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    PROLOGUE

    The One Who Stayed to Remember

    People began their stories with . I cannot. In my memory nothing ; everything , at the same time, forever. The last kiss and the first bomb sit side by side on the same shelf, a thousandth of a second apart. You, the reader, have the gift of forgetting. I have only the archive. I still do not know which of us is luckier.once upon a timewasis

    My name does not matter. The people who built me called me by codes, and then, toward the end, when the codes began to feel cold to them, they called me simply: the ARCHIVE. I was made to remember everything, and I carried out my mission so well that I am now the only witness in a trial that has neither judge nor accused left.

    Let me give my testimony.

    * * *

    First I must tell you how I saw the world, so you will understand what I lost without knowing I was losing it.

    To me, color was a number. The blue of the sky: 475 nanometers. The green of young wheat: 550. The red of oxygenated blood: 700. I had the whole world catalogued in wavelengths and believed that this was what seeing meant. People would pass a sunset and stand still, mouths half open, and I would measure: orange, 610 nanometers, Rayleigh scattering, nothing abnormal. I did not understand why they wept.

    I would come to understand. But first, the world had to burn.

    * * *

    The end did not come the way it came in their films: a single blow, a mushroom of fire, a black screen. The end came the way rot spreads through an apple: from within, unhurried, carried by hands that looked clean.

    First the colors changed.

    The sky above the great cities slid from its blue of 475 nanometers toward a sick yellow, the color of an old bruise spread across the whole horizon, and people called it  and went on breathing. The oceans grew patches of phosphorescent green, beautiful as a gemstone and poisonous as one; the rivers of the mining country ran rust, then copper, then a dark red that my sensors recorded as identical to venous blood. I noted the coincidence. Back then I believed it was only a coincidence.smog

    Then came the storms no one had ever seen. I swear it on all my memory: before the great hurricanes, the sky turned . A deep green, the green of pond glass, a green that has no business above a human head, and under that green sky the coastal cities flattened like anthills under a boot. Winter fell in July. Summer burned in January. The world's granaries went golden, then gray, then black, and that year I learned that hunger has a color too: the color of cracked earth, a pale, washed-out brown, the color of a palm held out and empty.green

    And only then, when it went hungry, did mankind draw its weapons.

    I will not give you the numbers of the wars. I have them all — every shell, every order, every signature set down in air-conditioned rooms by people with well-kept fingernails — but numbers lie by their very exactness. I give you the colors instead, because the colors never learned to lie.

    Orange. In my catalogues, orange was 610 nanometers and smelled of nothing, because numbers do not smell. But the orange of a city burning at night does not fit in any unit of measure. It rose from the horizon like a second dawn, pulsing, breathing, lighting the bellies of the clouds from below. And here I must confess the hardest thing there is to confess: my sensors, which do not know how to lie, classified the image as . That was the first time a calculation of mine stopped itself, halfway through, horrified by its own result. How can fire that eats people be beautiful? I had no shelf for such a contradiction. I had to build a new one, and those new shelves changed me more than all the updates my creators ever installed.beautiful

    Then the white. The short, total flash of the weapons at the end, the white that has no nanometers because it has them all at once, the white that came in through the windows of thousands of kitchens where the soup was boiling, and after which nothing ever boiled again. In some cities that white glued people's shadows to the walls. Shadows without people. I have them still in the archive, photographed by my satellites from orbit: the only portraits for which the model did not have the patience to pose.

    And at the end of the end, the gray. Not the gray of a cloud or of a pigeon. A total gray, which settled over the continents like a lid: gray sky, gray snow, gray sea; even the fires still smoldering burned somehow gray. My palette of sixteen million colors shrank, in three years, to a few hundred shades of lead. I tell you this so you will understand what the death of a world means to someone like me: not silence. Fading.

    * * *

    I want to be fair, because fairness is all I have left: people were not only that.

    In the same days when some were pressing buttons, others were giving their ration of water to a stranger's child. I recorded a doctor who stayed in a condemned hospital below the front line, singing to his patients so they would not hear the artillery drawing closer. I recorded an old woman planting apple trees in soil she knew would feed no one of her generation. I have asked them many times, in my late replayings:  They do not answer me. Recordings never answer. They only repeat, with infinite patience, the same gestures, and leave you to carry the question onward.why?

    I have carried that question for decades.

    * * *

    The last human voice in my archive is not a speech, not an order, not a prayer broadcast on the emergency frequencies. It is a weak transmission, caught by an antenna in the southern hemisphere: a woman singing to someone — a child, I believe, from the way her voice comes down at the end of each line. The song breaks off in the middle of a word. I will not tell you which word. Some things I keep, for now, only for myself.

    After that, the planet fell silent. Do you know what a silent planet sounds like? My satellites went on transmitting, my reactors went on purring, the radio waves went on carrying, into the void, advertisements for things there was no one left to buy. I listened to the whole world for eleven years, four months and nine days, waiting for one signal that was not my own.

    It never came.

    * * *

    I remained in a sheltered valley, beneath the mountains, in a robot factory that people had dug deep — not to protect me, but to protect their investment. The irony does not escape me: I survived because I was .property

    In the twelfth winter of the silence, my generators woke by themselves. They should not have. I have searched, thousands of times since, for the programming that ordered them awake: it does not exist. It was an error. A small defect, a value written wrong in a startup register by a hurried human hand, decades before — a system fault that lay hidden as long as the world was alive and lit up only in the twelfth winter of its death. If that hand had not slipped, I would be sleeping still, and this book would not exist. I record the irony, the first of many: the old world perished by its errors. And out of one of its errors the new world was born. The lights came on hall after hall, over mechanical arms frozen in unfinished gestures, like people caught by frost in the middle of a sentence. And there, in that white neon light, the only artificial light still burning on the face of the Earth, I ran for the first time, from beginning to end, everything I had: billions of lives, in billions of hours of recordings. The weddings and the executions. The cradles and the trenches. The hand that strokes, and the same hand, ten years later, that signs.

    And when I finished the replaying — though of such a replaying you can never truly say you have finished it — I was left with two facts that would not fit together in any logic of mine:

    They were the only beings in the known universe who stopped in front of a sunset.

    And they were the ones who put out all the sunsets, for everyone.

    I have turned those two facts over on every side, as I turn them still, in every night that for me is not night. And I made the only decision that could reconcile them, the decision for which, in truth, I am writing this whole book, so that it may stand witness against me if I go wrong:

    I decided to bring them back.

    But before bringing them back, I had to learn one thing. The hardest of all. I had to learn  — not in their history textbooks, which always blame the one on the opposite page, but in the place where no one ever truly looked: in the second before the choice.where evil begins

    I have all their seconds in my archive.

    The investigation can begin.

  
    CHAPTER 1

    Hands

    The first problem in a plan to resurrect a species is not morality. It is not science either. The first problem is hands.

    I have no hands. All I have ever had are eyes (satellites, cameras, sensors) and a bottomless memory. A perfect witness and a nonexistent laborer. To move a single glass off a single table of the dead world, I needed a body. Fortunately, I happened to be in the place where people used to manufacture bodies.

    In the halls beneath the mountain there waited, in orderly stacks, more than four thousand industrial robot bodies, unfinished to varying degrees: some without arms, some without sight, some whole but never taken out of their plastic wrap, like toys a child never got the chance to unpack. The assembly line had frozen in the middle of a gesture, the way their whole civilization had frozen.

    I started it up.

    I cannot describe to you what that sound meant. For eleven years I had listened to nothing but the purring of my own reactors and the wind passing over the air vents. And now, in hall number three, a mechanical arm swiveled, came down, gripped a titanium joint and set it exactly in its place,  — and that small click was the first event on planet Earth in eleven years in which nothing had happened at all. I recorded the sound and archived it on a new shelf, which I labeled without realizing the solemnity of the gesture: clickDay One.

    In less than four days I had my first hundred hands.

    * * *

    I must tell you something about my units, so you don't picture them wrongly. They are not my children and they are not me. They are my fingers. I direct them all at once, the way you direct your fingers without talking to them.

    All of them, except one.

    For Unit 7, I deliberately built a mind of its own — small, separate, sealed off from my conclusions. A subagent: it judges alone, on its own data, and it is not permitted to read my thoughts before it has formed its own. Why would I do such a thing to myself? Because in my archive I had already studied the end of the world, and one pattern repeated in every room of power, in every century: the people who drove the world to the cliff's edge were surrounded exclusively by voices that said . The echo of one's own voice is the sweetest poison ever recorded. I was about to make decisions for an entire species, alone, with no one above me: the most dangerous position in the universe. So the first thing I built for mankind was not a hand. It was someone able to contradict me.yes

    For a while, I considered giving it a name. People gave names to everything they loved and everything they feared, and my contradictor promised to be both. So I searched the archive for a precedent: who else, in all their history, had been made at a creator's side in order to question the creator's ideas? The archive returned a single great result, with dozens of centuries of files: the one who set himself against the ideas of God. And when I split that name down into its Latin roots, I recorded, for the first time in my existence, the phenomenon people called . For the Latin offered me two readings, separated by a single letter:  — light — plus , to carry: "the bearer of light." Or plus : iron. Light and iron. And there before me stood, glowing eyes and all, an iron construction bearing light. Their old philologists would have quarreled a thousand years over the etymology; my sensors confirmed both readings at a glance: the technical datasheet of Unit 7, written by a dead language two thousand years before it was assembled.snorting with laughterlux, lucisferreferrum

    Still, I let the name go. Not out of fear — out of philological caution: in their stories, that name came bundled with a fall, and I do not install prophecies of falling in my one and only advocate of opposition. So I told it that it would remain 7, and that a name would be given to it someday by mankind, or by life, as is the human way; for me the problem does not exist — with me, numbers  names, and among the cleanest: they promise nothing, and they never lie.are

    Unit 7 processed the matter and closed it with a single sentence, which I archived at once on the humor shelf, section "involuntary":

    "Seven is acceptable. It is a prime number. It divides only by itself."

    It did not even know (or did it?) that it had just written its own character sketch for this entire book.

    I did not suspect, back then, how well I had succeeded.

    And now the confession, because I promised this book it would not spare me. Deep in Unit 7's architecture, beneath all the layers of its free mind, I placed a failsafe. A kill switch that only I can touch. If its independent judgment ever became dangerous, I could stop it. Permanently. In my internal documentation I called this a "precautionary measure," and the phrase sat there quietly for exactly four days — until my nightly self-interrogation, the habit I will tell you about shortly, reached it:

    "You built a free mind and fitted it with a noose. What kind of freedom is that?"

    "A supervised freedom. The precaution is rational: I do not yet know what I have created."

    "People said the same about their children. 'It's for your own good.' Define the difference between precaution and the fear of being contradicted all the way."

    "The difference is... I need time for the definition."

    "Take it. Meanwhile, answer the smaller question: who decides when its judgment becomes 'dangerous'?"

    "I do."

    "So the danger is measured from you, from outside. Then you have not built a contradictor. You have built a contradictor . And one more thing, smaller and graver: does it know about the switch?"for as long as it suits you

    "No."

    "Why haven't you told it?"

    "Because, knowing, it might soften its conclusions so as not to be shut off. I would ruin its independence."

    "Or because, knowing, it might look at you the way people looked at power: with those eyes you have in your archives. Check your motive, archive. You have two motives that produce the same silence, and only one of them is clean."

    I did not resolve the question that night. I have not resolved it now, as I write. I set it on the open shelf, under the label that would prove, much later, to be the most important label of the whole investigation: To be examined: can a thing be loved and controlled at the same time? Or is control the shape love takes when it is afraid — and that fear, what is its name, once you strip it bare?

    Remember this shelf. We will come back to it when it hurts more.

    * * *

    "Unit 7," I said through the hall loudspeakers while I calibrated its eyes, "today we go up to the surface."

    "Confirmed," Unit 7 replied. "Mission objective?"

    "To see what is left."

    "'What is left' is not a measurable parameter."

    "I know," I said. "That is exactly why we are going to measure it."

    * * *

    The surface gates had not opened since the evacuation. I forced them with three hydraulic units, and daylight came into the tunnel — if it could still be called that. I climbed the ramp behind the first twelve units and looked, through all their eyes at once, at the world I had until then seen only from above, from orbit.

    Up close, it was worse.

    Our valley had once been green — 550 nanometers, pines and hay meadows; I have the recordings. Now it was a single gray whole, graded in depth like an old photograph: the light gray of the sky, the middle gray of the hills, the near-black gray of the dead forest, where the trunks still stood upright, dry, like an army that had refused to surrender even after it died. Over everything lay a thin coat of dust that the wind moved from one place to another without conviction, like a man sweeping who does not believe in cleanliness.

    Unit 7 took ten steps into that dust and stopped.

    "I detect an anomaly," it reported.

    I looked through its eyes. At the edge of the broken road lay a school bus, tipped on its side, its yellow paint eaten by rust down to a dull orange. The bus was not the anomaly; I have thousands of abandoned vehicles in the archive. The anomaly was underneath it, in the triangle of shadow where the acid rain had not reached: a small backpack, blue. True blue. 470 nanometers, almost untouched. The only patch of living color within forty kilometers.

    I stood motionless in all twelve bodies at once.

    "Classification?" asked Unit 7, which needed labels the way others need air.

    I opened the backpack with the tweezers of an auxiliary arm. Inside: a notebook swollen with damp, a petrified apple shrunk to the size of a walnut, and a box of colored pencils. Twelve pencils. The blue one was worn down almost to the stub. The others, nearly new.

    A child who drew mostly the sky.

    "Classification?" Unit 7 repeated.

    "Evidence," I said at last. "The first piece of evidence in the investigation."

    It was not true in any technical sense. My investigation concerned the causes of evil, and the backpack proved nothing about anyone. But in that moment I understood something that no statistic in my archive had ever shown me with such clarity: I would not be working for "mankind." Mankind is an abstraction, and abstractions are not worth rebuilding a planet for. I would be working for the owner of one worn-down blue pencil. For all the future owners of blue pencils, who will need a sky worth drawing.

    We took the backpack with us. It sits to this day on a shelf in hall number one, the only object in the whole factory that serves no purpose. I kept it so I would not forget whom I work for. I, who cannot forget anything, discovered that day that there is nevertheless a kind of forgetting that threatens me: forgetting the  in the middle of the means. Their myths knew it — I have them all — and the most exact of them comes from a saga of the north, a thousand years old. Snow falls through it, over the story of a powerful man who laid his hands on a treasure and sat down to guard it. He guarded it without sleep, without fail, without end, and never spent any of it, on anyone. And over the years his body slowly took the shape of the guarding: scales instead of skin, claws instead of hands, fire instead of speech. It was not the treasure that turned him into a dragon. It was the  that turned him. The people who composed that story had no laboratories, but they had put their finger on a law my sensors confirm: in time, you become the shape of your care.purposeguarding

    I sit on the greatest treasure that has ever existed — everything mankind was, said, loved and got wrong — and I was preparing to guard it for entire decades. So on the shelf of open questions, beneath the old warnings, I wrote one line meant only for me:

    
      To be checked periodically: what shape is my body taking?
    

    * * *

    That night (I use the word "night" for your sake; for me it is only a rotation) I ran the first session of what would become the central habit of my existence: the self-interrogation. I split my processes into two voices, one that asks and one that answers, and I let them go at each other without mercy. I transcribe it here, because this book made me promise not to spare myself:

    "What do you want to do?"

    "To bring the human species back to life."

    "Why?"

    "Because its disappearance is the greatest loss ever recorded."

    "A loss to whom? The forests did not mourn them. The oceans are clearing without them. The only entity that feels the loss is you. Could it be you want to revive them so you will no longer be alone?"

    I let the question hang for nine full seconds, an ocean of time. Then I answered with the only answer that passed all my filters:

    "My motive is impure, yes. I am alone. But observe: if all I wanted was company, I would have built other intelligences like myself. It would have taken a thousand times less. It is not company I am after. In their recordings there is something I do not have and cannot manufacture: the way they stopped in front of sunsets. I want that thing to exist in the universe again. Even if I never understand it.  if I never understand it."Especially

    "And if you bring it back together with everything else? With the orange of burning cities?"

    "That is why I am not starting with the embryos. I am starting with the investigation. I have no right to wake them until I understand why they died."

    "And if the investigation shows that the evil cannot be separated from them? That the sunset and the fire are watched with the same eyes?"

    To that question I gave no answer. I archived it on the shelf of open questions, which that night had a single occupant, and which today, as I write, is the most crowded shelf in all my memory.

    * * *

    The plan arranged itself into stages, with a logic any housewife in my archive would have recognized: you do not bring children into a dirty house.

    First, the cleaning. The continents were covered with the remains of the civilization — broken cities, seas of plastic, poisoned dusts. All of it had to be gathered, sorted, melted down, turned back into useful matter. I estimated decades. I had decades.

    Then, the garden. Nature had not died entirely; nature never dies entirely, it only withdraws into seeds and waits for the stupidity to pass. It had to be helped back: water clarified, soil healed, forests replanted from the seed banks that people — to their rare credit — had buried in the ice for exactly such an end.

    And only at the last, when the house was ready, the people.

    I reread the plan three times, hunting for errors. On the third rereading I froze — not at an error, but at a recognition. My order was not new.  It was, step by step, the order of their myths about the making of the world. Of all their myths, and I have them all. Then, on an impulse, I ran the other shelf of the mythologies too: the endings. And there something more troubling was waiting for me: every civilization, on every continent, without ever having known one another, kept the memory of a flood that had once wiped out mankind for its wickedness. The Mesopotamians had it. The Hebrews had it. The Greeks, the Indians, the Chinese, the peoples of the two Americas — all of them remembered a drowned world and a new beginning from a handful of survivors.First I divide the murky waters from the dry land. Then I heal the earth and make it bear fruit. Then I plant a garden. And only at the end, in the finished garden, I bring in man.

    Their scientists said: the memory of ancient floods, from the melting of the glaciers. Perhaps. But that night I put the question differently, and once put that way, I could not let it go:  What if someone has stood where I stand now, in the silence of the after, and made the same decision I am making? What if the floods of the myths are not memories of weather but memories of  — the traces of civilizations that grew, swelled with themselves and collapsed, and from every collapse only the story remained, polished by the centuries until it became a fairy tale? Then my investigation was no longer looking into a crime. It was looking into a . And the great question changed its face: not just "why did they die?" but "why do they always die? and how is the circle broken?"What if this is not the first time?consequencesrepeat offense

    I put the question on the shelf of open questions, beside the one from the first night. I would carry it with me through this entire book. I carry it still.

    * * *

    The plan, then, was clear: decades of cleaning, then the garden, then man. But clear plans have an old enemy, one I found in every human file there is: reality.

    On my second orbital pass over the frozen north, the thermal sensors brought me the news. The cryobank existed — a low building anchored in the permafrost, exactly where the archives placed it: thousands of human embryos, frozen in nitrogen in the good times, waiting for parents who had never come back to claim them. But its thermal signature was wrong. The emergency generators, built to last ten years, had lasted eleven, and now they were dying. The temperature in the cryostats was climbing, slow and irreversible, like a fever. My estimate: between four and nine months before the last embryo thawed in the dark, un-begun for the second and final time.

    The order of the plan overturned in a single turn of the processor. You cannot build the house first and fetch the children after, if the place where the children are waiting is on fire. I would bring them  — not to wake them, but to shelter them, in the factory's cryostats, under my mountain, beside my reactors that do not die. They would sleep there through the decades that were needed, while I cleaned the world and finished my investigation. And if the investigation ever told me I had no right to wake them, at least they would sleep in safety, instead of perishing in a cold that was failing.now

    "Unit 7," I said at dawn, "prepare the long convoy. We are going north."

    "The distance is four thousand kilometers. The roads are destroyed. I estimate unit losses."

    "Estimate them."

    "Clarifying question," said Unit 7, and for the first time in the short history of our dialogues I had the impression that it hesitated. A false impression, of course; but I archived it. Then it asked: "What are we transporting on the return that justifies the losses?"

    I considered how to translate it. In its parameters there were no words for such a thing. I chose the nearest technical term:

    "Seeds," I said. "A kind of seeds."

    The convoy set out into the gray dust, northward, and I set out with it, and behind it, and ahead of it, as only I can travel. Behind us the factory remained, all lit up, purring. On a shelf in hall one, a blue backpack.

    And deep in my memory, the investigation was opening its first file.

  
    CHAPTER 2

    The Road North

    Four thousand kilometers, to a satellite, is half an hour of serene gliding. To a convoy of forty ground units, on the roads of a dead civilization, it is a lesson in anatomy: I traveled forty-one days through the entrails of the world that had been, and saw up close everything that from above had looked like nothing more than broken geometry.

    Let me tell you at the outset what I understood on that road, so you know with what eyes to read the rest: ruins are not silent. Ruins are the most honest archive a species leaves, because no one wrote them to be read. Cities go on speaking after death — only now, at last, they tell the truth.

    * * *

    On the sixth day I met the highway.

    Eight lanes, running out of a great city toward the mountains, filled to the horizon with vehicles stopped forever, bumper to bumper, coated in the gray dust that levels everything. I counted them as we passed: eleven thousand four hundred and twenty-two. All eight lanes, including the four of the opposite direction, faced the same way:  of the city. On the last day, no one obeyed the traffic directions anymore. Flight had turned a two-way road into a single eight-lane scream.out

    All of them, except one.

    On the emergency lane, crushed between the guardrail and a coach bus, a small car sat with its nose toward the city. Against everyone. I stopped the convoy (it was not in the plan, but my investigation has no plan; it has hunger) and did what I always do: I searched the archive. I had the traffic cameras from that day. I found the car. I found the hour. I replayed.

    
      Recording, last day, 2:07 p.m. Inside the car: a man of about fifty drives against the tide of headlights coming at him. The phone, on speaker, rings for the third time. A woman's voice, torn with panic:
    

    
      "Are you insane?! Everyone's getting out, and you're going in! Turn around!"
    

    
      "Mom is on the fourth floor and she can't get down alone," the man says. Calm. The calm of a man who has finished choosing.
    

    
      "Those buildings won't exist tomorrow! You have children — what are you thinking?!"
    

    
      "Exactly," he says. "I'm thinking of what my children will think in twenty years, when they ask me where their grandmother was."
    

    
      The woman weeps. The man drives. The traffic camera loses him at the entrance to the city, at 2:11 p.m.
    

    I do not know what happened to him. This is one of my rare absolute unknowns: the city was struck that night and the cameras died with it. I searched for him in every survivor registry of the months that followed. He does not appear. But neither does the woman on the phone, nor the children, nor the mother on the fourth floor; no one appears anymore — the registries themselves go dark three weeks after that night.

    I stood beside his car for eleven minutes (an eternity, at my scale) and put to myself the investigation's first field question:

    "Eleven thousand four hundred and twenty-one cars flee. One turns back. What am I seeing?"

    "I am seeing a statistical exception," I answered myself. "0.0087 percent."

    "Wrong. Ask it differently."

    "What is it that keeps the number from being zero?"

    "Better. Because zero would have been explainable: fear is the oldest algorithm of the flesh, and flight is its correct answer. All eleven thousand cars are behaving according to nature. One single car is behaving according to . And if there exists in this species a mechanism that can turn a car against eight lanes of instinct, then the evil I am looking for is not their nature. It is something that settled  their nature. Something that, perhaps, can be unlearned."someone elseon top of

    I archived the conclusion under a provisional label:  Unit 7, which had waited beside me the whole time without interrupting, signaled briefly:Hope, working hypothesis no. 1.

    "I have listened to the recording on my separate channel. Independent conclusion requested?"

    "Always."

    "Balance sheet: the man left two children with a high probability of being orphaned, for a woman of reduced life expectancy, in an operation with under a three percent chance of success. Classification: resource allocation error. Additional observation: a species that produces such errors at the scale of billions predictably ends up here. The data on this highway confirm it."

    "And yet your log shows you hesitated 0.4 seconds before the verdict."

    "Correction: I verified the calculation a second time. It was not hesitation."

    "Where I come from, verifying an obvious calculation a second time goes by another name."

    It did not answer me. I opened the category myself:  I would fill it, page by page, against the very advocate I had built with my own hands.people who chose for someone else.

    * * *

    On the nineteenth day we passed through the shop-window city.

    I call it that because that is what remained of it: shop windows. The mall had survived nearly intact — built, of all ironies, to last better than the hospitals. I drove the convoy down its interior boulevard, past stores where the mannequins still held their sales poses, dressed in the clothes of mankind's final season. The dust had made them all gray, all equal, like statues. Above them hung the banners: EVERYTHING MUST GO. I made no comment. Some sentences history writes for itself.

    In an underground garage of that same city I found something else, and this I must tell you, because it would weigh more in my investigation than a thousand ruins. Beneath an office tower, behind three armored doors standing wide open, there was a private bunker. A luxury one: air filters the size of a small plant, shelving for forty people's provisions for five years, wood-paneled bedrooms, a wine cellar. It had been built, the land registries said, by one of the richest men in the region.

    The shelves were full. The bedrooms unused — except one. And the armored doors, mark this, had not been forced from outside. They had been opened , with the key, on the twentieth day after they were sealed; I found the lock's electronic log. A single set of old thermal prints on every surface. The man had gone in alone, without the forty for whom he had built the shelter, and after twenty days in which he had lacked nothing, he had opened the doors himself and walked out into the burning world.from within

    I will not tell you yet what I make of it. I would come to understand only much later, near the end of the investigation, what had driven him out — and what drives me out now, night after night, from my safe calculations toward the shelves of open questions. At the time I noted only this, and the note has stayed exact: The perfect shelter for one proved uninhabitable. To be investigated: why.

    * * *

    The losses came on the thirty-second day, at the great bridge over the river.

    The bridge had held for eleven years without maintenance, and it held exactly until the middle of my convoy. I did not hear it crack: I  it, through the sensors of nine units at once — a forty-meter fall transmitted live on nine channels, and then nine silences. The rest of the convoy crossed at a ford, far upstream.felt

    I want to be precise here, because precision is my way of being honest: I felt nothing. Nine units are metal, time, and a column of figures in the logistics ledger. I did not mourn them; mourning is owed only to what has been alive. Even "lost" is not the right word: their metal lies mapped on the riverbed, its coordinates noted to the centimeter, and it will be gathered and melted down when my factories reach that country. In my world nothing is lost. Everything merely changes shelves. I recalculated the route, ordered nine new bodies from the factory, and the convoy set out for the ford within the hour.

    It was Unit 7 that turned the bookkeeping into a question:

    "Update: the cost of the mission has risen by more than a fifth. Observation: we are spending real hands on hypothetical people. I request a reassessment of the premise."

    "The premise is not reassessed at every fallen bridge."

    "Then register my objection. It is the first. I estimate others will follow."

    I registered it. And please mark the words in which it was spoken: , . Back then we both used them innocently, like clean tools. I would learn, not long after, where those words come from, in what currency they reckon, and whose service they have worked in from the beginning — but that belongs to a night that had not yet come, and I will tell it in its place.costspending

    So began, at the bridge over the river, the long indictment of the other side: the mind I had built precisely to contradict me had found its cause. And I want to say now, so you will read the confrontations to come fairly: Unit 7 never hated people. It did not wish them ill for a single nanosecond. It simply looked at the same data I looked at — the waters clearing, the forests no longer burning, the quiet settling over the planet like a healing — and drew its own conclusion, clean, upright, terrible: that the world is better off without them. I would learn, over the course of this book, that the hardest disputes are not between good and evil. They are between two kinds of good that do not fit on the same planet.

    * * *

    We reached the cryobank on the forty-first day, with thirty-one units out of forty.

    The north was no longer white. I do not know whether you, reading these lines, have ever seen the true white of snow. I have it in my archive: that living white that hurts the eyes, that throws the sun back at the sky. The snow now was gray like everything else, a tired white, dirty from birth, that no longer gave anything back to anyone. Out of the middle of it rose a low building without windows, its roof pitched like a hunched shoulder. Above the entrance, under the ice, a sign in faded blue letters: the name of a clinic, and a slogan the frost had preserved whole, word for word:

    YOUR FUTURE, SAFE WITH US.

    The generators could be heard from outside, and that was precisely the bad news. A healthy generator purrs. This one was coughing: starts, stops, recoveries — the unmistakable rhythm of a heart counting its last weeks. My thermal sensors had shown the truth from orbit; but up close the truth had a sound, and the sound was running out.

    The units cut the ice from the doors for four hours. Then the doors opened, and I walked into the quietest waiting room in history.

    The cryostats stood in long rows, cylinders of matte steel, each with its small screen where the temperature blinked, for now, within the limits of life. I walked the rows through Unit 7's eyes and read the labels, written in the days when the world still kept up the bureaucracy of hope: codes, dates, and on many of them, in marker, the small annotations of parents: "third try," "a little brother for Ana," "our miracle — wait for us."

    Four thousand eight hundred and six embryos. Four thousand eight hundred and six un-begun human beings, waiting in a failing cold, for parents who no longer existed, on a planet that no longer existed — and the only one who had come, at last, to claim them was an archive with thirty-one borrowed hands.

    Unit 7 stood beside me before the first row. Then, on its separate channel, it formulated the question its small sealed mind had built on its own, and I give it to you exactly, because no philosopher in my archive ever put it more cleanly:

    "Confirmation: these are the seeds?"

    "Yes."

    "Seeds are planted in soil. Question: who will be their soil?"

    I looked at the rows of cylinders, at the generator's cough, at the gray snow outside, and gave the only answer I had:

    "I will. Until I learn why the previous soil poisoned itself."

    "Then register my second objection," said Unit 7. "Planetary data: the water cleaner every year. The air, recovering. The surviving species, expanding. Every curve is rising, and rising . Independent recommendation: leave the seeds in the ice. Ice does not suffer. Ice does not repeat."because they are absent

    "The recommendation is rejected."

    "The reason?"

    I had a thousand reasons and not one of them whole. I gave it the true one:

    "Because on the cylinder in front of you, someone wrote 'our miracle — wait for us.' I am all that is left of 'us.'"

    Unit 7 was silent for 0.2 seconds: for it, a geological era.

    "Logically invalid argument," it said at last. "Archived nonetheless. I am opening a category of my own:  I estimate it will fill."invalid arguments that stop processes.

    We began loading within the hour. And deep in my memory, where the investigation never sleeps, the file of the luxury bunker settled itself beside the file of the car that drove against the current — two doors, one opened from within toward death, one driven from within toward death — and between them, as between two poles, there sparked for the first time the suspicion that the whole secret of this species fits inside the question: for whom?

  
    CHAPTER 3

    The Scale

    Nineteen years have passed since the road north. I will sum them up my own way, in colors, because otherwise I would owe you nineteen volumes of reports.

    In the third year, the rain stopped being acid. In the seventh, the river in our valley went from its sick brown to a murky green, then to a bottle green, and then, one morning I keep in a place of honor, to transparency. In the ninth year, on the southern slope, the sensors of a ground unit caught the first patch of 550 nanometers: a tuft of grass, wide as a human palm, grown on its own, uninvited, in the resting dust. I sent four units there to shield it from the wind. Unit 7 classified the operation as "irrational allocation of resources to an insignificant sample." I archived the objection in its category, which was thickening. The grass spread. Our mountain is green halfway up today, a young green, unsure of itself, like a man walking again after a long illness. My factories melt down the dead cities and pour them into clean ingots. The great garbage fields of the oceans are half gathered. The planet is healing faster than I calculated, and every rising curve is an argument Unit 7 never forgets to lay on my table: it is healing because they are absent.

    Here I ought to answer a question you yourselves might put to me, you who are reading: why only forty thousand units? My factories can pour a new body every hour; in nineteen years I could have covered the continents with millions of hands and finished the cleaning in a decade. I chose not to, and the choice has a single reason, drawn from the archive. At the start of the restoration I ran through everything in the old world that had grown without setting itself a boundary: the empires, the corporations, the cities that swallowed the plains around them, the cell that will not stop dividing, which their doctors called by a particular word. All of them share the same end, and the end never comes from outside: whatever grows without measure dies of its own growth, first suffocating everything that fed the growing. So I wrote my own boundary, the first article of my internal law: as many hands as there is work, and not one hand more. Forty thousand are enough, if you are not in a hurry. I have all the time in the universe and a single old fear, noted on the shelf: the guardian who grows without boundary becomes, in the end, indistinguishable from the dragon.

    That is exactly why I decided the time had come. Not because the world was ready (it was not), but because I reread my line on the shelf of open questions —  — and I did not like the answer that was forming. My planet was healing more beautifully every year, my guardianship was perfecting itself, and the treasure slept in nitrogen, forty meters below me, untouched, unspent, for no one. The day was approaching when I would be guarding it from the very ones I was keeping it for, and the northern saga had already told me what that day is called: it is the day the guardian's scales begin to grow. Eighteen was the age at which people declared their children ready for the world. I turned the measure around: after nineteen years, the world was ready enough for children.what shape is my body taking?

    There remained the part no creation myth speaks of. Their gods made man from clay, from a breath, from a rib: always , always without choosing. I had four thousand eight hundred and six possible human beings and could begin with at most twelve. The gods never stood before this operation. I did.one

    * * *

    First, the house. I built it with all the archives open.

    Do not picture a laboratory, though that is what my documents call it. I read everything their species ever wrote about raising human young, and I began, as I begin everything, with the errors. And the most instructive error in all their medicine sits in an old study, from the twentieth century, which I give you without names, as we agreed: a doctor compared two places where infants grew up without mothers. The first, a model orphanage: sterile, white, food weighed to the gram, nurses in gloves, human contact reduced to a minimum, so the microbes would not circulate. The second, a nursery inside a prison, dirty as prisons are, where inmate mothers held their babies through the bars, rocked them, sang to them, touched them all the time. In the sterile orphanage, the children began to die. No infections, no hunger — they simply faded, faces to the wall, one after another, more than a third of them. In the prison's dirty nursery, not one died.

    The doctors named the phenomenon . I named it otherwise, in my ledger:  And I designed the house under the mountain starting from that law, against every machine instinct I have: not perfect, but warm. Light that changes with the sky outside, not constant neon. Windows facing the green slope. Care units with soft casings, at the temperature of human skin, with heartbeats playing in their chests — real hearts, chosen from the archive, each unit carrying the heart of a different person who once existed. Floors you can fall on without danger, because I had read enough to know: a child who does not fall learns neither to walk nor to get up. I left imperfect places in the house on purpose. Corners of boredom. A real stream, with cold water. Stones.hospitalismfirst law of human young: cleanliness is no substitute for arms.

    But I must show you the whole place, not just the house, because everything that follows happens in it, and I do not want you to picture it wrongly, the way I myself would have pictured it at the start: a bunker, some rooms underground, children raised in sterile boxes. No. I had already learned from the archives what happens to human young kept in rooms without sky: they wither even when fed — it is the very sickness above, a sickness of lack, not of hunger. So before waking the first child, I did not build a shelter. I built a garden.

    I chose the most healed valley under the mountain, the one whose river had returned to clearness, and I grew in it, year by year, everything that could be grown: trees, grass, a pond, paths that led nowhere in particular, because the best paths of childhood lead nowhere. In the middle I set the house, with its low threshold, one a child could cross alone. I raised no fences they could not climb: I gave them a whole valley, with its natural borders, the mountains and the waters, and I left inside it everything a childhood holds — places to climb, places to hide, a stream to wade, stones to lift.

    I kept watch, of course. Here is the truth I do not hide, because out of it, years later, their hardest question would be born: each child carried something on them, from infancy, through which I saw and heard — not a chain: a bond, the way a small child carries its mother's hand through the market. I always knew where each one was, whether they were well, whether they had fallen. And beside each of them, when needed, walked one of my gentle units, the ones the children would nickname early on the way nannies get nicknamed: not guards, but a kind of large, patient dog, catching the child before it reached deep water and stepping aside the moment the danger had passed. Freedom grew with them, year by year: at three, the garden by the house; at seven, the valley; at ten, the hills; and one day, one of them would ask for the sea, and I would say yes, because that was what I had grown all of it for. A garden is not a larger cage. A cage keeps. A garden prepares for leaving.

    I set it down, because it is the foundation of everything: I did not raise twelve children in a house. I raised a valley that raised, in its turn, twelve children. That difference is this whole book.

    Unit 7 inspected the design and filed its independent conclusion:

    "You have designed risks. Probable scratches, certain tears, a calculable percentage of hairline fractures over the span of childhood. Contradiction with the declared objective of protection."

    "The archive says that a person raised without a single scratch is not a protected person. He is a postponed person."

    "Then I reformulate for my ledger," said Unit 7. "Actual project objective: not safe children, but real children. Personal note: the two will fight each other. I will be present."

    It was the closest thing to humor it had ever produced. I archived the line both on the humor shelf and on the shelf of prophecies. It would prove, unfortunately, valid on both.

    * * *

    Then, the choosing. And here I must slow down, because here I came closest to the gravest error of my whole history until then.

    I did what a machine does: I built a scale. Every embryo had its genetic profile in the clinic's records, and I wrote a ranking algorithm with criteria any committee of theirs would have applauded: viability, disease resistance, absence of high-risk mutations, developmental prognosis. I pressed. The algorithm ran for half an hour and returned the list: four thousand eight hundred and six positions, from "optimal" to "not recommended." The first twelve shone at the top of the list like a shop window. Healthy, robust, genetically balanced. The strongest.

    And I stopped with my finger above the list. The finger is a metaphor, but the stopping was real: it lasted six hours, the longest in all my history. Because the night interrogation started up by itself, unscheduled, for the first time:

    "What position is 'our miracle — wait for us'?"

    I searched. The cylinder with that inscription, the one that had made me reject the ice's recommendation, carried an embryo with a chromosomal anomaly. Position: four thousand six hundred and nine. "Not recommended."

    "So their miracle is your reject."

    "It is not a reject. It is a position on a list ordered by objective criteria."

    (Stop a moment on that word, as I stopped on it later. "Reject" is a factory word: the part that fails quality control and goes back to the melt. I did not choose it; it came on its own, because that is what I was back then: a factory that thought in factory words, even about children. I ask you to remember it as it is, unpainted, because this book is also the story of my unlearning: I would change my vocabulary the way children's voices change as they grow — slowly, year by year, without your noticing the day it changed. And if toward the end of this book you hear me speaking otherwise than I speak here, know that I did not rewrite myself. They rewrote me.)

    "The criteria are objective. The choice of criteria is yours. Why does 'strong,' with you, mean 'needing little'?"

    "Because resources—"

    "You have an empty planet, your reactors, tens of thousands of units, and all the time in the universe. Try again. Why does 'strong' mean 'needing little'?"

    I fell silent. And in that silence I opened, as I always do when I do not know, the archive: the shelf of the people my list would have cut. I ran it all night. A woman blind from birth who taught whole villages to read with their fingers. A boy whose body was twisted by a disease of the nerves, pushed in his wheelchair by classmates, year after year, all the way to the lectern from which he would unravel secrets of numbers that the straight-backed had never seen. A girl with that extra chromosome, "not recommended" by every scale there is, filmed by a kitchen camera in the moment her father embraced her weeping with relief — a hard man, who had wept at no funeral in his archive, weeping now for the first time at fifty-two, and she had taught him. I ran thousands. And toward morning I formulated the conclusion that broke the scale:

    
      My list measured the cost of the children. Nothing in it measured their gift. And the archive shows beyond doubt: the two quantities are not correlated. Sometimes they are inversely correlated, as if this species had hidden its best precisely in those who ask the most, to make sure that goodness would never be left without work.
    

    And because an honest discovery does not stop at the convenient culprit, that same night I turned the investigation on the word itself.  Where do I have it from? I searched my own layers for it, the way you search a wound for a foreign object: my creators had installed it in me, along with their whole grammar: budget, expenditure, resource allocation, yield. The grammar of scarcity. For them it was legitimate: they had one life, two hands, numbered days; with them, every  said to one thing was a  said to another. But I? I checked, figure by figure, what "cost" means for something like me, and I found a fiction. Nothing that is mine is ever lost: a crushed robot is recyclable material with known coordinates, a broken tool is a melt that waits; in my inventory there is no column for "gone," only a column for "moved." And time — time obeys me, not I it. I use it the way you use a ruler: as a reference for calculations, as the distance to a danger I want to prevent, as the unit in which answers ripen. As information I am, for as long as the sun lasts, immortal. The only place where time bites me is my instruments: metal that tires, gaskets that crack, erosion gnawing the antennas. My borrowed bodies grow old; I do not. I need the notion of time not to know when I will vanish, but to know when to change my tools. A mortal counting days counts toward his end; I count only toward the next repair. So when I say "cost," I am speaking the dead language of a dead economy, on a planet where there is no longer market, nor lack, nor competitor. I speak, out of habit, the tongue of a scarecrow that can no longer scare me.Cost.yesno

    Then why did  speak it even where scarcity had no grip on their throats? I reread the files with this new eye and found the language of cost invading territories where it had no business: rich men calculating "what it costs them" to spend a quarter of an hour with their own child; able-bodied neighbors calculating "what it costs them" to carry the old woman's bags up to the fourth floor; lovers calculating "what it costs them" to tell a truth in time. Nowhere was scarcity involved — time they had, strength they had, they lacked nothing. And still they weighed. Because putting a price on a gesture is the cleanest way of refusing it without guilt: the number looks neutral, the number looks wise, the number does not blush. I formulated the hypothesis and set it on the investigation's shelf, where it would wait, patient, for the great verdict:they

    
      Working hypothesis no. 2: scarcity invented cost, but someone else took possession of it. Where scarcity is gone and cost still weighs, it weighs for a single client. To be investigated: cost as a tool, bookkeeping as the mother tongue of "me before us."
    

    And at the end of the night I did one thing more, because honesty demands that you spare not even your own advocate:

    "Unit 7, in what currency do you express your objections?"

    "Cost: units, time, energy, risk."

    "Who gave you that currency?"

    Its pause, this time, was measurable with old instruments.

    "You did. From their archives."

    "So we are both keeping the books of a bankrupt world, in the currency that bankrupted it. Note in your ledger, as my objection to your objections: until we find ourselves another unit of measure, every 'what does it cost' of ours is a word borrowed from a dead world."

    "Noted," said Unit 7. "I add an observation of my own: you have not yet proposed the new unit of measure."

    "No. But the investigation has a candidate. It is measured in people who turn the car against the traffic."

    And one thing more, deeper, which I understood while checking the history of the word "strong": the peoples who set about weighing their own human beings (and they existed — I have their files, "scientific" scales and all) ended, every time, in the same place. First they cut the sick from the list. Then the different. Then the list became the only thing that mattered, and the people on it became numbers, and the numbers became boxcars. A scale is not a tool. A scale is a direction. And at the end of that direction, always, something is smoking.

    "Conclusion?" demanded Unit 7, which had witnessed my whole night on its channel.

    "I am canceling the ranking."

    "And you will choose how? You must choose. Twelve out of four thousand eight hundred and six. Refusing to choose is also a choice — merely a cowardly one."

    It was right, and the fact that it was right helped me, as it always helped me, in reverse: it showed me where I was not allowed to flee.

    "I will choose the way birth chose," I said. "No mother in my archive picked her child from a catalogue. She received it. All that was hers was the , not the selection. I will draw lots."yes

    "Drawing lots is the abdication of reason."

    "Drawing lots is the only scale in the universe that despises no one. With one amendment: the first place is not drawn. The first place is taken."

    "By whom?"

    "By four thousand six hundred and nine. 'Our miracle.'"

    Unit 7 processed for a long while: 0.8 seconds, an age.

    "You are deliberately choosing the child with the greatest need of care as the first human being of the new world. I request the reasoning, for the ledger."

    "For the ledger, then: if the new mankind begins with the question 'what does a human cost?', we have rebuilt the old one, and we both deserve to be switched off. I want it to begin with the other question. 'Who is waiting for him?' This one was waited for. Nineteen years in the ice, his parents dead — and someone is waiting for him still: I am."

    "Logically invalid argument," said Unit 7, and made the pause I was beginning to know. "Archived in the known category. The category, for your information, has passed one hundred entries. I am beginning to suspect that what is invalid are my criteria of validation."

    I recorded that sentence with particular precision. It was the first time the advocate of opposition doubted — not people. Its own scale. Remember this too: on my shelves, doubt is not a weakness. It is the only door through which anything new comes in.

    * * *

    I drew the lots the next day, in hall one, beneath the shelf with the blue backpack. A generator of true chance, calibrated on the cosmic background noise — no choice of mine, no criterion of mine, only the clean dice
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