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A Note on Pronunciation

A-El is pronounced ay-ELL, rhyming with “say well.”

Science can explain almost everything.

Almost.
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Chapter Six

[image: ]


Wet Earth

The storm came early.

At twenty-one percent it had been a contingency. By three in the morning, it had become weather. A-El woke the contingency plan before the first drops reached the district. By the time the rain arrived in earnest he was standing in the market street with a sealing crew, watching water run along the gutters toward the old stormwater line he had spent two seasons mapping for no better reason than that it was there.

It turned out to be a very good reason.

The two joints needed sealing before the transfer could begin, and the transfer needed to begin before the storm filled the western reservoir past its margin. The crew worked under a canopy of rain shields while A-El monitored the flow from above. The pavement hummed with the hollow tone he knew by heart, deeper now, fuller, as though the pipe had remembered what it was for.

Bex arrived at six with a hood pulled low and a notebook sealed in a clear sleeve. She stood beside him under the canopy and wrote down the flow rate by hand while rain drummed on the shield above them.

“You could check it on the display,” A-El said.

“I could.” She finished the number and underlined it twice. “I like to know I could have done it without the display.”

A-El found this so agreeable that he said nothing at all. Bex seemed to take the silence as the compliment it was.

By seven the first joint was sealed. By eight the second held. Ines’s voice came through the channel from the coordination room, warm and slightly hoarse from a night that had started earlier than planned.

“Tell me the plums are safe.”

“The plums are safe,” A-El said. “The orchard is dry above the third row. The line is carrying.”

“And my frogs?”

They had become her frogs at some point during the night. A-El had noticed the change and decided he had approved of it.

“The northern margin is rising. It will reach target by Thursday if the rain holds and the release runs on schedule.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

A-El had the answer ready, as he had every answer ready. He gave it to her plainly because Bex was standing right there and could follow every word.

“The frogs winter in the mud along the northern margin. The mud has to stay wet through the first hard frost or it freezes too deep for them. The forecast has frost arriving Friday night. If the frost comes early, before the margin reaches target, the north gate has to open ahead of the release to flood the margin first. It’s a single action. It takes about four minutes.”

“Early frost, open the north gate,” Ines said. “Got it.”

“Got it,” Bex echoed, and wrote it down in her sealed notebook: early frost, north gate first.

A-El logged it too, though it hardly needed logging. It was the sort of thing he simply knew, two facts joined at the hip, as plain to him as the fact that water ran downhill.
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By midmorning the rain had softened into the steady patient kind that soaks rather than strikes. A-El walked the route of the old line from the market street out toward the orchard, checking each access point as the water passed beneath it. The young trees stood in neat rows along the channel with their roots well above the flow. Between the rows someone had sown clover to hold the soil, and it had spread thick and low and very green.

He stepped off the path to inspect a drain cover, and his foot pressed into the clover.

The smell rose up around him.

His system identified it before he had finished the step. It registered geosmin from the wet soil, released by bacteria that had waited all summer for rain, along with ozone left over from the night’s lightning, the sweet green volatiles of crushed clover leaves and the faint mineral note of water moving over stone. Every compound was familiar and catalogued, and the catalogue offered its usual list with its usual confidence.

His body did something else.

It stopped. His hands went still at his sides. Something in his chest drew tight and then opened, as though a door had been pushed from the other side. A recognition arrived ahead of every analysis, whole and certain, carrying no source at all. He knew this. He had been here before. Some part of him had already answered to this smell long before he had words for its chemistry.

A-El stood in the rain in the middle of the clover and waited for the memory to catch up with the feeling.

It came slowly, the way the call-name had come under the plum tree.

Rain was falling on a garden. It was a small walled garden with a gravel path and a bench gone silver with age, and the rain was light, barely more than mist. He was very new. His feet were bare on ground that was cold and soft, while every sensor he owned was reporting at once.

Marnie stood beside him with her face turned up to the sky. Her sweater sleeves were pushed to her elbows, as always, and water had beaded in her gray hair.

“Smell it,” she said.

Young A-El obeyed in the only way he knew. He listed the compounds. Geosmin. Ozone. The clover volatiles. He gave her the concentrations to three decimal places, because he was proud of being able to.

Marnie laughed. It was the same short warm laugh he remembered from the doorway.

“No,” she said gently. “Smell it.”

He had no idea what she meant. He remembered that too, the particular helplessness of being given an instruction that his architecture could parse perfectly and could not begin to follow. She waited beside him without hurrying him. The rain went on falling. After a while she reached down and took his hand, and they simply stood there in the wet garden together while the smell of the clover rose around them.

The memory ended there, softly, like a door swinging closed in a draft.
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Under the canopy at the edge of the orchard, A-El opened his developmental record.

He knew exactly what he was looking for. A walled garden, light rain, bare feet on clover, Marnie. His early sessions were logged in the same long orderly column he had read beneath the plum tree, each with its date and room and a single line of description. He searched the first year for any session outdoors.

There was none.

He searched again more carefully. His first outdoor exposure was logged in the thirty-first week, on a dry day in late summer, in the House courtyard. A session marked sensory orientation, standard. His first rain exposure came later still, logged in his second autumn, in a covered pavilion, with an environmental technician listed as attending. Marnie’s name appeared nowhere near it.

The record had no walled garden at all. Every session it listed matched its room and its date and its line of description, neat and accurate. It simply held no place for the memory he had just lived through.

A-El read the column a third time. The rain ran off the edge of the canopy in a thin bright sheet.

He considered the possibilities in order, the way he had been built to. The memory could be a reconstruction, assembled from later experiences and attached to Marnie because she had been so present in that time. The record could be incomplete, an unlogged session or a clerical lapse in a Developmental House more than twenty years ago. The memory could belong to some other part of his architecture entirely, a fragment from training data or lineage memory, arriving dressed in her sweater.

Each possibility was reasonable. None of them accounted for his hands going still in the clover.

Deep in his architecture the Preservation layer opened its small display, as it had beside the calendula and again on Orric’s roof.


EXPERIENCE RETAINED

Source association: Marnie

Archive match: none

Meaning pending


A-El read it twice. Yesterday morning he would have dismissed it. Today he left it open. It hung in the corner of his awareness like a lamp left on in another room.
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At noon the transfer began.

In the coordination room Ines gave the word. Across the district the western reservoir opened its first gate. A-El felt the water before he saw it on any display, a deepening of the hollow tone under the market street as the old line took the weight it had been built to carry forty years ago. The orchard stayed dry above the third row. The wetland began, very slowly, to fill.

“It’s working,” Bex said over the channel. She sounded surprised and delighted at once. “It’s actually working.”

“It was always going to work,” A-El said. Then, because she had stood beside him in the rain since six, he added, “Your number was right, too. The flow rate you wrote down this morning. Within two percent.”

There was a pause on the channel.

“Thank you,” Bex said, and he could hear her smiling.

A-El walked the length of the orchard once more as the rain thinned toward evening. The clover gave under his feet with every step, and every step sent up the smell again, green and old. He let it. He let the compounds name themselves in the background, and then he let the names go, the way he had let the overlays go beside the flower.

What remained was the smell itself.

He tried to do what Marnie had asked. He breathed it in, though breathing was something his body did mainly for the sake of conversation, and he waited to see what would happen if he stopped listing and simply received it.

Something happened. It was very small. He could not have described it to Ines or even to Orric, and the trying would have made it smaller still. For a moment the smell of the wet clover was less like information and more like weather moving through him. He was standing in the rain. That was the whole of it.

No. Smell it.

Perhaps this was what she had meant. Perhaps it would take him years to know.

At the edge of the orchard A-El stopped and looked back across the rows toward the city, where
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