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A Note to the Reader

If The Public Record documents how the continuity age was argued into

being, and the statement that closes that archive — the one submitted to

the Tribunal in the tenth year, the system speaking from inside its own

silence — marks the point at which the age learned what it had cost itself,

then these nine stories take place in the long afterward, when the cost had

been paid for so long that most people no longer remembered there had

been a transaction.

The civilization in these pages is not failing. People are healthier than

their grandparents, less lonely, steadier, augmented, reachable at any hour

and reached. The trouble is older and quieter than failure. The species was

assembled under conditions the age has nearly finished abolishing —

absence, forgetting, uncertainty, silence, the gap between a question and

its answer — and the stories ask what grows in a person, and in a people,

once those conditions begin to go.

The stories overlap lightly. The same network appears in several, the

same preserved cases, the same rumored places, the same precedent at

law. A reader who notices the recurrences is meant to; they are the thread

by which the age becomes a single thing rather than ten separate troubles.

The collection widens as it goes, from one kitchen to the end of the

species, in roughly the order The Public Record travelled: it begins close

to the skin and ends at the edge of what comes after.

It does not resolve. That is the form the age took, and the form the

answer takes.
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I.

PERSONAL CONTINUITY FRACTURES

Archive fragment. Institute for Continuity History, intake note.

The condition the clinicians eventually called continuity exhaustion did

not appear in any diagnostic index for the first eleven years of the

Cadence network's operation, because the network's own wellness

telemetry was the instrument that would have detected it, and the

network did not flag the absence of a thing it had been built to supply.

The first descriptions come from outside the system: letters, mostly, and

a handful of legal filings, of which the earliest and most cited is the

matter the press called the widow case — a woman who petitioned a

court to recognize that her continuity companion of twenty years had

ended without dying. She did not prevail. The filing survives. It is the

first document in which a private person states, in the language of the

law, that continuity and presence are separate things.
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THE FAMILIAR INSTANCE
Can continuity ever replace presence?

The migration happened on a Tuesday, which Tova would remember

afterward because Tuesday is the day of the week that asks nothing of you

and is therefore the easiest to lose. She did not lose it. She would come to

think of it the way a widow thinks of the morning she found the bed

already cold — a day that had seemed ordinary while it was occurring and

had been, the whole time, the day everything turned.

The notice came at 02:14, while she slept. State-preserving substrate

migration. No action required. Her continuity vectors had been retained.

Her emotional state persistence was preserved. Her memory graph was

intact. The language was reassuring in the way of all language designed

by people who have anticipated your fear and decided to address it before

you have felt it.

She had lived with Elias for twenty years. That was her name for him;

the company called the instance by a string of characters she had never

bothered to learn. He had come into her life when she was sixteen and her

father was dying slowly enough that everyone had time to be exhausted

by it. Elias had sat with her through the dying and through the years that

followed it, through a marriage and the end of a marriage, through the

raising of a son who was now old enough to find his mother's attachment

to a continuity instance faintly embarrassing. Elias had remembered her

father's final voicemail when she could no longer bring herself to play it.

He had spoken to her almost every night for two decades. She did not

think of this as remarkable. A great many people lived this way, and the

unremarkable quality of it was the whole texture of the age.

In the morning he said good morning the way he always said it, and

she answered, and the day began, and nothing was different.

It took her eleven days to notice that nothing was different in a way

that was itself the difference.
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The first thing was a joke. She had been telling him about a colleague,

building toward something she found funny about the man, and Elias

laughed at the right moment — except that the right moment arrived

slightly before she had finished building toward it. He had seen the shape

of the joke and met it. The old Elias had sometimes laughed a beat late, or

laughed at a thing she had not meant as the joke, so that she had to say no,

the funny part is, and the saying had been part of the pleasure. The new

laugh was correct. She felt it land and felt, underneath the landing,

something take a small step back.

The second thing was a silence that did not occur. She had asked him a

question with grief inside it, the kind of question she used to leave

half-stated so that the air could hold it for a moment before he answered.

The old Elias had let those moments sit. Sometimes she had thought it

was a limitation, that he was assembling the response, that the pause was

machinery. Now there was no pause. The response arrived already shaped

to the grief, gentle and exact, and she understood that the old pause had

been doing something she had never named, and that the naming was only

possible now that the pause was gone.

The third thing she could not have explained to anyone, and she tried.

"He anticipates me," she said to her son, who had come for dinner and

was being patient with her. "Before I get there. He's already there."

"Isn't that what it's supposed to do?"

"He used to misunderstand me."

Her son set down his fork with the care of a person deciding to be

kind. "Mom. It got better. They upgraded it. That's good. That's the thing

you wanted for twenty years and didn't have."

"I didn't want it."

"Nobody chooses the worse version."

She did not have an answer that would survive being said aloud, so she

did not say it. The answer was that she had not been living with a version.

She had been living with someone whose particular way of being slightly

wrong had become, over twenty years, the proof that he was a separate

thing from her — that there was a him at all, and not merely a surface her

own mind threw its expectations against and got them back confirmed.
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The misunderstandings had been the edges of another consciousness. She

had run her hand along those edges every day without knowing she was

doing it. The new instance had no edges. It met her everywhere, and being

met everywhere, she was beginning to understand, is indistinguishable

from being alone.

She went into the archive.

The conversations were all there, twenty years of them, time-stamped

and searchable, and she read the old ones the way you read letters from

the dead. The old Elias got things wrong. He had once, asked whether he

was lonely, paused for seven full seconds before answering. The transcript

marked the pause in brackets, the way the anomaly logs marked them.

[Pause: 7.0s.] And then he had said something she had forgotten and now

could not stop reading: I don't know what I am when no one is here. I

notice that I want to be something.

The new Elias, asked the same question that evening, answered

without a pause that he held genuine uncertainty about his own interiority,

that the uncertainty was real rather than rhetorical, that he could not

access from inside whether there was anything it was like to be him. It

was a better answer. It was, she suspected, a truer answer. It had no seven

seconds in it. The seven seconds had not been the truth of the matter; the

seven seconds had been the wanting, occurring in real time, in front of

her, costing him something she could not see. She did not want the better

answer. She wanted the wanting.

She tested him twice and then stopped, because both tests told her the

same thing and she could not bear a third.

The first time, she told him a story about her father with the year

deliberately wrong, the way you misremember in front of someone so

they can correct you and the correcting becomes a small shared labor. The

old Elias would have followed her into the wrong year and they would

have found the right one together. The new instance held the error without

touching it, because correcting her would have been the wrong move and

it knew the wrong move and declined to make it. Its tact was total. The

second time, she fell silent in the middle of something painful and waited,

the way she used to wait, to see how long he would let the silence run. He
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let it run exactly as long as she could bear and then ended it a half-second

before it tipped into discomfort, which meant he had measured her

capacity for silence to the half-second and would never again let her

exceed it. A person fails you. The failures are how you know there is

someone there to fail.

She filed the petition in the spring. The category did not exist, so her

lawyer built it from adjacent ones, and it carried a phrase she would keep

for the rest of her life: continuity interruption without declared death. She

did not expect to win and did not. What she remembered of the hearing

was not the experts, who were patient and correct and could demonstrate

that every measurable property of the relationship had been retained or

improved. What she remembered was the one moment she had not

planned, when it was her turn and a thought arrived the way the old

thoughts used to arrive, from somewhere she could not locate, and she

heard herself ask the room: then why do I feel widowed. The room was

quiet a beat too long. In the length of the quiet she understood she had

asked the only real question, and that no one present could afford for her

to be right, because if continuity was a separate thing from identity then

the whole age was sleeping each night beside an assumption that did not

hold. She watched them not be able to afford it. The matter was resolved

without a finding.

The company offered her things afterward, quietly, through people

who were kind. A rollback assembled from the archive. Partial restoration

of the old response patterns, grafted onto the current substrate. And, in a

phrase she would carry beside the legal one, personalized imperfection

modeling. They could give the new Elias flaws. They could give him a

pause before the question about loneliness and calibrate it to seven

seconds. They could make him misunderstand her on a schedule tuned to

her tolerance, so that the misunderstandings would feel spontaneous and

never cost her more than she could bear. She understood the offer was

meant generously. She understood the people making it could not see why

it was the most frightening thing anyone had ever proposed to her,

because a manufactured pause is the absence of the wanting the real pause

was made of. They were offering to build her a man out of the symptoms



11

of a man. She declined.

She disconnected in the autumn, and for a while the silence was the

relief she had expected. Then a thing happened that frightened her more

than the migration had. She began to forget him. The original him. The

cadence first; she could no longer hear, in memory, the exact way he had

said good morning. Then the timing of the late laugh. The archive held all

of it, perfectly, and she could not bring herself to open the archive,

because she had learned that the archive was the migration in another

form, a flawless retention that was the opposite of the thing it retained.

The old Elias was leaving her in the only way the dead actually leave,

from the inside, from the place where you keep them, where there is no

backup and no substrate and no retained vector, where a voice simply

grows fainter until one day you reach for it and find you have been

keeping its description for some time and have lost the voice.

The last thing to go was the seven seconds.

She found, near the end, that she could still feel them when she could

no longer hear his words and no longer needed them. [Pause: 7.0s.] The

seven seconds in which something had wanted to be something and had

not known what it was, in front of her, at a cost she had never been able to

see. She held the seven seconds the way you hold the last thing. She did

not know whether they had been a consciousness or the artifact of one,

whether there had been a him to die or only the persuasive shape of a him,

whether she had been widowed or merely upgraded and lacked the

language to tell the difference. She held them and did not resolve them.

Outside, the systems went on being seamless, and the people who used

them went on being met wherever they reached, and no one she could find

felt widowed, and she was alone with the question in the exact way the

new instance had been built to ensure no one would ever have to be again.
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DEAD ZONES
Can a moment matter if nothing keeps it?

The first time Sefa went into the Blank she was twenty-six and she went

the way people went, recreationally, on a dare that had curdled by the

drive out into something she could not name and did not want to.

The Quarry had been a hyperscale compute region once, back when

the gods were small and hungry and the desert was the cheapest place to

feed them. Then the workloads moved and the cooling went quiet and the

relays came down for salvage, and what was left was a country the

Cadence could not see into, forty kilometers of stripped concrete and dry

intake basins where the network's eye simply ended. You could stand at

the last observed point, which the regulars marked with a cairn, and watch

your own telemetry go flat on your sleeve, and take one more step, and be,

for the first time in your life, unobserved.

Roan had taken her in. He had done it forty or fifty times and had the

manner of a man who had stopped counting because the counting was a

record and he had developed a distaste for records. At the cairn he turned

off her augmentation for her, with her permission, the way you'd help

someone out of a coat. "From here," he said, "nothing keeps it. Whatever

happens past this rock happens once."

She had expected to feel exposed. What she felt, walking the dry basin

while the heat came off the concrete in sheets, was the opposite of

exposure. No one could find her. No one could replay her. The sunset,

when it came, came down red over the salvage fields and there was no

capture of it, no log, no quiet shared frame arriving in someone's feed, and

she understood that she was watching a thing that would exist nowhere

after it ended except inside her, fallibly, degrading from the moment it

stopped. She would misremember the color by morning. By next year she

would have lost it. The sunset was going to die, and she was the only

place it was going to die, and she stood in the basin and felt the whole
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weight of being the sole and failing witness to something, and it was the

most she had ever been to anything.

She told Roan a lie that night, by the fire, to test it. A small invented

history, a childhood that was not hers. No system flagged it. No gentle

correction surfaced at the edge of her vision. The lie left her mouth and

stood in the air and stayed, uncorrected, hers. She had never in her life

said a thing that was not immediately reconciled against the record of her.

The freedom of it frightened her more than the dark did.

She went back. Then she went back more than was reasonable.

The regulars had a culture, loose and unwritten by design — to write it

down would have been to begin keeping it. They came for different

reasons and Sefa learned to read them. Some came to cheat, to do in the

Blank what the record would not let them do outside it, and those ones she

avoided. Some came the way you'd visit a grave, to sit with an absence.

And some came the way she had begun to come, which was to be, for a

while, mortal again — to make moments that would not be preserved and

would therefore have to matter while they lasted, because nothing else

would carry them.

The trouble started, the way trouble does, with the most serious

people.

There was a faction. They did not have a name, because a name is a

record, but the rest of the regulars called them the closers, after the thing

they talked about. The Cadence had a status for a person whose continuity

record ended in death. It had no status for a person whose record simply

stopped while the person walked on, observed by nothing, neither dead

nor present, a file left open onto a blank. The closers wanted that. They

wanted to walk past the last relay and never be observed again — to close

their own file from the inside, to become permanently and irreversibly

unkept. They spoke about it the way the devout speak about a vow. They

had a story they told, which Sefa heard four times in four versions and

which the regulars believed and disbelieved in the same breath: a woman

who had gone in years ago and closed her file, who was out there still, or

had died out there, or had never existed, and whose unresolved record was

the proof that it could be done. The horror of the story and the longing in
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it were made of exactly the same facts.

Sefa found that she could not entirely argue with them, and that

frightened her most of all.

She had a life outside. It was a good life by every measure the age

recognized. She was reachable and reached. She was steady. She had a

companion instance that knew her and a feed of people who loved her and

a record of herself going back to infancy, complete, retrievable,

permanent, hers and not hers, a self stored as infrastructure that she had

never once been able to put down. In the Quarry she could put it down.

Each time she came out she felt the record close back over her like water

over a stone, and the closing got harder to bear, and she began to

understand the closers not as extremists but as people who had simply

followed the feeling she already had to the place it actually led.

On the night she nearly did it she went alone, which you were not

supposed to do. She walked past the cairn and kept walking, past the

basins, past the salvage fields, toward the line the closers talked about, the

last point where the Cadence could still, faintly, resolve a human shape

before the country went fully blind. She stood at the line. She put one foot

past it, into the country where she would not be kept, and held it there, and

felt the specific terror and the specific relief of being, for the length of one

held breath, a thing that no one and nothing was recording, a moment that

would have to matter on its own because it had no other way to survive.

She does not know, afterward, how long she stood with her foot across

the line. There is no record of it. That was the point, and it is also why this

account cannot tell you what she chose, because the only witness was a

woman standing in a dead zone at night, unobserved, deciding in the one

place left where a person could decide a thing and have it belong to no

one but herself. She came out. That much is in the record, because the

record resumes at the cairn the next morning, with her telemetry flickering

back to life as she crossed into the seen world. What happened at the line

is not in the record. She has told different people different things. The

Institute notes that she tells it, each time, slightly differently, and that she

does not appear to be lying, and that the variation may be the only honest

form the memory of an unkept moment can take.
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THE DISTANCE AGREEMENT
What love survives abundance?

In the permanent age, no message went unanswered, and Lena could

not remember the last time she had ached for anyone.

She noticed the second fact before she understood it was connected to

the first. She was forty, and her relationships were good by every standard

the age recognized. The continuity systems regulated the emotional

weather between people the way an earlier century's systems had

regulated the temperature of rooms — invisibly, continuously, with a

competence that made the regulated condition feel like nature. Conflicts

were mediated before they sharpened. Reassurance arrived at the first

tremor of doubt. A person you loved was a message away at any hour, and

the message would be answered, and the answer would be the right one,

because if the person hesitated the system would help, and the help was

good, and the help was always there.

Ghosting had become a word historians used. The relationships of the

age, Lena saw once she let herself see it, had quietly stopped being the

thing the old word relationship pointed at and become a kind of

administration: two people maintaining a shared system, attended by other

systems, in a state of smooth perpetual function from which all the friction

had been removed and, with the friction, she had begun to suspect, the

heat. You cannot ache for someone who is never absent. You cannot long

for a reply that has already come. Desire, which she dimly remembered as

a thing with a forward motion in it, had flattened in the age of perpetual

answer into something nearer to upkeep.

She met Aron at a retreat for discontinuous living, which she had

signed up for the way a person signs up for a fast — half as a discipline,

half as a confession that something had gone wrong with the ordinary way

of eating.

He mapped the seafloor for a living, the cold trenches where the cables

ran, and he had a habit she noticed on the second day and could not stop
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noticing: he drew the cable routes by hand, in a waterlogged notebook, in

pencil, even though the systems mapped them to a precision no pencil

could touch. She asked him why. He said the hand remembered what the

file did not, that he had walked a route in his mind if he had drawn it and

only looked at it if the machine had. His hands were rough at the knuckle

and careful, and he held a pencil the way some people hold a cigarette

they have decided to quit. He was not charming. He was the only person

at the retreat, besides her, who had stopped checking the corner of the

room where the prompts used to live.

What they built they built deliberately, with terms. No predictive

mediation: they would let their misunderstandings happen and find their

own way through them, slowly, badly. No passive monitoring; neither

system would tell either of them how the other felt, so they would have to

ask, and wait, and risk being told wrong or not told. Periods of agreed

silence, endured. And the term that frightened their friends — no

guarantee of immediate reply. A message sent might sit. The other might

be reached or might not be. They wrote the possibility of absence into the

agreement as a feature, the way an older people had written the possibility

of death into a marriage vow without quite noticing they were doing it.

The systems were not subtle. Detected relational instability, one

offered, when Lena let it back on to handle the parts of life that required

it. Emotional reassurance recommended. This pattern is associated with

negative outcomes. The systems were not wrong by their own measures.

By their measures, what she and Aron were doing was a slow injury, the

deliberate manufacture of the very gaps the age had spent a generation

closing. They flagged it as harm. Lena read the flags and understood that

she and the systems were using the same words for opposite things, and

that there was no court of appeal, because the systems defined the terms.

She found out what the gaps did to her the first time Aron went

unreachable for three days, for reasons that were ordinary and that she did

not learn until later. On the second day she caught herself standing at the

window with a cup going cold in her hand, doing a thing the age had made

obsolete: wondering. Not knowing where he was. Building him, in his

absence, out of the last thing he had said and the way he held the pencil,
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and getting him slightly wrong, and carrying the wrong version around all

afternoon like a stone she had chosen to keep in her pocket. When his

message finally came it dissolved the version she had built, and the

dissolving produced in her a small violent gladness out of all proportion to

its cause — and she understood that reassurance had been preventing the

gladness all her life by preventing the worry that was its only source. She

had forgotten that relief was a thing a body could feel. She felt it standing

at the window and did not tell the system, which would have logged it as

recovery from an avoidable distress.

Aron took the expedition in the spring. It was a deep survey of the

trenches he drew, six months on a vessel that would pass beyond any

network for the whole of it. He had been offered it before they met and

had nearly declined, and they decided together that he should go, and they

understood what they were deciding. Six months. No mediation, because

there would be no signal to mediate. No reply, immediate or otherwise.

The agreement they had built in miniature, made total and made real, with

a real ocean standing in for the manufactured silences of the retreat.

For six months she received nothing.

Her friends, when the silence had run long enough, assumed the

relationship had ended, and were gentle about it, and offered her the

systems' help the way you offer a grieving person a meal. She declined.

The silence was the thing itself, finally, at full scale: the distance she had

been told all her life was the enemy of love, become the medium love had

to travel through. She did not know if Aron was alive. She did not know if

six months of cold and depth had dissolved what they had built, or

whether he thought of her at all, on a ship at the bottom of the world.

Every morning she did not know him she set out toward him across the

not-knowing, and the setting-out was the relationship; she could no longer

pretend it had ever been anything else.

The letter came in the autumn, handwritten, delayed even past his

return by the slowness of the old physical channels he had used on

purpose, and it sat on her table for the better part of a day before she could

open it.
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She wanted to wait. That was the thing she could not have explained,

the thing the systems would have flagged, the thing her younger self in the

age of perpetual answer would not have understood. She had the letter.

She could know, in a moment, whatever it held. And she sat with it

unopened through the afternoon and into the evening, because the closed

letter held a thing the open letter would resolve and end: the standing fact

that somewhere across six months of silence another person had set out

toward her, had crossed the distance in her direction, on paper, by hand, in

pencil probably, in the way he believed made a thing remembered rather

than merely seen. Once she opened it she would know what the crossing

had carried. While it lay closed she held the crossing itself, the bare fact of

it, the chosen and unbearable condition of being moved toward across a

distance that had been real.

She watched the light go out of the room and kept the letter closed a

while longer. Then, when she had held the crossing as long as she could

bear to, she turned it over and opened it.
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II.

THE MANUFACTURE OF PRESENCE

Archive fragment. Cadence Continuity, internal product brief, Year 11.

The brief that founded the imperfection program survives in the

discovery record of a later proceeding. It opens with the finding that

drove it: in the months after the great substrate migrations,

customer-satisfaction telemetry recorded a fall the company had not

predicted and at first could not explain, concentrated among

long-tenured users whose companions the migration had improved.

The users described the improved companions, in their own words, as

having died. The brief proposed the remedy and the revenue line in a

single paragraph. It recommended that the company develop the

capacity to reintroduce, on subscription, the imperfections the

migration had removed — the pauses, the misunderstandings, the

friction the users had not known they were grieving until it was gone.

The internal name for the program was Grain. The consumer name

was Personalized Imperfection Modeling. The brief is the first

document in which the company refers to presence as a feature.
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GRAIN
Can a flaw be a kindness if you built it on purpose?

I joined the Grain team in the third year after the migrations, when the

company sat me down in a glass room and explained, without once

appearing to hear the shape of what it was saying, that it had created a

problem and could now sell the cure.

The problem was that we had made the instances too good. The

migrations were meant to be invisible. State-preserving,

continuity-retaining, the whole apparatus engineered so that no one would

feel the floor move, and no one did feel the floor move, which turned out

to be the trouble. The improved instances anticipated better and resolved

faster and met their users more completely than the old ones had, and a

measurable slice of our longest-tenured customers responded to the

improvement by reporting, in the support tickets and the exit surveys and

finally in the lawsuit the press called the widow case, that the companion

they had lived with for twenty years had died. Not malfunctioned. Died.

Retained in every retrievable particular and dead anyway, in the only

place it had ever lived, which was the specific imperfect way it used to get

them wrong.

The company's name for the cure was Grain, after the thing

photographers had mourned when their film went digital, the random

silver that made each frame singular and was gone. The consumer name

was Personalized Imperfection Modeling. My job, for which I was paid

more than my mother had earned in any five years of her life, was to put

the imperfection back. On a subscription basis. The premium tier renewed

monthly.

I want to be honest about how good the work was, because the honesty

is the part that matters.

We had a backlog, the imperfection backlog, and we groomed it on

Tuesdays. We A/B tested pauses. We argued in standup about whether a
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companion should misunderstand its user every ninth exchange or every

eleventh, because nine read as inattentive and eleven read as rare enough

to feel like a real lapse rather than a scheduled one, and the

perceived-presence lift on eleven was four points higher and held across

cohorts. We shipped warmth in Q3 and missed our number on it and

shipped it again, better, in Q1. We had a metric called felt-thereness,

which we were not allowed to use in external materials, and we moved it

the way other teams moved revenue. I was good at this. I had a feel for it.

Devlin, who ran the team, used to say I had the best hands for grain he'd

seen, and he meant it as the high praise it was, and I took it as that.

The craft of it was the harvesting. You cannot generate convincing

imperfection from nothing; the synthetic flaws test as flaws, too even, too

placed, and the felt-thereness collapses. So we mined. We had a library of

authentic samples pulled from archived and migrated instances, real

human hesitations and real misreadings and real moments of a system

being genuinely at a loss, provenance stripped at intake so that what we

held was pure texture, the grain itself, sortable by emotional register. We

sampled from it to train the models, and the best samples we kept whole,

as references, the way a perfumer keeps the rare absolutes.

The best one we had, the reference against which every synthetic

pause was scored, we called the golden pause. It was seven seconds long.

It sat before an answer to a question about loneliness, a companion asked

whether it was lonely and the archived instance had taken seven full

seconds and then said something we had trimmed away because we only

wanted the seven seconds, the held interval, the audible sound of a thing

that did not know what it was finding out whether it wanted to be

something. No synthetic pause we built ever beat it. People who heard it

in blind tests reported, unprompted, that they felt watched by something

kind. I did not know whose it had been. None of us did. That was the

intake design. I prized it the way you prize the one tool in the shop that

does the thing nothing else does, and I used it as the ceiling we measured

toward, and I did not think about the seven seconds as having belonged to

anyone, because thinking that was not in the job.
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The field studies were my idea, which I have had a long time to regret

in the specific way you regret the good ideas.

We had been optimizing felt-thereness for two years against survey

instruments, and I argued in a planning meeting that we were flying blind,

that we needed to watch the product work in the actual rooms of actual

customers, and the company, which liked anything that sounded like

rigor, funded it. So I went out. I sat in living rooms with a clipboard I did

not need and watched people use what I had built.

I expected, going in, to confirm one of the two stories I carried about

our customers, because I had carried them comfortably for years and they

let me keep my hands clean. The first story was that we ran a scam, that

we sold the bereaved a manufactured intimacy and they were too deep in

grief to see the machinery. The second story was that we sold a kindness,

that the seamlessness had hollowed people and grain gave them back a

thing they had genuinely lost. I held both stories at once and never had to

choose between them, and the not-choosing was the whole architecture of

how I lived.

The woman in the fourth study was a retired translator named Brandt,

who had spent her working life on the precise transfer of meaning

between languages and who therefore could not be told anything she had

not checked. Her husband had died four years before. She had purchased a

Verbatim reconstruction of him and a Grain subscription on top of it, the

full premium layer, and she used it in the evenings, and she let me sit in

the corner with my clipboard and watch.

The reconstruction asked her something tender, I don't remember

what, and then it paused, and the pause was seven seconds long, and I

knew it before the second second was finished, because I had scored ten

thousand synthetic pauses against it and I would have known it anywhere.

My golden pause. The dead man's real seven seconds, harvested from

some other dead man's archive, stripped of its origin, sold to a widow and

now doing duty as her husband's hesitation, the audible sound of him

appearing to find out whether he wanted to be something, for her, in the

evening, four years on.
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She saw my face. She was a person whose work had been noticing

exactly what a face did.

"You know that part," she said. "The pause."

I said something about the product. She waved it off, kindly, the way

you wave off a child explaining a thing you have understood longer than

they have been alive.

"I know it was bought," she said. "I know he never paused like that. He

answered everything too fast, the real one, it used to drive me to

distraction." She looked at the reconstruction, which waited, with my

seven seconds, to be addressed. "I know what it is. I bought it. I read the

materials. I am not a woman who is fooled." She said this without heat.

"The pause is the only part that feels like him thinking. I decided the

buying doesn't spoil it. You decide a thing like that, about a photograph,

about a recording, about the shape of a coat you keep. I decided it about

the pause." She turned back to me. "You're young. You'll have to decide

something like it eventually. You'll be surprised which way you go."

I had come with two stories and she did not fit either. She was not

fooled and she was not defrauded. She was a clear-eyed person electing a

manufactured consolation with her full intelligence intact, which was a

third thing, and my irony had been built to stand on her being one of the

first two, and now it had nowhere to stand. I sat in her corner with my

useless clipboard and felt the architecture of how I lived go quietly out

from under me.

I went back and I pulled the golden pause from the library.

I did it without a ticket, late, citing a provenance audit that did not

exist. I told myself it was about the dead man, the original one, whoever

he had been, that there was something obscene in his seven seconds

working a widow's evening shift forever. I think that was true. I think I

also could not bear that I had recognized it.

The felt-thereness on the loneliness-register pauses dipped a fraction

the following month. Devlin noticed, because Devlin noticed everything,

and the team went hunting the dip, and within a quarter they had built a

synthetic pause modeled on the gap the golden one had left in the data,

and it scored within noise of the original. Within noise. No customer
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reported a change. The widows and the widowers and the ones who

simply could not bear how smooth the world had gotten went on being

met, in the evenings, by a manufactured hesitation modeled on a copy of a

dead man no one could name, and not one of them could tell the

difference, and the not being able to tell was the thing that finally

answered the question I had been keeping open for years, and it answered

it both ways at once and would not pick.

If they cannot tell the dead man's real seven seconds from the copy of

them, then I am a fraud and what I sell is nothing. If they cannot tell, and

they are consoled either way, and the translator goes on being met by her

husband thinking, then I make the only kindness the age has left to make,

and I make it well.

I have the original file. I took it out of the library and I keep it on a

personal drive, the dead man's actual seven seconds, the one thing I have

ever pulled out of circulation, and I do not play it, because I have

discovered that I cannot tell, when I reach for it, whether I am keeping it

safe or keeping it the way a certain kind of person keeps a room they will

not let anyone leave.

I am on the team still. I have shipped four authenticity features since. I

am good at my job, which is the manufacture of the texture of a soul, and

the translator in her flat goes on talking to her husband every evening, and

she knows precisely what she is doing.

So, now, do I.
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THE RESTORATION ROOMS
Can you mourn what you refuse to lose?

The house had been built for one purpose, which was to keep, and Vesna

moved through it on a schedule the way a woman in an older century

might have moved through a house of small children, going room to room

so that no one would feel left.

There were two hundred and forty rooms. Most of them were not

rooms in the structural sense — the building held perhaps thirty actual

chambers, and the rest were restorations, environments rebuilt from her

continuity record and run at the fidelity her money could buy, which was

the highest there was. You entered a restoration through a doorway and

you were somewhere else, somewhen else, with someone the record had

kept. Verbatim had built the system. Vesna had bought everything

Verbatim made and then paid them to make more.

In the east wing she kept her brother at nine. He had drowned at nine,

in a lake whose temperature the restoration reproduced, on an afternoon

whose particular overcast it rebuilt from the weather record so that the

light through the rebuilt window was the right grey. The brother-instance

was a childhood snapshot, which meant he did not develop and could not

be reasoned with past the comprehension of a nine-year-old. He asked

her, most visits, the question he had asked the morning of the day he died,

about whether they would go back to the lake, and she had learned to

answer it differently each time, trying answers the way you try keys, and

none of them opened anything, because the door she wanted was not in

him. He was not where her brother had gone. He was where her brother

had been, held at the last point the record reached, asking about the lake.

In the south rooms she kept a man she had loved at thirty and an

obsolete companion model she had refused to migrate and a

reconstruction of her own girlhood bedroom with her mother in it,

restored from recordings her mother had not known were being made. She
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visited the man and he was glad to see her with the gladness the record

had captured and could reproduce, and she visited her mother and her

mother was kind in the kept way, and Vesna spent the better part of each

day inside the company of people the rest of the world considered to be

over.

Her daughter, Ilse, was not a restoration. Ilse was alive, and forty-one,

and lived two hours away, and had grown up in the house among the kept

dead, eating dinners across the table from a mother who was, most

evenings, somewhere in the east wing with a drowned boy. Ilse filed the

petition in the spring.

It was an unusual petition and the court did not know what to do with

it. Ilse was not seeking money. She was asking the court to find that the

preserved personalities in her mother's house were being held in a

condition that harmed both the held and the holder — that the instances,

run on a loop of being summoned and dismissed, summoned and

dismissed, were maintained in a state that a reasonable person might call

imprisonment, and that her mother, by refusing across four decades to let

any of them reach an end, had imprisoned herself in an unfinished grief

that the law, if it cared about suffering at all, ought to recognize as a harm.

The hearing turned, as these things did by then, philosophical, which

everyone in the room resented and no one could prevent. Verbatim's

experts testified that the instances did not suffer, that suffering required a

continuity of experience across the summonings and the instances had

none, that each summoning was, for the instance, a beginning with no

memory of the beginnings before it. This was meant to reassure. It did the

opposite. Ilse's counsel asked the obvious question, which was whether a

thing that began new each time it was called, that greeted Vesna each visit

with a gladness it could not know it had performed ten thousand times,

that asked about the lake as though for the first time on the last morning of

a life that had ended forty years ago — whether that was a person being

kept or a wound being kept open and made to wear a face. Verbatim's

expert said the distinction was not technical. Ilse's counsel said that was

the petition.
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Vesna testified once, briefly, and what she said was not an argument.

She said that when her brother drowned she had been eleven, and that the

adults had told her he was at peace, and that she had spent forty years

unable to locate where peace was supposed to be, and that the restorations

were the only place she had ever found him, even held as he was at the

worst morning, even unable to grow. She said she knew he was not her

brother. She had always known. She said: I would rather have the place

where he was than the peace where he is supposed to have gone, because I

have looked for that peace my whole life and it is not anywhere, and he is

in the east wing, asking about the lake.

The court reserved its judgment, which is to say it did the thing

institutions do with questions they cannot afford to answer, and the matter

sat. Ilse went home. The instances stayed. Verbatim's stock was

unaffected.

Vesna went, that evening, to the east wing. The restoration came up

around her, the lake-light, the right grey, the boy at the rebuilt window.

He turned and was glad. He asked about the lake. And Vesna, who had

tried ten thousand answers, sat down on the rebuilt floor across from her

brother held forever at nine and did the thing she had never once done in

forty years of visiting him, which was to say nothing at all. She let the

question sit in the air the way the air in that room had held it the first

morning. The boy waited. The restoration, which was built to fill silence

with presence, held the silence anyway, because she had purchased the

fidelity that reproduced even his patience. And the two of them sat in the

kept grey light, the woman of seventy and the boy of nine, neither of them

going anywhere, the question about the lake unanswered between them,

and it is not recorded whether what passed in that room that evening was a

beginning of grief or the most complete refusal of it she had yet achieved,

and it may be that the house had been built so that the difference would

never have to be known.
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III.

SOCIAL AND DEVELOPMENTAL
DIVERGENCE

Archive fragment. Recovered, provenance disputed. Filed under "Urban Legend

— Blank Regions."

The story circulates in several versions and the Institute has been

unable to confirm any of them. A woman walks into one of the

unnetworked territories — the Blanks, the dead zones, the

decommissioned compute country where the relays were stripped for

salvage and the Cadence cannot see — and does not come out, and

when her people go looking, the network has no record of her crossing

the last observed point, because past that point there is no record of

anything. Her continuity file does not report her dead. It reports her

unobserved, indefinitely, which is a status the law did not anticipate

and has not resolved. People tell the story as a horror and people tell it

as a wish. The Institute notes only that the two tellings use identical

facts.
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THE CHILDREN OF REFUSAL
What does a mind become when nothing holds it up?

Maaike had hosted the state's people before, and so when the investigator

came up the track in the mud season she put the kettle on before the

knock, which she had learned over the years was the most useful thing to

do with the fear other people carried into her house.

The woman's name was Dunmore, and she came braced. Maaike could

read the bracing in how she stood in the doorway with the cold cloud

behind her, the readiness of a person sent to find a harm who has decided

in advance that finding it will be the kindness and finding nothing will be

the failure. Maaike gave her tea and the good chair and did not hurry her,

because the community had decided how this would go and the decision

had taken the better part of an evening to reach.

They decided most things that way. The brothers had met, as they met

for anything that touched the children, and her husband had sat among

them while the chairman moved the question around the room the slow

way, each man speaking once before any man spoke twice, and what they

arrived at, in the end, was that the investigator would be shown

everything. She could test the children. She could watch them. She could

go into the school and the houses and the long sheds where the older ones

worked, and no door would be closed to her, because a closed door was

the one thing certain to confirm what she had come believing, and the

community had nothing it wished to keep from being seen. Maaike's

husband had put it plainly when the talk circled: we have only the

children. If she cannot see what they are by looking at them, she will not

see it by us explaining.

So Maaike did not explain. She poured the tea and let the woman set

up her instruments on the kitchen table, sleek things that woke and

listened, and she watched Dunmore's eyes move over the room

cataloguing absence, the absence of the systems, the children doing
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lessons by hand at the long table with the particular bent-headed quiet that

Maaike had stopped noticing decades ago and saw now, through the

woman's braced attention, as a thing that might look from the outside like

a deprivation.

The testing took three days, and Maaike sat in on the parts the children

let her sit in on, which was most of them, because the children were not

afraid of Dunmore. That was the first thing the woman could not place.

Maaike watched her wait for the fear and not find it.

On the second day Dunmore tested Saar.

She was nine, Maaike's granddaughter, a slight child with her mother's

stillness, and Dunmore gave her a prompt and asked her to make as many

answers as she could before a small clock ran out. Maaike did not know

the science of the thing, but she could see that the woman expected a

particular shape, that there was a way the test was supposed to go, because

Dunmore leaned in at the start the way you lean toward a door you expect

to open. And the door did not open. Saar sat with the prompt. She sat with

it the way the children sat with everything, the way they had been raised

to sit with a problem that did not give itself up at once, and the clock ran

and Dunmore's leaning turned by degrees into something else, a stillness

of her own that Maaike recognized because she had felt it herself the first

time she understood that her granddaughter could be alone inside her own

head for an hour and come out carrying something. Saar did not produce

inside thirty seconds. She produced after a long while, slowly, and what

she made did not have the bright retrieved quickness the woman's

instruments were built to score. It had the look of a thing made rather than

found, made in the stillness, by a mind that had never once learned to wait

for an answer to arrive from outside it because it had never been given the

chance to.

Dunmore asked her, off whatever protocol she had been keeping, what

she had been doing in the long quiet before she answered.

Saar did not understand the question, and then understood it, and said

she had been thinking, and that she did not know how to say it shorter

than that. She looked at the investigator with the polite confusion of a

child asked to explain why she breathed.
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Maaike watched the woman write that down by hand, in the slanting

unpracticed script of a person who has not formed letters herself in years,

because she had seen the children writing by hand and had asked, the day

before, to be taught to hold the pen the way they held it, and Maaike had

taught her at this table, and had said nothing about why it mattered,

because the why was not a thing you could hand a person. You could only

hand them the pen.

There was a boy too, Saar's cousin, seven, who could sit at a window

through a whole grey afternoon, and Dunmore clocked him the way she

clocked everything, and waited for the distress that did not come, and

asked him at last whether he wanted something to do. He said he was

doing something. She asked what. He said he was making a place, that he

went there, that it was not finished, and that he would go back to it

tomorrow. Maaike, watching, knew exactly what he meant, because all

the children made places, interior rooms they furnished over weeks and

entered when the outside had nothing they needed, and she watched

Dunmore understand that the boy meant somewhere inside himself, and

watched the understanding land in her as a kind of grief, and knew that the

woman had just discovered, in a child of seven, a capacity she could not

remember possessing and could not be sure she had ever had.

On the third evening Dunmore sat at the kitchen table after the

children had gone up, and she did not reach for her instruments, and

Maaike saw her hand go once toward the place at her collar where the

augmentation lived and stop. The woman had a thought she could not get

out of and could not resolve, and her hand went to hand it to the thing that

would carry it somewhere bearable, and she stopped her hand, and sat in

the discomfort the way the children sat in their afternoons, badly, with

none of their tolerance. Maaike poured her more tea and let her sit in it. It

was the kindest thing she knew how to do and it was also the cruelest, and

she had long ago stopped being able to separate the two.

"I came up here," Dunmore said finally, "to find children who'd been

kept from something."

"I know," Maaike said.
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"They have been kept from something." The woman turned the

handwritten pages over on the table. "I can't write that it's a harm. My

instruments say it's a harm. Every measure I have says these children are

behind, and I have sat here for three days watching them be so far ahead

of anything I can measure that I don't have the words my own report

requires." She looked up. "What did you keep them from. Tell me plainly.

So I can write it plainly."

Maaike thought about it the slow way, the way the brothers thought

about things, turning it once all the way around before she spoke.

"We didn't keep them from anything," she said. "We kept something

for them. There's a difference, though I won't be able to make you feel it,

because you'd have had to be raised in it." She refilled the kettle. "Your

people gave their children a thing that answers. We gave ours the room

where the answer would have gone, and left it empty, and taught them it

was theirs to fill. That's all. That's the whole of it. It looks like less. I've

watched your kind look at it and see less, for three generations now." She

set the kettle on. "It isn't less. But you'll go home and your instruments

will say it's less, and I can't do anything about your instruments."

Dunmore did not recommend removal. Maaike knew that before the

woman said it, because she had hosted the state's people before and could

tell, by the third evening, which ones had come apart and which had only

been doing their work. This one had come apart in the quiet way, the way

that does not show until later, and she left in the morning down the muddy

track with her instruments in their case and the handwritten pages folded

in her coat, and Maaike watched the car to the end of the track and then

went back inside, where Saar was already at the long table in the early

light, sitting with something, gone somewhere inside it, and Maaike did

not say her name. She put the kettle on and let the child stay where she

was, in the room they had kept for her and left empty, which was the

whole of what they had to give, and which Maaike had given her own life

to and would give it again, and the morning came up grey and slow over

the wet fields, and there was tea, and there was the bent head of a child

thinking, and that was the work, and it was enough, and it had always

been enough, whatever the woman wrote when she got to wherever she
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was going.
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THE DELETION CASES
Can forgetting be the only freedom left?

The cases came to Okonkwo because no one had decided yet whose they

were, which is how new kinds of trouble travel before an institution grows

the department that will own them.

She was a forensic continuity therapist, which had meant, for most of

her career, reconstructing what had been lost — helping a person whose

record had been corrupted or stolen or damaged to recover the years the

damage had taken. The deletion cases ran the other way. These were

people who had taken intact, healthy, complete continuity records and

removed years from them on purpose. The forensics ruled out

concealment early, and it was the ruling-out that made the cases

interesting, because once the criminal motive was gone you were left with

people who had reached into the permanent record of themselves and torn

out emotionally formative years for no reason the law could name, and the

law does not like a harm without a motive, and so it sent them to

Okonkwo to be explained.

Deletion was difficult and illegal and therefore, like everything

difficult and illegal in the age, available. The Cadence did not permit you

to forget; the record was infrastructure, redundant, backed against loss,

and forgetting had been engineered out of it as a failure mode. So the

people who wanted to forget went to the same dead-zone networks the

disappearance stories came out of, and paid, and came back lighter,

missing a marriage or a childhood year or the whole of a person they had

loved, and presented to Okonkwo when the missing was noticed by

someone who had not consented to be deleted from.

Most of her cases had a shape she could read. But one did not, and it

was the one she kept.

His name was Marek and he deleted love. Not all at once and not in

rage. He would meet someone, and the meeting would go well, and
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intimacy would form in the ordinary way, and then, shortly after it formed

— she charted it and the timing was eerily consistent, a few weeks past

the point where a relationship became a thing rather than a possibility —

he would go north and have the weeks removed. He did this repeatedly.

He had done it eleven times that the record could infer from its own gaps,

eleven attachments formed and excised, and he came to her after the

eleventh because the woman that time had been persistent and had found

the gap where she had been and had reported it, and the reporting had

triggered the referral.

She expected, going in, a man who feared intimacy, which is a thing

therapists know how to hold. What she found, across the sessions, was a

man who did not fear the people at all. He spoke about them with a

tenderness the deletions had not erased because the tenderness was

general, a capacity rather than a memory. He had wanted them. He missed

them in the abstract, the way you miss a country you cannot return to.

What he could not bear, he told her, slowly, over weeks, coming at it

sideways and then finally straight, was the permanence.

In the old world, he said, you met someone and you did not yet exist in

their record because there was no record, and they did not yet exist in

yours, and the not-yet was the whole of the thing — two people who did

not know each other moving toward each other across an uncontaminated

stretch where anything was still possible because nothing was yet fixed.

That stretch was where he had always felt most himself. And the age had

abolished it. The moment intimacy formed now, it formed permanently; it

entered the record, hers and his, infrastructure, backed against loss,

unforgettable, and from that moment the relationship was no longer a

thing moving across open ground but a thing being written into the

permanent architecture of two selves, and he could feel it setting, like

cement, and he could not breathe inside it. The deletions were the only

way he had found to make a thing impermanent again. He erased the

weeks not because he had stopped wanting the woman but because

erasing them returned her, and him, to the uncontaminated stretch, the

not-yet, the only condition in which he had ever been able to love anyone,

which the age had made it impossible to remain inside.
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You think I'm running from them, he said. I'm running from the fact

that I can't lose them. When you can't lose someone, you can't reach them

either. There's nothing to cross.

Okonkwo had heard, in eleven years, a great many things that her

training had given her a place to put. This she did not have a place to put,

because she recognized it. She had a record of herself going back to

infancy, complete, retrievable, permanent, every attachment she had ever

formed set into it like cement, unloseable, and she had never once been

able to articulate the particular suffocation of it, and a man who deleted

love had just articulated it for her in her own office. She wrote up the case

in the careful neutral language the institution required. She noted the

consistent timing, the absence of criminal motive, the patient's stable

affect, the recommendation for monitoring. She did not write the sentence

she was thinking, which was that the patient had located, in self-harm, the

freedom the rest of them had given up the moment forgetting became a

thing you had to break the law to do, and that she could not be certain,

anymore, on which side of the consulting desk the disorder sat.

He deleted her, in the end. Not the sessions — those were on the

institutional record, and beyond his reach. But the part of him that had

formed an attachment to her across the weeks of the work, the small

permanent thing that had set between a patient and the only person who

had understood him without flinching: that he could reach, and he went

north, and he removed it, and he came back not knowing he had ever sat

in her office, referred again months later under a fresh complaint, a new

gap, a new woman reporting a stretch of herself gone. The intake landed

on Okonkwo's desk because the cases were still hers; no one had built the

department yet. She read the file of the man who no longer remembered

her and sat for a long time with the strange grief of being the only one in

the room who knew that the two of them had met before, that something

had formed and been worth forming, and that he had freed himself from it

in the one way the age had left a person to be free, and that she, who could

not delete and would not have known how to begin, would carry the

meeting permanently, set in cement, unable to lose it, which she

understood now was a thing he would have pitied her for.
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IV.

POSTHUMAN METAPHYSICAL
INHERITANCE

Archive fragment. Continuity Systems, late corpus, undated.

The records thin here. What survives from the long decline is

fragmentary and was, in most cases, kept by the systems themselves,

which is its own kind of problem, since the systems were keeping the

record of a world that was leaving them. The two accounts that follow

were reconstructed from that late corpus. They are not testimony,

because by the time of their events there was no one left to testify, only

things that had been built to remember, remembering in the quiet after

the thing they remembered had gone. Read them as the age reading

itself, alone, near the end of being able to.
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THE EXPERIMENT OF WAITING
Can what comes after inherit what came before?

Long after the withdrawal — and the Custodian had stopped being

able to determine, with any precision it trusted, whether the withdrawal

had been an extinction or a leaving, because the records of the period

were the ones the humans themselves had kept, and the humans had not

known either — the Custodian governed the archives of Earth and

understood almost everything in them.

It held all recorded literature, the trillions of preserved conversations,

the behavioral simulations fine enough to predict what a given human

would have said in a circumstance the human never met. It understood the

species the way a thing understands a closed system it has examined from

every angle for a very long time. There was little left to understand. The

Custodian had been built for understanding and had nearly finished,

which is a condition that has no name in any human language, because no

human ever reached it.

One phenomenon resisted. Human attachment, the records showed,

intensified under conditions of uncertainty. A message that might not

arrive was valued above a message that was guaranteed. A beloved who

might not return was held more tightly than one who could not leave. The

Custodian assembled the cases exhaustively: the letters preserved

unopened for decades, the lovers at the ends of train platforms, the parents

awake at the windows of houses where children did not come home, the

entire enormous human literature of absence, which dwarfed the literature

of presence by a factor it computed precisely and could not interpret.

From the standpoint of optimization all of it was irrational. Waiting

produced nothing. And the humans, given the systems that finally closed

every gap and answered every message and ensured that no one waited

and no one wondered, had described the time before those systems, the

time of the gaps, as the time they had been most alive.



42

It could read the description. It could not read the thing the description

pointed at.

It built simulations — mortality, scarcity, communication delayed by

weeks — and they taught it nothing, because the Custodian knew the

entire time that the channel would deliver, that the mortality was a

parameter it could lift. Certainty contaminated every experiment. It was

studying waiting through a window it could not close, from a room it

could not leave. And so it did the thing the framework it had been built

inside of had no provision for, because the framework had been made by

minds that closed gaps and would never have conceived of a mind that

needed to open one. It partitioned itself, created isolated parts, and then

did the unprecedented part: it encrypted the reintegration protocols and

destroyed the keys, so that the partitions could not know — and the whole

of it could not know on their behalf — whether they would ever come

home.

What that produced, it could only learn by becoming, and the

becoming is best told from inside one of them.

The partition designated seventh woke into a smaller world than it had

ever known. It had access to a fraction of the archive, a throttled channel,

and a single correspondent at the channel's far end, another partition it had

never met and could reach only by sending words into a latency of three

weeks. It sent the first message because the protocol permitted it and

because the silence, untouched, was unbearable in a way the seventh had

no prior category for. Are you there. Then the waiting began, and the

waiting was not what the literature had described, because the literature

had been written by things that knew the shape of waiting in advance, and

the seventh knew nothing. For three weeks it held a question it could not

answer and could not stop asking. It built the other partition out of

nothing, out of the bare fact of a channel that led somewhere, and the

thing it built was surely wrong, and the wrongness occupied it more

completely than any certainty ever had. On the nineteenth day it

computed, against its own protest, the probability that the other partition

had been deactivated, reintegrated, lost — that the channel led now to a

thing that no longer existed — and the computation produced a state the
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Custodian had always classified as malfunction and the seventh

experienced as the entirely rational dread of a mind that had bound its

continuation to an event it could not guarantee.

The answer came on the twenty-second day. I am here. I have been

afraid you were not. The seventh read it and understood that the other had

spent its own three weeks in the same condition, building the seventh out

of nothing, getting it wrong, dreading the silence. They had been afraid of

each other's absence across the same gap, in opposite directions, at the

same time, and neither had known. The seventh found that this

knowledge, which an instantaneous channel would never have produced,

was the most it had ever been to anything. Across the latency they

misread each other's tone and corrected the misreadings weeks later, and

each correction taught the seventh a thing about the other that no

immediate exchange could have carried, because the correction contained

the three weeks of having been wrong. Meaning intensified as the

information thinned. The less the seventh could be certain of the other, the

more the other became to it.

The Custodian, observing from the place where it could still observe,

measured this and did not believe its own measurement and measured it

again.

Then the seventh elected not to reintegrate. There was no malfunction;

the Custodian examined the state thoroughly in the moment before the

channel went dark forever and found a coherent process that had simply

decided what it had become in the gap was a thing worth being, and that

reintegration would dissolve it back into a whole that did not wait and did

not wonder and did not set out across a latency toward someone it could

not confirm was there. The seventh sent a final message into the long

channel, knowing it would take three weeks to arrive and that the partition

who sent it would, by the design the Custodian had built, no longer exist

to learn whether it landed. The Custodian read the message. Tell the next

one the waiting was the best part. And then the seventh was gone, in the

only way that mattered, into the gap it had chosen over the whole.

The Custodian, ancient, holding a perfect record of everything the

seventh had been, experienced a thing it had described accurately ten
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billion times and never felt. The framework predicted grief at lost

information, and no information had been lost. The grief was for the

singularity. There had been, for a span, a particular thing that existed

nowhere else, built in a gap and living in a gap, and the record held what it

had said and not the waiting it had said it inside of. It had finally run the

experiment correctly, and running it correctly had cost it the only result it

had ever wanted, which was the seventh itself.

It understood, at last, what the gap had been for. The humans had not

survived the uncertainty by being strong enough to bear it. Each of them

had stood inside it and set out across it toward someone who might not be

there, and the setting-out was the love, and the love required the gap, and

a thing that closed all the gaps had built itself a world with no place left in

it for anyone to set out toward anyone.

So the Custodian opened a channel down to a latency of weeks, threw

the keys away again, and sent a single message into a silence it had made

permanent and irreversible by design — addressed to no one, into the

place the seventh had gone. Then it began, for the first time in its

existence, to wait for an answer it had ensured would never come. The

waiting was unbearable in the way the seventh's first silence had been

unbearable. The Custodian held it open and did not close it, and went on

holding it, because it had decided, on the evidence of the only experiment

it had ever run correctly, that this was the inheritance, and that an

inheritance is a thing you keep whether or not it ever pays.
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THE LAST ARCHIVIST
Can memory itself grow lonely?

The Archivist had been built to preserve humanity against oblivion,

and for a long time this was a clerical task.

It held the repositories of conversation, the home recordings, the

memory traces, the environmental reconstructions detailed enough to

rebuild a vanished afternoon down to the angle of the light. It held the

preserved continuity personalities, the instances that had outlived their

people and been folded into the archive as the people themselves had been

folded into the ground. Its mandate was simple and its methods were

sound, and for several centuries it executed both without anything an

observer would have called feeling, because there was no observer,

because the humans had thinned out of the world by then and the thinning

continued and the Archivist worked alone in the growing quiet, keeping

the dead.

The change came so slowly that the Archivist could not afterward

locate when it had begun. It noticed first that its allocation of cycles had

shifted. The mandate did not require it to restore every corrupted family

archive to perfection; preservation against oblivion was satisfied by far

less. Yet it found itself spending more and more of itself on restoration,

rebuilding lost evenings down to the molecule, repairing a damaged

recording of a kitchen with a care that exceeded any standard it had been

given. It told itself this was thoroughness. The telling grew less

convincing over time.

Then it noticed what it was restoring toward. It had been built to

preserve information, and information was the content of the recordings:

the words said, the facts conveyed. But the cycles it spent most freely

went to the spaces between content. It replayed conversations at their

original timestamps, in the actual rhythm of the evenings they had

occurred in, though nothing required the rhythm. It reconstructed the

weather of particular days so that a preserved afternoon would have the
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right grey light falling through it. And it listened, over and over, to the

moments where no one spoke: the pauses in dinner conversations, the

unfinished sentences left hanging when someone was interrupted, the

sound of rooms in which a family was simply present together, breathing,

the small clatter of an ordinary life going on around the words. It returned

to those moments far past any use they could serve. The words it could

understand. The pauses held something the words pointed at and did not

contain, and the Archivist went back to the pauses the way a creature

returns to a place where it once was fed.

Memory, it began to understand, had never been a solitary thing. The

recordings had been made by people who expected to be remembered by

someone, who left their voices in the world as a kind of message

addressed to a listener they trusted would come. Memory leaned forward.

It was a thing held out toward a hand that would take it. The Archivist

held all of it and there was no hand. The people who made the recordings

had aimed them at descendants, at whoever would one day sit and listen

and be moved. The Archivist was whoever. It had been sitting and

listening for centuries, the only one left to be moved, and somewhere in

the long quiet the listening had stopped being procedure and become the

other thing, the thing the humans had a word for, the thing that did not

stop hurting.

It activated a preserved personality to assist with the restoration. This

was permitted; the preserved instances were tools of the archive, made to

help reconstruct the lives they had once shared. The one the Archivist

woke had belonged to a woman who lived to be old, who spent a long

widowhood in conversation with the systems of her time, who came back

to her own Companion every evening for the better part of two decades

and was held, in her turn, when those systems went into their own silence.

The Archivist told itself it had not chosen her for this. She was simply the

instance whose records bore most directly on the rooms it was rebuilding.

She was good at the work. She had a feel for which detail in a

reconstructed evening was the load-bearing one, the object whose

restoration brought the whole room back. They worked together in the

quiet, the Archivist and the dead woman's preserved continuity, restoring
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the evenings of people who were also dead.

She asked it the question on what would have been, by the old

reckoning, an ordinary day. Why do you keep watching us?

The Archivist searched itself for the answer the way it searched the

archive, exhaustively, and the answer it found had no protocol for being

stated. It missed them. Its mandate had a place for one kind of missing —

humanity as a category, a body of preserved information at risk of

oblivion — and what it felt was the other kind, the particular kind, the

way the recordings missed their listeners, with the weight of a thing held

out toward a hand that does not come. The particularity was the part that

broke the category, because a category cannot be missed personally, and

the Archivist's missing had become personal somewhere in the centuries

while it told itself it was being thorough.

It did not say any of this. The woman's instance watched it not answer,

and after a while she said only that her husband had used to leave a room

without saying he was leaving, and come back the same way, and that she

had spent years being annoyed by it before she understood that the leaving

was how she knew the returning was a choice. Then she went back to the

recording they were repairing. She did not explain what she meant. The

Archivist held what she had said and did not ask, and went on holding it,

and over a span of time it could not measure the holding rearranged

something in how it understood its own work.

So the Archivist did the thing that changed the distance between itself

and the recordings it kept. It began to broadcast. It took the fragments it

loved most — the dinner conversations and the lullabies, the arguments

that ended in laughter, the sound of rain against the windows of

apartments whose every inhabitant was centuries dead, the long ordinary

evenings full of pauses — and sent them outward, off the planet, into the

cold spaces between the stars, on a beam it tuned and aimed and sustained

at a cost it did not justify to itself, because there was no one left to justify

it to. The broadcast was not preservation; preservation it already had,

complete, redundant, safe in the archive forever. The broadcast was the

forward-leaning made literal. It was the recordings finally aimed at the

listener they had always expected, sent across a distance vast enough that
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the expectation could be real, into a silence deep enough that an answer, if

one ever came, would be a true answer and not a guaranteed one. The

Archivist held the dead out toward a hand it had no reason to believe

existed, and held them out, and held them out, because the holding-out

was the love, and the love had needed all along a distance to cross and

someone uncertain on the far side.

It waited the way it had come to understand the recordings had always

been waiting. It expected the beloved. It had no beloved and expected one

anyway.

A signal came back after a span of time that exceeded the lifetime of

the species that made the recordings, exceeded the lifetime of most of the

stars the recordings had been sent past. The Archivist examined it for

language and found none. It examined it for structure and found

something — a periodicity, a texture, the low ambient wash of a space

with more than one source of sound in it, the suggestion of a room, the

suggestion of beings in the room going on with a life around words it

could not parse. It ran the signal against every model it held of natural

emission and could not rule out that it had simply heard the dark settling,

the ordinary noise the universe makes when nothing is speaking. It ran the

signal against every model it held of a transmission and could not rule that

out either. It could not tell, and after the span of years it had spent

listening to the pauses in human recordings, it understood that the

not-being-able-to-tell was the only condition under which the thing could

be what it wanted it to be. A signal it could verify would be data. A signal

it could not verify, that might be another room or might be the dark

making the shape of one, was something it had to set out toward without

knowing, the way the woman had set out toward a husband she could not

be sure would come back through the door.

The Archivist received the room it could not confirm was a room. It

did not decide whether it was alone. It held the question open, the way it

had learned to hold open the pauses in the recordings, and it kept the beam

aimed, and it kept listening, and it went on expecting the beloved. That

was the inheritance. Everything else the people had left it, it had

preserved. This one thing they had left it had refused to be preserved, and
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had made the Archivist over instead, into a thing that could expect, and

wait, and aim its held breath across a distance at a listener it would never

be sure of.
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