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CHAPTER ONE

The Terms of Survival

The bad coffee was Voss's fault again. He had the espresso machine's manual open on the counter — had printed it, specifically, three weeks ago, after Locke had offered for what Kade estimated was the fourteenth time to show him the pressure calibration. The manual was seven pages and explained the problem clearly. He had read it. He still did something wrong with the tamping, or with the grind, or with some sequence of small decisions that occurred between intention and result, and the coffee came out bitter and thin, and he drank it anyway because he had made it and because Kade was still asleep and because the apartment at 5:40 AM had a quality he had been trying to learn the name for since his mother died. Quiet, he would have said before. Now he understood it was something more specific than that. It was the quiet of a space that held another person's breathing. He stood at the window with his bad coffee and listened to Kade sleep and watched the city collect itself in the early light, and he tried to be present in it the way he'd been practicing — not narrating, not cataloguing, just standing in the morning with both feet. He had been getting better at this. He was not good at it. His phone was face-down on the counter. He had put it face-down deliberately. The ODP monitoring alert system pinged an average of eleven times between midnight and 6 AM, and he had started the practice of face-down phones because otherwise

he would pick it up, and picking it up was not presence, it was its opposite. He knew this. He had been told this. He had, in fact, written it in his own notes: the alert is not the world. The world is here. He drank his bad coffee. In the bedroom, Kade made a sound that was not quite waking — the intermediate state he had learned to read as the Solari traffic moving through her before her instruments registered it. She had explained this to him once, carefully, as a physical fact and not a metaphor: the bridge had changed the architecture of her attention. The Solari communicated in a register her body had learned to receive before her conscious mind caught up. She was not, she had said, sure this would stop progressing. She was managing it. He had said: is it like pain? She had thought about it. It's like being in a conversation you didn't start, she'd said. Most of the time it's background. Sometimes it's louder. He had written that in his notes too. He had not written what he'd thought next, which was: and if it keeps getting louder? The sound from the bedroom stopped. He heard her breathing return to sleep-pattern. The Solari traffic had passed through. He stood at the window and let himself notice that it had happened — the pull of her attention mid-sentence, even unconscious — and let himself not say anything about it, because saying something would require her to manage his noticing on top of managing the thing being noticed. He was practicing this. He was not good at it yet. The coffee was genuinely bad. He drank the last of it. —

His mother had been dead for fourteen months. He thought about her at odd times now, not in the acute way of the early weeks but in the way you thought about someone when you were doing something they would have recognized — standing at a window, making bad coffee, listening to a city wake up. She had been, he understood now in ways he hadn't during her life, a person who was very good at standing in a room. She had not needed to fill silence. She had not needed the room to be interesting. She had simply been in rooms, fully, in a way he had spent forty-three years failing to understand as a skill. He was learning it from her in her absence. He found this both correct and sad. Locke had said, once, that the sad part was Voss's department. He had not been wrong. — Kade emerged at 6:15, which was her time — she kept a different schedule than him, organized around the Solari's peak transmission windows, which corresponded badly to any human time zone. She wore the gray sweater she'd had since before Janus. Her hair was shorter now. He noticed it the way he'd been practicing: without making it mean something, just noticing it as a fact about the person in the room. "Bad coffee?" she said. "Working on it." "The manual's been on the counter for three weeks." "I've read the manual." She looked at the espresso machine with the expression of someone deciding whether to say the next thing. She decided. "Locke offered—" "I've got it."

She poured herself the remaining coffee from the pot, which was the drip variety, which he'd also made, which was only marginally better than the espresso but was at least consistent in its failure. She sat at the table with both hands around the cup. Outside, the city was doing its morning work. A siren somewhere, moving away. They had been doing this — the apartment, the bad coffee, the mornings — for seven months. Since the declaration. Since the assessment had gone to ongoing and the probe had, eventually, in week four of that assessment, reoriented away from region six and returned to its stationary boundary position. The Calculator had not communicated again. The inhabited layer with seventeen words for kinds of rain was still there, still unaware, still doing whatever it did in rain. Vasquez's piece had run. The public had the question now, if not the classified answer, and the question had generated the kind of sustained, distributed engagement that Rao had predicted — people forming their own frameworks, not panicking, not dismissing, thinking. All of that had happened. They were living in its aftermath. "Lily's coming Saturday," Kade said. "I know." He refilled his cup with the drip coffee. "She'll want to update the atlas." "She found three more sites with the distribution model. Kevin forwarded her notes." A pause. "She color-coded the assessment probabilities. Orange for active, gray for historical." Kade looked at her cup. "She's building a risk map." He sat down across from her. The table was small — it had been small when the apartment was just his, and remained small now that it was both of theirs, and neither of them had replaced it because replacing it would require agreeing on a different one,

which would require time neither of them had spent, which was itself a small and informative fact about how they were living. "A twelve-year-old is building a Korth risk map," he said. "Thirteen next month." "A twelve-year-old, for three more weeks, is building a Korth risk map." Kade almost smiled. "She says the distribution isn't random. She thinks there's a sequencing logic — the sites cluster in a pattern that suggests the Korth work through layer-clusters systematically before moving to adjacent clusters. Like—" She stopped. Looked for the right word. "Like farmers rotating fields." The image landed wrong. He could see her register this and decide to let it land wrong rather than soften it. "Thaless?" he said. "I'm going to ask this week. If the Pelagari's long-record matches Lily's distribution hypothesis." She drank her coffee. "It's going to take Thaless a long time to answer." "Because it's a long record." "Because it will hurt to look at it. All the fields, in sequence." She put the cup down. "I think Thaless will do it. They've been generous." He looked at her. At the gray sweater and the shorter hair and the particular quality she had now of being slightly more porous than she'd been when he first knew her — not weaker, something else, as if the bridge had thinned whatever membrane usually existed between her and the room. He thought about what he'd heard from the bedroom, the not-quite-waking sound, the Solari traffic moving through.

He thought about asking. He was practicing asking things he was afraid to ask. "The morning traffic," he said. "It's getting more frequent." She didn't pretend she didn't know what he meant. "Yes." "Is it — are you sleeping through it, or is it waking you?" "Both. Depending." She looked at her hands. "Lumen-Prime is very—" She paused. "They're not trying to be disruptive. I don't think they understand the architecture of human sleep. They communicate when there's something to communicate." "What were they communicating this morning?" "I don't know yet. I'll check the monitoring logs when I get in." She looked up at him. "It's not an emergency. I know the emergency register. It wasn't that." He nodded. He was learning to accept this — the partial information, the trust that she would tell him the emergency register. He was not fully there yet. "I'm going to make a better attempt at the espresso," he said. "The manual," she said. "I know about the manual." "Step four," she said. "You're applying too much pressure on the tamp. You press, then you rotate to check seating, and you're adding force on the rotation. That's where the bitterness comes from." He looked at her. "You've been watching me make it wrong for three weeks." "I was waiting to see if you'd figure it out." "That's cruel." "That's scientific." But there was something in her voice — warmth, and something more particular beneath the warmth, the specific quality she had when she was being very present with

him and knew she was being present and was choosing to say so in a sideways way. He recognized it. He had been learning to recognize it. He got up and made the espresso again, this time following the manual at step four, pressing and not rotating, and the machine made a different sound than it usually did — a more sustained extraction, a fuller pressure. He brought it to the table. It was substantially less bitter. "Hm," he said. "There it is," said Kade. — The ODP Covenant briefing was at 9 AM. He had three hours. He showered. He looked at his phone — eleven alerts, as predicted, all manageable, nothing that would have required waking up for. He put on the clothes that meant working, which were different from the clothes he wore in the apartment, which were different again from the clothes he'd worn for the first three years of the project, before his mother died, when he had been a person who primarily existed at the intersection of data and problem and had not thought much about which shirt he was wearing to inhabit that intersection. He was thinking about shirts now. This felt like progress of a strange kind. Kade left before him, because the Solari morning traffic needed to be logged before the 8 AM cross-reference with the Veylan concealment monitoring. He watched her go. He stood in the apartment for a moment after the door closed and let the quiet be specific to her absence, which was different from the quiet of her sleeping.

He was learning the difference. — The briefing room on the seventh floor had a new configuration — Rao's doing, three weeks ago, after the second Covenant review session with the inter-agency observers. The table was the same, the chairs were the same, but someone had placed a water pitcher at the center with actual glasses, which was a small civilizational improvement over the single paper-cup dispenser that had lived there since month four. Walsh was already in. She had, he had come to understand, never not been already in. He suspected she arrived before the building opened and left after it closed and existed between those times in a state of complete functional readiness that he found both impressive and mildly concerning. "The Covenant review summary," she said, and pushed a folder across the table. He took it. He had read the draft version last night. The finalized version was three pages shorter, which Rao had said meant the inter-agency lawyers had finished their pass. He opened it to the terms page. The Covenant — the formal agreement Earth had been operating under since the Calculator's initial acceptance of their network-participation status — had been renewed for a second cycle. The terms were the same in broad structure and significantly different in specificity. Broad structure: contribute measurable network value per cycle or face re-assessment. Specificity: what measurable network value meant had been, in the second cycle, annotated by the Calculator's Covenant working document with examples.

The examples were, as Locke had said when he read them, very interesting and also bad. The first example of measurable network value was dimensional communication infrastructure — the bridge, the Solari channels, the Veylan concealment architecture. This they had. This was being maintained. Fine. The second example was active contribution to network knowledge expansion, which Kade had translated as something like: do you help the network know more than it did before you were in it. Lily's atlas work was this, arguably. The dead-layer catalog was this. The third example was the one Rao had flagged and Voss had been reading around twice a day for a week without finding a comfortable way to look at it directly. It read: demonstration of capacity to manage dimensional triage in a manner consistent with network preservation priorities. The Calculator's working document defined triage. The definition was precise and long. The summary of it was: could Earth make the hard choices, when they needed to be made, in alignment with what the broader network required. The declaration over region six had been logged as Earth's first triage decision. The Calculator had noted it. The Covenant second cycle included it as evidence of triage capacity. Which meant the Calculator was grading them on the thing Voss had been trying not to become. He put the folder down. He looked at Walsh. "The triage provision," he said. "Yes." "Rao's read it."

"Rao's been on the phone with the inter-agency legal team since 7 AM." "Chen?" "Chen thinks the triage provision is an opportunity," Walsh said, in the tone of someone who was reporting a fact without endorsing it. "I know what Chen thinks." "Crane thinks we should look at it as a framework rather than a mandate. He used the word framework four times in the review meeting. His deputy counted." "That was probably Walsh's deputy." Walsh did not confirm or deny this. She was very good at not confirming or denying things. "The working group session is at two," she said. "Rao wants you there before two. She said to tell you she needs five minutes without the full room." "I'll be there at one-fifty." "She said one-forty-five." "Then I'll be there at one-forty-five." Walsh gathered her materials. At the door she stopped — not quite a pause, more the way she moved when something was not on her official agenda but she'd decided to say it anyway. "The triage provision," she said again. "Yes." "It's going to require decisions." "Everything requires decisions." "Specific ones." She looked at him with the directness she used when she was being precise about something she was not going to put in a written brief. "The Calculator has included region six's inhabited layer in the Covenant review as a line item. Under network-adjacent entities, non-participating status. That's

new language." A pause. "It wasn't in the first cycle's review." He looked at the folder on the table. The Calculator had noticed the declaration. It had logged it. It had waited seven months and put the inhabited layer of region six into the second-cycle Covenant review as a non-participating entity adjacent to Earth's network. Which was not the same as a threat. Which was also not the same as safety. "Thank you," he said. Walsh left. He sat with the folder and the water pitcher and the glasses that were a small civilizational improvement, and he thought about what it meant to be graded on triage by an instrument that used triage to decide who survived assessment. He thought about his own notes: the alert is not the world. The world is here. He thought about Kade's coffee instructions. Step four. Three weeks of watching him do it wrong before telling him. He thought about Lily's risk map, color-coded in orange and gray. He thought about the Covenant's triage provision, and what kind of choices it was going to require, and who in the room at two PM was going to make the argument for the Calculator-logic version of those choices, and whether he was going to be able to tell the difference between that argument and his own. He picked up his phone. He sent Kade a message: Solari morning traffic — did you get the logs? She responded in two minutes: Yes. Checking now. Something in the low-frequency personal channel. Not operational. Will tell you at lunch.

Something in the low-frequency personal channel. The channel that the Veylan's concealment architecture left open, at twelve percent efficiency loss, because grief was not information the Korth could use and because the relationship mattered more than the efficiency. He put his phone down. He looked at the Covenant folder. He looked at the water pitcher. He thought: fourteen days minimum. Twenty-three with the concealment upgrade. The inhabited layer of region six, color-coded orange in a thirteen-year-old's notebook, now appearing as a line item in the second-cycle Covenant review. He thought: non-participating entity. He thought: that word — non-participating — is the Calculator already choosing a frame for them. And the frame is a trap. Outside, in the parking lot, normal people were arriving for a normal Tuesday. He watched them from the window for a moment — the paper bags and the phone calls and the specific unhurried quality of people who did not know the Covenant's triage provision existed. He turned from the window. He had three hours. He was going to spend twenty minutes of them reading the triage provision's full text very carefully, and then he was going to go find Kade, and then he was going to be present for whatever the Solari had sent in the low-frequency personal channel this morning, and then he was going to go to the meeting at one-forty-five and sit across from the people who would make the Calculator-logic argument, and he was going to make sure that when he opened his mouth, he knew the difference between their voice and his own.

The distinction, he had been told, was not always obvious until after the moment of choice, when you looked back at what you'd decided and saw whose calculation you'd been running. He was going to have to learn to see it before.


CHAPTER TWO

The Withdrawal

The low-frequency Solari message took Kade forty minutes to parse, which meant it was either very simple or very old. Simple messages parsed fast because her software had learned their grammar. Old messages parsed slowly because the harmonic structures predated the grammar her software had assembled — they were using registers the bridge knew before any instrument did, and the instruments had to catch up. This one was old. She had the monitoring logs open on her workstation at 7:52 AM, still in her coat because she hadn't gotten around to taking it off, a cup of tea going cold at her elbow. The lab was quiet in the specific way of early mornings — calibration equipment running its cycles, the Veylan display sitting at its patient PATTERN-C9, the parallax atlas on the secondary screen showing the forty-eight logged sites in Lily's color-coded system. Orange for active assessment probability above forty percent. Gray for historical. Two of the orange sites had darkened toward the center of their markers in Lily's latest update, which was Lily's notation for confidence increasing. Kade looked at the tea. She drank some of it. Cold. The translation came back at 78% confidence, which was high for a low-frequency personal channel message and meant Lumen-Prime had been deliberate about making themselves understood.

It said: We are showing you something that has no name in your register. We will give it a shape instead. The shape is: a civilization reaches toward the network and the network reaches back and in the reaching, the civilization is changed by what it has touched. This is not a warning. This is a record of what happens. We carry many such records. We are asking whether you have begun to notice the change in the one who reaches. Kade read it twice. She looked at the secondary screen. The atlas with its orange and gray sites. She looked at the coat she had not yet taken off. She thought: Lumen-Prime is asking about me. Not about the bridge, not about the network infrastructure, not about Earth's Covenant compliance or the Korth threat or any of the forty-seven geopolitical and dimensional variables that the 9 AM briefing was going to address. They were asking about her specifically — the one who reaches — and whether anyone had noticed what the reaching was doing. Voss had noticed. He had told her, this morning over bad coffee that had become briefly better, that the morning traffic was getting more frequent. He had asked whether she was sleeping through it. He had been practicing asking things he was afraid to ask, and that had been one, and she had answered it honestly: both, depending. She had not told him what she was afraid of. She saved the translation. She opened a response window to the Lumen-Prime channel and sat with it for a moment. What she was afraid of was not the integration itself. She had made her peace with the bridge, with the changed architecture of her attention, with the Solari traffic that moved

through her chest before her instruments caught it. She had made her peace with being useful in ways that required her body to be a kind of instrument. She had even, mostly, made her peace with the fact that mostly was doing significant work in that sentence. What she was afraid of was the question Voss had not asked yet. He had asked whether the traffic was waking her. He had not asked whether she wanted it to stop. He had not asked because he understood, correctly, that the answer would require her to choose between two things she was not ready to choose between, and he was trying not to force the choice before it was necessary. She appreciated this. She was also aware that his not asking was itself a choice, and that eventually the question would arrive anyway, forced by something outside either of them. She typed into the response window: Yes. He has noticed. He does not yet know what he is noticing. She sent it. Then she took off her coat. * * * Locke arrived at 8:15 with coffee from the Marietta place — two cups, one for him, one for Kade, because he had been doing this since he learned the Forsyth place was still closed for renovation and had apparently decided to simply absorb the addition to his morning route. He set her cup at the edge of her workstation without interrupting what she was doing, which was how Locke communicated care: by finding









