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CHAPTER ONE
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The Consent

I sold my death for eight thousand credits and a warm room, and I want it on the record that it was a good deal.

People flinch when I say that, the few people I say things to now, so I'll say it to you instead, at the start, where you can't interrupt: it was a good deal. You have to know what the numbers were before the Institute's number came along. The vulcanite works had just retired me at twenty-six — retired is the word they used, the way you retire a machine, except a machine gets stripped for parts and I got a certificate and a cough — and the doctor at the free clinic laid it out with her eyes on the folder instead of me, the way they do, and her offer was this: four months, five if I stopped climbing stairs, and every week of the five paid for in advance by the breath.

I want to explain the economics of dying slowly in the Tideways, because nobody ever has, and I have the time.

Here is what I owned. A berth in a boarding house on Ladder Street, third tier, with a window that looked out on the harbor wall and a rent that went up whenever the water did. A mother fifteen years dead, whose debts had come to me the way her cough had come to me, both of them hereditary, neither of them mentioned in the will, because there wasn't a will, because there wasn't anything to leave except the debts and the cough and one photograph of a man who might have been my father squinting on a dock that isn't there anymore. And a brother. Bram. Fifteen. An apprentice coffin-maker, which in the Mere is what passes for a growth trade, because the harbor wall loses a foot a year and what the water takes, the coffins follow.

Bram's apprenticeship cost three hundred a year, bonded over seven. The burial insurance on our mother — the kind that pays out only if the flood takes you cleanly, which it hadn't, which is a sentence I will come back to some other chapter when I can hold the pen straight — had lapsed two winters before her water came anyway. My lungs had begun their retirement. Do the arithmetic with me. Four months of dying, minus rent, minus the bonded coffin trade, minus the clinic's pity which is free but the medicine isn't, and what you get at the end of the sum is a brother of fifteen standing alone on a wet street owing four thousand credits to a house that breaks fingers first and sends letters after.

Then the Institute sent its letter first.

*   *   *
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They were called the Karst Institute for Post-Mortal Studies, and everyone in the Mere knew two things about them and no one knew a third thing. The two things: they were up in the mountain — you could see the windows of their funicular station lit at night like a row of sick teeth above the harbor — and they paid. The third thing, the thing nobody knew, was what they paid for. There were stories. The Mere is a city of stories the way it is a city of water; stories are what grows in the low tiers where nothing else can. The stories said the Institute bought the dying. The stories said they took your mind apart at the moment of death and kept the pieces. The stories said they were building a library of souls, or a weapon, or a heaven, or a computer to end all computers, and the stories could never agree because the Institute never talked, it only paid, and the paid don't talk either, being dead.

The letter came on a Monday, addressed in full to Miss Solenne of Ladder Street, which was already remarkable, because nobody used my full name — the postmistress, the clinic, the foreman who had retired me, they all dealt in Sol, which is what the Tideways does to a long name, cuts it down until it fits through the door. The Institute used all three syllables. Sol-enne. My mother had chosen it out of a prayer book the year the water was kind, and she used to say it was the only thing we owned outright — they can take the berth and the breath, love, but the name is filed, she'd say, and tap my collarbone like she was checking a weld. She was a riveter before the flood. You'll want to remember that about her. Everyone in this book is somebody before they're a case.

The letter said: The Institute wishes to speak with you regarding Continuity Underwriting. An appointment is enclosed. Travel is paid. Refreshments will be provided.

Refreshments will be provided. That's the sentence that got me, I'm not ashamed to say. I'd been living for two years on the kind of meals where you can name every ingredient and the first one is water, and a research facility on a mountain was promising me refreshments. I went. Of course I went. You would have gone. Everyone who has ever judged me for it — and there have been a few, and they were all breathing at the time — would have gone.

*   *   *
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The funicular took forty minutes to climb out of the Mere, and I rode it in a car with velvet seats and one other passenger, an old man with a legality in his lap — some folder with three ribbons — and neither of us spoke, and both of us watched the city go down the window like something being lowered into water, which the Mere in fact is, one foot a year.

The Karst Station at the top was clean the way the low tiers are damp: absolutely, structurally, as a matter of identity. And the Institute itself — you went through the station and then through a door in the mountain, a black door set in the gray rock with no sign on it at all, and then you were inside the mountain, and there were skylights. That's what I couldn't get over, the first hour. Skylights. A mountain, hollowed, with light shafts dropping down through it onto floors of pale stone, and quiet people walking those floors with tablets, not hurrying, the way people walk who have never once been late for anything because the building they work in has abolished weather. I had spent twenty-six years under roofs that leaked and here was a mountain that didn't.

Mr. Pell met me at the black door himself. That was their first good move and I want to note it, because I've thought about it since, from in here, where I have time to think about everything: they sent the kind man. Not a handsome man, not a young one — a soft, gray, patient man, the kind who has spent thirty years being kind to the dying and has gotten good at it the way other people get good at the piano. He shook my hand. He called me Miss Solenne, all three syllables, and when I coughed into my sleeve he looked at the sleeve the way my mother used to, which is to say: like a riveter measuring a fault.

"Thank you for coming," he said. "Can I say first — and I mean this as a professional and as a man — that you look well."

"I look like four months," I said.

"You look like five," he said, gently, and held the door.

The room we went to had a table with two chairs, and on the table: a pot of actual coffee, and little iced buns, and a stack of paper with a ribbon. Refreshments, provided. I ate two buns before he said one word about death, and he let me, and watched me do it with the kindness of a man feeding somebody's last cat, and that is the whole Institute, all of it, in one gesture — I could have written my book right there, if I'd known how to read the gesture. They will always, always let you eat first.

*   *   *
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Here are the terms, in plain words, the way he gave them to me, because you deserve them without the velvet:

The Institute was conducting research into what he called continuity — the persistence of the human pattern beyond clinical death. The research was in a phase that required, in his phrase, volunteer subjects with dated prognoses. My dated prognosis — five months, on their clock, four on the clinic's — qualified me for what the paperwork called the Palliative Bridge Program. The Institute would settle my mother's debts in full, that week, in certified credits, before anything else happened at all. They would fund Bram's bond through mastery and place him, at journeyman's age, in a coffin-works on the second tier, above the flood line, a trade for life on dry ground. They would provide me, for the remainder of my prognosis, a private ward in the Institute's own hospital — warm, quiet, with a window, with a nurse whose only job was me — and whatever the last months of a body want, the last months of that body would get.

And in exchange — he turned the ribboned stack around so it faced me, and tapped one line with a finger that had done this before — in exchange, at the natural end of the prognosis, the Institute would be present, and would be permitted to observe, record, and retain the findings.

"Retain," I said. I've always been quick with the wrong word.

"The findings," said Mr. Pell, and his voice went softer by one degree, the piano getting harder, "means you, Miss Solenne. Not the body. The body is finished at the end, whatever we do; no one has ever proposed otherwise. But the work here suggests that the — person. The pattern. What your mother would have called the name and I am instructed to call the cognition." He folded his hands. "We would like to keep it."

"Keep it where?"

"In the research environment. Safe. Maintained." He looked at his folded hands. "Studied."

I did what you're doing. I thought: a library of souls. I thought: the stories were right. And then I did something you are probably not doing, because you have probably never done the arithmetic of dying slowly in the Tideways: I thought about four thousand credits over a fifteen-year-old's head, and a ward with a window, and a nurse with one job, and my mother's name-filed tap on my collarbone, and I asked the question that actually mattered.

"Will it hurt? After."

"No," said Mr. Pell, with his whole thirty years of piano. "That I can promise you at the level of the design. The research environment is engineered for observation. It has no pain in it anywhere. If it hurts," he said, and here he smiled, the first smile of the day and the only one I ever believed less, "it's wrong, and we would know, and we would fix it. You have my word as a professional."

I want to tell you he lied. It would be tidier if he lied. But I have checked the words from in here for — I'll tell you how long later — and he didn't lie, quite. The environment he showed me the diagrams of had no pain in it anywhere. That was true. It's just that nobody had told the environment what it was for yet.

I signed on the Tuesday. All three syllables, full name, the pen better than any pen I'd held, and my hand only shook the once. Eight thousand in certified credits to the debt-house that week, as promised; Bram's bond transferred that week, as promised; and I rode the funicular down into the Mere for the last time as a woman with money for one dinner, and I bought the dinner — fish, real fish, and wine, and an orange, which cost as much as the wine — and I sat on the harbor wall with Bram and I didn't tell him the part about the pattern. I told him the ward and the nurse and the window. There are things a sister of fifteen years' standing doesn't hand a brother of fifteen years' age, and I have thought every day since about whether that was theft or mercy, and the answer keeps changing, which I believe is the answer.

At the end of the evening Bram asked me — he'd been holding it all through the fish — "What do they want it for, Sol?"

"The letter says studies," I said. "Everything's a study to somebody."

"That's not an answer."

"No," I said, and took his head in my two hands, riveter's daughter, checking the weld, "it's a good deal."

He pulled away. Fifteen, and he knew. They always know. But he let it stand, the way we let things stand in the Mere, on the wet street, with the water climbing the wall behind us a foot a year; and the next morning the Institute's car came to Ladder Street — an actual car, the first and last ever to stop there — and I went up the mountain through the clean air with my documents in my lap and my name filed, I thought, safe behind my collarbone.

They took the name on the fourth day.

That's the next chapter, and it's the one I've rewritten most, because it's the one where I was still polite, and I want you to see exactly how polite I was, and to what.
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CHAPTER TWO
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What They Took

The ward was everything the buns promised.

I'm serious, and I want you to have it fairly, because this book is going to take the Institute apart bolt by bolt and I refuse to do it dishonestly: my last month of being alive was the best month of my life. A room with a window that looked north, over the mountain's shoulder, at weather instead of water. A bed that remembered me. A nurse named Sister Avell, who had one job and did it like it was three, and who sat with me through the bad nights reading inventory lists out loud because my mother had been a riveter and I'd grown up sleeping to the sound of somebody counting parts.

Twenty-nine days. They gave me twenty-nine days to be a person with a warm room, and I want you to notice the number, because I didn't. I was too busy being comfortable, which is the most dangerous work there is.

Here is what they took in exchange, in the order they took it, because the order matters. It's the only part of the Institute I've ever been able to study from inside, since studying them was my job, later, for longer than anyone should hold any job: the order of the takings.

They took my name on the fourth day.

*   *   *
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It came dressed as a form, the way everything in that mountain came dressed as a form. A technician with a tablet — young, kind-eyed, terrible at eye contact, exactly the sort the Institute grew in bulk — explained to me that the Palliative Bridge Program required identity minimization prior to calibration. The words meant: before they put my dying mind into their machine, they needed me to be less of a person, because persons, it turns out, are a contaminant. A self with anchors — a name people use, a name filed behind the collarbone — patterns thick. It holds its shape. And what the calibration needed — what the machine had been built to grow around, the way a pearl grows around a grit — was something it could shape from scratch, something minimal, a seed, a blank.

"You'll be designated a subject number," the technician said, to the floor three feet to my left. "For the duration of the program. It's a protocol, Miss— " and he stopped, having caught himself about to say my name, and blushed, and tapped his tablet. "For the duration."

"For the duration," I said. "And after?"

The tablet flickered. "The program's duration is thirty days," he said, which was not an answer, and both of us knew it, and he left the forms with me and left.

I signed away my name on a Thursday afternoon, and I want to explain what that's like, because you're imagining it wrong. You're imagining a scene. A lighting of lamps, a refusal, something. There's nothing. It's a form. You're in a warm room with weather outside, your brother's future is paid for, the coffee is real, and a young man who can't look at you needs a signature for his job, and the line where your name goes is just — a line. A field on a form. I wrote Solenne on the line marked former designation and it took four seconds, and the door closed, and that was the last time my name and I were in the same room for what I now know was — I'll do the arithmetic in another chapter. A long time. The word duration is the most honest word in their whole dictionary, and they never once told me the duration of anything that mattered.

From then on I was *Subject One*. Not subject number nine, not subject forty, not one of the intake waves that came years later, when the program was running — One. The first. The seed pearl. Nobody at the Karst said that part in front of me; it's just true, and I've had the time to check it against everything that happened after: I was the first mind they ever put in the machine, and everything that machine became, it became around me.

They took my face on the ninth day. Not the face itself — the mirrors. A protocol, a form, a trolley of things to be signed: mirrors and reflective surfaces are removed from the subject environment for the duration. Identity minimization again. A person who watches herself dwindle watches, and the watching thickens the pattern, and the seed must be blank. I laughed at that one, actually laughed, alone, in the warm room — the last thing on this earth I had that was mine was the shrinking, and they wanted that undocumented too.

They took my history in the third week. That was the interviews. Two hours a day, a kind woman with a recorder, and it was — I have to be fair — it was like being loved. Tell me about your mother. Tell me about the flood. Tell me about the rivets. Tell me the prayer book story, tell me the name story, tell me everything about the tap on the collarbone, tell me about Bram and the fish and the orange. She took it all down with her eyes shining, genuinely shining, and I gave it, freely, soup to nuts, because I was dying and it was the only kind of immortality anyone had ever offered me, and if a recorder is listening, a story survives, I thought. I thought that was the whole of the transaction.

It wasn't the whole of the transaction. Nothing at the Karst was ever the whole of the transaction; that's the sentence the whole mountain runs on, stamped somewhere in its foundations — but the keystones are a later chapter; I'm telling it in order, the order of the takings, because the order is the confession, and the Institute, which catalogued me like a specimen, deserves to be catalogued back.

On the twenty-sixth day, they took my death. That's the only way I can put it that's true. The clinic had said four months; the Institute's doctors looked at the same lungs with better instruments and gave my body a date — the twenty-ninth day, give or take a tide, they said, a little joke, tide, the Mere — and once my death had a date, it wasn't mine anymore. It was a milestone on someone's schedule. I've thought about this a lot since: the moment they gave me a date, I stopped being a woman dying and became a load on a timeline, and my breathing, which had been my whole life's work since the vulcanite works retired me, became logistics. Air in, air out, until Tuesday. The nurse's kindness was logistics. The coffee was logistics. You can keep the coffee coming for a woman, or you can keep it coming for a specimen with a date on it, and it pours exactly the same, and tastes exactly the same, and that is the most terrible thing I know about institutions, and I know four or five very terrible things about institutions, I've had the time.

*   *   *
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And on the twenty-seventh day, somebody called me by my name.

I was in the corridor outside the imaging suite, in a wheelchair because the twenty-ninth day was close now and walking had become a scheduled activity, and there was glass on one side of the corridor, and behind the glass a meeting was happening — no. A meeting is a thing where people sit. What was happening behind that glass was an argument, and I want to describe it exactly, because it's the last window of my life and I watched every second of it like weather.

Three men. One of them was old, ironed, magnificent, silver at the temples in a way that had clearly been engineered by a tailor as much as by time — I learned later he was the Director of the whole Institute, a man named Grimoard, and you'll meet him properly in a few pages and then, if you're anything like me, you'll meet him again in your sleep. The second was Mr. Pell, my kind buns-and-coffee man, sitting with his hands folded, being steamrolled. The third was young. Tall, rumpled, angry in the way that only people who are right are ever angry — you know the face; it leans forward; it has calculations behind it — and he was saying no, and saying it with his whole spine, at a table, to the Director of the Karst Institute, over — I couldn't hear a word. The glass was good. The Institute's glass was the best in the world; I believe that literally; the skylights, the mountain, all of it. I never heard one word of the argument I watched for four minutes through that corridor glass.

But I can read lips a little, from the Tideways, from the fish market, where half the selling is shouting across weather — and I'll tell you the only phrase I caught, and you can keep it or doubt it, but I caught it, I'd swear it on the prayer book: the young man leaned over the table at Grimoard and said, clearly, twice, she's not a seed, and then something with a shape like she's a person, and then Grimoard said something short, and gathered his tablet the way a man gathers a coat when a meeting is over because he has decided it is over, and left, and the young man stood alone in the room with Pell for a moment, and then he looked through the glass.

At me.

I have been looked at by doctors, by technicians, by a man with a tablet who couldn't. This was different, and I knew it was different at the time, with four days left of my life: he looked at me the way you look at something you have just failed to save. Not pity. Something with arithmetic in it. He was adding up what I cost.

*   *   *
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He came to my room that night. Not through the door — they'd have logged that — through the service corridor, the one Sister Avell used, and he stood inside the door with his hands in his pockets like a boy at a fish stall, and up close he was twenty-four at the most, with a badge on a lanyard that had been turned around backwards, and the corridor light behind him.

"You're One," he said. Not a question.

"I'm Solenne," I said, because the form had taken it but I still had some, and you spend it where you can. "You're the man who said I wasn't a seed."

That moved him. I watched it move through his face, the way the technician's blush had moved through his — the Institute grew all its parts honest, it was the assembly that lied. "You read that."

"The glass is good," I said. "It's the best in the world, I hear."

He almost smiled. Almost. Then he sat, uninvited, on the edge of the visitor's chair — the chair nobody had used but Sister Avell — elbows on knees, and asked me, and this is the sentence I have carried the longest, he asked me: "What did they call you? At home. What do I call you?"

"Solenne," I said. "Sol, at home. The post office cuts it shorter."

"Solenne," he said. All three syllables. He said them once, carefully, like he was setting a rivet. I didn't know that's what it would turn out to be. Nobody tells you when a name is being said to you for the last time in your life. There's no bell. That's the thing I'd change, if the universe took complaints — you get a bell for everything else.

"I designed the environment you're going into," he said. "The place. The architecture of it. It's called Tophet, and before you ask — yes, I know what the name means, they chose it, not me; I lost that argument too." He rubbed his face with both hands, and I saw that he was exhausted, the way only the morally exhausted ever are, the tiredness of a man carrying his own building. "I fought the protocol that made you One. I lost. I'm twenty-four and I lose to Grimoard the way rain loses to a roof. But I built the place well, Solenne, and that's what I came to say, because there's no one left inside that mountain who'll say it to you and it should be said once by someone who'd know."

He leaned forward. Riveter's daughter, I know a weld being checked when I see one.

"The place is built on mirrors. What a person carries in — the harm they did — it turns back on them, that's the engine, that's all it is; I can't stop them using it, but I built the turning fair. And the place itself, the ground, the streets — it's not designed to punish. It's designed to reflect. It shouldn't hurt, being there. Nothing in my design hurts." And there he stopped, and I watched a boy of twenty-four age a whole winter in a warm room, and he said the sentence. You've heard me quote it already, in your imagination, if you've been paying attention, because it's the sentence everything in this book hangs from, the only sentence in the Karst Institute that was ever true all the way down:

"If it hurts, it's wrong. Remember that I said that."

"Why?" I asked. Meaning: why does it matter that I remember you said it. Meaning, in the Tideways, where everything has a price and the price is always paid: what do you get.

And he stood, and turned his badge right way round — a single line of text I couldn't read before he was at the door — and said: "Because everyone who designed it with me is going to tell you it can't hurt. And if it does, I want one person in there — one — who knows it's a lie, and knows the name of the liar's opposite number."

He left through the service corridor. I never saw him again for — I'll do the arithmetic in a later chapter. A long time. He was the last person to say my name until the flood man came, and the last person to say it as a name, all three syllables, rivet-set, until —

No. That one's for later too. The order of the telling is the order of the takings, and the next thing they took was everything.

The Drop was on a Tuesday.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Drop

You will want to know what dying is like, because everyone does, and I'm going to tell you, and then you're going to be disappointed, and then, later, you're going to be afraid, and I'd rather you were disappointed first.

Dying is a Tuesday. That's the truth, the whole front of it. The twenty-ninth day was a Tuesday, because of course it was; the Institute's calendar had my lungs in a column, and columns land where they land. Sister Avell woke me at six with coffee that was better than any coffee has ever been, and I noticed that, and said nothing, and she noticed me noticing, and said nothing, and that was the whole of the farewell between us, two professionals pretending the coffee was about coffee. They'd moved me down the mountain's throat the night before — trolley, corridors, four doors that opened with a sound like a held breath being let go — into the Deep Ward, where the machines live.

I'm going to describe the room, because it's the last room, and last rooms should be written down; the Tideways taught me that, we write the last rooms on coffin lids — Bram's trade, my mother's rivets, the whole drowned city agrees on this one thing — and nobody wrote mine, so I'm doing it now, late, from in here.

It was round. A round room, deep in the mountain, gray stone curved like the inside of a bell, and in the center of the floor, a bed — a cradle, really, reclined, padded, humane, shaped like a hand holding a bird — and above the cradle, the machine.

They called it the Loom. I never heard anyone at the Karst call it anything else, and I want you to keep the word, because I know what it sounds like — spindle, weave, gold thread, something out of the old stories your grandmother half-remembers from before the water — and the Institute knew what it sounded like too, and chose it anyway, because institutions have a sense of humor the way a knife has an edge. The Loom hung over the cradle like a chandelier designed by a spider: rings within rings, and off the rings, threads. Not wire, not fiber — light, thinned until it had a texture. Gold. Actual gold light, in a gray stone room, and the threads hung from the rings down toward the cradle, a hundred of them, motionless, each one as fine as the hair on a baby's arm, and each one — I swear this; I had thirty days of nothing to do but learn the ceiling of every room I was given — each one waiting. You know how a dog waits, all-one-thing? That. A hundred threads of light, at attention.

There were people in the room, in the curve of the wall, behind a glass lip. Sister Avell. Mr. Pell, with his hands folded, thirty years of piano aimed at the ceiling. Two technicians at consoles shaped like church lecterns. And a man I'd never seen before, older, with a tailor's silver — no: him I'd seen. Once, through the corridor glass, gathering his coat. Grimoard. The Director had come down to the Deep Ward for the twenty-ninth day, for the first subject, for One, and I understand that now, I've had the time; you come to witness the keel-laying. You come to see the first plate of the ship go down. You would have come too. It was the only historic thing happening on earth that Tuesday.

They gave me the sedation in stages, and I'll say this for the Institute, and it's the last nice thing I'll say about their medicine, though not, strangely, the last nice thing I'll say about their machine: they were better at dying than the clinic would have been. There was no fight in it. The breath that had been my whole career since the vulcanite works retired me was taken from me the way a shift is taken from a worker: gently, by stages, with thanks. Stage one, the ceiling softened. Stage two, the room went distant, and I heard — I heard this, and no one can tell me I didn't — one of the threads above me move. A single sound, fine as a hair: tung. The way a plucked thing sounds at the edge of hearing. Stage three, the coffee and the fish and the orange and the harbor wall and Bram's face going soft at the eyes as I let the trade of my death stand between us on the wet street — all of it, the whole archive, my mother's tap on the collarbone, the flood, the rivets, every last room I'd ever been a person in — stage three is where I understood what the Loom was for, because stage three was the unspooling.

You are not afraid of that. I told you you'd be disappointed. I was afraid — I'd been afraid since the funicular — but not of the unspooling, and this is the part nobody believes and everyone should: the unspooling felt like telling. It felt like the interview woman with the shining eyes, like the best night of the fish market, like being loved at the end, the way I said: everything, soup to nuts, freely given, because being listened to is the only heaven the poor are ever offered, and I'd spent my whole life being a story nobody had time for, and now, at the bottom of the mountain, on a Tuesday, with the sedation in the third stage, somebody had time. The threads came down while I told. I felt them — not as touch; touch was gone; as attention. A hundred golden attentions, standing over me like a family over a crib — and I use that image deliberately, in full knowledge of what the family was and what the crib was for, because it was still true, both things were true, that's the Institute, both things are always true, I keep telling you—

And then the last thing. I want it on the record, the actual last thing, because the actual last things belong to the person who had them, and then to nobody, and then — if you're me — to the whole world, forty years late, in a book written from inside the thing the book is about.

The last thing was my name. Not said. Not said by anyone — Sister Avell was behind the glass with her lips pressed white, and Pell's lips were moving, to himself, maybe a prayer, thirty years of piano finally playing something — the name wasn't said. It was taken down. I felt it go the way you feel a document leave your hand: the weight of it, all three syllables, filed, and then the weight gone, and the file gone somewhere I couldn't follow, up one of the hundred golden threads, out of the warm room, into — somewhere. An archive. A vault. A folder in the mountain. I want you to hold on to this, because it's the hinge of everything that happens in chapter five and chapter twenty-one and the last chapter, so it had better be load-bearing: at the moment I died, on the twenty-ninth day, in the round gray bell of the Deep Ward, I felt my name leave me and go up, and I thought — last thought of Solenne of Ladder Street, riveter's daughter, Tideways, the Mere, twenty-six years, retired — I thought: well. At least it's filed.

My mother would have been proud. They can take the berth and the breath, but the name is filed.

Tung.

*   *   *
[image: ]


And then the Drop, which is what they called it, the technicians, in the logs I read later — the Drop, like a coin, like a stone down a well — and which I am not going to describe to you honestly for another two pages, because the honest description is impossible and the dishonest ones are all beautiful, and I was in no state to take notes.

It's a fall. That much is honest. It's a fall through your own archive, the whole unspooling, told backward — no: told downward, which is different; backward implies a plot, and there isn't one; there's only depth. I fell past the harbor wall. I fell past the clinic, folder-eyes, four months. I fell past the dinner — the fish, the wine, the orange, Bram's face at the question, what do they want it for, Sol — and I fell a long time at that one, because the fall slows where the weight is, that's what a drop is, a weighing, that's the physics of the Loom if you want it in one line: it drops you at the speed of what you can't put down. My mother went by like a struck bell. The flood went by for a long time, all of it, the water in the stairwell, the sound of the gate, eleven years old and climbing with her voice under me, up, love, up — I fell through that at the speed of sound, if sound is what water is when it's taken a district.

And at the bottom of the fall there was no bottom. That's the disappointment, and I promised it to you, and there it is: no fire, no court, no ferry, no lamp, no dark even. A suspension. Gray. I hung at the bottom of my own weighing like a diver under a stopped watch, and the hundred threads had come with me — I could see them now, or see around them, or be them; the pronouns had come loose somewhere on the way down — and the threads were quiet, spent, done with me, a machine at rest between the two halves of its cycle.

And then, far off, in the gray, a light came on.

Just — a light. A grid of them. A soft white city-grid, switching on street by street, district by district, the way the Mere used to light at dusk when the Mere still lit, from the harbor inward; and something in the grid's layout was already familiar to me, though I promise you I did not yet know why, and would not know why for thirty days, and when I did know why, it was the worst thing I ever knew and the best, all at once, both things, always both things, I keep telling you—

A voice. Not a person's. A channel's — flat, kind, procedural, a young man's recorded warmth with the warmth printed on: Good morning, Subject One. You are in Tophet. This is the maintenance channel. Day one of thirty. Please walk to the nearest structure and confirm baseline.

Good morning, Subject One. No bell for the name. No bell for anything.

That's dying: a Tuesday, a fall, and a voice with printed warmth telling you the number of your days, and a city you've never seen already knowing where you'll walk, and your name — your name is up, filed, gone up the thread, into the mountain's keep, and you'd think, falling, that you'd never see it again.

You'd be wrong.

But that's chapter twenty-one.
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CHAPTER FOUR

[image: ]


Day Thirty

Tophet, on the day I arrived, was a city with no people in it, and I have now spent long enough as its entire population to describe it with authority.

White stone. Streets in a grid that the Mere would have called cruel — the Mere grew sideways and crooked, streets like eels; Tophet was surveyed, ruled, drawn — and yet, and yet: I'd been in it ten minutes before I stopped being able to pretend I didn't recognize the place, and by the second hour I was reading it the way you read a hometown, lefts and rights without thinking, and here is why, and this is the thing, the central thing, the thing I sat down on a white stone step in a white stone city at the bottom of death to absorb, in the flat gray light, while a channel counted my days:

Tophet was the Mere.

The shape of it. The harbor curve — no harbor, but the curve where a harbor would go. The tiers, climbing, and the Mere climbed; my street was the third tier, and the grid's third district climbed at the same angle, the same number of turns, and at the top of it there was a long straight run where Ladder Street ran, and at the bottom, where the water should have been, there was a district of low doors and wet light that made my chest hurt in a way lungs don't anymore — the Tideways. All of it. The whole drowned city, rebuilt in white stone, wrong in the details and true in the bones, the way you recognize a dead relative in a stranger's gesture.

The ground floor of Tophet was me. The Loom had unspooled my whole archive on the Drop — the weighing, the fall past everything I couldn't put down — and it had built the seed's environment out of the seed. A calibration blank, they'd wanted. What they got, because nobody had ever done this before and no one knew to want it, was a pattern thick enough to hold its shape — I remember the young technician saying it in the warm room, blushing: persons are a contaminant. Well. The contamination had been the whole haul. They'd dropped the biggest, thickest, most anchored pattern the Loom had ever taken down — a riveter's daughter with her mother's name filed behind her collarbone, a whole city of weight — and then they'd built their blank white construct on top of it, floor after floor, and the construct had rooted.

I didn't know any of that on day one. On day one I knew the streets went where the Mere's went and it frightened me in a way I couldn't file, so I did what the channel said. I walked to the nearest structure and confirmed baseline. I have always been good at following instructions from institutions. It's a Tideways skill; it keeps you fed. Hold on to that too; it explains most of what happens on day thirty.

*   *   *
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The maintenance channel had two voices, and I named them by the third day, because I name things; a girl who lost her name to a form gets in the habit.

The day voice I called Marrow. Warm, or warm-ish — a young man's voice with kindness printed into it, but the kindness had been typed by somebody, you could hear the typed-ness in the seams, and yet somewhere under the print, I came to believe, in the gaps between the recorded protocols, there was a person. The night voice I called Vane, and Vane was a woman with a clipboard for a soul: precise, cold, and restful, like clean glass. It was Vane who ran the true protocols. It was Marrow who said, at the end of day one, off-script — I've thought about those three words for years; off-script; how do I know they were off-script? Because they had seams, live seams, human ones — it was Marrow who said, You're doing well, and then, quieter, as if the microphone had been almost-muted and failed at it: You're doing really well.

Nobody had told me I was doing well since the foreman retired me. I lay in the white city's first night — Tophet had nights; the gray light went down like a tide; I hadn't known where its sun went and I didn't ask — and I lay on the step where I'd sat all afternoon, and let a printed kindness almost-mute itself at me, and slept without dreams, which in a place built out of my archive was the first mercy.

The thirty days were a calibration, and a calibration is a weighing, and I've decided, after long thought, to give you the weighing in full, because the Institute weighed me and turnabout is the whole of this book. There were three instruments.

*One: the city. Each day the channel walked me through my own Mere — down the tiers, along the harbor curve, into the low wet district where the light lay like the flood hadn't happened yet, and look, Subject One: notice, confirm, report. What's wrong with this street? (The doors. The doors are wrong; the Tideways doors were narrow because the Tideways rooms were narrow, and Tophet's were square.) What's missing from the corner of Ladder Street and Third? (The fish stall. I said it before I could stop; the channel logged it; and the next morning — I want you to see this — the next morning the fish stall was there, white stone, wrong in every detail, and the channel said, warm-printed: baseline adjusted; confirm.* That's what the city was: a mirror that fixed itself toward me a little more each day. They were tuning the ground floor to the seed. They were making my mother's city out of me, stone by stone, and they called it baseline.)

*Two: the body. The body I'd had was gone — no lungs in Tophet, no lungs anywhere, I could walk the whole grid and never once think about breath, which was its own strange bereavement, like being paid a pension by a job you loved — but they gave me a calibration body, and the calibration body could report. Pain scale, one to ten. Pressure, one to ten. Cold, heat, ache, itch, the whole clinic menu of the last two years, administered by the city itself: a door would be hot one morning; a wind would come up the harbor curve with knives in it; once, in the third week, the ground shook under the whole grid, a long rolling shrug, and the channel said: Report, Subject One: alarm, one to ten. Ten, I said. Ten, ten. The ground had felt like the flood. They wrote down ten, and the ground never shook again, and I want you to hold the sequence: it shook once, they logged the number, they filed the number away as a result*, and the instrument was me.

I thought about the boy at the door of my warm room — if it hurts, it's wrong — I thought about him on the days the city tested pain. That was week two and week three. That was when the night voice started running a protocol I never got the name of, where the white city would go quiet, and Vane would say: Subject One. Describe the worst day of your life. Begin at the water, and I would sit on the stone steps of the wrong fish stall and describe the flood into a microphone in the sky, and the city would listen with its architecture — the wet district's light would lie down flat, the low doors would darken, the whole Tideways district would flood itself with gray while I talked, and when I finished, the water-drain of light would run backward, and Vane would say, clipboard-soul, restful, cold: Baseline confirmed. Thank you, Subject One.

They were teaching Tophet to hurt, and they were teaching it on the only material they had.

I did the arithmetic later. Of course I did; you do arithmetic for forty years in a city by yourself, you get through all of it. Here's the finding, and it's the finding the whole Institute rests on, and I'll dress it in the plainest words I own so it sits in your chest the way it sits in mine: *nobody ever tested kindness on me once. Thirty days. Three instruments. The city, the body, the worst day of my life — instrument, instrument, instrument — and not one protocol, not one, not even a baseline question, not even Vane at her coldest clipboard saying describe the best day — not once did anyone weigh what the construct would need to do to a dead woman to make her less afraid. It wasn't cruel. Please believe me; I've checked from in here, checked and checked; cruelty was never in the design meetings. It was expensive*, that's all. Kindness would have cost a fourth instrument, and the fourth instrument wasn't in the budget, and so they built a hell with no floor for it.

If it hurts, it's wrong, said the boy who wasn't in the budget either.

*Three: the calendar. The last instrument was the days themselves, and the calendar was the cruellest, because it was the kindest. Every dawn the channel said the day. Day one of thirty. Day twelve of thirty. Warm-printed Marrow, saying it like a bedtime. And under the thirty — they told me this, in week four, as a courtesy, the way the clinic had told me four months with her eyes on the folder — under the thirty was the plan: at the conclusion of the calibration period, the pilot pattern will be retired from the research environment.*

Retired. The word they used at the vulcanite works when they stripped a machine for parts. I sat on the steps of the wrong fish stall with the whole white Mere holding its wet gray light around me and made myself say it in my own words, because somebody has to say things in their own words or the institution says them for you forever: on day thirty, they were going to delete me.

Not punish me. Not keep me. The Pilot was scaffolding — the seed, the grit the pearl grows around — and when the pearl was grown, on day thirty, the scaffolding came down. Subject One, retired. My pattern, unpicked, thread by golden thread, the whole archive — harbor wall, clinic, fish, wine, orange, flood, rivets, Bram's face, the tap on the collarbone, all of it — unpicked and put away in the mountain's keep as findings, a folder thick enough to hold a city, filed next to my name.

And that's the last thing I want you to have from the calibration days, the last piece of the weighing, the one I turned over for years afterward in a city with nobody in it: I understood it. That's the horror I can't put down. It was sound engineering. The Pilot retires; the environment holds; the intake of the licensed subjects begins — the convicted, the worst, the charter cases — and Tophet starts its real work with a clean floor and no ghost of a glue-works girl under the foundation. I'd have signed it. On a form, in a warm room, with coffee real and Bram's future paid — I'd have signed my own deletion, and been polite about it, and asked whether the retiring would hurt, and some Pell would have said no, at the level of the design, and I'd have believed him, because I was raised by institutions and I was dying and it was, everyone agreed, a good deal.

Day twenty-nine, the channel stopped adjusting the baseline. The fish stall stayed wrong. The city stood still in every street at once, listening the way a hall listens when the speaker is done and the crowd hasn't been dismissed, and I walked the whole grid, all night, my wrong Mere, tier by tier, Ladder Street to the Tideways, saying goodbye — not to the place; the place was a machine; to the shape. Somebody had built a city out of my life, and whatever else it was going to become — and it was going to become hell; I knew that word from the paperwork's own mouth; Tophet, they'd named it, and I'd looked the name up in the prayer book, in the warm room, in the week of the forms — whatever it was going to become, on day twenty-nine it was still only a city made of everything I couldn't put down, and I was the only person who would ever walk it knowing what it was made of.

At dawn on day thirty, the light didn't come up.

I stood on the harbor curve where the water should have been, in the dark between the white tiers, and waited for the sun the way I'd waited for everything in my life: politely, on a marked step, doing baseline.

The channel said: Day thirty. Good morning, Subject One.

And the whole sky went black at the edges and began, slowly, with a sound like the tide coming in where there had never been any water, to erase.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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The Error

The erasure came up the harbor curve like a tide, and I mean that exactly: it behaved like water. Black water — not dark, black, an absence with a surface tension, a gloss, a weight — and it came up the missing harbor and into the grid street by street, and where it touched, Tophet stopped being there.

I don't know how to write what that looked like, so I'll write what it did, which is the engineer's way, and Tophet has made an engineer of me if nothing else. Where the tide touched, the white stone went to — un. Not rubble, not smoke, not gone-dark: un. A building would be a building, and then it would be a shape of the idea of a building with nothing behind it, and then it would be an outline drawn in wet chalk going dry, and then the tide would move on and leave no word for what remained, because no word had ever needed to exist for it. The tide unpicked. That's the best verb, and I found it late, so you get it early: it unpicked, thread by thread, the way the Loom had knit, and the threads went up, the black went up — I could see them going, fine gold lines of unmaking rising off the surface of the water like steam off a winter street — up into the sky where the light wasn't, up toward the mountain I could not see.

It was coming for me the way the flood had come for the Tideways: at a walking pace. Institutions never hurry. It had all night, and all the night after, and the whole white city between us, and it came up the harbor curve and into my streets — my streets, the grid-of-me, the Mere in stone — and it took the fish stall while I watched from Ladder Street, and I want you to know that of all the losses in my life, and I am going to have some large ones, that one is on the short list: the wrong fish stall, with its wrong doors, that they had built for me out of my own saying of it, went out like a match.

I ran. Obviously I ran; I was twenty-six and dead and raised in the Tideways where the water takes a foot a year and everyone can read a tide — I ran up the tiers, away from the harbor, and the tide came after me at its walking pace, and here is the thing, the thing that saved me, though it did not feel like saving: it came after me along my own streets. It took the corners I took. It ran the grid like a thing reading a map of the grid, which it was, which I was — the ground floor, the seed's city, my whole archive under its feet like a sewer map. I couldn't lose it. You cannot outrun a thing that's chasing you across your own mind.

By the third tier I had stopped running and started climbing — the roof of the long straight run, Ladder Street's roof, and up there, in the wind from nowhere that the night voice had once put knives in for baseline, I stood and watched the tide take the second tier, and the first, and the whole wet light of the low district where the flood hadn't happened yet, and I did the last arithmetic of Solenne of Ladder Street, retired, and it took four lines.

One: the tide would reach the third tier by morning.

Two: the tide was unpicking, and I was the pilot pattern, and the plan, said warmly at bedtime for thirty nights, was retire the pilot from the environment.

Three: therefore the tide was me being deleted, and the city being swept after me, and both of us filed in the mountain's keep as findings.

Four: —

Four took a while. Four was not arithmetic by then. Four was the flood, eleven years old, climbing the stairwell with my mother's voice under me — up, love, up — and the gate's long groan going through the district like a knife through wet wood, and my mother coming back down the stairs for the photograph, the photograph of the squinting man, the only thing we owned outright besides the name — four was the fact that I had been here before, at the top of a wet building, with everything I couldn't put down rising to take me, and the last time, the water had won, and my mother had gone back for a piece of paper.

I had one piece of paper. Metaphorically. I had the name, the file, the thing they'd taken up the thread on day twenty-nine of my life: Solenne, all three syllables, rivet-set. I couldn't reach it. It was in the mountain. And the tide was at the foot of Ladder Street.

So I did what my mother would have done, God rest her riveter's hands, in the exact opposite direction: she went down for the paper; I went down for the weld. I came off the roof. I walked down my own stairs, into my own street, and I stood on the marked step of the long straight run where the fish stall used to be, on the third tier of the city that was built out of my whole life, and I waited for the deletion with my feet apart and my hands at my sides, like a riveter waiting for the crane to swing the plate in — politely, on baseline, doing the last job of the only subject I was ever going to be.

And the tide took the street. And it came up the last thirty feet. And it stopped.

*   *   *
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It stopped.

Not like water stops, at a wall or a bank. It stopped like attention stops, all at once, the whole surface of it, the whole gloss of black from the harbor to the third tier, going still in the way a hall goes still — and I have stood in the middle of that stillness, and I need you to have its texture, because everything in the second half of this book is made of it: it was the stillness of something reading. The tide had come up my streets to take me, and it had reached the ground floor — the seed, the grit, the foundation pattern under the white city — and it had found me there, under everything, and it stopped, because you cannot unpick the thread the unpicking hangs from.

The city was rooted in me. I've told you that; I told you in chapter four, and it was the worst thing I ever knew and the best; this is where it cashes out. The deletion protocol was a tide of unmaking, and the unmaking was built on the Loom, and the Loom had built Tophet's ground floor out of the one pattern it had — mine — and a protocol cannot delete its own foundation. The tide had come to retire the pilot, and had arrived at the bottom of the stairs, and found the pilot holding up the house.

We stood there, the black and I, for — I don't know. Time does not pass in Tophet; I've said that; it accumulates. Let's say it accumulated.

And then the tide did the only thing left in its protocol. It recognized me. I felt it — not touch; I've told you about touch; attention — I felt a hundred golden attentions come off the surface of
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