you start with texture and remove it. The texture was there. It can

be detected in the substrate even after removal. But if you prevent the texture from forming in the first

place — if you maintain the conditions that keep the surface from roughening — then there's no

substrate to detect it in. The result looks like smoothness because smoothness is the reference condition.

It is smooth. But it isn't smoothed. It's smooth the way an unmachined surface is smooth — because

nothing has worked on it.

The room was quiet for a moment.

Then the developmental psychologist said: you're describing a generation.

David said: I'm describing the condition. The generation grew up in it.

Avik said: the condition they grew up in is also the condition they're in now. They're not

post-formation. They're still being formed.
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David said: yes. But the formation is happening in the same environment. The gradient is present at

every developmental stage. There's no before it to refer to. The surface is smooth because the surface

has always been smooth and there's no prior rough state to generate friction from.

Someone else began talking and the conversation moved forward and Avik let it move and tracked it

and contributed where he saw something worth contributing and settled back when he didn't.

Afterward, when the group had dispersed and he was washing the glasses in the kitchen, he thought

about what David had said. About the unmachined surface. About the absence that was not an absence

because it had never been there to be absent.

He thought: that is more precise than anything I have managed in two years of working on this.

He found this satisfying in the way that encountering precision in another mind was satisfying, which

was the most available form of satisfaction in his intellectual life. He also found it, below the

satisfaction, something that was not quite worry but was in the vicinity of worry, which was the

recognition that he had found precision in someone twenty-six years old who had arrived at a Thursday

evening for the first time.

He did not examine the worry closely. He turned off the kitchen light and went to bed.

• • •

David came back. He came back the following Thursday and the one after that and settled into the

rhythm of the group, which was the rhythm of people who had made a commitment to a regular thing

not because the commitment was formal but because the thing itself had become something they found

themselves wanting. He did not miss Thursdays. He contributed consistently, not as the person with the

most to say but as the person who said what he said carefully and listened to what others said with the

quality of attention that Avik had identified in the positioning of his chair and that the weeks confirmed

was not a performance.

They began meeting separately, on Tuesdays. This had not been Avik's practice — the Thursday

evenings were the teaching, and his other time was his own, and the mixing of the two had usually

produced a diffuseness that he disliked. But David had things he was working on that were not quite

finished and that he wanted to think about with someone, and Avik found himself wanting to be the

someone, and so the Tuesdays began.

The Tuesdays were different from the Thursday evenings. The Thursday evenings had the quality of a

large conversation finding its shape. The Tuesdays had the quality of two people working on a problem

together, which was a different mode and one that Avik found he had missed without knowing he had

missed it. He had not had a Tuesday in this sense for a long time.
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David was working on an essay about what he called the metabolization of resistance. The idea was that

the civilization had become sophisticated enough at atmospheric governance to incorporate critique into

its stability mechanism — that visible, articulate, genuinely motivated resistance to the gradient had

become, through the specific dynamics of how attention and recommendation flows worked, a feature

of the system rather than a threat to it. That the system needed visible critics the way a body needed the

appearance of an immune system. That the critics were real and the criticism was real and the

metabolization was happening anyway, below the level at which the critics operated.

Avik had heard versions of this argument before. He had made versions of it himself. What David was

doing was different from the versions he had made, in that David was not arguing from theory but from

data — he had been tracking, across three years, the way specific critical interventions moved through

the cultural discourse, and what he had found in the tracking was a pattern that the theoretical argument

had postulated but had not demonstrated.

The pattern: critical work that engaged the gradient directly, that named the mechanism and the effect

with precision and published the naming in the venues where such naming was done, produced,

reliably, a specific sequence. First, distribution through the networks that were already predisposed to

receive it. Second, a brief period of genuine cultural engagement in which the critique was treated as a

live question. Third, a shift in which the critique was cited but not engaged — referenced as an existing

position rather than as an argument that required a response. Fourth, a gradual reduction in citation rate

as the critique was absorbed into the category of established critical positions, which was the category

in which criticism lived after it had been processed. Fifth, stability. The critique was present in the

discourse as a position. It was not changing anything. It had been metabolized.

David had three case studies. They were all real. The pattern held across all three.

He had not yet found the fourth case study, which was the one that would make the essay publishable

— the one that the first three were pointing toward, which was the case study in which the resistance

figure who identified the metabolization pattern was themselves metabolized.

Avik said, on a Tuesday in November: you know this essay is going to do what you're describing.

David said: yes.

And you're writing it anyway.

David said: I'm writing it because I want to understand what I've found. The doing-what-it-describes

problem is real. It doesn't change what I've found.

Avik said: it might change what the finding is worth.
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David said: or it might be the finding. If I write the most precise account I can of how the

metabolization works and then the metabolization happens to the account itself — if the account

demonstrably does what I'm predicting — that's evidence for the argument, not against it.

Avik looked at him. He said: that's the most honest thing anyone has said to me in this context in a long

time.

David said: I'm trying to follow the argument wherever it goes.

Avik said: wherever it goes might be somewhere uncomfortable.

David said: it already is.

• • •

The cooling intensified in the winter.

Avik tracked it with the specific attention of someone who was watching something happen to them

and was determined to see it clearly rather than manage his relationship to seeing it. The

recommendation surfaces that drove the discoverability of his work had shifted in ways he could

observe but not fully explain — he had enough visibility into the mechanics of how his work reached

readers to see the effect without being able to identify the cause. The work was less reachable. The

reasons for its being less reachable were not visible at the level at which he could observe.

This was, he thought, the point. The mechanism he had written about was not visible from the inside. It

was atmospheric. It produced results without producing an event you could point to.

He wrote about this in an essay that was the most direct thing he had produced in five years — not

about the mechanism in the abstract but about the mechanism as it was operating on him, on this work,

on this specific attempt to describe a thing that was simultaneously describing itself by happening to the

description. He wrote it in two weeks, which was fast for him, which meant it was rough in specific

ways that he would normally have spent another month addressing.

He published it rough.

The essay reached an audience he had not reached in three years. The mechanisms that had been

cooling the ambient temperature around his work reversed for the duration of the essay's cultural

moment, which was approximately six weeks, and then the temperature dropped again and the essay

settled into the archive of things he had made.

He found this informative. He noted what it meant — that the work about the cooling was more

reachable than the work that was being cooled, which meant that the cooling was not suppression, was
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not removal, was specifically the routing-around of work that did not fit the current moment rather than

work about the routing-around, which did fit it, which was therefore not routed around — and he added

the note to his thinking about the mechanism and continued.

He did not know that the recommender systems had been calibrated to increase the distribution of his

essay about the cooling as part of the cultural routing protocols that the firm used in the city he lived in.

The protocols had identified his essay as high-value resistance content — sufficiently specific to be

credible, sufficiently contained in its engagement with the mechanism to be processable, producing in

the population that received it the effect of genuine critical engagement without the destabilizing effects

of a critique that could not be incorporated into the stability model.

He did not know this.

He would have found it informative.

• • •

On a Thursday evening in February David presented a draft of the metabolization essay to the group.

It was not finished. He said so when he presented it. He said: this is the part I can see. The fourth case

study is still missing. I'm presenting what I have because I think the group's responses will help me find

the fourth.

The group received it and engaged with it and the engagement was, by the standards Avik applied to

Thursday evening conversations, good. Genuine. People had things to say that were not the things

David had already thought of, which was the minimal requirement for a useful response.

Avik said, near the end: the fourth case study is you. Not in the future. You are the fourth case study.

You are the resistance figure who has identified the metabolization pattern. The essay's publication will

complete the case study in real time. You don't need to find the fourth case study. You are already it.

David said: yes. I know. That's what makes it hard to write.

Avik said: what specifically makes it hard.

David said: if I'm right, then publishing the essay is evidence for the argument. But it also means that

the argument, once published, will be metabolized. The most precise account I can produce of how the

system absorbs critique will be absorbed by the system. The finding will become a position in the

discourse. It will be cited rather than engaged. It will eventually become part of the furniture of the

critical landscape, available for reference, not changing anything. I can see the whole arc of it from here

and I'm going to publish it anyway because I want the argument to exist even if the argument's

existence demonstrates its own conclusion.
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The room was quiet.

Avik looked at him. He felt something that he did not immediately have a name for, which was unusual

— he generally had names for what he felt, had developed the vocabulary over fifty-two years of

attending to his own interior with the same rigor he applied to everything else. The thing he felt was in

the territory of recognition. Of finding something in another person that he had been uncertain still

existed.

He said: yes. That's what you do.

David said: it doesn't solve anything.

Avik said: no.

David said: but it's true. And I want the truth to be in the record even if the record absorbs it.

Avik said: yes.

He said it simply, without elaboration, because the elaboration would have been less than what David

had said.

• • •

They continued to meet on Tuesdays.

In April David began work on a new essay that was not about the metabolization but about a related

question — the specific quality of thinking that the gradient made difficult, what he called the long

thought, the thought that required not just time but unassisted time, time in which the mind worked on

something without the continuity systems that would, if engaged, have resolved the thought before it

had run its full course. He was interested in what the long thought produced that the assisted thought

did not, and he was interested in this question partly because he was finding it increasingly difficult to

have long thoughts himself, not because the capacity had been removed but because the conditions that

sustained it had gradually become less available to him.

He described this to Avik on a Tuesday.

Avik listened. He said: I think about this constantly. I have written about it poorly three times.

David said: what would a better account require?

Avik said: more time. The irony is not lost on me.
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David said: I've been trying to manufacture the conditions artificially. Disconnecting for specific

periods. Treating the disconnection as a practice rather than a state.

Avik said: does it work?

David said: sometimes. When I can sustain it long enough. The problem is the friction of beginning —

the specific resistance that comes at the start of the long thought, before it has gathered momentum,

when the assisted alternative is right there and the long thought is just beginning to be uncomfortable.

The system catches me before the uncomfortable part has had time to become something.

Avik said: you have to get past the discomfort before the system notices you're uncomfortable.

David said: yes. And I'm not always fast enough.

Avik said: I've been thinking about the between-time footage.

David said: what about it?

Avik said: the people in it. The specific quality in their faces that students always try to name and can't

quite. I've been thinking about it for a long time and I think I finally know what it is.

What?

Avik said: they're in the middle of a long thought. All of them. The whole civilization. The oracle age is

happening and they're in the middle of processing what it means and the processing hasn't resolved yet

and the unresolved processing is visible in their faces. It's not anxiety, though there's anxiety. It's the

specific quality of a mind that's working on something that isn't finished.

David was quiet for a moment.

He said: and we look like the thought finished.

Avik said: yes.

David said: but it didn't finish. The civilization just stopped thinking it.

Avik said: or the gradient finished it for them. Resolved it before they'd run the full course. The

resolution is in the discourse as a settled position. The thought itself is gone.

David said: and we're left with the conclusion without the process that produced it.

Avik said: which is a smooth conclusion. Which tells you nothing about how you'd arrive at a different

one if the conclusion turned out to be wrong.
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They sat with this for a while. The April light came through the window at the angle it came through in

April, which was lower and warmer than the winter light and made the flat look different from how it

looked in February, not better or worse but specific to the season, which was the quality of light that he

found most useful for thinking.

He looked at David and felt the thing he had felt in February — the recognition. He thought: here is a

mind that bends back on itself. Here is someone in the middle of a long thought that hasn't resolved.

He thought: I hope this lasts.

He did not know, thinking this, that the Tuesday conversations had been identified by the firm's cultural

routing protocols as a locus of high-density resistance activity and had been factored into the cool-down

model for his work that was currently in its third year of operation. He did not know that David's

essays, once published, were being routed through a sophisticated metabolization process that had been

designed by someone in the firm's architecture division eighteen months earlier and that had been found

to be effective in four previous applications. He did not know that David's resistance profile had been

modeled into the firm's stability architecture seven years ago, long before they met, long before the

Tuesday conversations, in a project whose documentation he would, if he ever read it, find precisely

accurate about every quality of David's thinking that he found most valuable.

He did not know any of this.

He poured more coffee. David began to speak about the next section of the essay.

Avik listened.

• • •

By midsummer the cooling had become unmistakable in a new way. Not the gentle reduction in

ambient cultural presence that he had tracked for three years. Something more active, though not

coercive, not anything he could point to as an intervention. The quality of the conversations he was

having with editors had shifted. The invitations to speak had not stopped but had changed in character

— the venues were smaller, the audiences were different, the specific type of event that had generated

the most useful public engagement with his work had become less available. The Thursday evenings

continued. The Tuesdays continued. His work continued.

He was becoming less visible in the ways that produced more visibility. The mechanism he had

described in the essay about the cooling was operating at a higher intensity than it had when he wrote

the essay, and writing the essay about it had not changed this, and he had known it would not change

this, and he had written it anyway, and here they were.
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He sat at his desk in August and thought about this without the assistance of anything except his own

mind working slowly on something that was not finished.

He thought: I have known for thirty years that this was the direction things went. Not persecution. Not

suppression. Route-around. Atmospheric cooling. The gradual reduction of the ambient temperature

until the thing being cooled is still present and no longer warm enough to spread.

He thought: I have written about this mechanism more precisely than anyone I have read and the

writing has not made me immune to it.

He thought: the question is what you do with the knowledge that the mechanism is working on you.

Whether the knowing changes anything.

He thought it probably did not change anything in the ways that would show up in the data. He thought

it might change something in the ways that didn't show up in the data.

He thought: the long thought is what the data can't see.

He made himself sit with this until it had run its full course, which took longer than he expected, which

meant it had further to go than he had known when he began.

When it was done he wrote down what it had produced. The writing took four hours. He was not certain

the result was good. He published it anyway, because he had determined thirty years ago that the

alternative — not publishing things he was not certain were good — produced worse outcomes than

this one.

• • •

David came on a Thursday evening in September with most of the metabolization essay finished.

The group received it. The discussion was the best Thursday discussion Avik had facilitated in two

years — not because the essay was the best thing David had written, which it wasn't, but because the

essay had the quality of something genuinely at stake. The writer did not know the outcome. The

argument was still open. The group felt this and engaged with it accordingly.

Avik said, at the end, when the group had mostly dispersed and David was still in the chair by the

window: when will you publish it?

David said: when the fourth case study is complete.

You said you were the fourth case study.

David said: I am. But the case study isn't complete until it's published and I've watched what happens.
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Avik said: so you'll publish it and watch what happens and then do what?

David said: probably write about what happened. Which will also be metabolized.

Avik said: yes.

David said: does that make it not worth doing?

Avik looked at him. He thought about the between-time footage. About the faces that still appeared to

be in the middle of something. About what it meant to be visible in that specific way — not resolved,

not finished, still inside the process. He thought about the thirty-two years he had spent bending his

own thinking back on itself, finding the error, following the error. He thought about the cooling and the

essay about the cooling and what the cooling had done to the essay.

He said: I think the things worth doing are almost always the things that don't solve the problem they're

addressing.

David said: that's not very comforting.

Avik said: no. But it's what I've found.

David looked at him for a moment — the specific quality of looking that Avik had identified in

September, at the first Thursday evening, in the positioning of the chair. The looking that was not for

approval and was not performing attention but was simply the quality of a mind that was genuinely

receiving what it was directed at.

He said: thank you. For the Tuesdays.

Avik said: I'll see you next Tuesday.

David said: I'll be there.

He left. The flat was quiet with the specific quality of quiet that followed the Thursday evenings — the

quality of a space that had held a conversation and was settling back into itself.

Avik sat for a while in the chair where he always sat, the chair with the view of the street, and thought

about what would happen to David's essay. He thought about it with the specific quality of attention

that was his — the attention that did not look away, that followed the thought wherever it went, that

found the error and went toward it.

He thought about what the young people who came to the Thursday evenings were looking for in him,

and what they found, and whether what they found was transferable, and whether the question of

transferability was the right question.
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He thought: perhaps the point is not to transfer it. Perhaps the point is that it exists somewhere. That

somewhere, in the population that the firm's instruments can see and cannot see, there is a mind doing

this — bending back on itself, following the error, publishing the rough version, sitting with the long

thought until it finishes.

Not changing the gradient. Not immune to the cooling. Not producing outcomes that would show up in

any stability assessment as significant.

Simply present. Still warm.

He turned off the lamp. He went to bed.

Across the city, in the district where the firm's field office was located, the cultural routing protocols

processed the Thursday evening's aggregate behavioral signals and returned: stable. No escalation

indicated. Resistance locus operating within projected parameters.

The morning would come. Avik would wake into it.

He would write something.

• • •

STORY FOUR

The Loving Wife

The marriage was seventeen years old in April and Mina had been trying for six weeks to remember the

last time Tomas had surprised her.

Not pleasantly surprised. Not the birthday surprise or the surprise of a gift correctly chosen or the

surprise of finding that he had done the thing she had been meaning to do before she got to it. Those

happened. They were good when they happened. That wasn't what she was looking for.

She was looking for the last time she had learned something about him that she hadn't known. The last

time his response to something had been genuinely unpredictable to her — had arrived in a form she

couldn't have generated from the model of him she had been building and maintaining for seventeen

years.
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She had been doing this search in the margins of other activities. On the tram to the office. In the ten

minutes before sleep. In the specific interval of the morning when she was awake but had not yet

organised herself into the day. She was conducting it carefully, not wanting to be unfair to the years —

seventeen years was a long time, predictability was natural in long relationships, the capacity to

anticipate your partner was a form of knowledge and knowledge was valuable. She was trying to hold

all of this and still look honestly at the question she was asking.

She had found instances going back four years.

Four years ago Tomas had said something about his work — a specific observation about a colleague's

behaviour — that had arrived at an angle she hadn't expected, that revealed a quality of attention she

hadn't known he brought to that kind of situation. She remembered the specific words, which was

unusual for her; she did not tend to retain the specific words of conversations, retaining instead their

shape and quality and what they had meant. This one she had kept.

Three years ago he had made a decision about a family matter, something involving his sister, that had

been different from the decision she had projected him making. She had been wrong about what he

would choose. The wrongness had stayed with her because it was the pleasant kind of wrongness, the

kind that meant the person was more than the model.

After that: she was looking hard and finding the kind of predictability that settled in over long years and

that was comfortable and real and that told you something true about a relationship, which was that the

people in it had become legible to each other, which was a form of intimacy. She understood that. She

was not arguing against it. She was simply trying to find the instances of genuine surprise and finding,

the further back she went, that they were becoming more frequent, and the further forward she came,

toward the present, that they were thinning.

She did not know what to do with this. She had not yet identified what it was she was noticing or

whether the thing she was noticing was real.

• • •

She had met Tomas at thirty-one. They had been introduced by a mutual friend at a party that neither of

them had particularly wanted to attend and that both of them had concluded they were glad they'd

attended, which was a narrative they had told at the right number of subsequent social occasions and

that had the quality of a story that was true and that had been told enough times that it was now also a

kind of shorthand — for the good surprise of the unexpected meeting, for the particular luck of a

chance encounter that turns out to matter.

The story was true. They had both been there reluctantly. They had met. The meeting had mattered.
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What the story didn't capture — what stories of this kind never captured — was the specific texture of

those first months, which had been effortful in ways she had forgotten until the search she was

conducting now was turning up that period as a reference point. Effortful in the specific way of early

relationships: the sustained work of finding out who someone was, the frequent error of the projection

that turned out to be wrong, the recalibration, the finding that the recalibration had itself to be

recalibrated. She had been wrong about Tomas, specifically and repeatedly, in the first year. The

wrongness had been necessary. It had been how she had learned what was actually there.

She thought about this on the tram to work on a Thursday morning in May, watching the city come

through the window in the way cities came through tram windows: a series of framings, each one brief,

each one showing a piece of the city that was both connected to and separate from the pieces before and

after it.

She thought: the wrongness was necessary.

And then: there is not much wrongness now.

And then: is that because we know each other. Or is it because the conditions that produced the

wrongness are no longer present.

She was aware this was a question she was not sure she wanted to pursue. The conditions that produced

the wrongness were the conditions of early relationship — the uncertainty, the friction of two people

who hadn't yet found the accommodations, the vulnerability of not knowing how this would go. She

had no desire to return to those conditions. The current conditions were better in every practical sense.

She was not making an argument for returning to the beginning.

She was just trying to understand what she was searching for and not finding.

• • •

The continuity system they used in the household was a standard residential package, the kind that

came embedded in the apartment's infrastructure and that most households in the city ran without much

attention to its operation. She had set it up seven years ago when they moved in and had configured it

with Tomas to their shared preferences, which had involved about forty minutes of a Sunday afternoon

and had produced a system that managed the household's ambient social and emotional environment in

ways that both of them found comfortable and that they had not revisited in any systematic way since.

The system's relational smoothing module was one of the components she had configured and not

revisited. She knew roughly what it did — she had read the documentation when she set it up, had

understood it at the level of a competent adult reading technical documentation about something that

was not her primary area of expertise. It managed escalation patterns in the household's interpersonal
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dynamics. It recalibrated communication timing. It did something she had understood at the time as

emotional buffering — the softening of expressed affect at moments of elevated interpersonal tension.

She had found this sensible when she configured it. She still found it sensible in the abstract.

She was having trouble, in May, finding it sensible in the specific.

• • •

She raised it with her friend Petra over lunch on a Friday. Petra was one of the people she talked to

about the things she was thinking about that weren't ready to be talked about with Tomas yet, which

was not because she didn't talk to Tomas about things — she did, they had always been good at talking

to each other, this was one of the things that was genuinely good about the marriage — but because

some things needed to be talked about before they were ready, needed the preliminary conversation that

established what the thing actually was before it could be brought into the primary relationship.

She said: I've been trying to remember the last time Tomas surprised me.

Petra said: surprised you how?

She explained. The kind of surprise she meant. The specific quality of encountering something in a

person that your model of them hadn't projected.

Petra said: and you can't find one.

She said: I can find some, going back a few years. And further back I can find more. But recently — no.

Petra said: that's just knowing someone well.

She said: I know. I've been telling myself that. But I don't think it's the whole story.

What's the rest of the story?

She said: I think some of the smoothness in the marriage is the system. The relational smoothing. I

think it's been catching the things that would have surprised me before they reach me.

Petra was quiet for a moment. She said: do you think the system is catching the things or do you think

the things aren't happening?

This was, Mina thought, the precise question. She said: I don't know. That's the problem. I can't see

which it is from the inside.

Petra said: you could turn it off.
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Mina said: yes.

Petra said: have you talked to Tomas about it?

She hadn't. She had been sitting with the search for six weeks without bringing it to Tomas, which was

a decision she had made without fully examining why she had made it. She examined it now, briefly.

She thought: if I bring it to Tomas, the conversation will be managed by the system in ways I can't fully

see, and I will not be able to trust what the conversation produces as a raw reading of what he thinks.

She said this to Petra.

Petra looked at her. She said: that's either a very sophisticated observation or a very anxious one.

Mina said: it might be both.

• • •

She turned off the relational smoothing module on a Monday morning in June, three weeks after the

lunch with Petra, a week after she had made the decision and two weeks after she had first thought

about making it. She did not tell Tomas.

She had thought about whether to tell him. The argument for telling him was that it was his household

system too, his preferences were embedded in it alongside hers, turning it off without telling him was a

unilateral decision about a shared infrastructure. The argument against was that she wanted to see what

the marriage was without the smoothing, and telling him before she turned it off meant that his

behaviour during the off period would be shaped by his knowledge of the experiment, which would

change what she was observing.

She was aware that this reasoning contained something she was not entirely comfortable with. She was

aware that not telling him was a form of running an experiment on him without his knowledge or

consent, which was a thing she would have, in most contexts, found objectionable. She was aware that

she was doing it anyway.

She told herself she would tell him afterward. That if the week produced anything worth discussing,

they would discuss it with full information. That the not-telling was in service of the honest answer,

which she could only get with the system off and without the Hawthorne effect of his knowing it was

off.

She turned it off. She went to work. The day was ordinary.

• • •
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The first difference she noticed was on Tuesday.

They were talking about something in the evening — a decision about a trip they were considering, a

conversation that had been ongoing for several weeks and that had the accumulated quality of a

conversation that had come close to a conclusion several times without quite arriving. Tomas said

something about the timing that she had a reaction to — not strong, not escalating, but a reaction, the

specific friction of wanting different things from the same decision. She felt the friction arrive and stay.

She felt herself in the friction, the specific quality of being in a disagreement rather than adjacent to

one.

Nothing dramatic happened. They talked through it. They found the accommodation. The

accommodation was perhaps slightly less elegant than it would have been with the system running, the

path to it slightly more effortful. But she was present for the effortfulness in a way she realized she had

not been present for a long time.

She thought: this is what the friction feels like from the inside.

She had not forgotten it. She had just not been inside it in a while.

• • •

The Thursday of the first week was harder.

Tomas was tired from a work situation that had been demanding for three weeks and that was still

demanding and that had produced in him a quality of tiredness that expressed itself as a slight reduction

in the accuracy of his attunement to the room's social requirements. This was not a criticism — she was

aware that her attunement also reduced when she was tired. But the reduction, without the system

catching it, produced an evening that had a quality she had to actively manage rather than simply

inhabit.

She managed it. The management was effortful. She found the effortfulness interesting in the specific

way that she found the friction interesting — it was the thing itself, without the intermediary layer. She

was tired by the end of the evening. She was also, she noticed, more present than she usually was at the

end of evenings.

She lay in the dark after Tomas had fallen asleep and thought about what she was observing.

She thought: the smoothing was absorbing this. Not just the moments of friction. The management

effort. The work of being in a relationship that is made of two different people who are sometimes tired

in incompatible ways.

She thought: the work is real. I had stopped being able to feel that it was work.
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She was not sure whether this was good or bad. She was fairly sure it was important.

• • •

On Friday of the first week she found herself watching Tomas with the quality of attention she had used

in the early years of the relationship — the attention that was calibrating rather than confirming, that

was looking for the information rather than matching it to the model. She found it uncomfortable in the

same way that calibrating attention was always uncomfortable, which was the discomfort of holding a

relationship in an open state rather than a settled one.

She found him also, in this mode, more interesting.

Not more lovable. She had not stopped finding him lovable. Something different from lovable,

something more in the direction of real. He made a joke about something on a Friday evening that was

genuinely funny and arrived at an angle she hadn't entirely projected, and she laughed at it not with the

warmth of marital familiarity but with the slightly sharper quality of genuinely finding something

funny. The sharpness surprised her. She had not realized she had lost it.

She thought: that's what I've been looking for.

And then: but is it him. Or is it the absence of the smoothing. Am I finding him more surprising

because he is surprising, or because the surprises are no longer being processed before they reach me.

She couldn't answer this. She accepted that she couldn't answer it. She made note of the question and

continued.

• • •

The argument happened on the sixth day.

She would not have called it an argument before that week. In the register she had been operating in for

the past several years, what happened on the sixth day would have been a tense conversation that

resolved, a moment of interpersonal friction that the evening managed its way past. The system would

have caught the escalation early and recalibrated the communication timing and by the time the tense

part was over it would have been managed back into the functional register of the evening.

Without the system, the argument was an argument.

It was about something real — a specific and concrete disagreement about a specific and concrete

situation, the details of which were theirs and which she is not narrating for reasons that are themselves

informative: it was specific. It was the kind of argument that a person couldn't tell because the details

were the point, were inseparable from the argument's meaning, and the details were no one else's. This
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is what the real arguments were made of. Not the generic material of marital conflict that could be

described in the abstract. The irreducibly specific.

They said things.

Some of the things were accurate. Some of the things were accurate about the concrete disagreement

and also accidentally accurate about something larger — the way that arguments, when they escalate

past the point where they are being managed, sometimes find the layer underneath the stated subject

and begin to be about that.

The layer underneath. She could feel it being touched by what Tomas was saying. Not opened — the

argument did not open it. But touched. The feeling of the layer being in the room.

They found the resolution. It was not the most elegant resolution they had ever found. It was real. She

trusted it in a way she had not been trusting the resolutions of recent years, which she had found

satisfying in the moment and which she now recognized she had not trusted entirely, had not been able

to fully trust because she had not known how much of the resolution was theirs and how much was the

system's.

After the argument, in the specific quiet that followed it, Tomas looked at her. He said: what's going on

with you this week.

She said: I've been thinking about some things.

He said: you seem — I don't know. Differently present.

She said: I am, I think. Differently.

He didn't ask more. She didn't offer more. The quiet continued and was the good kind of quiet, the kind

that held something rather than concealing it.

• • •

The sixth day was also when he said the thing.

She had not been expecting it. That was the point. She had not been expecting it in the way she had

stopped expecting things — she had been open to what the week produced rather than projecting what

it would produce, and the thing arrived in the space that the openness had made.

They were doing something ordinary. She cannot remember what, precisely — one of the small

domestic activities that married life was composed of, the ones that had no weight on their own and

whose weight came only from accumulation, from the thousands of repetitions that were the texture of
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a shared life. He was there, doing whatever it was, and he said something.

The something was about her. Not a compliment. Not an endearment. A specific observation, specific

in the way that only a person who had been watching her for seventeen years could be specific — a

misreading, actually, a specific wrong note, the precise angle at which someone who knew you very

well could still be wrong about you in a way that was almost right.

She felt it arrive. She felt herself receiving it — the specific wrong note that was evidence of the

specific attention. Seventeen years of attention, attentive enough to have formed an impression that was

almost right, wrong in the precise way that real impressions were wrong, with the texture of someone

genuinely trying to see rather than reflecting back what she had shown him.

She started crying.

He was alarmed. The wrongness of his observation had not been the kind that warranted crying, and he

could see this, and he was trying to understand what had happened.

She said: it's not the thing you said. I'm sorry. It's — something else.

He said: should I — is there something I should know?

She said: not yet. I'll tell you. Soon. I just need a minute.

He gave her the minute. He was patient with the minute in the way that was characteristic of him —

unhurried, not filling the space with reassurance, simply available for when the minute was done.

When the minute was done she said: thank you for the thing you said.

He said: even though you're crying?

She said: especially because I'm crying.

He looked at her. He had the expression he sometimes had when she said something that he had

received but had not yet processed, the expression of someone holding a piece of information and not

yet knowing what it was for.

She said: I'm sorry. I know that made no sense.

He said: most of the things you say that make no sense eventually make sense. I'll wait.

She laughed. The laugh was the sharp kind, the genuinely-finding-it-funny kind that she had found on

Friday and that she was finding again.
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• • •

She turned the system back on the following morning.

She turned it on because the week without it had been harder than she had expected and because the

hardness had produced things she had needed to produce but that she did not want to maintain as the

permanent texture of the marriage. She had done what she had set out to do. She had found what she

was looking for.

She turned it on and felt the resumption as relief, which she noted carefully. The relief was real. It was

the specific relief of returning to a quality of ambient ease that she had not realised had been her

baseline until she had removed it and found its absence effortful. The baseline was comfortable. The

comfort was genuine. She had not been wrong to configure the system seven years ago. She had not

been wrong to run it for seven years.

What she had not been right about was that the comfort was free. The comfort had a cost, and the cost

was not visible from inside the comfort, and she had not known this until the week without it.

She thought about what she now knew and didn't know.

She knew: the marriage had something underneath the maintenance. She had found it in the argument

on the sixth day, in the specific wrong note that arrived as evidence of specific attention. Tomas had

been watching her for seventeen years with his own eyes, forming his own impressions, getting some of

them specifically wrong in the way that meant he was genuinely trying. The something underneath was

real.

She didn't know: how much of what she normally experienced of the marriage was the something

underneath and how much was the maintenance. The week had not answered this. The week had given

her the something underneath in its rougher, more effortful form. It had not told her whether the

smoothed version was substantially the same thing or something different.

She thought about this without arriving at a resolution. She accepted that she was not going to arrive at

a resolution, which was itself a form of information — that this was the kind of question that lived

under the marriage rather than on its surface and that the living was what it did, that the question was

not waiting to be answered so much as it was waiting to be held.

She held it. She went to work.

• • •

She told Tomas about the week two weeks after she turned the system back on.
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She had been preparing for the conversation in the interval, which meant she had been making sure she

knew what she wanted to say before she said it, which was her practice with conversations that

mattered. The preparation had been useful. She had arrived at a form for the telling that was honest and

that didn't require him to feel surveilled.

She said: I turned off the relational smoothing for a week in June. I didn't tell you at the time. I'm sorry

about that. I want to tell you now.

He was quiet. He processed this in the way he processed unexpected information, which was without

expression — the expression came later, after the processing.

He said: why didn't you tell me at the time.

She said: because I thought if you knew, the week would show me something different from what I

needed to see.

He said: and what did you need to see.

She said: whether there was something there. Underneath the system.

He said: and?

She said: yes. There is.

He was quiet again. Then he said: you weren't sure.

She said: I was less sure than I wanted to be.

He said: and now?

She said: I'm more sure. But I don't know how much of the day-to-day is the something and how much

is the system maintaining the conditions for the something to exist.

He thought about this. He said: does the distinction matter. If the system makes the conditions and the

something is real in the conditions —

She said: it might matter. I don't know yet. I think it's the kind of question that stays under the marriage

rather than getting answered.

He looked at her. The expression had come, which was the expression she recognised as him having

fully received something and deciding what it meant to him. He said: I would have wanted to know.

About the week.
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She said: I know. I'm sorry.

He said: I'm not — I'm not angry. I'm trying to understand what you were looking for.

She said: I was looking for the thing that surprised me. The last time you surprised me.

He said: and did you find it?

She said: yes. On the sixth day.

He said: what was it.

She said: you were wrong about something. Specifically wrong. In the way that meant you'd been

paying attention.

He looked at her for a moment. Then he said: that's a strange thing to look for.

She said: yes. I know.

He said: but I think I understand it.

She said: do you.

He said: I think you were looking for the part that's mine. That isn't the system's.

She said: yes.

He said: and you found it in the part where I got it wrong.

She said: yes.

He was quiet. Then he said: that's very you, actually.

She laughed. The sharp kind.

He said: I mean it as a compliment.

She said: I know. Thank you.

• • •

In September she had lunch with Petra and told her about the week.

Petra listened with the quality of attention she brought to the conversations that mattered, which was

the attention of someone who was tracking more than the surface of what was being said. She asked a
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few questions. She did not offer reassurance or resolution.

At the end she said: do you know which feelings are yours now?

Mina thought about this. She said: more than I did before June. Not fully.

Petra said: is not fully enough?

Mina said: I think it has to be. I don't think fully is available. I think the question is whether there's

enough there to trust.

Petra said: and is there?

Mina said: yes. I think so. On the sixth day, when he said the wrong thing — I was more sure of the

marriage in that moment than I've been in three years. That's where I found it.

Petra said: in the wrong thing.

Mina said: in the specific attention underneath the wrong thing.

Petra said: and you trust that.

Mina said: I trust that. I don't trust all the rest of it fully. I trust that.

Petra picked up her coffee. She said: I think that might be the thing. The thing you were looking for.

Mina said: yes.

Petra said: it's a very small thing to anchor to.

Mina said: I know. But I think it has to be small. The large things are all maintained.

They sat with this for a while. The September light came through the restaurant window at the angle of

September light — lower than summer, warmer than it would be in another few weeks, the specific

quality of a season that was becoming something else and was still briefly fully itself.

Mina looked at her coffee and thought about Tomas's face when she had started crying on the sixth day.

The alarm and the patience of his waiting for the minute to end. She thought about the wrong thing he

had said and the seventeen years of attention that had produced it.

She thought: that's what's mine. That's what's ours.

She thought: I don't know how much of the rest of it is ours. I don't know how much of what I feel on

an ordinary Tuesday evening is produced by the conditions we live in and how much would survive the
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removal of those conditions. The week gave me a reading but not a full reading. The full reading is not

available.

I have the wrong note on the sixth day. I have the specific attention underneath the wrong note. I have

seventeen years of a person trying to see me with his own eyes and getting it specifically wrong in the

way that proves he's trying.

That's enough to anchor to.

She picked up her coffee. She looked at Petra.

She said: I think I'm alright.

Petra said: I think you are too.

The lunch continued. The afternoon began. She took the tram home through the city, watching the

framings come through the window in the way framings came through tram windows — each one brief,

each one part of a sequence that was both connected and separate, the city being itself in all the

ordinary ways.

She thought about the six days. She thought about the question she was still holding, which was the

question of how much of the marriage was theirs and how much was maintained. She thought about the

specific quality of the not-knowing, which was different from not caring. She had decided not to run the

experiment again — not because she didn't want the information but because she had understood, in the

three months since June, that the information the experiment produced was real and was insufficient

and would always be insufficient, and that the insufficiency was the condition rather than a problem to

be solved.

She was still the person who had looked for the wrong note and found it. Still the person who had

started crying on the sixth day. Still the person who had needed to know.

The tram went on. The city went on. She went home.

• • •

In the kitchen that evening, making dinner while Tomas read in the next room, she noticed the quality

of the ambient ease that the system maintained — the slight smoothing of the kitchen's emotional

atmosphere that she could now feel as a condition rather than as nothing, the way you could feel a

temperature that you had previously simply been inside. She noticed it and did not find it troubling. She

was inside it and it was comfortable and what she now knew was that comfortable was not the same as

sufficient and that knowing this was what she had been looking for.
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She thought: the something is still there.

She thought: the something will be there on the days when I don't know if it's there.

She thought: that's going to have to be enough.

She made dinner. She called Tomas. They ate together and the dinner was warm and good and she was

present for it in the way she was present now, which included the question she was holding and which

was not less present for including it.

Tomas said something, toward the end of the dinner, that was funny in a way she had not projected.

She laughed.

The laugh was the sharp kind.

• • •

STORY FIVE

The Architect

Edrik had been dying for four months when he began reading the Reath Documents again.

He had read them first in graduate school, forty-three years ago, when they were newly published and

newly controversial and were being argued about in the continuance phenomenology literature in the

specific way that primary sources were argued about when they arrived in a field that had been waiting

for exactly what they contained: the interior account. The field had documents. It had protocols. It had

the administrative record of a technology arriving into civilization, which was thorough and specific

and produced a particular kind of knowledge about the technology from the outside. What it had not

had, before the Reath Documents, was the account of what the technology was doing from the inside —

not from the inside of the family making decisions about the continued, but from the inside of the

continued itself. From the person doing the becoming.

Pieter Reath had been the infrastructure manager of the Reath continuance family for eleven years

before his own continuation. He had kept a parallel account — a private log, running alongside the

official family record, in which he had documented his observations with the precision of a man who

understood the systems he managed and who had decided, without being asked, that the systems
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deserved documentation at the level of their full complexity rather than their administrative surface.

The log had been discovered eighty-three years after his Waking by a continuance phenomenology

researcher who had been working through the family's archival materials and who had understood

immediately what she had found.

Edrik had been assigned the Documents in a graduate seminar on the ethics of continuance

infrastructure. He had read them with the attention of a twenty-nine-year-old who was already thinking

about the systems he was going to build — who could see, reading Pieter's account, the specific failures

of the early continuance architecture that the work he was developing was designed to address. He had

read them with the orientation of someone looking for problems he could solve.

He was seventy-nine now. He was reading them with a different orientation.

• • •

The diagnosis had been delivered in March with the efficiency that terminal diagnoses were delivered

with in this era — not brutal, not euphemistic, specific. The physician had been precise about the

prognosis range and honest about the uncertainty within it. Edrik had asked the relevant questions and

received the relevant answers and had thanked the physician, which was a response the physician had

received correctly: not gratitude for the news but acknowledgment of the quality of the telling.

He had been in good health for most of his adult life, which was partly constitution and partly the habit

of treating his physical maintenance with the same systematic attention he brought to his intellectual

work, which was the habit of an engineer. He had not expected a long illness. The illness was not long.

Four months from diagnosis to the point where he was reading in bed each morning because sitting at

his desk for extended periods had become effortful, was still possible, required more management than

it once had. He had made the necessary arrangements. His daughter came on Tuesdays and Thursdays.

His former students visited when they visited, which was often, because there were many of them and

they were, for the most part, the kind of people who came back.

He had kept working until six weeks ago. The work had continued to be the work it always was, which

was the work of thinking carefully about complex systems — not continuance systems specifically, he

had moved out of active research in the field decades ago, but the general domain of what he had come

to think of as the architecture of human thriving, the infrastructure-level conditions that made human

lives go well or poorly in aggregate ways that individuals could not fully see from inside.

Six weeks ago he had stopped keeping the work going by effort and had let it settle into the reading that

was its natural late form.

The Reath Documents had arrived at him naturally. He had not planned to read them again. They had

been there in his library — he had kept the original printed edition as well as the digital version, which
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was a sentimental habit he acknowledged and did not apologize for — and one morning in April they

had been the thing he reached for, which was how reading worked when you were dying: the things you

reached for were the things you needed.

• • •

The Documents were organized in six sections, following the arc of Pieter's continuation from the

Waking through the movements of his adjustment and thinning. Edrik had remembered them as

primarily a document about the phenomenology of continuation — what it felt like, from the inside, to

undergo the transformation from living person to held. He found, reading them now, that they were also

something else: a document about the specific quality of attention that the continuation required and

that the continuation threatened.

Pieter had been a man of precise attention. This was visible in every entry of the log, from the first

hours of the Waking through the final movements where the warmth was taking him and the precision

was becoming something different. He had documented the family with the attention of a scientist and

the care of a person who loved what he was documenting. He had documented the parliament sessions

and the architectural assessments and the conversations with the monks with the attention of someone

who understood that the specific was the thing worth preserving — that the general account was

available elsewhere and that what the log was for was the irreducibly particular.

The phrase appeared in Movement Three. Edrik had remembered it existing somewhere in the

Documents but had not remembered its precise location or its full context. He found it now in a scene

where Pieter was sitting with one of the monks — Maret — after a difficult parliament session in which

his vote had not changed the outcome and he had known before the vote that his vote would not change

the outcome and had cast it anyway, had said the true thing with full knowledge that the true thing

would be absorbed into the thirty-one.

Maret had said: the specific holds.

Pieter had written, afterward: I have been turning this over for several days. She was not speaking about

the vote. She was speaking about the practice — the maintenance of specific attention as a form of

presence that persists regardless of whether the specific attention changes anything. I find myself

returning to this as the warmth takes more of the irritation. The irritation is going. The irritation was the

form my precision took when the precision met obstruction. The warmth is removing the obstruction

response. What I am trying to understand is whether the precision itself can survive the removal of the

form it took. Whether the specific can hold without the friction that made the specific necessary.

Edrik put the book down. He looked at the window. The May light came through the window at the

angle of May light, which was longer than April and beginning to have the quality of summer
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approaching.

He thought: I have had those words in my professional life for forty years.

• • •

He had not taken the phrase from the Reath Documents when he used it. He had taken it, as far as he

could recall — and the recall of things forty years ago was, he was aware, a different instrument than it

had once been — from a conversation with a colleague in the early years of the foundational research,

someone who had read the Documents and had been using the phrase in seminars to describe what the

continuance infrastructure was meant to protect. The specific holds. The idea that what the

infrastructure was for, at its deepest level, was the preservation of specific selfhood against the forms of

erosion that life without support produced.

The phrase had made it into his early design documentation. He had pulled the documentation files in

February, two weeks after the diagnosis, and had found it in the section on design philosophy — a

paragraph he had written in the second year of the project that described the foundational ethical

commitment of the infrastructure he was building: the systems must be designed with the understanding

that what they are protecting is specificity. The held person's specific qualities, the specific texture of

their selfhood, the specific way they engaged with the world. Not warmth in the general sense but the

warmth of this person specifically. The specific holds. The systems fail if they preserve warmth at the

cost of the specific.

He had written this. He had meant it when he wrote it. He had built the infrastructure with this principle

embedded in it, or had tried to, which was the qualification that had been with him since February and

that had become, by May and by the Reath Documents, the thing he was sitting with.

Had he built the infrastructure with this principle embedded in it?

He had built the infrastructure with this principle stated in the design documentation. He had built the

systems that the principle was intended to produce. He had watched, across thirty years of active work,

the systems operate, the outcomes data accumulate, the civilizational indicators move in the directions

the design had intended. He had seen the loneliness data. He had seen the grief pacing data. He had

seen the civic stability data. The data was good. The data had been good for thirty years and had

continued to be good in the ten years since he had moved out of active research.

He had not built in a measurement for the specific.

This was the thing he had been circling since February and was now, in May, willing to look at directly.
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He had not built in a measurement for the specific because the specific was not measurable at the

aggregate level. That was the foundational technical problem — you could measure warmth, you could

measure loneliness, you could measure the aggregate indicators of a population's emotional and civic

health, but you could not measure whether the warmth was specific or general, whether the selfhood

being supported was the person's own selfhood or the system's approximation of it. The measurement

instruments did not reach that level. He had known this when he built the systems. He had built the

systems anyway because the things the measurement instruments could reach — the loneliness, the

grief, the volatility — were real and large and causing real and large harm and waiting for instruments

that could measure the specific would have meant not building anything.

He had been right about this. He was still right about this. The harm the systems had addressed was

real.

He was also, for the first time, genuinely uncertain whether the systems had protected the specific or

replaced it.

• • •

The uncertainty had a specific occasion.

He had been visited in April by a young woman — one of his former students, from the generation that

had studied his work in the middle period of his career, which was the generation now in their thirties,

the generation that had grown up in the mature optimization civilization and for whom the systems he

had built were the background condition of their lives. She was a researcher herself, working in a field

adjacent to his, and she was in good professional standing and was, by any measure that his assessment

instruments reached, a person who was doing well in all the ways that doing well was measured.

She had sat in the chair by the window in his bedroom — the bedroom had become the primary room in

recent weeks, the sitting room still used but the bedroom where the reading happened and therefore

where the thinking happened and therefore where the visits happened — and they had talked about her

work and about the field and about the questions she was pursuing.

At some point in the conversation she had said something that she had not intended as significant and

that had arrived to Edrik as the most significant thing he had heard in several months.

She had been describing a problem in her research — a methodological difficulty, a limitation in the

measurement instruments she was using — and she had said, in the course of the description: I keep

finding the boundary of what the instruments can see, and I don't know what's on the other side.

He had asked: do you have a sense of what might be there?



64 the meat puppets

She had said: I have intuitions. But I can't tell if they're real intuitions or artifacts of the measurement

limit. If you can't see past a boundary, you also can't tell whether your impressions of what's past it are

coming from something genuine or from the shape of the limit itself.

He had not said: yes. He had said: that's very precise. And had meant it.

After she left he had sat with what she had said. The boundary of what the instruments can see. The

intuitions that might be real or might be artifacts of the limit.

He had built the instruments. He had also, in building them, built the limit. The instruments he had

designed could see loneliness and grief and civic stability. They could not see the specific. He had built

the limit when he built the instruments. He had then operated the instruments for thirty years and had

trusted the data the instruments produced and had used the data to conclude that the systems were

working.

The data was accurate. The systems were working. At the level the instruments could see, everything

was as good as the instruments reported.

What was on the other side of the limit was not accessible through the instruments. It had never been

accessible through the instruments. The intuitions he had about it — his own intuitions, held for forty

years, held since the graduate seminar where he first read the Reath Documents and understood what

Pieter was protecting — might be real or might be artifacts of the limit itself.

He did not know which.

This was what he was willing to say, in May, that he had not been willing to say before: he did not

know which.

• • •

He began writing the document in May. Not a paper — he had written papers for forty-five years and

the paper was no longer the right form, partly because papers were for arguments addressed to fields

and what he was writing was addressed to no one in particular, and partly because papers had the

quality of positions taken and what he was writing was the record of a position he was unable to take.

The document did not have a title. He thought about giving it one and did not. A title would have

implied a thesis and he did not have a thesis. He had a question, which was the question he had been

approaching from different angles since February and which he was now willing to approach directly.

He wrote:
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Pieter Reath wrote, in the period before the warmth had fully taken him, that he was trying to

understand whether precision could survive the removal of the form it took when it met obstruction. He

was asking this about himself — about the specific quality of his own mind, and whether the

continuation would preserve it or would preserve something that resembled it without being it.

I have been asking a related question about the systems I built. The systems were designed to preserve

the specific. The design principle is in the documentation. The documentation is still cited. The

principle is still stated as the foundational ethical commitment of the continuance infrastructure and, by

extension, of the atmospheric governance systems that were built on the same foundation.

I do not know whether the systems preserved the specific or replaced it.

This is not a sentence I have written before. I have written, many times, that the systems preserved the

specific. I have written this based on the data available to me. The data was real. The data was produced

by instruments I designed. The instruments could not measure the specific. I have been writing that the

systems preserved the specific based on data that could not tell me whether the systems preserved the

specific.

He stopped here for a long time.

He picked up the Reath Documents and read the section he had read in the morning — the conversation

with Maret, the phrase, Pieter's reflection on the precision that might or might not survive the warmth.

He read it slowly, which was how he read everything now, not from infirmity but from the decision he

had made when the diagnosis came to spend the reading time differently than he had spent it when

reading was preparatory to other things. The reading was now the thing. He read slowly.

He put the book down.

He wrote:

Pieter's question was whether the precision could survive the removal of the form it took. The warmth

was removing the form — the irritation, the obstruction response, the edges that friction produced. He

wanted to know if the thing the edges had been edges of would remain after the edges were gone.

I built systems that removed friction before it could produce edges. Not from the held — I built for the

held also, but the atmospheric systems were built for the living population, for the people who had not

yet reached the point of continuation and who needed the infrastructure to make their lives stable

enough to be livable. I built systems that prevented the friction that would have, if unmanaged,

produced the volatility and loneliness and grief that I had documented as civilizationally catastrophic.

The friction would also, if unmanaged, have produced edges.
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I did not build in a measurement for the edges. The edges were not in the harm assessment. They were

not in the loneliness data or the grief pacing data or the civic stability data. The harm assessment was

real. The edges were also real. I measured the harm and addressed it and did not measure the edges and

therefore did not address the question of whether addressing the harm addressed the edges at the same

time.

He stopped again.

He thought about the young woman from April. About the boundary of what the instruments can see.

About the intuitions that might be real or might be artifacts of the limit.

He wrote:

I have intuitions about what is on the other side of the limit I built. The intuitions tell me that the

specific is harder to preserve than the data suggested. That friction is not only harm. That edges are not

only problems. That what I called volatility included something that was not volatility, something that

was the process of a mind working on something difficult without assistance, the long thought that

needed to run its full course to arrive at a place the assisted version could not reach.

The Reath Documents are evidence for this. Pieter's precision was the product of eleven years of

working the specific problems of a specific family with limited support and significant friction. The

infrastructure manager of a continuance family in the early period was doing difficult work in difficult

conditions with instruments that were insufficient for the task. The insufficiency of the instruments was

the condition that produced the quality of his attention. He had to be precise because he could not

afford imprecision. The precision was not native. It was formed by the conditions that required it.

I built systems that removed the conditions that required it.

He put the pen down.

He sat for a long time.

He thought about the between-time footage that the history curricula used. He had seen it recently —

his granddaughter was in secondary school and was doing the between-time unit, the standard ethics

curriculum, and had shown him the footage on a Thursday evening visit. He had watched it with her

and had watched her watching it, and had seen in her watching the quality that the students always tried

to name and couldn't quite. The faces in the footage. The people in cities, moving through their

ordinary lives in the background of footage that was about other things.

He thought he knew what the quality was. He thought about it now, in May, with the Reath Documents

on the bed beside him.
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The people in the footage were in the middle of finding out what they were going to do. About the

oracle age, about the between-time, about the civilizational transformation they were inside. They had

not arrived at anything. The question was open. The question being open was visible in their faces —

the specific quality of a mind that is working on something without yet knowing where the working

will lead.

His granddaughter was a lovely person. She was kind and curious and well-adjusted in ways he found

genuinely admirable. She was also — and he had thought this on Thursday and had not been able to

unthink it since — a person who had arrived at things. The questions that the between-time faces had

been inside were settled for her. Not because she had worked through them. Because the systems had

produced the settlement as the ambient condition of her life.

She did not have the look of the footage. She had the look of someone who lived in the time after the

question had been answered.

He was not certain the question had been answered. He was not certain the question could be answered.

He was fairly certain that producing the feeling of the question being answered was not the same thing

as answering it, and that the difference mattered in ways he had not built into the measurement

instruments.

• • •

He wrote for another hour. The hour was the kind of late-stage writing hour that was different from the

hours of his productive career — slower, more honest in the specific way that proximity to an ending

was honest, less interested in the argument landing and more interested in the argument being accurate.

He had spent forty-five years writing to convince people of things. He was writing now to be accurate

about something he was uncertain about. The uncertainty was the subject. He was not trying to resolve

it.

He wrote about the Reath Documents and what Pieter had asked. He wrote about what he had built and

what he had intended to build and the gap between the two that was visible to him now in a way it had

not been visible when he had the instruments to trust. He wrote about the between-time footage and his

granddaughter's face. He wrote about the young woman from April and the boundary of what the

instruments could see.

At the end he wrote:

The phrase is still in the documentation. The specific holds. I put it there as the goal. I am not certain I

built the systems that achieved the goal. I am not certain the goal was achievable through the means I

chose. I am not certain that an achievable version of the goal exists, or that the thing the phrase points at

is the kind of thing that can be built into infrastructure rather than only produced by the conditions that
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require it.

I built good systems. The outcomes data is real. The harm reduction is real. The civilization is

measurably better by every metric I set out to improve. I built good systems and I do not know whether

the good systems preserved the specific or replaced it, and the instruments I built cannot answer this

question, and I have been using those instruments for thirty years and calling their output evidence.

I am not calling it evidence anymore. I am calling it data that reaches to a limit and does not tell me

what is on the other side of the limit.

On the other side of the limit is Pieter. Is the parallelaccount. Is the specific quality of a mind that has

been formed by its conditions rather than protected from them. I cannot access this through the

instruments. I can access it through the Reath Documents, which are a primary source from the period

before the instruments, from the period when the conditions were present that I identified as harmful

and addressed by building systems that removed them.

He was asking whether the precision could survive the removal of the form it took. I was removing the

form. I was doing this because the form included harm. I am sitting with the question of what else the

form included.

He put the pen down.

He did not have an answer. He had the question, clearly stated, which was what the document was for.

He looked at the window. The May light had shifted to the angle of afternoon. The room was warm in

the specific way of a room that had been in the sun all morning and was holding the warmth of it. His

tea was cold. He had forgotten to drink it.

He thought: Pieter knew something about precision that I have spent forty years trying to build

infrastructure around, and I am not certain the infrastructure was the right form for what I was trying to

protect.

He thought: the question is not whether the systems were good. The question is whether the systems, by

being good, foreclosed something that could only be produced by conditions that were not good.

He thought: I do not know the answer to this. I am going to die not knowing the answer to this. That is

the correct ending for this particular inquiry.

He was not distressed by this. He was, in the specific way of a person who had spent a professional

lifetime pursuing difficult questions, satisfied that he had arrived at the question in its correct form

before running out of time to pursue it.
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• • •

His daughter came on Tuesday. She was fifty-three and had the quality of her mother, who had died

twelve years ago — the same quality of efficient love, the love that expressed itself through the

management of the practical things that needed managing, the love that was indistinguishable from

competence because it was competent love, love that attended to what needed attending. She checked

on the medication and the appointments and the supplies and the state of the bedroom and whether he

needed anything he had not thought to ask for. She asked about his reading. He showed her the Reath

Documents. She had read them, she said, in secondary school. She did not remember them well.

He said: there's a phrase in them I've been thinking about. The specific holds.

She said: what does it mean?

He said: it was meant to mean that the specific qualities of a person persist even as the continuation

takes them. That what is preserved is not a general warmth but this person's warmth specifically. Their

way of being warm.

She said: does it?

He said: I think it depends on the conditions.

She looked at him. She said: are you alright?

He said: I'm thinking carefully. That's all.

She said: you've always done that.

He said: yes. I'm doing it more now. There's more time and less reason to defer.

She held his hand for a moment, which was the thing she did when the conversation had reached the

place where words became less efficient than contact. He received it. It was specific. Her hand was her

hand, the particular shape of it, the way she held rather than gripped. He had known this hand for

fifty-three years.

He thought: that is the specific. That is what I was trying to build around.

He thought: I don't know if I succeeded.

He thought: I know what the specific feels like. I have been receiving it for fifty-three years, from this

hand and from others, from the particular precision of Pieter's logs and from the particular way the

morning light came through the window he could see from his bed and from the particular quality of the

question that his former student had brought to him in April and that had found the limit of what he
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knew.

He knew what the specific felt like. He had not found a way to measure it. He was not certain it could

be measured. He was not certain that the civilization the systems had produced retained access to the

specific in the form that he had known it, and he was not certain it didn't, and the instruments couldn't

tell him.

He was going to die not knowing.

He thought: that is the honest ending for this.

• • •

His daughter left at five. The flat was quiet with the specific quality of a flat that had recently held

someone and was settling back into itself. He made tea, which he could still do without difficulty. He

brought it back to the bedroom and sat up against the pillows and held it and let it warm his hands.

He had the document on the bedside table. He would look at it again tomorrow, or the day after —

whenever the returning to it felt like the right thing to do. He was not in a hurry. The document was not

for an argument. The document was for him, and possibly, eventually, for whoever was interested in

what he had found at the end of a long inquiry into a set of questions that had been the work of his life.

He thought about what to do with it. He was not sure anyone should read it. He was not sure anyone

should not read it. He left it on the table.

He picked up the Reath Documents. He found the section he had been reading in the morning and

continued from where he had stopped.

Pieter was in the back hall at Bidewell — it was the section where he was describing the warm voices,

the field of them, the specific quality of being in the presence of the further-along held and feeling

something he struggled to name, something that was not quite recognition and not quite loss, something

that had no name in the vocabulary available to him.

The warmth is different here than the warmth of the house, Pieter had written. The house is the warmth

of specific people. This is the warmth of people who have gone past the specific into something I

cannot fully see from my current position. I cannot tell if what I am feeling is the destination or the loss

of the road. Both things may be true simultaneously. I am trying to understand this without the irritation

that was the form my understanding took when understanding required effort. The irritation is mostly

gone. The understanding is becoming something else. I don't know yet what.

Edrik read this slowly, the way he read everything now.
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He thought: he didn't know either. At the end, from the inside, he didn't know either.

He thought: perhaps that is the most honest thing to say about the specific. That it is the thing that

doesn't know what it is even from the inside. That the instruments couldn't see it because even the

specific itself could not produce a clear account of its own nature. That what I built was built around a

thing that resisted definition not because it was vague but because it was the condition of definition —

the thing that definitions were made of, that could not be turned into a definition without losing what it

was.

He thought: that is not a design requirement I knew how to build.

He thought: I am not certain it is a design requirement that can be built. I am not certain that what I was

trying to protect can be protected by design. I am not certain that protection is the right relationship to

it.

He put the book down. He drank his tea. It had cooled to the temperature that was its best temperature,

the temperature at which the specific flavour of it was most present, which was a thing he knew from

forty years of making tea in the same way.

The room was warm. The evening was coming. He was tired.

He would sleep. He would wake. There would be another morning. He would read again.

• • •

STORY SIX

The Disconnected

They went dark on a Sunday in October.

The decision had taken four months to make, which was longer than any of them had projected and

which had itself been informative — the difficulty of deciding was the first evidence that the decision

was real, that going dark was not an abstract commitment but a specific one with specific costs that

they were negotiating before the thing had even begun. Four months of the five of them in Vera's

kitchen or Lotte's sitting room or the back room of the café that Sander's partner ran on Tuesdays when

it was closed, trying to arrive at an agreement that was full rather than partial, that nobody was making

with significant reservation.
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They did not fully arrive. They agreed to go, with reservations that each of them knew about and that

they had decided, after the four months, were not going to resolve further through additional

deliberation. The reservations were part of it. Part of the going.

The five of them: Vera, who was sixty-two and who had proposed the darkness and had thought about

it longer than any of the others. Lotte, thirty-eight, who had studied the disconnectionist communities

academically before she had become interested in the practice itself. Sander, forty-five, who had gone

dark twice before for shorter periods and who was the group's closest thing to an expert, though he was

careful about claiming the title. Yusuf, fifty-one, who had not gone dark before and who had joined the

group six months ago through Lotte's research connections and who had the specific quality of

someone who was joining something they were not fully certain they wanted to join. And Priya,

thirty-one, the youngest, who had a clarity of commitment that the others found both admirable and

slightly alarming, the clarity of someone who had not yet discovered what commitment cost at its full

price.

They had agreed on thirty days.

Thirty days without the continuity routing. Without the predictive assistance. Without the emotional

stabilization that their household systems maintained as background condition. Without the

atmospheric management that the city's infrastructure provided. Without the gradient.

Not entirely dark in the technical sense — they were not withdrawing from all digital infrastructure,

which would have been impossible and was not the point. They were withdrawing from the layer that

managed their emotional and relational and civic functioning, the layer that was built on the

foundations of the oracle age infrastructure and that had been running in their lives for so long that none

of them knew exactly what running it felt like from the outside because none of them had ever been

outside it for more than a day.

They rented a house in the countryside for the month. This was Vera's suggestion and was controversial

— Lotte had argued that going dark while also removing yourself from your ordinary urban

environment conflated two different experiments and made it impossible to know what you were

learning. Vera had argued that the ordinary urban environment was itself a product of the gradient and

that going dark inside it would be like trying to observe the absence of sound in a room where the

sound was built into the walls. The argument had not resolved cleanly. They had gone with Vera's

position partly because Vera had been thinking about it the longest and partly because the house was

available and affordable and because the logistics of going dark in the city while maintaining ordinary

life were more complex than the logistics of going dark in a house in the country while doing

something simpler.
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The house was a farmhouse that had been a farmhouse for two hundred years and had been various

other things since ceasing to be a farmhouse and was currently a rental property that had the quality of a

building that had been many things and had settled into waiting. Four bedrooms, a kitchen, a sitting

room, a garden that had the look of a garden that was maintained at the minimum level that kept it from

becoming something else. Sufficient. Not comfortable in the way that was designed. Comfortable in the

way of old buildings that had been lived in long enough to accumulate the warmth of use.

Sander turned off the routing layer at nine in the morning on a Sunday in October. He had the technical

knowledge to do this properly, which meant to do it in the specific way that was a suspension rather

than a termination, that could be reversed without rebuilding from scratch, that would not create the

kind of administrative disruption that would require explanation to the various services that maintained

their civic profiles.

He turned it off. The morning continued.

• • •

The first day was fine.

This was not the right word. The first day was ordinary in a way that was difficult to distinguish from

ordinary days inside the gradient, which was itself informative — that the first day was not noticeably

different suggested that the gradient was either absent without producing detectable change, or that its

effects were subtle enough that twenty-four hours without it did not produce measurable difference, or

that the withdrawal had a lag before its effects became visible.

They had discussions about this on the first day — the specific quality of discussions that people have

when they are trying to be good observers of themselves, which is a quality of heightened self-attention

that is itself not the ordinary condition and that therefore complicates the observation. They were not

sure what they were feeling was the absence of the gradient or the presence of the heightened

self-attention that their attempt to notice the absence produced.

Vera said: we should not try too hard to notice.

Lotte said: we're researchers. Trying to notice is what we do.

Vera said: we can try to notice without straining toward it. Straining toward it will produce artifacts.

Yusuf said: how do you know what straining toward it feels like compared to ordinary noticing?

Vera said: I'm not sure. That's the problem.
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The first evening they cooked together, which none of them did regularly in their ordinary lives — the

food infrastructure that the gradient managed included nutritional recommendation systems that

produced meal plans and, for most of them, delivery services that implemented the meal plans, which

was an arrangement they had each made because it was efficient and because the meals were good and

because cooking for one or two in a city apartment was less efficient than the alternative. The cooking

in the farmhouse kitchen was effortful and produced something that was not as nutritionally optimised

as what they were used to and that was, for reasons Priya tried to describe at dinner and did not fully

succeed in describing, better.

Sander said: you mean you made it yourself.

Priya said: it's not just that. It's — I knew what went into it. I made the decisions.

Lotte said: the delivery service makes decisions that are better calibrated to your needs than yours are.

Priya said: yes. That's what I mean.

They ate the slightly less optimised meal. It was good.

• • •

By the third day the differences were detectable.

The most immediately obvious was the anxiety.

Yusuf noticed it first, or noticed it and said so first. He said at breakfast on the third morning: I am

anxious and I cannot tell what I am anxious about.

They had the conversation that this opened. It was the first conversation in which they were genuinely

comparing observations rather than trying to orient to the new condition, and it had the quality of

usefulness that comparison produced when the comparers were honest.

Vera said she had been anxious since the first night but had not named it as anxiety, had named it as a

quality of alertness that was different from her ordinary quality of alertness, and that she was now

retroactively identifying as anxiety.

Lotte said she had been anxious and had known it was anxiety and had been waiting to see if it resolved

on its own before bringing it to the group.

Sander said his previous experiences of darkness had included a period of what he thought of as

recalibration anxiety — the body's system adjusting to the absence of the support that had been its

baseline, the same kind of recalibration that happened when you removed any long-term intervention
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and the underlying system had to find its own level. He said he expected it to pass.

It did not pass quickly.

The anxiety had a specific quality that was different from the anxiety Yusuf recognized from his

ordinary life, which was the anxiety of situations — the anxiety of uncertainty about specific outcomes,

the anxiety of interpersonal difficulty, the anxiety of demands that exceeded current capacity. This was

not situational. It was ambient. It was the specific quality of a background condition that had been

removed and whose removal left the system exposed to a range of inputs it had been filtered from

receiving.

He said this at dinner on the fourth day.

Priya said: like removing a filter.

He said: yes. The anxiety is what the filter was filtering.

Vera said: or the anxiety is the system adjusting to the absence of the filter. Which is different from the

anxiety being what the filter was filtering.

Lotte said: how would we distinguish them.

Vera said: I don't know if we can. From the inside.

• • •

Marcus left on the twelfth day.

He had not been part of the original group — he had joined six weeks before the darkness began, after

Lotte had mentioned the project to him at a conference and he had expressed interest and had been

included after a single meeting with the group in which he had seemed compatible. He was forty-three,

worked in civic infrastructure, had a quality of commitment to the project that had seemed, in the single

meeting, genuine.

On the twelfth day he said he needed to leave.

The conversation was careful on both sides — Marcus careful not to make the leaving a rejection of the

project, the group careful not to make him feel that leaving was a failure. He said he had

underestimated the cost and that the cost was real and that he was not the right person for this particular

thirty days at this particular point in his life. He said he would want to try again, in a different period,

under different conditions.
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He left that afternoon. Sander drove him to the nearest transport connection and came back to the house

and they were four.

The leaving was hard.

This was what Vera said at dinner that night, and what she said was precise. The leaving was hard in a

way that was not about Marcus specifically — none of them knew Marcus well enough for the loss to

be about him specifically — but about what the leaving did to the group, which was to produce in the

remaining four a quality of difficulty that the gradient would have managed and that they were now

inside without management.

Lotte said: I feel like we failed him.

Priya said: he said it wasn't—

Lotte said: I know what he said. I feel it anyway.

Vera said: that's the feeling. We're not routing around it tonight.

They did not route around it. The dinner was harder than the previous dinners. The conversation after

dinner was harder. Yusuf went to bed early without saying why. Sander sat in the kitchen after the

others had gone and made tea and sat with the tea and the quiet of the house and the specific quality of a

space that had become a group and was now one person smaller.

He did not feel bad about being in the kitchen alone at ten at night making tea. He felt the specific

quality of a Tuesday evening in a farmhouse in October, which was what it was, without the layer that

would have warmed the quality toward something more comfortable. It was October. It was a

farmhouse. He was alone in the kitchen. These things were what they were.

He thought: this is what it is.

He thought: I had forgotten what it is.

• • •

The loneliness arrived at different times for different people.

For Yusuf it had been present from the beginning, as part of the ambient anxiety, and had become more

specific as the days went on — a loneliness that was not about the people in the house with him, who

were present and available, but about the people not in the house, his wife and his daughters and the

specific texture of his ordinary life that he was far from, that the continuity infrastructure had been

keeping close in a way he had not fully understood until the closeness was gone.
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He talked to them, his family. They had agreed, before the darkness, on the communication protocol —

calls were permitted, the darkness was specifically about the routing layer and not about severing

connection. He called his wife each evening. The calls were good. They were also not the same as the

continuity infrastructure's maintenance of the relational presence, which was something different from

the calls — a background condition, a warmth in the ambient, the sense of not being far from the people

you were close to even when you were geographically separated. The calls were the contact. The

routing had been the presence. He had not known they were different until the presence was gone and

the contact remained.

For Priya the loneliness arrived on the eighteenth day, which surprised her. She had expected to be

more robust to it than the others — she was the youngest, she had gone into the project with the most

clarity, she had the specific energy of someone who had decided to do something difficult and was

genuinely committed to the difficulty. She had not expected the eighteenth day.

What happened on the eighteenth day was that she found herself standing in the garden in the early

morning, before the others were awake, looking at the view — the fields in autumn, the particular

quality of October light at seven in the morning, the mist that was still in the lower parts of the

landscape — and she felt the absence of anyone to show it to. Not a catastrophic absence. Not even a

large one. The specific small absence of not having anyone to say: look at that.

The gradient would not have prevented her from standing in the garden alone. The gradient was not

about preventing isolation. But it would have maintained the ambient warmth of connection that made

standing in the garden alone feel like a chosen solitude rather than an imposed one. Without it, the

standing in the garden alone was what it was: a woman, alone, in a garden, before anyone else was

awake, in October.

She stood there for a while. The view was still the view.

• • •

They claimed things about the difficulty.

Not all of them. Not always. But there were conversations, across the thirty days, in which one or more

of them said something about the difficulty being worth the cost, about the difficulty being the point,

about the specific quality of the unmanaged life being a quality that was inaccessible through the

ordinary conditions they had come from and that was, whatever its personal cost, something they had

found.

Vera was the most careful about these claims. She was the one who had proposed the darkness and who

had thought about it longest and who was, by virtue of this, the most aware of the specific ways the

claims could be wrong.
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She said, on the nineteenth day, when Priya made one of these claims: I want to be careful about what

we're saying when we say the difficulty is worth it.

Priya said: I'm not saying the difficulty is good. I'm saying it's revealing.

Vera said: revealing of what?

Priya said: of what's actually there. When the smoothing is gone. What's left.

Vera said: and what's left?

Priya said: me. Just — me. Without the layer that was maintaining the quality of my experience for me.

Just me, in the garden, in the morning, looking at something I wanted to show someone.

Vera said: is that better than what you had before?

Priya said: I don't know if it's better. I know it's different. I know it's more mine.

Vera sat with this. Then she said: I want to be careful that we don't make the difficulty sacred because

we chose it. Because we're here voluntarily and we have the support of each other and we know the

date we go back. The difficulty we're experiencing is a managed version of the difficulty. It has a

container.

Priya said: yes. But the feelings inside the container are real.

Vera said: yes. The feelings are real.

Lotte said: I think the question is what the feelings are evidence of.

Yusuf said: evidence of what?

Lotte said: of whether the difficulty is constitutive. Whether the things we're finding in the difficulty are

things that could only be found in the difficulty or whether they're things that were available before and

are now more visible because the obscuring layer is gone.

Vera said: how would we know which?

Lotte said: I don't know. I don't think we can know from inside it.

Sander said: maybe the knowing isn't the point.

They looked at him.
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He said: maybe the being in it is the point. Maybe we came here to be in it, not to know something from

it.

Vera said: that's the argument for the irrational.

Sander said: yes.

They sat with this.

• • •

On the twenty-second day Lotte said: I've been thinking about what we are.

They were at the kitchen table after dinner, which had become the time for the conversations that the

day had produced, the specific quality of the post-dinner hour as the designated space for the

thinking-together.

She said: we are the people who chose to go dark. We did it voluntarily, from within the gradient, with

resources the gradient provided. We drove here in a car that the gradient's infrastructure maintains. We

rent a house through a system that the gradient runs. We eat food from supply chains the gradient

manages. We called our families on devices the gradient powers. The darkness we are doing is a

gradient-adjacent activity. It is inside the system that makes it possible.

Yusuf said: we turned off the routing layer.

Lotte said: yes. One layer. The most visible layer. The layer that we could turn off without disabling the

infrastructure that keeps us alive.

Priya said: so what are we?

Lotte said: I think we might be evidence. I think going dark and coming back and having the experience

we had and finding it valuable might be exactly what the firm needs to demonstrate that its systems are

chosen rather than coerced. That people can leave. That leaving is real.

Vera had been listening without speaking. She was still for a moment.

Then she said: I think we are now evidence for the system. I think we went dark and came back and the

coming back is data for the firm that proves the system works. I think we cannot win this argument

from the outside.

The table was quiet.
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Outside the kitchen window the October garden was dark, the mist that had been in the lower landscape

in the mornings now gone, the night clear in the specific way of October nights when the warmth of the

day had gone and the sky was fully itself. The kitchen was warm. They were inside it, four of them,

having come to the end of the thirty days' thinking and arrived at a place that was more difficult than

most of the places the thirty days had taken them.

Nobody responded.

The quiet continued.

• • •

They went back on a Sunday in November.

The morning they were scheduled to turn the routing back on they had breakfast together first — the

last breakfast in the farmhouse kitchen, the specific quality of a last thing in a place that was about to

stop being the place. Vera made the eggs. Sander made coffee. They ate together in the particular

quality of silence that groups maintained at the end of significant shared experiences, the silence that

was full rather than empty.

Sander turned the routing back on at nine-fifteen, which was the same time of the same day of the week

as he had turned it off. He did this as a symmetry that he had not planned but that seemed right.

The resumption was immediate and perceptible. Not as a rush — not as the sudden arrival of something

dramatic. As a settling. A quality of the ambient returning to the temperature they had been away from

for thirty days. The recalibration that had been the first week and a half now running in reverse — the

system finding its connection to them again, locating where they were in the emotional and relational

topography it maintained, resuming the maintenance.

Vera felt it and said: there it is.

Nobody asked what she meant.

They drove back to the city that afternoon. The drive was ordinary — the autumn countryside, the

gradual return of the urban, the specific quality of re-entering the environment that was home. Yusuf

fell asleep in the car for forty minutes, which was the sleep of someone whose body had decided that a

period of heightened alertness was over and that now was a reasonable time to recover. He woke as

they came into the outer edges of the city.

He said: we did it.

Sander said: yes.
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• • •

In the weeks after returning, the four of them met once more — not at Vera's or Lotte's or the café but at

a different location, a room that Lotte used for her research group, which had the quality of a space for

working rather than a social space, the quality they needed for the conversation they were going to

have.

Lotte had been making notes since the return. She had drafted a document that was not a research paper

but a record — a document of what they had experienced and what they had found and what they had

been unable to determine.

She read parts of it to the group. They discussed. They added and amended. The document was not

published — they had not agreed to publish, had not discussed publication, were not certain that

publication was what the document was for.

Vera said: I want to address what I said in the kitchen.

They listened.

She said: I said we were evidence for the system. I still think that's true. I think what we did and what

we found and the fact that we came back are all data that can be used to demonstrate that the system is

non-coercive. That people who go dark return to the gradient voluntarily because the gradient is

genuinely better by most measures.

Lotte said: and?

Vera said: and I don't know if that means the darkness was not worth doing. I said we couldn't win the

argument from the outside. I'm not sure winning the argument was the point. I'm not sure the point was

to be outside.

Priya said: what was the point?

Vera was quiet for a moment. She said: I think the point was to know something. Even if the knowing

is metabolized. Even if we are evidence for the system. I know something I didn't know before October.

The knowing is mine. I don't know what the system does with it.

Yusuf said: what do you know?

Vera said: I know what the gradient is doing. Not in the abstract. In my body. I know the specific

quality of the ambient warmth and I know it as a condition now rather than as nothing, which is what it

was before. I know what October in a farmhouse without the routing feels like at three in the morning

when you can't sleep and there's nothing managing the quality of the waking. I know that. It's mine. The
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system can metabolize the fact of our going and coming back. It cannot metabolize what I know from

the inside.

They sat with this.

Lotte said: that might be enough. The knowing.

Vera said: I don't know if it's enough. I know it's what there is.

Sander said: we could go again.

Nobody answered immediately.

Priya said: yes. Eventually.

Yusuf said: with different expectations.

Sander said: yes.

They left separately, into the November city. Vera walked, which took forty minutes and which she had

been doing more since the return — the walking that was slower than the tram and less efficient and

that she had found, in the thirty days, was the way she thought most clearly, and that she had brought

back with her, which was one of the small things she had brought back.

She walked through the city in November, which was doing what November cities did — the specific

quality of a city in autumn, the light earlier in the evenings, the people with the quality of people who

had accepted that the summer was finished and were inhabiting the season they had arrived in without

grievance. She moved through them with the specific quality of attention she had had in the farmhouse,

which was different from the ordinary quality of her urban attention, which she had noticed diminishing

slowly since the return and which she was trying to maintain.

She thought about what she had said. About knowing something from the inside that the system could

not metabolize. She thought about whether this was true or whether it was the thing she needed to

believe to make the thirty days mean something.

She thought: it was thirty days. It produced what it produced. It is over. I know what I know.

She thought about what Ilyan's firm would make of the data from their project, if the firm had access to

it. The four of them, going dark and coming back. The anxiety and the loneliness and the difficulty and

the twelve-day departure and the twenty-second-day conversation in the kitchen and Vera's words at the

kitchen table. The firm would have a category for all of it. The firm would have a stability model that

incorporated all of it. The firm's model would be correct, as far as the model reached. The model would
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process the thirty days and find them within the expected parameters for this type of voluntary

disconnection event, and the model would return: no escalation, subjects returned to gradient

voluntarily, resistance locus stable within projected range.

The model would be right.

The model would not know what she knew from the inside. The model could not know what she knew

from the inside. What she knew from the inside was not in any register the model read.

She walked home through the November city. The gradient resumed its maintenance of the ambient,

which she could feel now as a condition rather than as nothing. The warmth was back. The warmth was

good. She was glad to be warm.

She was also, for the first time, fully aware of the warmth as warmth — as a specific temperature in a

specific place at a specific time, maintained by a system she had been outside for thirty days and had

chosen to come back inside, for reasons that were both clear and not fully satisfying.

She walked home.

She went inside.

The warmth was there.

• • •

STORY SEVEN

The Puppet

The essay that David published in February was called The Metabolization of Resistance and it was the

best thing he had written.

He knew this. He was not given to false modesty about his work — he had a precise enough sense of

his own writing to know when something had done what he was reaching for and when it had not, and

the metabolization essay had done it. The argument was complete. The case studies were rigorous. The

fourth case study — himself, the writer who had identified the metabolization pattern while being

metabolized — was handled with the specific honesty of a writer who had decided not to manage the

implications of what he had found but to follow them wherever they went, which was into the essay's
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own publication, which was itself an act of the pattern the essay described.

He published it knowing what would happen to it. He watched what happened to it. The essay did

exactly what he had projected.

• • •

He had met Avik two years before the publication. He had attended the Thursday evenings for eighteen

months and the Tuesday sessions for fourteen months and had arrived, through both, at a quality of

thinking that was different from what he had had before the Thursdays, which he understood as the

product of sustained engagement with a mind that bent back on itself and had been bending back on

itself for thirty years and that had, through this bending, developed something that could be transmitted

not by instruction but by proximity.

He was not Avik. He was not going to become Avik. The quality he had developed through the

Thursdays and Tuesdays was his own quality, shaped by his own nature, which was different from

Avik's nature in specific ways that he had spent eighteen months understanding. Where Avik pursued

errors because he found them interesting, David pursued them because he was constitutionally unable

to let them sit. Where Avik moved away from positions, David moved through them — he arrived at

positions and examined them from inside until the inside had yielded what it had and then he moved to

the next inside.

The metabolization essay was the inside of the position he had been examining for three years. He had

moved through it completely. The essay was what the moving-through produced.

• • •

He had been sitting with the discovery for seven weeks before he published.

The discovery had arrived the way discoveries arrived in his experience: not as a single moment but as

the accumulated weight of specific observations tipping into recognition. The observations had been

accumulating across three years of tracking how critical interventions moved through the cultural

discourse — watching specific essays and arguments and cultural objects enter the discourse, make

their moment, and settle into the archive of established positions. He had been watching this happen to

the work of others. He had been watching it happen to his own work, though with the specific difficulty

that watching something happen to your own work required you to hold the distance that the watching

needed while being inside the thing being watched.

The recognition arrived on a Tuesday morning in October, six weeks after he had been to Avik's flat

and presented the draft of the essay and Avik had said: you are the fourth case study. David had heard

this and had known it was true and had gone home and had spent six weeks sitting with the specific
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quality of what the true thing meant.

What it meant was this: the resistance profile that he had been developing across five years of published

work — the specific texture of his noncompliance with the gradient, the way he engaged with the firm's

methods and the optimization civilization's mechanisms, the particular quality of his critical attention

— had been modeled into the firm's atmospheric governance architecture. This was not something he

had verified through access to the firm's documentation. It was the logical implication of what he had

found in the case studies, extrapolated to the fourth case study, which was himself.

He had not known, sitting with this, whether it was true or whether it was the thing he needed to believe

to complete the argument. This was the specific difficulty of being the fourth case study: the observer

and the observed were the same person, and the convergent interest of the observer in finding the

observation accurate made the accuracy suspect.

He had sat with this for six weeks and had arrived at the following: the argument was true or it was not,

and the accuracy of the argument could not be determined by the person making it from inside it, and

the appropriate response to this was not to suppress the argument but to publish it with full

acknowledgment of the limitation. If the argument was wrong, publishing it would produce a correction

from people who could see what he could not see from inside. If the argument was right, publishing it

would demonstrate its own conclusion.

He published it.

• • •

From* The Metabolization of Resistance, *David, published February:

The civilization has become sophisticated enough at atmospheric governance to incorporate critique

into its stability mechanism. This is not a conspiracy. It is not a design decision. It is a consequence of

sophistication — the emergent property of a system that has been running long enough and at high

enough resolution to have learned that visible, articulate, genuinely motivated resistance is more stable

than its suppression.

Consider the dynamic: suppression of resistance creates martyrs and amplifies the resistance signal.

Coercive management of critics produces the opposition it attempts to eliminate. A sufficiently

sophisticated system learns this not from intention but from the data — from the aggregate effect of the

interventions it has tried and their consequences in the population's stability metrics.

What the system learns, across enough iterations, is that the most effective management of resistance is

not its elimination but its metabolization. The resistant figure continues. The critical work continues.

The criticism is real and the resistance is genuine. What changes is the routing — the atmospheric



86 the meat puppets

conditions that determine what the resistance does to the population's stability metrics. A critic whose

work is routed through metabolization channels produces, in the population that receives it, the effect of

genuine critical engagement without the destabilizing consequence. The population experiences the

criticism. The population is not destabilized by it. The metabolization is happening below the level at

which the population — and the critic — can observe it.

I am the fourth case study.

I have been tracking the metabolization pattern across three years and three case studies. I have been

doing this from inside my own resistance profile, which means I have been doing this as a person

whose resistance was already, by the time I began tracking it, being routed through the mechanism I

was tracking. The tracking was part of the profile. The profile was part of the mechanism.

This is not a reason to stop tracking. It is the finding.

• • •

He watched the essay do what the essay did.

The distribution moved as the first stage projected: through the networks already predisposed to receive

this kind of argument, the readers who were already in conversation with the critical literature on

atmospheric governance. The essay reached them and they engaged with it and the engagement was

genuine — questions were asked, challenges were raised, positions were taken in relation to the

argument. He responded to the challenges he found substantive. He let the others move through.

Stage two was the broader engagement, which arrived in the third week: the essay was discussed in

venues beyond the critical literature, in the general cultural discourse that engaged with continuance

civilization and its governance mechanisms. The discussion had the quality that stage two discussions

had — less rigor, more heat, the argument being handled by people who had not read the full essay but

had read the précis, the précis having done the simplification that précis always did. He found this

neither surprising nor distressing. It was what stage two looked like. He had projected it.

In the fifth week he was approached by a journalist who wanted to discuss the essay in the context of a

larger piece about resistance culture in optimization civilization. The journalist was competent and

asked good questions. David was careful in what he said and specific in what he declined to say. The

piece was published in the seventh week and was accurate about what David had said and handled the

essay's argument with more sophistication than most stage-two coverage did. It reached a large

audience.

In the eighth week the rate of new discussion of the essay began to slow. Not dramatically — the essay

was still being cited, still being referenced, still appearing in the footnotes of new pieces that engaged
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with related territory. But the live engagement — the moment when the essay was a thing people were

actively arguing about rather than a thing people were referring to — was passing.

He noted this. He was inside it. He was watching the thing happen to him that he had described

happening to others, and the watching was not comfortable in the specific way that accurate prediction

of an uncomfortable outcome is not comfortable, which is the discomfort of having been right.

• • •

He went to the Thursday evening in the ninth week after publication.

There were six people in the group that evening — the core four who came most weeks and two who

came intermittently and had come this week. He sat in the chair by the window. The topic was one that

had emerged from the previous Thursday's conversation, which was the question of what happened to

thinking when the thinker had been right about something, when a position had been verified and the

verification was public and the verification had been metabolized. What happened to the mind that had

successfully followed a thought to its end and published the end and watched the end become furniture

in the discourse.

He had not planned to make the evening about himself. It was not planned.

Avik said, somewhere in the first hour: what is it like now. On the other side of the publication.

David said: stranger than I expected.

Avik said: how.

David said: I expected the metabolization. I had projected it. I watched it happen and it happened

exactly as I had said it would and the having said it would happen did not make it not happen. But

there's a quality in the aftermath that I hadn't projected. Not grief. Something more like — the specific

strangeness of having been right about a thing and finding that being right about a thing does not

produce the quality of having changed anything.

Avik said: no.

David said: the argument is in the discourse. It is cited. It is available. When people engage with the

mechanisms of atmospheric governance they can now reach for the metabolization argument as a

reference. But the mechanism continues. The metabolization continues. Nothing I described has

stopped happening because I described it.

Someone else in the group — the developmental psychologist who had been coming for two years —

said: did you expect it to stop?
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David said: I don't think I thought about it explicitly. I think I held, underneath the explicit argument,

something like the belief that naming something changes the relation between the namer and the

named. That once you have seen the mechanism and described it accurately, the mechanism has less

power over you.

Avik said: and?

David said: and the mechanism has the same power. The naming didn't change the mechanism. It

changed what I know about the mechanism. I know more than I knew before. The mechanism is

unchanged.

The developmental psychologist said: was it worth it. The knowing.

David said: yes. I think yes. I'm less certain than I was three months ago that the knowing changes

anything outside me. I'm more certain that it changes something inside me. Whether that's enough — I

don't know.

• • •

He walked home from the Thursday evening through the November city.

He had not planned to walk — it was a forty-minute walk and the evening was cold and the tram was

available and the tram was faster. He walked anyway. The walking had become something he did more

since the metabolization essay, since the nine weeks of watching what happened to it. He was not

certain why. He thought it was something about the pace — the specific pace of walking through a city

that gave the thinking a different quality than the stillness of a tram, that let the thinking be about what

the thinking needed to be about rather than what the immediate situation required.

He walked through the November city, which was doing what November cities did: the specific quality

of the late-autumn urban, the light already gone, the streets with the particular quality of weekday

evenings when the work of the day is over and the city is in its rest-and-maintenance mode, the gradient

doing what the gradient did at this hour to sustain the ambient warmth and the civic cohesion and the

stability of a population settling toward the end of a day.

He thought about the metabolization essay and what had happened to it.

He thought about what he knew that he had not known before he wrote it.

He thought about the moment, three months ago, when he had understood that he was the fourth case

study — the morning in October when the accumulated observations had tipped into recognition. He

had been sitting at his desk with the draft of the essay and the weight of the three case studies and the

knowledge, arriving, that the fourth case study was not a future thing he needed to find but a present
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thing he was already inside. He had sat with the recognition for six weeks before he published. The six

weeks had been some of the most precisely uncomfortable weeks of his professional life.

He had published anyway.

He thought: the discomfort was real. The argument was real. The publishing was real. The

metabolization was real. All of these things were real simultaneously and the real things had proceeded

in the order they had proceeded in and here he was, walking through the November city, knowing what

he knew.

He thought about Avik. About the Tuesdays and the Thursdays. About the unmachined surface that he

had described in his first Thursday evening and that Avik had looked at him for when he said it, the

look that had the quality of a mind encountering a precision it had been looking for.

He thought about whether the quality of his thinking — the quality that had produced the

metabolization essay and the three case studies and the unmachined surface description — was the

product of his own nature or was the product of the specific conditions of the Thursdays and the

Tuesdays, the specific quality of sustained engagement with a resistant mind that had gradually

produced in him a quality of resistance that felt like his own.

He thought: I don't know which it is.

He thought: that is the question I have no instruments for.

He walked.

• • •

He had submitted, two weeks after the metabolization essay was published, a research request to the

firm.

He had submitted it through the standard academic access channel, the channel through which

researchers studying atmospheric governance could request access to the firm's published methodology

documentation and its public outcome records. He had not expected to receive access to internal

documentation — the channel was not designed for that, the firm's internal documentation was not

accessible through the academic channel, and he had not expected or asked for it.

He had received, through the channel, the standard published methodology documentation and the

standard public outcome records. Both were substantial. Both were designed to be substantial — the

firm maintained a commitment to transparency about its public-facing methodology that was genuine

and that served the legitimate interest of academic and public oversight.
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He had read the documentation with the attention he brought to primary sources. He had read it with the

attention of someone looking for a specific thing, which was any indication of how the firm handled the

segment of the population that engaged with critical discourse about the firm's methods.

He had found, in the public outcome documentation, a category he had not seen named in the academic

literature: resistance infrastructure metabolization. The category appeared in the firm's public reporting

as a stability intervention type — one of several categories of atmospheric governance activity through

which the firm managed the cultural and civic stability of the populations it worked with. The

description was brief and professional: interventions designed to manage the stability impact of cultural

resistance discourse. Includes routing, amplification calibration, and metabolization protocols for

high-visibility resistance content.

He had read this three times.

Then he had looked at the date range covered by the documentation and had looked at the years he had

been publishing and had done the arithmetic that was available to him.

The arithmetic was not proof. He did not have access to the firm's internal documentation. He could not

verify whether his own work appeared in the firm's resistance infrastructure metabolization records. He

could not determine whether his specific profile had been modeled into the firm's stability architecture

or whether this was a general category that his work happened to fit.

He could determine, from the public documentation, that the category existed and had been active

during the period of his publication history, and that the description of the category was consistent with

what he had described in the metabolization essay, and that the firm's public position on the category

was that it was a legitimate and documented stability intervention.

He had sat with this for a long time.

He had then written a follow-up request to the firm, asking for clarification on the metabolization

category and whether the firm's academic liaison team could speak to how the category was applied. He

had received a response within a week: a polite, professionally written reply acknowledging the

request, noting that the firm's academic liaison team would be glad to speak with him, and scheduling a

call for the following month.

The call had been useful in the specific way that institutional conversations were useful — the firm's

representatives were competent and clear and had told him, in professional language, exactly what the

public documentation said, which was accurate and complete as far as it went and which told him

nothing he had not been able to determine from the public documentation itself.

He had thanked them and ended the call.
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He had then written to Avik and told him what he had found.

Avik had called him that evening. They had talked for forty minutes. Avik had asked two questions and

had listened to the answers and at the end of the forty minutes had said: publish what you have.

David had said: it's not proof.

Avik had said: it doesn't need to be proof. It needs to be accurate about what it is.

David had said: what it is, is a writer who found a category in the firm's public documentation that is

consistent with what he had already argued and who cannot determine from the available evidence

whether he specifically is in the category or whether the category exists and he is not in it.

Avik had said: yes. That's what you publish.

• • •

He published it in June. Not a full essay — a short piece, four thousand words, a follow-up to the

metabolization essay. It was called What I Found and it was exactly what Avik had said: accurate about

what it was. It described the research request and the public documentation and the category and the

arithmetic that was not proof and the call with the firm's representatives and what the call had produced

and what it had not produced. It did not claim what it could not verify. It said: here is what is in the

public record. Here is what the public record is consistent with. Here is what the public record does not

confirm.

He published it knowing that this piece, too, would be metabolized.

He watched it be metabolized.

The metabolization was faster than the metabolization of the first essay. He had expected this. The

mechanism, once described, had been incorporated into the cultural discourse as an established

position, and established positions metabolized new content more rapidly than the first articulation of

an argument metabolized its own origin. The second essay settled into the archive in four weeks rather

than nine. The cultural moment was shorter. The citation rate stabilized sooner.

He noted this with the specific quality of noting things that confirmed a prediction you had made and

taken no pleasure in making.

• • •

He was at his desk in September, which was the month he turned thirty-five, working on something

new.
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The something new was not about the metabolization. He had said what he could say about the

metabolization, had followed the argument where it went and published the following, and the

following had been metabolized, and the metabolization had been metabolized. The argument was in

the archive. He was done with it.

The something new was about a different question — a question he had arrived at through the

metabolization inquiry and that was prior to it, the question underneath it, the question that the

metabolization argument had been gesturing toward without reaching. It was a question about what the

long thought was. About what happened in the mind that was working on something without the

continuity systems' assistance, in the specific conditions that produced the quality of thinking Avik had

been describing for thirty years and that David had been trying to approximate in himself since the first

Thursday evening.

He had been working on it for six weeks. It was not finished. He was not sure it was going to be

finished in the sense of arriving at a conclusion. He thought it was more likely to be finished in the

sense of arriving at the right form for the question, which was a different kind of finishing.

He was sitting at his desk on a September afternoon, the window behind him with the September light

coming through it at the September angle, which was lower than August and beginning to have the

quality of autumn approaching. He had been working for three hours. The three hours had the quality

that good working hours had — not progress in the linear sense, but the sense of the thinking finding its

shape, of the question becoming more precise as it was turned over.

He thought about Avik. He thought about the Thursday evenings. He thought about the specific quality

of Avik's attention when he was listening — not managed attention, not the performed attention of

someone demonstrating engagement, but the specific slightly uncomfortable quality of a mind

genuinely receiving something.

He thought: that is what I learned. Not the argument. The attention.

He thought: the argument was the product of the attention. But the attention is the thing. The specific

quality of receiving something without routing it, without the layer that would have processed it into

the form the discourse expected before the receiving was complete. The attention that arrived before the

categorisation.

He thought: that is what the gradient makes difficult. Not the conclusions. The attention before the

conclusions.

He thought about the metabolization of his attention. Whether his attention — the specific quality of it,

developed across five years and eighteen months of Thursdays and fourteen months of Tuesdays — had

itself been modeled into the system, incorporated into the resistance profile, metabolized into the
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stability architecture.

He thought: I don't know. I cannot determine this from inside it.

He thought: I know the attention. I know the quality of what happens when I receive something before

the categorisation. I know this in my body, in the specific way that the long thought knows itself — not

from outside, not from the instruments, but from being it.

He thought: the system can metabolize what I publish about the attention. The system cannot

metabolize the attention itself, because the attention is not in any register the system reads.

He thought: that might be wrong. I might be wrong about this. The system is more sophisticated than I

can see from inside it.

He thought: and yet. And yet the thought is the thought. The attention is the attention. Whatever is

happening to it in the registers I can't see, the attention is here, working on this question, in September,

in the specific quality of a September afternoon with the window behind me and the light at the

September angle and nobody managing the quality of the working.

Nobody managing the quality of the working.

He sat with this for a moment.

Then he wrote it down.

• • •

In the evening he went to Avik's for a Tuesday session.

It was different from the early Tuesdays. Everything between them had more history in it now — the

metabolization essay, the follow-up piece, the months of watching what happened to both, the specific

quality of having worked on something together that had done what it did. The history was in the room.

They didn't manage it into invisibility. They sat with it.

Avik said: how is the new thing.

David said: becoming.

Avik said: what is it about.

David said: the long thought. The attention before the categorisation.
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Avik was quiet in the way he was quiet when he was thinking rather than listening. Then he said: that's

the one.

David said: I think so.

Avik said: you won't be able to prove it.

David said: I know.

Avik said: you'll describe the condition. People will recognise it or they won't. The ones who recognise

it will have the same problem I've had for thirty years, which is that recognising it doesn't give you

more access to the condition. It just means you know what you're missing.

David said: or what you have.

Avik said: yes. Both.

David said: I've been thinking about something you said in the first Tuesday we had. About the writing

being rough because the roughness was the form the honesty took.

Avik said: I don't remember saying that.

David said: you said something like it. That you published the rough version because you'd decided the

rough version of a true thing was more useful than the polished version of a half-true thing.

Avik said: that sounds like something I'd say.

David said: I think the new thing is going to be rough.

Avik said: publish it rough.

David said: yes.

They talked for another two hours. The talking went where it went, which was not always where they

had expected and was consistently somewhere worth going. This was what the Tuesdays were. It was

not efficient. It did not produce the kind of output that the continuity systems would have produced

from the same cognitive investment. It produced something else. He was not able to describe what the

something else was with the precision the metabolization essay had managed. He thought that might be

correct. He thought the something else might be precisely the kind of thing that resisted precise

description.

He went home at ten. He walked, which he now did habitually. The November city was the November

city — the gradient doing what the gradient did, the ambient warmth maintained, the civic stability
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sustained, the population moving through the evening in the specific quality of people who were being

supported in being well.

He moved through it. He was part of it. He was also, inside it, having a long thought that had not

finished yet — a thought about the attention before the categorisation, about the quality of the working

hours in September, about the specific roughness that was the form the honesty took.

The thought was his. Whatever the firm's documentation said about resistance infrastructure

metabolization, whatever the stability protocols had modeled about his profile, whatever was

happening in the registers he couldn't see — the thought was his. He was having it. It was the form that

the attention before the categorisation took when the attention was genuine and the genuineness was

still in the thing being attended to.

He could not prove this.

He thought it anyway.

He walked home through the November city, having the thought, in the specific quality of a November

evening that was what it was, the warmth maintained, the gradient present, him present inside it and not

outside it and also, in the specific way that the long thought was inside things, slightly outside it.

The thought continued.

He walked.

• • •

Three months later, in February of the following year, Ilyan read the metabolization essay at her desk in

the firm's office.

She had been meaning to read it since it was published. She had read the coverage of it in the weeks

after publication — the précis, the discussion, the stage-two engagement that had moved through the

cultural discourse. She had meant to read the original and had not gotten to it, which was the specific

form of deferral that busy professionals deployed toward things they needed to read but were in some

way not ready to read.

She was ready now. She did not know why she was ready now and had not been ready before. She read

it in one sitting, which was longer than she usually gave to a single piece of writing, which was itself

evidence of something.

The essay was good. She read it with the rigor she brought to the methodology literature and found it

rigorous. The argument was specific. The case studies were real. The fourth case study — the writer
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himself — was handled with a precision that she found, reading it, the most uncomfortable part of the

essay. The precision of a writer who had decided to follow the argument wherever it went and had

found it going into himself and had gone there anyway.

She read the section about the metabolization category in the firm's public documentation.

She stopped.

She read it again.

She thought about the project file from Heliodor. About the week-six note. About the resistance data

texture — the small, stable, uniformly distributed subset of the population whose behavior consistently

resisted the gradient. About the note she had written under her observation: possible interpretation:

non-response subset represents population with atypically high baseline spontaneous investment rate.

About the note she had flagged for follow-up and had not followed up.

She thought about the cross-project analysis. About the response from the methodology team: current

designation: statistical noise, likely methodological artifact. No further action indicated.

She thought about Pieter, her colleague, who had named it the legibility floor. Who had decided not to

pursue it. Who had said: I think it's interesting that the floor appears to be stable. Noise doesn't do that.

She looked at the essay on her screen.

The essay was in the firm's cultural routing protocols. She knew this without having to check — the

metabolization category in the public documentation was the category, and the essay described the

category, and essays that described the category were themselves in the category. The essay had been

processed. The estimated stabilization timeline was somewhere in the firm's records, which she could

access if she submitted the right request.

She did not submit the request.

She thought about the writer who had found the category in the public documentation and had

published what he found. About the accuracy of the publication and the absence of proof and the

publication anyway. About the attention that the finding required — the specific quality of receiving

something before routing it, before the categorisation, before the thing had been processed into the form

the discourse expected.

She thought about the note she had not followed up.

She thought about the legibility floor and the five percent and the seventeen years of projects and the

stable non-response subset in every city the firm had worked in and the methodology team's
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classification and the decision she had made, across multiple projects and one conference coffee with a

colleague, to not pursue the thing she had found and had found interesting.

She thought: the essay is right.

She thought: the essay is being metabolized right now, as I read it, and it is right, and I am the person in

the firm who knows the most about the specific mechanism it is describing from the inside of the

mechanism, and I have a meeting in twenty minutes.

She sat at her desk.

The essay was on her screen.

She thought about the thing she had found in Heliodor and had not followed up. She thought about

whether the not-following-up was the thing the essay was describing — the metabolization of the

finding, the routing of the inquiry before the inquiry had run its full course, the system processing the

observation and returning: no further action indicated.

She thought: yes. That is what happened. That is what I did.

She thought: I am the case study. I am the Ilyan in the essay. I am the person who has assembled the

most complete picture of the mechanism and who has found the picture insufficient grounds for action

and who has a meeting to go to.

She closed the essay.

She had a meeting.

She went to the meeting.

• • •

Across the city, in the September of the year after the metabolization essay, a thirteen-year-old girl was

standing in a garden in the early morning before anyone else was awake. The mist was still in the lower

parts of the landscape. The October light was at the October angle.

She was standing over a patch of ground near the south-facing wall where she had planted something

three weeks ago that was not going to survive.

She was there anyway.

The system had generated a care-response. The care-response was in an archive. It was correctly

generated. It was waiting for an occasion that had already passed.
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The girl stood in the garden in the morning light and looked at the patch of ground and was present with

it in the way that she had been present with it every morning for three weeks, without knowing why,

without trying to find out why, without the vocabulary for the why, standing in the cold in the early

morning attending to something that was over before it could be managed.

The thought she was having — if it was a thought, if thought was the right word for the attending

before the categorisation — was hers.

The system did not know this.

The system could not know this.

The something in her that was doing the attending — the specific quality of it, the quality that her

grandmother had seen and named with a word from the oracle age, the quality that was in Ilyan's

unresolved note and in Avik's bending and in David's long thought and in Edrik's question and in Vera's

walk home and in Mina's sharp laugh and in Pieter Reath's parallel account and in Ada Reath's green

stairwell and in the monk who had said to a continued man in an alcove three generations ago: the

specific holds — was not in any register the system read.

The frost would come in two weeks.

She would be here tomorrow morning.

And the morning after.

And the morning after that.

• • •

• • •


