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How to Play

You are Eli Moreau. Start at section 1. Every section ends in a choice; tap one (or turn to its number).

Keep the CODE WORDS and NUMBERS from Gatecrash and write down every new one. Some pages here ask for them, and Book 3 will ask for all of them. The best ending in the whole trilogy is locked behind all three books.

In the Judgment Halls, whatever is entered is weighed. Most choices can kill you, and some deaths arrive a choice or two after the mistake that caused them. Each death sends you back to the fork that killed you: tap Try again, or Back to start.

Read the rules on the wall. Then read them again. Naomi does.


Previously

At 8:49 on a Tuesday morning the sky over Chicago opened, and the Bureau came down Wabash Avenue with a card for everyone. Eli Moreau, twenty-five, careful, unforgiven, got Theo, a nine-year-old with a fist in his sleeve, and Naomi Achebe, who reads every rule twice. Floor by floor, form by form, they went down through the Bureau’s intake, and they learned the one rule that kept them alive: sign nothing you haven’t read.

Now the balance-door has opened onto Floor Three. Below it are the Judgment Halls, where nobody asks you to sign anything. They only ask you questions.


The Story

1

The balance-door swings inward without a sound, and Floor Three opens in front of you: a cathedral somebody gutted and refitted as a courtroom.

Gray stone climbs out of sight. Pews, docks and rails run in rows toward a raised Bench at the far end, and when you try to look at the Bench your eyes slide off it like a thumb off wet glass. Above it hangs a brass scale, two empty pans on a beam, swaying in air that doesn’t move.

At a lectern by the door, a man in mechanic’s coveralls is finishing his case. It’s good. Clean premises, no gaps, a conclusion you’d sign your own name under. The Bench inclines. The scale tips. The man flattens edge-first into a card the size of a playing card, and a clerk picks him off the lectern and files him.

Being right folded him.

Theo’s fist finds your sleeve. Naomi is at your shoulder. Behind you, the chorus jams the doorway.

Not all of them came down the stair with you. A clerk at the balance-door is reading from a docket headed ACCOMPANIMENT OF MOREAU, and as each name is called someone steps out of a side passage, blinking, with a brown tag on their coat: Walter Kos, retired motorman. Hana, an EMT, with a policeman called Marcus Reyes laid on a door between her and Walter. Priya, nineteen, counting. Ms. Lin and her seven Little Sprouts. The Bureau processed them alongside you, and it hates a loose file, so the court has joined their cases to yours.

Joined isn’t the same as known. If you carry their code words from Gatecrash (WALTER, HANA, REYES, SPROUTS), those people walked out of the fire with you. They come straight to your side, and when it counts they’ll act on your word. Anyone whose word you don’t carry is here too, but as a stranger with your name on their tag, waiting to be told where to stand.

If you have the code word COOPER, the clerk finds Mike Cooper’s name on a different list and points him through a side door marked OVERFLOW. He goes with a thumbs-up and a promise to find you on the next floor. There’s nothing you can do about it, and he knows it, and he goes anyway.

A stone placard is set into the wall at eye height, lettered like a war memorial:

RULES OF THE HALLS 1. The Bench hears all who speak. 2. Silence before a direct order of the Bench is contempt. 3. What is entered is weighed. 4. No minor shall be sworn save in the presence of a guardian.

Naomi reads it twice, lips moving. You read it once. Later you’ll wish you’d read it twice.

WEIGHT 0. Write it down. Every time this court writes something about you, the number goes up.

A bailiff comes down the center aisle: tall, narrow, a smooth gray oval where a face should be, an iron gavel at its hip. It reads from a docket in a voice like a page turning. “Moreau, Eli. And accompaniment.”

Behind it a man in a black prosecutor’s robe lifts one hand, gray suit at the collar. You last saw that smile at the customs arch.

“Good to see you made it down,” says the Deputy, like a host greeting a guest whose place card he wrote himself.

High above the Bench, the empty pans stir, as if they’ve heard your name.

To follow the bailiff toward the first station, turn to 73.

To lead your people down the side aisle, out of the docket’s eye, turn to 158.

To object at once that you never consented to this court, turn to 149.

To pull Theo behind the nearest empty pew and stay out of sight until you understand the room, turn to 271.

2

“Yes,” you say. “A fair court.” The officer of transfers beams and tows you up the shaft, and at every window he hands you a supplementary, and you sign. Each one weighs like a brick sewn into your coat. By the fortieth your shoulders creak. By the eightieth your spine folds like a deck chair, vertebra by vertebra, and the officer only smiles and keeps towing. At the door of Courtroom 2 the chalk tally reaches 100. You arrive as a neat stack of yourself, pressed flat, and the clerk files you under the same chair you started in.

You signed it. The chalk tally on his clipboard ran to 100, circled twice. A transfer only carried your case up the shaft to the same court. Go back to 148.

Try again from 148 · Back to start

3

You close your mouth and obey. The gag order takes you at your word. It sews your lips shut first, neat black stitches pulling through by themselves, and then it keeps going, inward. It stitches your throat closed around the names you swallowed. It stitches your lungs to your ribs. Your mother’s name tries to get out and tears a seam open in your chest, and the bailiff tuts and sews that too. You walk down the aisle stitched into a silent bundle, eyes bulging, and the chorus behind you goes on saying names without you.

The gag order took the names, and you’d heard what a name does for Priya. A name said to your own people wasn’t said to the Halls. Turn back to 124.

Try again from 124 · Back to start

4

“Leave the door,” you say. “Take him.”

Hana has Marcus’s left arm over her shoulders before you’ve finished. Moving a man who can’t move himself is the part of her job she’s best at. Walter takes the right. Marcus grits his teeth at the shift and makes no sound, and the door he has lain on since the floors above slides off the step and goes over the side. You never hear it land.

Then you’re all moving, and moving is slower than you hoped.

Marcus can’t help much. His bad leg drags. Walter has a motorman’s shoulders, but a motorman sits for a living, and every step down he has to plant, shift, lower, plant. Above you the stair keeps falling in steady sections, each step letting go with a dry crack, the sound coming down after you at a walking pace.

You go ahead with Theo, testing the treads. Ms. Lin sings the steps out to the Sprouts on their loops. Priya counts. Sabine counts. For a few flights it’s almost orderly.

Then the cracking gets loud.

The edge is three steps behind Walter. Two. He doesn’t look around; he’s watching his feet and Marcus’s, lips moving. The step he just left lets go under his heel.

“Walter.”

“I hear it.”

Hana hauls. Marcus swears and puts his bad foot down on purpose to take one more stair. The edge comes within a hand’s width of Walter’s shoe and holds there half a second, as if it’s choosing.

They reach the step above the landing together and fall against the wall in a heap. The step behind them drops away into nothing.

Hana is laughing, or nearly. Marcus is gray. Walter straightens his jacket. “Thirty-one years on the Blue Line,” he says, with great dignity, “and I was never once late.”

To step off onto the landing, turn to 39.

5

You read it first, because you always do. The ink darkens as your eyes move, and every line you read is a line that happens. YOUR FINGERS CURL. They curl. YOUR KNUCKLES BREAK BACKWARD. They break, one loud crack each, ten of them. You can’t stop reading; the next line is already printing a half-second ahead. YOUR EYES CANNOT LEAVE THE PAGE. The last line is in heavy type, and you read it aloud, helplessly, while the Deputy watches with real sympathy. YOU ARE FOLDED IN THREE AND FILED. The paper folds you, crack, crack, crack.

This form wasn’t a contract to understand; it was a signature to withhold. Return to 106 and choose again.

Try again from 106 · Back to start

6

“Don’t say a word,” you tell Theo, and he obeys, and so does the court. It hears your order. It enters it against you. The placard’s fourth rule had offered a lawful door and you spoke over it, so the bailiff picks up the iron gavel and brings it down on your head once for each word you said. Six words. The first splits your scalp. The third drives your teeth into your tongue. By the sixth your skull is a cracked bowl on the floor, and Naomi has her hand over Theo’s eyes, steering him away.

The placard’s fourth rule gave you a lawful door, and you told a nine-year-old to defy a direct order instead. Back to 23, and choose differently.

Try again from 23 · Back to start

7

“You lead,” you tell him. “You’re the one who knows lifts.”

Gabriel doesn’t argue. He goes down ahead of you in one sock and one shoe, two Sprouts on his shoulders, and he climbs the way he must work a stairwell with a stretcher: slow, flat-footed, talking the whole time. “Closed under my left. Closed, right hand, reach. That one’s open, nobody touch it. Good. Good. Next.”

It changes the climb. You stop reading stamps and start listening, and so does everyone else, and the chorus comes down the wall in a steady rhythm behind his voice like a crew bringing a patient down a fire escape. Ms. Lin calls his calls back to the Sprouts in the daycare voice. Even Marcus, lowered hand to hand between Walter and Hana, calls one sourly. “Open. Left of your boot, Walt.”

“You do this a lot?” you ask.

“Twelve years,” Gabriel says. “Third-floor walk-ups, mostly. People think it’s the lifting.” He tests a handle and calls it. “It’s the talking. Nobody falls while somebody’s talking to them.”

Then Gabriel stops calling.

Below his feet, for thirty feet or more, every drawer in reach is stamped OPEN. There isn’t one CLOSED handle in the whole stretch.

A clerk hangs in the shaft beside it in a canvas bosun’s chair, re-shelving files one-handed from a basket in her lap. She looks at your chain of people, counts the children, and unhooks a coil of rope from her chair.

“Courtesy line,” she says. “The court keeps them for this stretch.” She has already clipped one end around a handle above your head, and you read its stamp before you look at anything else. CLOSED. “Nothing to sign and nothing to file. You leave it hanging at the bottom, that’s all.” She lets the coil drop, and it hangs straight and still down the whole run of OPEN drawers.

Gabriel tests it with his full weight and says nothing, which from him is a recommendation.

To take the clerk’s line and go down hand over hand, turn to 92.

To thank her, refuse it, and keep to the drawers, turn to 196.

8

The frost under your hand clouds over, then clears, and words come up through the ice as if someone on the other side has breathed on the glass and written with a finger.

CASE 40-113-M. CLOSED. RETRIEVAL AUTHORIZED.

The door opens inward on a long sigh of cold air.

It hasn’t opened for you. You understand that as you step through. The door has looked at you and seen a number: a matter finished at the bottom of the Abyss with a brass lever. It has done what doors here do for finished matters. It has let the file through.

The chorus comes after you. They’re quiet. Theo holds your sleeve. Naomi has her arms crossed tight. Walter carries a Sprout who fell asleep somewhere on the stair. You count them through, every one, and the number is right, and it doesn’t feel as the right number ought to feel.

Beyond the door, the Archive goes on forever: shelves in every direction, rising into the dark, stacked with gray boxes, each box labeled in a neat hand. The air is so cold it hurts your teeth. Far off, a cart squeaks along on one bad wheel.

Imani’s voice comes from the stacks, closer now. “Eli? Is that you?” A pause. “You sound… filed.”

You look down at yourself. There’s a tag on your jacket you didn’t put there. It’s brown card on a loop of string, the kind they tie to luggage, and on it in typewriter letters: 40-113-M. You try to pull it off. The string doesn’t break. It isn’t tied to the jacket. It’s tied to you.

“It’s fine,” you call to her. “We made it.”

You did. Everyone you carried is still here. That’s real, and you hold on to it.

But you keep thinking about the bottom.

About the still water, and the plain door, and the thing that stood in front of it made of folders and stamps. It had watched people drown above it for longer than anyone has been alive. It couldn’t climb. It couldn’t leave. It had wanted something from you, in its clumsy way, and you had found a lever instead.

It’s still down there. You know that. It’s standing in an inch of still water at the foot of the shaft, alone, waiting for the next person who’ll never come, and it still doesn’t know what it was waiting for.

The Archive door closes behind you with a sound like a drawer sliding home. The tag on your chest turns a little colder. Somewhere ahead in the stacks, a shelf has a gap in it exactly your size.

This is not an ending yet. The door let your file through, but the case it closed was yours, and the tag on your chest will be read on every floor below. At the bottom of the Abyss, the one thing the door was waiting for was standing right in front of it, and you reached past it for a lever.

Go back to 126 and stand at the bottom again. Keep your code words.

9

You lead them down the aisle while nobody is looking, and the usher is looking. Nobody may stand during recess. A chair grows up under you from the floor, oak and leather, faster than you can step off it, and the straps come with it. They take your wrists and ankles and pull you down hard enough to crack your tailbone. Then the chair keeps pulling, down through its own seat, until you are folded into it like a man in a trash compactor. The armrests close. The usher dusts them, and your people walk on.

The usher told you nobody may stand during recess and that a chair isn’t entered, and you’d watched the man in the windbreaker struck for walking on. Start over from 28.

Try again from 28 · Back to start

10

You sign. The pen is warm, and your name goes down shaky, and the Deputy sighs with relief. The signature does not stop at the line. It keeps writing, by itself, ELI MOREAU, ELI MOREAU, faster and faster, and each copy pulls a little ink from you. You feel it drain from your fingertips first, then your wrist. Your veins go white under your skin. The pen writes your name ten thousand times across the floor and up the walls, in deep red, and when it finally lifts there is nothing left of you but a dry, papery husk.

Every floor had offered you a last thing, and none had been last. The sheet was a roll, and your signature carried down to the next form. Go back to 106 and try another way.

Try again from 106 · Back to start

11

The loop rope works. Ms. Lin feeds it down hand over hand from a CLOSED handle, and one by one the Sprouts go past you with a loop under their arms and their eyes squeezed shut, until there’s a row of them on a ledge of drawer-tops like birds on a wire. Pip goes last. She opens her eyes halfway down and says “wheee” in the smallest voice you have ever heard.

The ledge is a run of drawers welded shut long ago, wide enough for everyone. Walter and Hana lower Marcus onto it. He lies on his back, stares up the shaft and says, “I’ve been in worse places. I can’t think of one.”

Then a cable sings.

A man drops past the ledge, stops dead on a winch line a yard from your face, and swings in. Brown uniform, brass buttons, a cap with SERVICE on it in gold. He slaps a folded paper against your chest.

“Eli Moreau? You’ve been served. Notice of default. You were due to appear at Window Nine, above, to answer your appeal. Fail to appear and judgment will be entered against you in your absence.”

You unfold it. Heavy paper, a seal, your name, a window number.

“Where’s Window Nine?”

He points up with his chin. Two hundred feet at least, one window is lit, small as a postage stamp. As you watch, a tiny figure hauls itself onto that sill and rings a bell there. A stamp comes down, the sound reaching you a second late, and the figure isn’t on the sill any more. The window dims, then lights again, waiting for the next one.

Two ledges below you, a woman in a bathrobe sits with the same heavy notice folded into a fan, fanning herself. By the dust on her shoulders, she has been ignoring it for a long time.

“I never filed an appeal,” you say. “I never filed anything.”

“Everyone who falls here is appealing.” He shrugs, and the cable shrugs with him. “Judgment by default is terribly final, sir.”

He clips the winch and goes up fast. The children look at the paper, then up at the window, then at you.

Hana says, under her breath, “I can’t carry Marcus two hundred feet up a wall.”

Below, the drawers go on down into the gray. Above, the little window glows, patient.

To ignore the summons and keep climbing down, turn to 98.

To climb back up to Window Nine and appear before judgment, turn to 263.

12

You lean over the rail of the witness box and pick up the hoodie.

It’s only cloth: gray, washed soft, the cuffs chewed ragged. It weighs what a hoodie weighs. The court built a man out of your file and dressed him in this, and when the man went, the clothes stayed, because clothes aren’t evidence of anything.

There’s something in the front pocket. A phone, an old one with a cracked corner. When you press the side button the screen lights. One message. hey man, can we talk. The time under it is 11:52 p.m., three years ago.

The Deputy watches you from beside the box and says nothing at all.

You know it isn’t really his phone. It’s a copy, like everything in here. The real one is in a drawer in his mother’s house in Aurora, or in a landfill, or in Darnell’s pocket on a street you’ll never see. Your thumb goes to the reply field anyway, and the keyboard comes up, patient.

You don’t type anything. Not here. You turn the screen off, put the phone back in the pocket, fold the hoodie and lay it over the rail of the box, folded for someone who’s coming back for it.

“Later,” you tell it.

Theo is watching you. He doesn’t ask. He just takes your sleeve again.

To go through the robing room, turn to 76.

13

You get both hands on Haldane’s brass rail and haul the chain in under his awning: Theo first, the Sprouts in a knot around Ms. Lin, Marcus last between Walter and Hana.

The escalation tier comes down like hail. Bodies thud on the steel above your heads and skid off into the shaft. Hands claw past the lip, grabbing at air, and none of them find you. Haldane holds your wrist through the grille the whole time. He doesn’t write a thing.

When it’s over he lets go. “Good luck down there,” he says, and his window sinks away below at your speed, then a little faster, and is gone.

A man is coming the other way.

Or trying to. He’s working up the wall from window to window, a sheaf of paper under one arm, slapping a form on each counter. “Appeal of appeal,” he gasps, signs, grabs the next ledge. “Emergency reconsideration.” Signs. Grabs. Thin, sweating, a pencil behind each ear, a lanyard that says IDRIS: STRUCTURAL.

He grins at you, wild with hope. “Almost there! One more and I’m out!”

Then his shoes go past your face.

He’s climbing hand over hand, and you’re barely sinking, but his feet are already level with your head, and with every signature they drop lower. Each form makes him heavier. He’s falling faster than you are, reaching up the whole time, and he hasn’t noticed.

And he grabs. Every window ledge, every cable, the sleeve of the clerk at the last counter: his free hand closes on whatever comes past and lets go only when something better does. Two windows up, a woman who drifted too near him is spinning away with her coat torn half off.

“Idris,” Naomi says. “Look down.”

He doesn’t. Another form, another counter, another yard. Above, a clerk calls cheerfully, “One more, sir!”

Theo has your belt. You’re aware of how little you all weigh, the loose drifting bunch of you. Idris is the heaviest thing in the shaft, and his cheap brown belt is passing your hand.

To let him climb on past you, turn to 83.

To climb with him, window to window, turn to 261.

To catch his belt and hold on, turn to 159.

14

“Innocent,” you say, and the Magistrate writes ACQUITTED in a round hand. But somebody has to assess, and the open dock beside hers says ASSESSOR OF RECORD. It opens. It wants the person who just weighed her. The brass gate clamps around your waist and pulls you in, and the dock narrows around you, rail by rail, until your hips crack and your ribs grind together. The last thing you hear is the Magistrate thanking you for your service while the dock squeezes you down into a tidy brass box with a label: ASSESSED.

The open dock beside hers was marked ASSESSOR OF RECORD. A kind verdict is still a verdict, and it made you the assessor. Go back to 180.

Try again from 180 · Back to start

15

One isn’t applauding. She sits in the back row at the far end, where the shadows are thickest, dry-eyed and weeping at once: no tears, just her whole face crumpled and her mouth open. She’s fifty or so, plump, in a cardigan, and she’s the only one in the box with any color. She’s alive. Somebody conscripted her, and she’s been sitting there listening to you, and your brilliant speech has only made her more afraid.

A steno pad lies open in her lap, and her pen is moving on it, though she isn’t looking. The juror beside her has two paper fingers resting on her wrist, steering. You can read the heading upside down: JURY POOL: TO BE SEATED. As a man in the aisle hurries past the box without stopping, her pen adds a name to the bottom of the list, and an empty chair two seats down from her creaks, as if expecting someone. The other eleven are paper-pale and still, filed Players re-inflated into their seats, all looking toward the Bench with the same blank attention.

Their hands are on her. The jurors either side each have a hand on her shoulder, and the one behind her has both hands resting at the base of her neck. The hands are paper, almost weightless, and absolutely certain.

“Odette,” she whispers when she sees you looking. “Court stenographer. I don’t know how I got in here. I think someone wrote me in.” She swallows. “I can’t stand up.”

The box is a carved pen of dark wood with a rail along the front, facing the Bench. Every juror’s eyes are fixed on that front rail; not one has glanced behind since you arrived. The back rail runs along the wall, with a gap behind it just wide enough to slip into, and for a moment it looks like the obvious way.

Then you see the boy. He’s in the back row too, three seats from Odette: a teenager in a hoodie, newer than the others, paper only as far as the elbows and still pink in the face. You watched him crouch behind that rail a minute ago, reaching for someone, and you watched Odette’s pen move while he did it. His name is on her list now, under the man from the aisle. The paper hands on his shoulders came over the rail from behind.

On the end of the front rail a brass plaque reads MOTIONS RE: JURORS TO BE ADDRESSED TO THE BENCH.

The Deputy leans on the front rail, chatting to the foreman’s empty chair. Your people wait in the aisle. Odette is a stranger, and her paper-held shoulders shake.

To leave her and walk on, turn to 251.

To move, in one line, that the Bench release her, turn to 45.

To slip around to the back rail and ease her out, turn to 56.

16

“Seal them,” you say, and the clerk is delighted. He melts his red wax and pours it straight onto your face first, because you asked. It’s hot as candle fat. It fills your eyes and your nostrils and runs into your open mouth, and he presses the seal into it, the Bureau crest, deep enough to dent bone. You can’t scream through wax. You can’t breathe through it. You sink to your knees, a sealed thing, and the clerk shelves you beside the woman on the bench, PERMANENT, and turns kindly toward your people. Naomi is already pulling them away.

Closed. Every shelf in the room said PERMANENT, and the sealed woman on the bench had already gone the color of her folder. Turn back to 50.

Try again from 50 · Back to start

17

The stair goes down the side of the crack in one long straight run, a fire escape bolted to nothing. You’re thirty steps down when the top of it lets go.

It doesn’t collapse all at once. One step cracks off at the back and drops. Then the next. They fall in order, top down, at the pace of someone walking briskly, and the sound follows you: crack, drop, silence, crack.

“Keep moving,” you say. “Don’t run. Keep moving.”

Ms. Lin has the Sprouts on their loop rope. Sabine counts the steps in fours, and Priya counts with her. Naomi is a step behind you with Theo’s hand in hers, and at the back Walter and Hana carry Marcus on his door, the same door he came down on.

Then the stair narrows.

The walls lean in until the gap is the width of a man’s shoulders. Walter backs into it holding the head of the door. It goes six inches and wedges.

“Stuck,” Hana says. “It’s stuck.”

Above, the cracking comes on. Steady. No faster, no slower.

You look at the gap. You look at the door. The door is wider than the gap, but it isn’t thicker than the gap is wide. Up on its edge, it would go through with a hand’s width to spare. Marcus would have to hold on.

Marcus has already worked that out. He’s gripping the edges of the door, white-knuckled. “Do what you have to.”

Naomi glances up the stair. “Or we wait. It might stop. Things here stop when they’ve made their point.”

Crack. Drop.

The nearest falling step is close enough now that you can see the dust it throws.

To leave the stretcher and carry Marcus between two of you, turn to 4.

To tip the stretcher on its side and walk it through, turn to 39.

To wait for the stair to settle, turn to 177.

If you have the code word WALTER, to let Walter call the falling steps, turn to 90.

18

You open the account, and it’s everything you ever owed. The Green Line comes back first, then every lie and every unpaid kindness, and each one comes back with weight. The book grows heavier in your hands. Your wrists break under it. You can’t put it down; it’s yours. It drags you to the floor and keeps opening, page after page landing on your chest like slabs of wet slate, BALANCE CARRIED FORWARD, until your ribs give with a crunch and the last page closes over your face. The spine snaps shut. Somewhere a ledger is balanced.

The spine said BALANCE CARRIED FORWARD. It was the card’s account, not your memory, and reading it was signing for it. Return to 188 and choose again.

Try again from 188 · Back to start

19

“We accept,” you say, and the robed figure unrolls the pardon. It keeps unrolling. It rolls over your feet and wraps your shins, warm and soft, and you laugh, because mercy feels like a blanket. Then it tightens. It winds up you like a bandage, turn after turn, squeezing until your knees fold and your shoulders pop out of their sockets. It covers your mouth. It covers your eyes. The last you hear is the figure reading the pardon aloud, gently, while the scroll crushes you down into a tight white roll.

You’d seen the weeping woman on the stair going clear as tracing paper with her pardon in her hands. A pardon here needs a conviction first. Back to 191, and choose differently.

Try again from 191 · Back to start

20

The clerk’s lanyard slides off over his ear without waking him. He snores once and settles deeper into his chair.

The brass key is still warm from his chest. It turns in the cabinet’s lock on the first try, and the drawer rolls out on bearings so smooth they make no sound. The file inside is thin, much thinner than you’d expect for a man who has worked here as long as he has, and it lies face down.

You look up at the carving. A NAME READ BACK IS A NAME RETURNED. You think of the folded card at the reading desk, and what a whole file did to whoever sat there.

You turn over the top sheet only. You read only the first line.

ANSEL MARR.

That’s all. You don’t let your eyes go further, though there’s more, typed close. You lay the sheet back face down and slide the drawer shut. The lock clicks.

CODE WORD: ANSEL. Write it down.

You hang the lanyard over the arm of the sleeping clerk’s chair, where he’ll think he dropped it. Then you turn around, and the Deputy is leaning in the doorway.

You don’t know how long he’s been there. Long enough. His face is entirely still, as if he’s forgotten to arrange it. In every conversation you’ve had with him he has had his next line ready. Now he has nothing.

He looks at the drawer. He looks at you. Then he pushes off the doorframe and walks away down the corridor, faster than you’ve ever seen him move, the robe swinging.

“What did it say?” Naomi breathes.

“His name,” you tell her. “Only his name.”

Ahead, the corridor opens into lamplight and the murmur of a lot of people writing.

To go on toward the bargain table, turn to 33.

21

You step off the lip, and you don’t fall so much as settle.

The gray air of the Abyss is thick enough to hold you up like water. You sink at the pace of a leaf in a still pond. The chorus comes down around you, each at their own speed, and nobody can speak, because you’re all hanging in a shaft so wide you can’t see the far wall and so deep there’s no bottom at all.

Everyone else is falling faster.

All through the gray, people are sinking with forms clutched to their chests and pens moving. The ones writing hardest drop like stones. You hardly weigh anything. The court has taken down almost nothing about you, and the shaft seems to know it.

Theo turns slowly beside you, holding your sleeve. “This is cool,” he says, then looks guilty for saying it.

From the slow drift you can see the whole shape of the place, and it offers three ways down.

Along the walls, stacked forever, are service windows lit like ticket booths, a clerk in each, leaning out as people pass to call offers. Expedited review. Pre-approved. Sign here.

In the open middle of the shaft a slow current turns, a lazy spiral like water going down a drain, and people drift in it, sinking gently.

On the far side the wall is filing cabinets, drawer on drawer for a vertical mile, and some people are climbing down them hand over hand, much faster than anyone else. You watch one slip, catch himself and keep going.

Marcus, floating between Walter and Hana with a hand locked in each of theirs, says, “Pick one, professor. I’m getting seasick.”

A clerk leans out of a window to your left. “Appellant Moreau! To begin your appeal…”

To push off into the open current, turn to 150.

To grab the cabinet wall and climb down, turn to 79.

To drift down along the windows, filing nothing, turn to 135.

22

“Where do we stand?” you call, and the kind voice is thrilled to check your standing. It files a query on your behalf. The query weighs. The gray fog under your feet thickens around your ankles into wet paper pulp, then
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