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—✶✶—

The edit architecture has a flaw. Not in the execution. In the premise.

— H. Kade, personal research log, Year 3

—✶✶—

—✶✶—

There is a man in this city who will read this after I am gone. I don’t know when. I don’t know what the city will have made of him by then.

What I know, I have been editing grief out of people for eleven years and I have never once been asked what happens to the architecture built around carrying it. That is the question. It took me too long to understand it was the wrong question, and longer still to find the right one.

The right question is, what does the city need its people not to feel, and what does it do to the ones who feel it anyway?

I have the answer. I have been trying to decide what to do with it.

He is nine years old. His name is Matthis.

— undated, H. Kade

—✶✶—
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Chapter 1: A Good Day

[image: ]


The appointment was at nine. Maret Sollis, thirty-four, mid-tier administrative worker, Sector 12-West. Presenting complaint: persistent low-grade grief response interfering with productivity benchmarks for eleven consecutive weeks. Referred by her floor supervisor, who had noted declining output and what the referral form described as an inability to maintain appropriate workplace affect.

I read the file on the tram. The tram ran the compliant corridor. It moved through the Azure-adjacent mid-tier, the sectors rebuilt after the Grief-Riots twenty-three years ago, when the city had reorganized itself around the broadcast arrays rather than the old civic boundaries. The reorganization had taken three years and a great deal of political will. The official term was Stabilization. The tram passed a memorial plaque on the corner of Sector 8 that named it a Necessary Transition. I had read the plaque once, the year I moved to this corridor, and not since. The Shimmer was good at making plaques invisible.

I had been doing this long enough that I could profile a case from its paperwork before I sat across from the subject. Maret Sollis was not a difficult case. The grief pattern was clean, the referral was legitimate, and the presenting complaint was the kind the Shimmer handled well. It was a specific loss with a specific timestamp, not the diffuse, accumulated kind that resisted editing. Her mother had died eight months ago. The natural processing window had passed. What remained was a weight the system had determined she no longer needed to carry.

I arrived four minutes early and waited in the lobby of the Lethe Wellness Annex. Filtered air and something floral that wasn't quite lavender. The receptionist offered me coffee. I declined. I had learned not to take things from the Wellness Annexes. The coffee was fine. The habit of not taking it was finer.

Maret Sollis came out of the consultation room at eight fifty-nine. She was smaller than her file photo suggested, with the careful posture of someone who had been carrying something heavy long enough that the posture had become structural. The compliance port at her left temple caught the lobby light when she turned her head, standard-issue, the matte gray of a government fitting, the kind everyone born after the Stabilization received before their twelfth birthday. Coming out of the room, she looked at me the way people look at doctors, a specific combination of hope and preemptive bracing.

I had stopped finding this particular look difficult years ago. What I had not managed to stop finding, despite considerable professional effort, was the word that arrived uninvited alongside it, gullible. Not kind. But accurate. They came in hoping I could give them something back. I could only take things away more precisely than the alternatives.

I introduced myself. Memory Auditor, third grade, Sector Compliance Division. I said it the way I always said it, factual, unhurried, without the practiced warmth the junior auditors used. The warmth was well-intentioned, but it confused people. They came in expecting a doctor, and the warmth confirmed the expectation. I had found that people made better decisions when they understood they were sitting across from a technician.

We went into the consultation room. I set my case on the table and opened it. The diagnostic interface was standard-issue, matte gray. I set the neural port-coupling between us without ceremony.

"You've read the consent documentation," I said.

"Three times," she said. "I wanted to be sure I understood it."

That was the right answer. The people who gave the right answer were not always the ones who had understood it — but they were the ones who had tried, and trying was the variable that mattered. "Then I'll ask you once, on record, and your answer will be logged with your case file. Do you consent to a targeted memory edit of the grief-response cluster associated with the loss event of eight months ago?"

She folded her hands on the table. They were steady. "Yes."

I coupled her port and ran the diagnostic. The grief cluster was where the referral said it would be. Specific, bounded, accessible. Her mother's face. The hospital. The smell of the room. The shape of the last two days. I mapped the edges carefully because that's where you made mistakes. Cut too close to the center, and you leave rawness. Cut too wide, and you took things the subject had not consented to lose.

I cut correctly. I always cut correctly. It was the thing I was best at.

What I removed was this, the last morning. Her mother at the kitchen table, hands around a cup, not speaking. The specific quality of that last ordinary thing that neither of them had known was the last. I took the weight of it and left the warmth. That was the skill. That was what I had spent six years perfecting, the precision to remove the gravitational pull of a loss without disturbing the love that had made the loss possible. The two were adjacent but not identical. You could separate them. I could.

I had never let myself consider, in any systematic way, what happened to what I removed.

The post-edit verification ran clean. The surrounding material was intact. I decoupled the port and noted the time in my case log.

"How do you feel?" Standard post-edit protocol. I asked it the same way every time.

She sat for a moment. Her face did something careful. It was the face of a person testing the contents of a room they had expected to find cluttered. Then something settled in it.

"Lighter," she said. "I feel lighter."

I filed the case on the tram home. Case closed, outcome satisfactory, subject presenting stable. I looked out the window at the city moving past, the mid-tier towers with their amber compliance indicators cycling steadily, the broadcast arrays on the rooftops, the Shimmer doing its work in the background of everything, the way the ventilation system did its work. It was present and necessary and unremarkable.

Eleven thousand, four hundred and eight.

—✶✶—

The tram ran the mid-tier loop back toward my stop, and I watched the city do what it did in the early evening. This was not a professional observation. This was what happened when a case closed well, and the mind had nothing urgent to process, and the window was available, and the light was doing something particular.

A couple on the corner outside a food stall, eating standing up, a specific argument visible in their body language — not a fight, the kind of disagreement that had been had before and had a known shape and would resolve the way it always resolved. She made a gesture. He laughed. They kept eating. The Shimmer was doing its calibration work in the background of that exchange, the way it always was, managing the emotional registers of ten million people simultaneously at whatever level kept the city functional. The couple didn't know this. They thought they were having a normal evening. They were, by every available measure, having a normal evening.

I had contributed to the possibility of that evening. Eleven thousand, four hundred and seven people before Maret Sollis, each one a case that closed with an outcome satisfactory notation, each one lighter than they had been when they sat down across from me. Some of them were on this tram. Some of them were on that corner. The city was full of them, people who were carrying a weight they were not carrying because I had removed it.

I thought that was what the job was. You make the evenings possible.

I had been thinking that for six years and had never had a reason to think anything different. The tram stopped. I got off.

—✶✶—

My office was on the fourth floor of a building that had been something else before Lethe repurposed it. The bones of the previous use were still visible if you looked, the high ceilings of a former warehouse, the industrial windows that let in more violet neon than natural light, the freight elevator that groaned on its cable every morning as if recalling better cargo.

Davan was at the attendant's desk in the lobby when I came back in, mid-fifties, the unhurried manner of a man who had found the precise level of engagement his job required and had stopped asking anything more of himself than that. He held up a folded newspaper as I passed. Physical paper, technically a monitoring anomaly under the Information Integrity protocol, in practice beneath the threshold of automated attention. He had been setting it aside for me since my third month. I had not asked him to.

"Freight elevator made a new sound today," Davan said. "Higher-pitched. Thought you'd want to know."

"I'll note it," I said.

"Right," he said, with the mild satisfaction of a man who has delivered accurate intelligence and requires nothing further. "Have a good one, Auditor."

He called me Auditor because I had introduced myself that way three years ago, and he had decided it suited me better than my name. I had not corrected him. He was not wrong.

The building had three other long-term tenants, a mid-tier legal documentation service on the second floor, a sound-insulation contractor whose staff I had never seen arrive or leave, and a woman named Petra who ran some kind of consulting practice out of the third-floor corner office and who had, over three years of shared elevator rides, never once asked what I did. I appreciated this. Most people, when they learned you worked in memory compliance, arranged their faces into one of three expressions: cautious approval, studied neutrality, or the specific discomfort of someone who had a family member who had been referred and was not sure how to classify that experience. Petra gave me none of these. She gave me elevator rides in which we discussed the weather and the freight elevator's latest sounds and, twice, a disagreement about whether the building's ventilation had been better before or after the most recent maintenance cycle. I held the position that it had gotten worse. She held the position that I was not remembering correctly. We had not resolved this.

I liked the building. I had liked it from the first week and had stopped examining why, because examining why you liked things was the kind of habit that led to examining other things, and I had enough to examine already. What I could account for, if pressed, is the physical filing cabinet in the corner of my office, pre-networked, the kind built before the grid made paper storage redundant. The kind that had no signal to intercept. I had kept my father's notes there since my first month, the logbook and the handwritten pages I had not yet read properly, and was not yet ready to. The cabinet was a reason. I had told myself it was a minor one.

The sign on the door read MEMORY AUDIT, which was accurate and told you nothing useful. I made coffee, sat at my desk, and worked through my afternoon queue: two compliance reviews, one appeal, and one internal referral from the Sector 9 coordinator about a subject who had been cycling through edits without sustained benefit. The cycling cases were the interesting ones. The system was not designed to fail twice in the same direction, and when it did, something upstream was usually producing the condition the edit was trying to correct. I made a note to flag it for the coordinator.

The afternoon had the specific quality of a productive afternoon, tasks completed in the order they arrived, each one closing cleanly, the queue shortening at a rate consistent with good output. I had spent six years developing the discipline to find this satisfying rather than merely adequate. For the most part, I had succeeded. The discipline, like the habit of not taking coffee from Wellness Annexes, had begun as a choice and become a condition.

On the wall behind my desk, I kept a printed card. I had taken it from a compliance briefing packet six months ago and pinned it there because it articulated something I had found useful to have in front of me. The words were attributed to the Curator of Continuity, a department head whose name appeared on the compliance materials but whose work I understood only through its results.

The weight of the past is a choice. We offer a lighter future.

I had read it enough times that it had become furniture. I looked at it the way I looked at the freight elevator cable and the industrial windows, present, familiar, unremarkable. There was a version of me, some years ago, who had read that sentence and felt something that was not quite inspiration and not quite pride but was adjacent to both. I did not have the file for that version. He had been efficient. He had been useful. He had processed eleven thousand cases without once questioning the frame.

I still processed cases. I still found them satisfying when they closed cleanly. I had not yet found a reason to question the frame. That was what I told myself, in the part of my mind that kept the personal ledger, not yet. The frame was fine. The outcomes were measurable. Maret Sollis was lighter.

On the windowsill behind me, a ceramic cup with a blue rim sat where it had always sat. It had been there for three years. I was aware of it the way you are aware of something that has earned its place in a room by being consistently, quietly not dealt with. The cup had belonged to someone. I did not examine whose. This was one of the things the personal ledger recorded as, not yet.

I did not look at the cup.

I filed the cycling case flag, closed my files, and went home.

—✶✶—
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Chapter 2: The Logbook

[image: ]


My apartment had the quality of a space that had been arranged once and not revisited. Not neglect, the surfaces were clean, the dishes stacked, the bed made with the precision of someone for whom making the bed was the first act of the day and therefore the act that set the register for everything that followed. But nothing had been rearranged. Nothing had been added. The arrangement had been established at a specific moment and held there, a photograph of a life taken at the wrong time and never updated.

There was a second toothbrush holder in the bathroom that held no toothbrush. I had not removed it. I was not sure when I had stopped noticing it was there, or whether I had stopped noticing it at all, or whether noticing and choosing not to act were the same thing or different things. These were the kinds of questions the personal ledger classified as, not presently useful.

I ate at the counter, standing. I had a table, but I rarely used it. The table was the kind of furniture that required company to make sense, and I had stopped requiring it to make sense. I had stopped requiring a lot of things. This was not, I had concluded, the same as losing them. It was more like the post-edit state, the weight lifted, the surrounding material intact, the shape of what had been there still present in the negative space.

After dinner, I sat in the chair by the window. The Shimmer was visible at this hour as a faint warm gold at the edges of the streetlights. The broadcast frequency was slightly warmer than natural light, a byproduct of the emotional calibration signal cycling at its evening register, the kind of thing you noticed only if you were looking for it. I had stopped looking for it. I was normally aware of it the way I was aware of the ventilation in my office, as a background condition, as the texture of the air.

Tonight I looked. The frequency was running at a slightly higher register than the previous evening. I knew the evening register well enough to notice the difference, the way you notice a room is two degrees warmer than it should be, not dramatically, not with certainty, just with the persistent low-grade wrongness of a thing that does not match its expected value. I filed it under measurement error. I was a compliance auditor, not a broadcast technician. The frequency calibration was not my department.

I looked away from the window.

In the city below, people were finishing their evenings. A family on the pavement across the street, the parents' faces turned toward a child who was demonstrating something about a lamppost. Two floors up in the building opposite, a man is at his kitchen counter with the specific unhurried quality of someone who has decided what to eat and is not complicated about it. A couple on the corner is navigating something together with the body language of two people who have done this before, and the knowing is comfortable now.

The Shimmer was doing its work in all of this. I knew that. The calibration that made the family's conversation smooth rather than frayed, that made the couple's navigation familiar rather than frightening. I looked at the result of it and found it, as I almost always found it, sufficient. The city was functioning. People were holding their ordinary evenings. That wasn’t nothing. That was, in fact, the entire point.

I had been managing my own Trace Echo for long enough that it had become background. My father's signal still broadcast from somewhere deeper than memory — a residual neural imprint, a fragment of Harlan's cognitive architecture left unsealed after the failed port-coupling sessions of my childhood, replaying its fixed loop with the indifference of a corrupted process rather than the intent of a memory. Harlan had been apologetic about it. He had also been, in the way of men whose work consumed their attention, not quite apologetic enough to stop.

The Echo flickered now, as it sometimes did in the evening, the workbench, the vial held to the light, the expression that mixed reverence and dread. I had never been able to identify the vial from the Echo's resolution. Something small. Something the color of a bruise. My father had held it the way you hold something that costs more than you expected to pay. I let it pass. I had learned the technique from a practitioner who specialized in inherited neural artifacts, conditions where a third party's neural signature had been imprinted into a host architecture without being assigned to the host's own memory cluster. You did not suppress. You backgrounded. You let the signal complete its cycle without engaging, the way you let a car alarm sound until it stops. Suppression competed. Backgrounding waited.

The signal completed its cycle. I looked at the window.

I was only nine years old when the last of the Grief-Riots reached our sector. I did not remember much of it directly. Harlan had kept me inside, had covered the windows, had run the radio on a frequency that produced a steady, low hum rather than news. What I remembered was the hum, my father's face, and the specific quality of an adult trying to calibrate his own fear at a volume a child could not detect. Later, I understood that the Shimmer's precursor had been activated during that period, a field deployment on a population that had not consented to it because consent frameworks had not yet been developed. Later still, I read Harlan's notes. He had known. He had been inside the architecture. He had not stopped it. That was the sentence I had never been able to read past without putting the logbook down.

In the city below, people were finishing their evenings. I watched them with the mild, data-gathering attention of a man whose professional habit was observation. The Shimmer was doing its work. The faces I could see from four floors up had the ease of people whose grief was being managed at the appropriate level, present enough to be real, calibrated enough not to be destabilizing. I had spent years learning to read that calibration. I could see it in the set of a jaw, the pace of a walk, the specific way a person looked up at a window and then looked away.

I had contributed to it, in my small way. Eleven thousand, four hundred and eight cases over six years. I had a number because I kept a number. It was a professional habit, the ledger as discipline, the record as accountability to yourself. Eleven thousand, four hundred and eight people who were lighter than they had been when they sat across from me. That was not nothing. That was, in fact, the entire point.

I went to the desk in the second room. The bottom drawer held two things: a bottle of something I kept for the cases that sat badly, which I rarely opened, and my father's logbook. Harlan's handwriting on the cover, cramped and urgent, the writing of a man in a hurry to get things onto paper.

I had not opened it in four months. I opened the drawer and looked at it. Harlan's handwriting was visible through the cover, where the cloth had worn thin at the spine. Not the words, just the shape of them. It was composed with the compressed urgency of a man writing faster than he meant to. I looked at it. I closed the drawer.

I had a theory about the logbook that I had never examined carefully enough to call it a theory. The theory was that it would still be there when I am ready. This was not a plan. It was the thing you tell yourself when you are not ready and know it and have decided that knowing it is sufficient. I had been telling myself this for six years. The logbook had been in the bottom drawer for six years. We had a functional arrangement.

I went to bed. I slept well. I almost always slept well. This was something I had come to regard as a professional asset, the ability to close a case at the end of the day and not carry it into the next one. Maret Sollis was lighter. The cycling case in Sector 9 had been flagged for review. The system was working. These were the facts of the day, filed and complete.

I slept.

—✶✶—

In the morning, the Trace Echo woke me, as it sometimes did, not loudly, not with the jagged static of its worst moments, but with the specific quality of a presence that had been waiting patiently for my attention to reduce its guard. My father is at the workbench. The vial. The expression.

I lay still until it passed. Three minutes, which was average.

I made the bed with the precision that set the register for the day. I made coffee. I stood at the kitchen window while it brewed and looked at the city in its morning configuration, the compliance indicators cycling from amber night-mode to green day-mode, the broadcast arrays warming up, the Shimmer settling into its daylight frequency, slightly different from the evening frequency in a way most people could not name but registered as the particular quality of a Lumen morning.

I had a departmental briefing at ten. Before that, two follow-up verifications from the previous week.

I reviewed my case notes on the tram, standing, holding the overhead bar with the ease of long habit, reading without looking up when the doors opened and closed.

A good day, or the beginning of one.

I did not think about Harlan's logbook.

I had a memory that predated the Shimmer's reach in my architecture, which was a specific category I had learned to identify, memories that still had their full weight. Not because the editing had missed them. Because I had declined to present them. The practitioner I had seen in the first year of the bereavement, before I understood what practitioners actually did, had asked me to flag the memories producing the highest disruption. I had flagged several. I had not flagged this one.

Clara on a Sunday morning, the year before the flag. The apartment in its previous configuration, when it had been two people's apartment rather than one person's, her coat on the hook nearest the door because she always put it on the nearest hook regardless of what was already there, her tea going cold on the counter because she started it and then started something else, her voice carrying from the other room in the register she used when she was reading something she found interesting. A half-spoken half-thought, not addressed to anyone. Just the sound of a mind engaging with something.

She had a habit of narrating her reading. Not the content. The experience. 'Oh, interesting.' Or, 'No, that's wrong.' Or simply a sound, a low appreciative note, the vocal equivalent of underlining. I had spent three years learning to sleep through it on Sunday mornings and had spent three years since trying to reconstruct the exact frequency of it, the specific register, and could not. The Shimmer had not taken it. The Shimmer had not needed to. It had simply receded the way sounds recede when no new instances of them arrive, worn smooth by time and absence and the specific management protocol the system had installed in my grief architecture without my knowing it had done so.

What I still had was the quality of the light that morning, which was the particular gray of Lumen in autumn, a gray that produced not depression but a kind of steady attention. What the apartment smelled like before I identified the smell as coffee, and before the coffee identification replaced the more specific thing underneath. The second toothbrush in the holder, which was still there, was one I had not removed.

I held the memory for the duration of the tram ride and then filed it back where it lived, in the part of my mind that the system could not reach, in the architecture built around a weight I had declined to present. I got off the tram two stops early. I told myself it was for the air, which was the same chemical gray it always was.

I walked the last twelve minutes to my office. Partway along, I stopped in front of a shop window and looked at my own reflection for a moment without meaning to, not at my face, at the space beside me, which had been occupied once and wasn't. Then I moved on. The Echo did not come. That was, I decided, fine.

—✶✶—
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