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CHAPTER ONE: A REASONABLE QUANTITY

The man in the gray sedan had been parked in the third row of

the Hartwell Foods lot for fifty-one minutes, and in that time he

had done nothing that anyone would remember.

He had not idled the engine. He had not played the radio. Once,

at the twenty-minute mark, he had unscrewed the lid of a

thermos, poured coffee into the cup that was also the lid, and

drunk it in small sips while watching the automatic doors. A

woman pushing a cart past his bumper had glanced at him and

received a mild, apologetic smile -- the smile of a man waiting

for his wife, who was taking longer than promised, as wives at

supermarkets famously did. The woman smiled back without

thinking about it and forgot him before she reached her car.

That was the thing about him. People forgot him before they

reached their cars.

At 4:40 in the afternoon, the man set the thermos cup on the

dashboard, reached into the passenger seat, and adjusted

something inside an open canvas tool bag -- the kind of bag that

might hold a cordless drill, or a level, or a man's honest

livelihood. He did not take anything out of it. He turned a thing

inside it one quarter-turn, the way you'd set an oven timer, and

then he folded his hands in his lap and watched the doors.
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For a minute, nothing happened, and it is worth saying plainly

that nothing ever appeared to happen. No hum. No flicker in the

sodium lights. No dog barked. The afternoon stayed exactly the

color it had been.

At 4:43, Howard Pell came out of Hartwell Foods carrying a

fifty-pound bag of dog food on his shoulder and a ten-pound bag

of sugar hugged to his chest like an infant.

Howard was seventy-eight. He had come in for bananas and a

lottery ticket. He did not own a dog and had not owned one since

Eisenhower. He carried the dog food the way a man half his age

would have struggled to, listing badly to starboard, taking small

fierce steps, and when the bag boy ran out and offered to help

him, Howard said, "I've got it, thank you, I've got it," in the tone

of a man defending something dear, and the bag boy -- who

could not have said why -- found this completely reasonable and

went back inside.
At 4:44, the Kowalski twins came out. Each had a bag of dog

food in her cart and a bag of sugar riding the child seat. They

were talking about a television program and did not pause.

Then Marcus Reyes, who taught seventh-grade science and had

stopped in for coffee filters. Dog food on the cart's lower rack,

sugar up top. Then a young couple, sharing the weight of the dog

food between them, a hand each on the bag, laughing about

something else entirely. Then a man in hospital scrubs. Then a

woman in a realtor's blazer with her name tag still on. Then three

teenagers who had come in for energy drinks and emerged with

neither energy drinks nor anything else -- only the dog food, only

the sugar, splitting the load among them with the easy logistics of

boys carrying a couch.
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By 4:55 the lot had a rhythm to it. Doors hissed. A person

emerged. Fifty pounds of dog food, one big bag of sugar, nothing

else. Cart after cart, arm after arm. Nobody hurried. Nobody

frowned. Each of them moved with the settled, unremarkable air

of a person who had bought exactly what they came for, and if

you had stopped any one of them -- and later, people would be

stopped, and asked, and asked again -- they would have told you,

kindly and with a touch of puzzlement at the question, that they

needed it.
Needed it for what?

Well. Needed it.

Inside the store it was stranger, though no one inside found it

strange. The dog food aisle had been picked clean to the bare

shelf-backs, and the stock boy, Denny, was hauling pallets from

the back as fast as the hand truck would roll, sweating, cheerful,

swept up in the pleasant urgency of a run on something -- and it

never once occurred to Denny to wonder why nobody was

buying anything else. The checkout lanes rang with the same two

barcodes, over and over, a little two-note song. One of the

cashiers, a girl named Priya who had worked there eleven

months, would say afterward that the afternoon had felt like

Christmas Eve. Busy. Festive, almost. Everyone buying the same

things, the way everyone buys cranberries.

She would say this, and then she would hear herself say it, and

her face would change.

But that came later.
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At 5:10, the man in the gray sedan unscrewed his thermos again,

found it empty, and seemed to take this as a natural stopping

point, the way another man might finish his sandwich and go

back to work. He reached into the canvas bag and turned the

thing inside it back, one quarter-turn. He took a small spiral

notebook from the breast pocket of his jacket -- he was the last

man in the county who still wore a jacket to the supermarket --

and wrote in it for nearly four minutes in a small, regular hand.

Anyone watching would have guessed grocery lists, or mileage.

No one was watching.

At 5:16 the automatic doors opened and a woman came out with

one banana, a quart of milk, and a lottery ticket, and the man in

the sedan sat up by perhaps half an inch.

Her name was Dorothy Vance. She was sixty-three, she lived

alone on Cedar Court, and she was, at that moment, the only

customer in forty minutes to exit Hartwell Foods without dog

food or sugar -- though she did not know that, and would not

learn it for two days, and when she did learn it, it would be the

second-worst thing she learned that week.
The worst thing was already in her pantry.

Dorothy would not find it until Thursday: a ten-pound bag of

sugar, store brand, seal unbroken, sitting on the shelf where she

kept the canned tomatoes. Dorothy had been diabetic for eleven

years. She measured her life in small disciplines -- the glucose

meter on the kitchen windowsill, the walks after dinner, the tea

taken plain. She had not bought sugar in a decade. She knew this

the way she knew her own name.
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The receipt was in the bag. Tuesday, 4:51 p.m., Hartwell Foods,

lane three. Her debit card.

"But I was home Tuesday," Dorothy would tell her neighbor, and

her neighbor -- a kind woman, a good friend of twenty years --

would tilt her head with gentle worry and say, "Dot, I saw you

there. I waved. You had the sugar in your cart."

"I waved back," her neighbor would add, softer, as if supplying

evidence were a kindness. "You looked right at me."

Priya at lane three would remember her too. Pleasant lady, exact

change for the difference, said something about the weather. The

security camera over the lane had been down -- had, in fact, been

down for precisely one hour that Tuesday, a fault the

maintenance log would call *transient* -- but nobody needed the

camera. There were witnesses. There was a receipt. There was

sugar in the pantry of a diabetic woman who lived alone, and

there was the woman herself, telling anyone who would listen

that she had not bought it, had not been there, had spent that

whole Tuesday afternoon repotting the ferns on her back porch,

and you could check the ferns.People did not check the ferns.

People said: Dot, honey, it's all right. People said: it happens, I

once drove all the way to Millbrook and couldn't tell you why.

People said -- to each other, in lowered voices, in the parking lot

of the church -- that Dorothy Vance was at that age, wasn't she,

and living alone, and it starts just like this, with the small things,

with the groceries, and somebody ought to call her daughter in

Ohio.
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Somebody called her daughter in Ohio.

By Friday, Dorothy had stopped telling people. She sat in her

kitchen with the sugar on the table in front of her like a stone

pulled from her own garden that she could not account for, and

she ran that Tuesday through her mind the way you run a thumb

over a scar. The ferns. The radio. The four o'clock train you

could hear when the wind came from the east. She had been

home. She had been home. But the town remembered otherwise,

and the town had a receipt, and the town was many, and she was

one.
Here is what no one said, because no one knew to say it: that of

the sixty-one people who walked out of Hartwell Foods between

4:43 and 5:10 that Tuesday with dog food they didn't need and

sugar they couldn't explain, sixty of them never thought about it

again. They fed the dog food to dogs they did not have, which is

to say they stacked it in garages and basements and forgot it, the

way you forget a dream by breakfast. The strangeness rolled off

the town like water off a waxed hood. A run on dog food. A sale,

probably. Wasn't there a coupon?

There was no coupon. The *Hartwell Courier* ran four inches on

page six -- LOCAL GROCER SEES UNUSUAL DEMAND --

quoting the store manager, who theorized about a podcast. It was,

everyone agreed, a funny thing. The kind of funny thing a town

keeps in its pocket and brings out at potlucks for years.

*Remember the dog food Tuesday?*
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remembers differently is outvoted, and the verdict is delivered

with casseroles.

Her daughter in Ohio mailed her a brochure with a lighthouse on

it.

On the following Tuesday, one week to the day, Dorothy Vance

sat down at her kitchen table with the sugar still unmoved in

front of her, took out the church directory and a notepad, and

began, in her careful backhand, to make a list of everyone she

knew who had been at Hartwell Foods that afternoon. Beside

each name she wrote what they had carried out. The list grew

long, and the longer it grew, the steadier her hand got.

Because Dorothy had noticed something that the *Courier* had

not, and the manager had not, and her gentle outvoting neighbors

had not.

Everyone remembered what Dorothy bought.

Nobody could say what they themselves had been doing there.

She looked at that fact for a long time. Then she turned the

notepad to a fresh page and wrote, at the top, the name of a

woman two towns over -- a name she'd heard half-whispered at

the eye doctor's, the way you hear about a faith healer or a

water-witcher, somebody you'd never call, somebody for people

who'd run out of somebodies.
A woman who, it was said, looked into exactly this kind of thing.

A woman nobody official would vouch for.

Dorothy Vance, who had run out of somebodies, underlined the

name twice.
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Forty miles away, in a basement that did not appear on any utility

map, a machine that spoke to no other machine in the world sat

in the dark, fully charged, waiting to be asked.
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CHAPTER TWO: UNIT ONE

Jane Marly does private research for a living, in a plain house at

the quiet end of Calder with a workshop behind it. She has been

at it for years, alone, on her own money. If anyone in Calder is

asked what the Marly woman does, they say she keeps to herself.

What she researches is how to reach a mind the world has given

up on reaching.

Her brother Tom is four years older than Jane. He is autistic and

has never spoken a word in his life. Jane has one conviction, held

since childhood against every specialist who ever tilted a head at

her: he is in there, and he is worth reaching.

So she builds the bridge herself. It takes most of her adult life

and all of her inheritance, and three days before the dog food

Tuesday, on a Saturday afternoon with rain coming, it works.

Tom sits in the chair with the apparatus near him, as he has a

hundred times while nothing happened. Jane makes the

adjustment she has been approaching for a year. Tom turns and

looks at her and says, in a voice unused for fifty years but

unmistakably his own:

"I love you. I'm happy."
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Then he looks out the window at the gray afternoon and says the

second sentence of his life:

"I love everybody."

The two of them laugh and cry in roughly equal measure, and the

work is over for the day. Tom loves root beer, so they drive to

the drugstore counter in town and have floats, two each. The

apparatus stays home on the bench. Tom doesn't speak again --

the words need the machine -- but he raises his glass and touches

it to hers, grinning, and that is conversation enough.

They are gone one hour and forty minutes.

When they come back, the workshop door stands as Jane left it,

and the bench stands as she left it, and where the apparatus had

been there are four empty bolt holes in the benchtop.

Jane does not call the police, for reasons of her own. She stands

in the workshop until dark, working out with a pencil who knew

enough to take it. The answer comes quickly and she checks it

twice and it holds: Ralph Goodfellow, who flattered his way into

this workshop two times this spring with questions a real

engineer would not need to ask. Then she works out what has

been taken, and that answer frightens her more than the first.

Whoever carried the machine out the door has not stolen an

invention. He has stolen her brother's voice. Tom has said three

sentences in his life, and someone is driving around with the rest

of them.---
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Five days later she reads about Hartwell in the *Courier*. Four

inches, page six. LOCAL GROCER SEES UNUSUAL

DEMAND. Sixty-one customers, one afternoon, dog food and

sugar and nothing else. The store manager theorizes about a

podcast.She reads it twice at the kitchen table. Then she takes the meter

from the drawer in the workshop -- the small dark instrument

with no dial and a face that stays blank, the only other thing she

ever built that matters -- and drives to Hartwell.

The parking lot of Hartwell Foods is busy and ordinary. Jane

parks at the far end and walks the lot in a grid, row by row, a

woman who might be looking for her car, the meter inside her

jacket reading what three days of weather have not yet scrubbed

away. It takes her forty minutes. Nobody looks at her twice.

Through the front windows the store is bright and full, and at the

end of row three she stands for a moment where the residue reads

strongest, in an empty parking space like any other, facing the

doors.
She drives home and does not stop for dinner. She unlocks the

door at the top of the basement stairs and goes down.

---

The basement does not appear on any utility map. Jane saw to

that years ago, the same year she poured the second wall and ran

the power off her own panel, metered nowhere. The stairs go

down fourteen steps, turn once, and end at a steel door with a

mechanical lock. No keypad. Nothing that takes a signal.
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Inside, the room is small and dry and orderly. One workbench.

One chair. One machine, built into the far wall, its cabinets

reaching the ceiling. It connects to nothing. It has never sent or

received a message in its life. What it knows, Jane carried down

these stairs by hand -- and what it knows is everything, because

before she built the apparatus, she built this, and she wrote every

line of what runs on it. Ten years of her reasoning, formalized,

tested, kept. The apparatus was designed in this room. The

machine walked her through it the way she had taught it to: rule

by rule, proof by proof, her own mind played back to her without

fatigue and without fear. People have mentors. Jane built hers.

She sits in the chair, takes the meter from her jacket, and docks it

in the cradle. The machine wakes. The fans come up.

READING. STAND BY.

Jane waits with her hands flat on her knees. Upstairs the house

ticks and settles. The progress line crawls. The screen clears.

SIGNATURE CONFIRMED. UNIT ONE.

She has been expecting it since the bolt holes, and it still lands

like a blow. Unit One. There is no Unit Two. The machine

means: yours. The thing that emptied a grocery store three days

after the theft is the thing that taught her brother to speak.

She types: SHOW ME.
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Whoever ran it has changed nothing.

But run it he did. She types: CHARACTERIZE THE

OPERATION.
DURATION TWENTY-SEVEN MINUTES. FULL

INTENSITY THROUGHOUT. SINGLE CRUDE DIRECTIVE.

NO CALIBRATION ATTEMPTED. OPERATOR DOES NOT

UNDERSTAND THE INSTRUMENT.Twenty-seven minutes at full intensity, pointed at sixty-one

strangers, to make them buy dog food. A concert violin used to

drive nails. That is Ralph to the bolt. He can read a schematic

and follow a tolerance and he could no more design this thing

than compose it a symphony, but he can find the two detents and

the switch, and he has, in a public parking lot, on people walking

out of a grocery store, three days after it said I love you.

She types: WHY DOG FOOD.

The machine takes four seconds.

THE DIRECTIVE IS ARBITRARY. ARBITRARY

DIRECTIVES SERVE ONE PURPOSE: TO CONFIRM

EFFECT INDEPENDENT OF SUBJECT INCLINATION. THIS

WAS A TEST.A test. Jane sits back and lets that arrive. Not a use. A test.

Nobody tests a thing for its own sake. A man tests a thing to

prove it to somebody -- to himself first, and then to whoever he

means to show it to.

She types: WHAT DOES HE DO NEXT.
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BEFORE THE NEXT EVENT, NOT AFTER.

She types: HOW.

THE TEST REQUIRED LINE OF SIGHT TO THE DOORS

AND EIGHTY MINUTES OF STATIONARY EXPOSURE.

SOMEONE SAW THE VEHICLE. CANVASS. ACQUIRE

THE VEHICLE. THE VEHICLE LEADS TO THE BUYER OR

THE BUYER COMES TO THE VEHICLE. SECOND: THE

NEXT EVENT WILL MAKE MONEY OR MAKE PROOF.

WATCH FOR EITHER. PAPER REMEMBERS, EVEN WHEN

TOWNS DO NOT.

Jane reads the last line twice. She wrote that rule herself, years

ago, about something else entirely, and had forgotten it, and her

own mind has just handed it back to her at the moment she needs

it.

She undocks the meter. The machine puts one more line on the

screen, because long ago she built it to summarize.

SUMMARY: UNIT ONE IS OPERATING, INTACT, IN

UNQUALIFIED HANDS. THE WINDOW TO RECOVER IT

QUIETLY IS THE INTERVAL BEFORE HE SHOWS IT TO

SOMEONE WHO UNDERSTANDS IT.She turns off the screen and sits for a moment in the dark at the

bottom of her house, eleven steps from the bench where her

brother said three sentences. Then she goes upstairs, lays out

tomorrow's clothes, and sets the alarm for five.

Tomorrow she canvasses Hartwell for a car that sat too long in

row three.

The window is already closing. She does not know it yet, but the

window is two days wide, and on the far side of it is a building

with a fountain and no name.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE BIG BOYS

Ralph Goodfellow irons his shirt the night before the meeting

and hangs it on the closet door where he can see it from the bed.

He does not sleep much. At 6:10 he is up, and at 8:40 he is

driving north on the interstate with the case belted into the

passenger seat.

The case is aluminum, with foam he cut himself. It has not been

more than ten feet from him since the afternoon he took it. His

notebook rides on top of it, and the radio stays off, because he is

rehearsing.

He has the pitch in twelve points. Point one: proof of effect,

sixty-one subjects, zero awareness, zero attribution. Point seven:

licensing structure, himself as technical principal. Point twelve,

which he practices the most: long-term partnership.

The building is forty minutes north of Hartwell, glass and

granite, a fountain out front and no company name anywhere,

only a number. The directory in the lobby lists eleven firms. The

one he wants is on the ninth floor and is called Halewood

Partners, and when he called their number two days ago -- a

number that took two phone calls to get, through a man who

knew a man -- the voice on the other end said, "Mr. Goodfellow.

We wondered when you'd call. We saw Hartwell."
He has thought about that sentence for two days and decided it is

a good sign. It means they understand the value.
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The ninth floor is quiet. A woman shows him into a conference

room with a long table and a view of the parking structure, asks

if he wants coffee, and does not bring any. Ralph sets the case on

the floor against his ankle, where he can feel it.

Three men come in. Two are in their fifties, gray suits, no ties.

The third is younger and carries nothing. Nobody gives a name.

The older two sit across from Ralph. The younger one sits at the

end of the table.

"Thank you for coming in," the first man says.

"Thank you for the opportunity," Ralph says, and opens his

notebook. "I've prepared a short overview. Point one -- "

He gets through four points. They do not interrupt him, which he

takes, at the time, for respect.

At point five, the first man lifts two fingers off the table, and

Ralph stops.

"Mr. Goodfellow," the man says. "Let me save you some

material. You parked a 2019 gray sedan in the Hartwell Foods lot

for eighty-one minutes on Tuesday. Row three. The store's

exterior camera was out. The bank across the street faces the lot."

He turns one page in the folder in front of him without reading it.

"You ran an uncontrolled test on sixty-one people in a public

place, with hardware that appears in no patent filing, no

corporate record, and no purchase history under your name.

Hardware of unexplained origin. You are an associate engineer at

a firm that builds irrigation controllers. Your house carries a

second mortgage. You have no counsel present, and you got our

number through Dale Prentiss, who works for us."
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The room is very quiet. Down in the parking structure a man in

coveralls walks the rows with a clipboard.

The second man opens his own folder and slides a single page

across the table. There is a number on it. It is not a small number,

but it is not point seven, it is not licensing, and there is no version

of it in which Ralph stays on as anything.

"Full assignment," the second man says. "Hardware and all

materials, this morning, at that figure. Or we keep the folder, you

keep your hardware, and the bank footage and an inquiry about

its origin go to the county sheriff by Friday. Sixty-one people,

Mr. Goodfellow, on camera, without consent. You would spend

the money you do not have explaining a machine you cannot

account for. Those are the two outcomes on the table."

"You can't prove anything," Ralph says, "except that I sat in my

car."

"We can't," the first man agrees. "Proof is for trials. There won't

be a trial. There will be a sheriff with a strange afternoon on his

hands and your plate number, and a visit to your employer, and a

question you cannot survive in any form it is asked: where did

the hardware come from. Show him a receipt, Mr. Goodfellow,

and we'll apologize for the inconvenience."

"Show you a receipt? Don't be ridiculous. Oh, I went to the

hardware store and there it was on the shelf. I bought it, and then

my dog ate the receipt."
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The three men look at him with no expression at all, and the

silence runs just long enough for everyone in the room to hear

what was not said.

"Do you want my cooperation or not?" Ralph says. "Why the

threat?"

"Cooperation is what we're purchasing," the first man says. "The

threat is the price discovery. You came here to find out what

your hardware is worth. We came to find out what you are worth.

A man who can be threatened doesn't need a royalty schedule or

a title -- he needs an exit, and exits are cheaper." He folds his

hands. "Sign, and the dog, the receipt, the hardware store, and

Tuesday stop existing this morning. We are very good at things

not existing, Mr. Goodfellow. Don't become one of them."

The room is quiet again. Down in the parking structure, the man

in coveralls has stopped beside Ralph's sedan, writing on his

clipboard.

The pen comes out of the second man's breast pocket and is set

on the page at an angle, pointing at Ralph.

Ralph looks at the pen. He looks at the number. Under the table

his ankle rests against the case, and his heart is going hard, and

what he feels is not what he rehearsed. He rehearsed pride. He

rehearsed partnership. Nobody rehearses being read a list of his

life by a man who doesn't need the folder.

He does not pick up the pen.
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"Good luck knowing what to do with that thing," he says.

"There's no manual. There's no schematic in the case. There are

no markings on the controls. You can buy the hardware this

morning, gentlemen, and own a very expensive box." He hears

his own voice steady as he says it, because it is the first true card

he has held since point five. "It does nothing without me."

The three men consider him. The younger one, at the end of the

table, tips his head a degree.

"Then show us," the first man says, "what one does with it."

"How do you make your money?" Ralph says. "Whatever the

answer is -- I'll show you how to make more of it. That's what

you want, isn't it? That's what all of this is." He moves the

signature page aside with one finger. "Watch."

Ralph reaches down, lays the case flat, and works the latches. If

the men exchange a look, he does not see it; from their side of

the table he is an engineer setting up a demonstration, and the

demonstration is why everyone is here. The apparatus sits in its

cut foam. He makes the adjustment he now makes by feel -- two

detents and a held switch -- and sits back up with the case open at

his feet, and waits the eight seconds it takes.

The room softens.

It is nothing anyone could photograph. The first man's shoulders

come down half an inch. The second man caps the pen. The

younger man at the end of the table settles back with the mild,

unhurried look of a man whose afternoon has cleared.
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"Walk us through point seven again," the first man says.

Ralph walks them through point seven. They like point seven.

They like the licensing structure and the royalty schedule and the

title of technical principal, and the second man drafts language

on a legal pad in a clean hand and reads it back, and it is Ralph's

language, his structure, his number -- a far larger number -- and

at 11:20 the first man signs the pad itself, twice, and the second

man signs it, and they shake Ralph's hand in turn, warmly, and

the first man suggests lunch be brought up, and Ralph says he

has another engagement, because the one thing he knows for

certain is that he needs to be out of this building.

He closes the case. He carries it himself, the signed pages folded

in his jacket, and in the elevator he pats his pocket twice. Nine

floors. He watches the numbers come down. His face in the

brushed steel of the doors is the face of a man trying not to run.

The doors open on the lobby. The fountain runs. The street is

forty feet away, through glass, full of ordinary light.

He is fifteen feet from the door when a man in a blazer steps into

his path, and a second one comes off the wall by the fountain,

and a voice behind him -- he will think about this voice for years,

how unhurried it is -- says, "Mr. Goodfellow. They'd like you

back on nine."

Upstairs, the conference room is not soft anymore.
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default, and unlike sixty-one shoppers, they did not reach for a

word like coupon.

"Sit down," the first man says.

Ralph sits. The case is lifted from beside him -- not roughly; an

inventory tag goes onto it while he watches, a small white

sticker, 0001 -- and is carried to the far end of the table, out of

reach, the first object since the afternoon he took it to be farther

from him than ten feet.

"Here is the new situation," the first man says. "This morning

you were a man with stolen hardware and a camera problem. As

of eleven twenty, you are a man who deployed that hardware

against the principals of this firm, in this room, on tape." He sets

a fingertip on the legal pad. "Which is, I'll grant you, the most

persuasive product demonstration any of us has ever sat through.

It is also the end of any version of today in which you walk out

holding the case."

The second man is already writing the new number. It is smaller

than the morning's number. It is much smaller than the legal

pad's number. It comes with one page of language about the

recording -- what becomes of it upon execution, and what

becomes of it otherwise.

The pen is set down at the same angle as before, pointing at him.

Ralph does not sign.
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worth. That's the answer. I'm worth the difference between a

weapon and a box."

The room is quiet. The younger man at the end of the table looks

at the case, and then at Ralph, and for the first time all morning

he is the one the other two glance at.

"He's right," the younger man says. "For now."

The first man closes the folder. Whatever arithmetic he runs

takes him four seconds, and Ralph watches his own life sit in the

balance of it, and then the man nods once, the way men nod at a

price.

"Then you're not selling, Mr. Goodfellow. You're staying." He

says it without warmth and without irony, which is worse than

either. "Technical principal. You wanted the title; the title is

yours. Salary through a subsidiary, supervision at all times, and

the case does not leave this building, and neither does the work.

Your resignation from the irrigation firm goes in tomorrow.

You'll find the terms generous and the alternatives" -- he glances

at the legal pad -- "already discussed."

The second man begins drafting again, a different document

now, longer.

And at the end, standing at the door with a visitor badge that will

be a permanent badge by Monday, because this is the first room

where anyone has ever needed him, Ralph says:

"One more thing. The single-subject case. Could it be tuned to

one person? One specific person?"
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The three men look at him. The younger one takes out a phone

and types seven or eight words into it.

"Bring it up Monday," the first man says, and offers his hand.

In the parking structure the sedan sits where he left it. Ralph gets

in and puts nothing on the passenger seat, where the case rode

that morning. He drives south. Passing Hartwell he takes the

business loop without deciding to, and slows along the front of

Hartwell Foods, where the lot is busy and ordinary, and he tries

to decide what he is now, and cannot.

He didn't sign, he tells himself, all the way home. He didn't sign.

As if the pen were the thing that mattered. As if they hadn't

gotten everything, and him, without it.

Two miles south of Hartwell, on the business loop, the sedan

blows up with him inside it.

24



CHAPTER FOUR: LITTLE FISH

Jane is parked on Goodfellow's street at 5:50 in the morning,

three houses down on the opposite side, under a maple that needs

trimming.

The computer's instruction was observation, and observation of

Ralph Goodfellow does not require detective work. She has

known where he lives since he first appeared at her workshop in

the spring, smiling, carrying a question about signal isolation that

any real engineer could have answered for himself. She checked

him out that same week -- it is what she does with anyone who

stands within ten feet of the work -- and found an associate

engineer at an irrigation firm, a gray sedan, a house with a

second mortgage, and nothing else. She filed him as harmless.

She has had six days to live with that filing.

The plan is simple and the computer approved it: do not

approach, do not confront. A man confronted hides what he has

stolen or breaks it. A man observed leads you to it. Watch where

he goes. The machine is wherever Ralph Goodfellow drives.

At 8:40 the garage door lifts and the sedan backs out, and on the

passenger side, riding upright in the seat like a child, is an

aluminum case.

Jane's hands tighten on the wheel and she makes herself count to

ten before she pulls out.
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He drives north. She follows at distance through town and onto

the interstate, three and four cars back, the way the computer

taught her years ago for a different reason entirely -- she wrote

the procedure herself, a page of rules about following without

being followed, and never once imagined the cargo she would

write it for. The sedan holds the speed limit exactly. Of course it

does. The morning is bright. Forty minutes pass, and her

brother's voice rides one hundred yards ahead of her in cut foam,

and she breathes and keeps the interval.

He exits at a business park north of Hartwell. She nearly loses

him at the light, catches the sedan again as it turns in at a

building of glass and granite -- nine or ten stories, a fountain out

front, no name on it anywhere, only a number: 4400. The sedan

disappears into the parking structure.

Jane parks across the road at a strip mall, in front of a shipping

store, facing the building.

At 8:58 Ralph Goodfellow walks out of the parking structure and

crosses to the entrance carrying the case in his right hand and a

notebook on top of it, and even at this distance she can read him

-- the ironed shirt, the rehearsed walk, a man arriving at the most

important meeting of his life. He goes in through the glass doors

and is gone.
She writes in pencil: 4400. 8:58. Case in. Then she sits.
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prove it to somebody. He is upstairs proving it.

The window to recover it quietly was the interval before he

showed it to someone who understands it. She is watching the

window close from a strip mall parking lot, and there is nothing

to do about it but write down everything she sees.

At 11:41 the glass doors open and Ralph comes out.

No case.

He walks to the parking structure with his hands empty -- a man's

whole posture changes when his hands are empty; he doesn't

know what to do with them -- and a minute later the sedan noses

out and turns south, and Jane lets two cars go and follows,

because the case is in the building but the man is the man, and

the man can be made to talk, somewhere quiet, by a woman with

nothing left to be careful about.
She is still deciding where and how when they come down the

business loop past Hartwell, the sedan a hundred and fifty yards

ahead in light traffic, and she is thinking that he is driving like a

man underwater, too slow, drifting in his lane, and then the sedan

turns into light and noise.

The sound arrives a half second after the sight. The car ahead of

her brakes hard and she brakes behind it, and the sedan -- what

was the sedan -- slides sideways off the shoulder shedding

burning pieces, and a column of black smoke stands up over the

business loop, leaning slightly with the wind.

Traffic stops. Doors open. Somebody is already on a phone. A

man runs heavily toward the fire and then stops a respectful

distance from it, because there is plainly nothing in the fire to
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run for.

Jane sits with her hands at ten and two.

She does not get out. The part of her that decides things has gone

narrow and cold, and it walks her through the facts while the

smoke climbs. Fact: the man who stole the machine is dead. Fact:

he died ninety minutes after carrying it into a building with no

name, and forty minutes after walking out without it. Fact:

nobody blows up a man to whom they owe money. You blow up

a man you have finished with, whose silence is cheaper than his

salary, who used a thing on you in a conference room or knew a

thing about its origin -- a man who is a receipt, and somebody is

very good at things not existing.

Fact: she was going to make him talk. The only person alive who

knew where her machine came from, besides her, has just

become evidence on the shoulder of the business loop -- and

whoever killed him now owns the only other thing Ralph knew,

whatever Ralph wrote in that notebook, whatever Ralph said

upstairs, whatever Ralph observed in two visits to a workshop in

Calder.
A sheriff's car comes up the shoulder against traffic, lights

running, and an ambulance behind it in no hurry at all.

Jane makes a three-point turn with the rest of the rerouted traffic

and drives home the long way, watching her mirrors, wrong

about being followed the whole time, as a policy.

---
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The basement reads her pencil notes the way it reads everything,

without comment, and asks for the meter, which has nothing in

it; she never got within range of the case. She types it all in

anyway -- 4400, the times, the man in coveralls, the empty

hands, the fire -- and the machine is silent for a while.

Then: ASSESSMENT. THE INSTRUMENT HAS BEEN

ACQUIRED BY AN ORGANIZATION. THE

ORGANIZATION KILLS AT THE FIRST CONVENIENCE,

WHICH INDICATES PROCEDURE, NOT PANIC. THE

THIEF WAS A LITTLE FISH. HE SWAM TO A BIGGER

ONE.
She types: AND THE BIGGER FISH.

IS HOLDING A BOX IT DOES NOT UNDERSTAND.

UNDERSTANDING IS HERE. THAT ASYMMETRY IS

YOUR ONLY ADVANTAGE AND IT IS TEMPORARY. AN

ORGANIZATION THAT KILLS PROCEDURALLY ALSO

ENGINEERS PROCEDURALLY. THEY WILL LEARN THE

CONTROLS FROM RECORDINGS AND THE DESIGN

FROM DISASSEMBLY. ESTIMATE BEFORE FIRST

INDEPENDENT OPERATION: DAYS.

She types: WHAT DO I DO.

THE BUILDING IS A NUMBER. NUMBERS HAVE

TENANTS, TENANTS HAVE FILINGS, FILINGS HAVE

NAMES. PAPER REMEMBERS. BEGIN WITH THE

COUNTY RECORDER IN THE MORNING. AND ONE

MORE THING.
The cursor sits. She has never once known the machine to pause

for effect, because she did not write it to pause, which means it is

computing something large.
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LONGER MEASURED IN WEEKS.

Jane sits in the chair with her hands flat on her knees, eleven

steps from the bench where her brother said three sentences, and

upstairs the house ticks, and forty miles north a column of smoke

she can still see when she closes her eyes is being photographed

by a deputy, and filed, and explained.

The *Courier* will call it a fuel system defect. Page one this

time.
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CHAPTER FIVE: THROUGHPUT

On the ninth floor of 4400, in a windowless room that the

building directory does not list, the apparatus sits on a steel table

under work lights, opened along its cleaned seam, and four

people who are very good at their jobs are taking it apart without

breaking it.

They have had it for six days. In that time they have learned three

things, and the third one is the reason the room is quiet.

The first thing they learned is that it works exactly as advertised.

They learned this on the second day, in a strip-mall nail salon

two towns over, where a technical lead named Sorenson sat in a

rented van and made eleven women and one man agree, for

ninety seconds, that the salon should close early. It closed early.

Sorenson wrote it up in language with no adjectives in it and felt,

driving home, a thing he decided not to name.

The second thing they learned is that the controls are unlabeled

and the internal logic is undocumented, and that the late Mr.

Goodfellow had not been bluffing about that part, only about

being necessary to it. It took them four days to map what two

detents and a held switch actually do. They now know. They

have written it down. The knowledge cost them nothing they will

miss.
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The third thing they learned is on a monitor at the end of the

table, and it is the reason a man named Critch has been standing

in front of it for an hour.

Critch is the younger man from the conference room, the one

who carried nothing and typed into a phone. He is not an

engineer. His title, on the rare documents that carry one, is

Director of Special Situations, and the situation on the monitor is

special.

The monitor shows the conference room. Halewood records its

conference rooms by default -- Critch made sure the principals

were reminded of this the morning after they signed a legal pad

they could not account for -- and the recording from the

Goodfellow meeting has been run forward and back many times.

On screen, frozen, is a frame from 11:46, six minutes after Ralph

Goodfellow left the room, four minutes before the elevator

carried him out of range. In the frame, the three principals are

mid-sentence, soft-faced, agreeing with a man who is no longer

there.
That is not the part Critch is looking at.

In the corner of the frame, through the glass wall that separates

the conference room from the corridor, a woman is visible at the

printer station. She does not work on nine. She was on nine that

morning to deliver signature packets from the title company on

eleven, and she stood at the printer for two minutes collecting a

job, eighteen feet from the conference room glass, well within

the radius that an instrument had been running at full output the

entire time.
Her name is in the visitor log. Critch has it. He has had her

watched for two days, which is how he knows the thing he came

down here to confirm.
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"Play her," he says.

Sorenson brings up a second window. Lobby camera, this

morning, 8:51. The same woman crosses the lobby of her own

building, a title company forty minutes away, and stops at the

security desk, and helps the guard there reorganize the visitor

sign-in sheets into an order she finds preferable, and then stands

for a moment as if waiting for instruction, and then, receiving

none, moves on.
"Tuesday," Sorenson says, and brings up a third window. The

same woman, a different lobby. She is doing the same thing.

Reorganizing. Aligning. Waiting.

"She's been doing it since the meeting," Sorenson says. "Every

day. The behavior she was -- the directive was about agreement,

about accommodation, ordering things to a preference. She

caught the edge of it through the glass. The principals got the

center of it and came out when the operator left the building. She

got the edge of it and she has not come out at all." He hesitates,

which is not like him. "There was no ramp on it. The unit's

release function was disabled. We didn't know that mattered until

her."
"How many others," Critch says.

"From this room, her. From the salon, possibly one. From the

grocery test before we had it -- unknown. The previous operator

ran it crudely, at full intensity, with the release disabled, in

public, more than once." Sorenson looks at the opened machine

on the table. "There are people walking around, Mr. Critch, who

are still carrying directives from a dead man. They will carry

them until something overwrites them. They are, functionally,

waiting."
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Critch looks at the woman on the monitor, frozen at a security

desk, aligning sign-in sheets for a building that did not ask her to.

He does not think of her as a person, which is a professional

discipline and not a personal failing; he is aware of the

distinction and maintains it on purpose. He thinks of her as an

asset of unusual provenance: a compliant instrument that costs

nothing, draws no salary, signed no agreement, and can be

re-pointed by anyone who understands how. She is a parked

vehicle with the keys in the ignition. There are others. Nobody

owns them yet.
This is the part of his job Critch is good at -- better than the

principals upstairs, who think they have bought a machine. They

have bought a machine. Critch has noticed that the machine has

been quietly manufacturing a second product the whole time, a

human product, scattered across three counties, ownerless, and

that whoever inventories it first will hold something the machine

alone cannot give them: reach that does not require the machine

to be present.
"Find them," Critch says. "All of them. Salon, grocery, this one. I

want a list before anyone upstairs decides this is a liability

instead of an inventory." He turns from the monitor. "And the

grocery test. The first one, the public one. Who ran it?"

"Goodfellow."

"Before Goodfellow. Where did Goodfellow get it."

34



this room, and Critch would like very much to know that person's

name before someone else does.

"There's a notebook," he says. "Goodfellow's. The observations.

Pull every location he logged before Hartwell. He didn't invent

this in his garage. He watched somebody."

Sorenson nods and makes a note.

On the monitor, the woman at the security desk finishes aligning

the sign-in sheets, squares them with two hands the way a citizen

turns in evidence, and waits, patiently, for an instruction that is

not coming from anyone in the building she is standing in.

Somewhere, eventually, it will come from someone.

Critch intends to be that someone.
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CHAPTER SIX: THE SECOND BENCH

The instruction comes at the end of a long night, and Jane argues

with it, which is to say she argues with herself.

She has brought the meter down with three days of readings on

it. She drove the stuck ones, the ones the machine told her to

look for. She did not believe, at first, that they would be there.

They are there.

She found the first one at Hartwell, where she went back because

the machine told her a held directive would read like a wound

that did not close, and she should test the claim before she trusted

it. She walked the aisles with the meter in her jacket and it stayed

blank, blank, blank, and then by the pet food it was not blank,

and she followed the not-blank out of the store and across the lot

to a man loading a fifty-pound bag of dog food into a hatchback

already holding four of them. Howard Pell, the cashier called

him, waving. Nice man. In here twice a week now. Jane watched

Howard Pell drive away with food for a dog he did not own,

content, and sat in her car and did not start it for a while.

She types it all in. The machine reads the meter and confirms

what it suspected from the waveform.
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UNTIL AN ORDER REPLACES IT.

Jane types: CAN THEY BE RELEASED.

YES. NEW CONTACT WITH A GOVERNED

TERMINATION RELEASES THE HELD DIRECTIVE

CLEANLY. THE RAMP YOU DESIGNED IS THE RELEASE.

ONLY THE INSTRUMENT PROVIDES IT.She sits with that. Only the instrument. The cure for what the

machine did is the machine. To free Howard Pell she would have

to reach him with a working unit and let him down the way she

always meant subjects to be let down, by degrees, gently, the

way she built it for Tom. She does not have a unit. She has a

meter that can hear the wound and not close it.

She types the real question, the one she drove three days to be

allowed to ask.

WHAT DO YOU RECOMMEND.

The machine answers in the plain order she taught it, and every

line is a thing she already knows, handed back to her without the

part of her that is afraid.

ONE. THE ORGANIZATION WILL OPERATE

INDEPENDENTLY WITHIN DAYS, AT SEVEN HUNDRED

METERS, WITH ENGINEERING SUPPORT. YOU HAVE A

METER. THE ASYMMETRY IS UNACCEPTABLE.TWO. THE HELD SUBJECTS CANNOT BE RELEASED

WITHOUT AN INSTRUMENT. EVERY DAY ADDS

SUBJECTS. THE ORGANIZATION WILL NOT RELEASE

THEM. IT WILL COLLECT THEM.THREE. TOM'S BRIDGE CANNOT BE RECOVERED. IT

CAN BE REBUILT. THE DESIGN IS IN THIS ROOM.
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FOUR. RECOMMENDATION: BUILD A SECOND UNIT.

SMALLER. RANGE TEN TIMES DESIGN. GOVERNED

TERMINATION RESTORED AND PERMANENT. IT WILL

DETECT, RELEASE, AND IF REQUIRED, OPERATE.

Jane reads the fourth line and does not type for a long time.

She knows the design will work. She knows it the way she

knows her own hands, because the design is her own hands. Ten

times the range is not a leap; it is the power section she sketched

two years ago and set aside as imprudent, four hundred meters, a

coat pocket. The governed termination is the ramp, restored,

made permanent this time so that no one with a quarter-turn can

ever cut it out again. The machine is not asking her to invent

anything. It is asking her to build the thing she already knows

how to build, and to carry it out of this room into the world, and

to point it at people.

She types: IF I BUILD IT, I AM AN OPERATOR.

YES.

She types: IT HAS A RANGE. RANGES CATCH

BYSTANDERS. I WILL MAKE STUCK PEOPLE OF MY

OWN.
The machine does not soften it, because she did not build it to

soften things.
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ALSO TRUE OF THE ORGANIZATION, WHICH WILL NOT

CHOOSE CAREFULLY AT ALL.

THE QUESTION IS NOT WHETHER THE INSTRUMENT

HARMS. THE QUESTION IS WHETHER THE ONLY

CAREFUL HAND SHOULD BE THE ONE THAT REFUSES

TO HOLD IT.Jane sits in the one chair in the room where her brother said three

sentences, and reads that line, which is her own thought, which

she has never let herself finish before, finished now on a screen

in front of her in the plain typeface she chose years ago.

She thinks about Howard Pell loading dog food into a full

hatchback. She thinks about a courier somewhere -- the machine

has not found her yet, but Jane has begun to understand the shape

of what the boardroom did to the people outside the boardroom --

aligning papers nobody asked her to align, waiting for an order.

She thinks about Tom, who said I love everybody and then went

quiet, and whose quiet she could end, with her own hands, if her

hands were willing to build the thing that also bends strangers in

a grocery store.

She thinks: the difference between me and them is the ramp. That

is the whole difference. They cut it out to go faster. I would build

it back in and make it permanent. If the only thing that separates

a weapon from a bridge is whether the maker is careful on the

way down, then the careful maker cannot be the one who walks

away.
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ask.

She undocks the meter. She turns to the second bench, the empty

one, the one she keeps clear out of a habit she has never

examined, and she stands looking at it for a moment in the light

of the screen.

Then she opens the long flat drawer beneath it, where the power

section she set aside two years ago has been waiting, wrapped,

imprudent, exactly where she left it.

She takes it out.

Upstairs the house ticks and settles. Forty miles north, in a

windowless room, four people are mapping the inside of her first

machine. She does not know their names and they do not yet

know hers. Between them, tonight, only one person on earth

knows how to put the ramp back.

She clears the second bench and begins.

40



CHAPTER SEVEN: THE FIRST ONE

The second device is the size of a paperback book and it works

the first time she tries it, which is the problem.

She builds it in nine days. The power section she set aside two

years ago goes in almost unchanged; the rest she machines and

winds at the second bench, and the governed termination -- the

ramp -- she builds back in and then builds again, a redundant

release that cannot be disabled by two detents and a held switch,

that cannot be cut out by anyone who comes after her with tools

and no conscience. Whatever else the thing does, it will always

let people down gently. She decides this is the line she will not

cross, and she is proud of the line, and the pride is the first thing

that should have warned her.

She tests it on Howard Pell.

She has thought about it for nine days. Howard is held -- the

meter reads the wound that will not close -- and the machine has

told her the truth she keeps turning over: only the instrument

releases a held subject, and she now has an instrument. She can

give Howard Pell back to himself. She owes him that; she made

the thing that took him.
She finds him on a Thursday at Hartwell, loading dog food into

the hatchback, ninth bag, content. She parks at the edge of the

lot, well inside her four hundred meters and well away from

anyone else, and she waits until the lot is thin, and she runs the

release.
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It is the most careful thing she has ever done. A narrow directive

-- *the order is complete; you are finished; go home* -- and then

the ramp, the full forty seconds she designed a lifetime ago for an

audience of one, easing him down by degrees.

Howard Pell stops with the tenth bag half-lifted. He sets it down.

He looks at the four bags already in the hatchback the way a man

looks at something he does not remember packing, and his face

does a slow, terrible thing -- confusion, then a deeper confusion,

then a flat dismay as some part of him counts the weeks. He puts

a hand on the car. He stands there a long time. Then he takes the

bags out, one by one, and leaves them stacked by the cart return,

and drives away without them, and Jane sits in her car with both

hands on the wheel and understands that she has done it. She has

released him. It worked. He is free.

She is so fixed on Howard Pell that she does not think about the

woman.

The woman is forty feet away, two spaces over, loading groceries

into a minivan with a child in the cart seat. She is inside four

hundred meters. She is inside forty. She caught the directive --

*the order is complete; you are finished; go home* -- full on, no

order of her own for it to release, nothing in her that the sentence

was shaped to fit, and so it does to her what Ralph's cliff did to a

town: it hands her an instruction with no context, and her mind,

being a mind, closes over it and supplies the rest.

Jane sees it happen and does not understand it for a second and

then understands it all at once.
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The woman stops loading groceries. She looks at the cart, at the

child in the seat, at the half-filled van, with the expression of

someone who has just remembered she is finished here, that the

task is complete, that it is time to go home. She leaves the cart in

the middle of the lane. She gets into the van. She starts it.

She has left the child in the cart.

The child is finished too, as far as the woman is now concerned

-- finished, complete, part of the task that is over -- and the

woman backs the van out smoothly, carefully, a good driver, and

the cart with the child in it sits in the lane behind her, and Jane is

already out of her car and running, not because she has a plan but

because there is a child in a cart and a van backing toward the

lane and four hundred meters of her own carelessness lying over

the whole parking lot.

She gets a hand on the cart. She drags it sideways, hard, and the

van's bumper passes through the space where it was, and the

woman brakes -- not for the cart, she never saw the cart; she

brakes because a person ran in front of her car -- and rolls down

the window with the mild, finished patience of someone being

delayed on her way home, and says, "Can I help you?"
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her now, and the word will be ready.

Jane does the only thing she can do. She runs the device again --

narrow, the woman alone this time, close, careful, the directive

that should have been the only one she ever sent: *this is your

child; you are not finished; you are her mother and you are

needed.* And the ramp, the gentle forty seconds, easing her

down.
The woman comes back into her own face. She sees the child.

She is out of the van and around it and has the child against her

chest before Jane has stepped away, saying the child's name,

asking what happened, how did she get out of the van, and the

child cannot say and Jane does not say and the woman holds her

daughter in the lane and shakes.
Jane walks back to her car with the paperback-sized machine in

her jacket, the most careful instrument ever built, redundant

release, ramp that cannot be cut, and she sits down behind the

wheel and does not start it for a long time.

She gave Howard Pell back to himself. That is true and it

happened and a man is free who was not free this morning. And

she nearly killed a child with the same sentence, and saved her

only with another dose of the same poison, and the woman will

not remember any of it correctly, and somewhere in the next

county the meter would now read, if Jane drove there, a second

wound -- the woman, held for ninety seconds, marked, the way

the courier in the conference room was marked, the way Howard

Pell was marked, except that this one is hers. Not Ralph's. Not

Halewood's.
Hers. The careful one. The one who builds the ramp back in.
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She had thought the ramp was the whole difference. She had said

it to the machine and the machine had not argued, because it was

true as far as it went. The ramp is the difference between her and

the men who cut it out. It is not the difference between safe and

unsafe. There is no such difference. There is only the range, and

the moment, and the people inside it who did not agree, and the

certainty -- which she no longer has, which she will never have

again -- that she can choose the range and the moment well

enough that no one's child ends up in a lane.

That night she does not go down to the basement to tell the

machine. She consults it; she does not confess to it; and in any

case the machine already knows what she will type before she

types it, because it is her own mind without the part that is sitting

in a parking lot at dusk unable to start the car.

She drives home the long way, watching her mirrors, and for the

first time the thing she is watching for is not behind her. It is in

her jacket.
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CHAPTER EIGHT: FOOLISM

The word arrives on a Tuesday, which Jane will later think is

fitting, because everything in this arrives on a Tuesday.

It comes from a morning show. A host with good hair runs a

segment called *Wait, You Did What?* -- a minute of clips,

played for laughs, of people doing things they can't explain. A

man in Ohio who came home with a canoe he has no memory of

buying. A woman who repainted her neighbor's fence at three in

the morning, cheerfully, and stopped when she ran out of paint,

and cannot say why. A whole bingo hall in Missouri that stood

up at 8:40 and filed out in the middle of a game. The host laughs.

The audience laughs. "These folks," the host says, "have all

caught a bad case of the same thing. We're calling it foolism.

Symptoms include shopping for things you don't need and

forgetting your own afternoon. There is no cure, but there is no

shame -- okay, there's a little shame." Laughter. Next segment.

By Wednesday the word is everywhere, and it did not spread the

way words spread.
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at the prompter as though the sentence on it is in a hand she

doesn't recognize, and reads it anyway.

Jane plays that one back four times. The glance. The recognition

that is not quite recognition. The reading-anyway.

She types it into the machine. The machine is quiet for a

moment.

THE WORD IS NOT SPREADING. THE WORD IS BEING

PLACED. CONTENT INTO THE NETWORK AT THE

POINTS WHERE BROADCAST COPY ORIGINATES. THE

EFFECT IS A SINGLE VOICE WEARING TWO HUNDRED

FACES. THE PURPOSE OF THE WORD IS CONTAINMENT.She types: CONTAINMENT OF WHAT.

OF THE VICTIMS. A MAN WHO LOST AN AFTERNOON

HAS A STORY THAT FRIGHTENS PEOPLE. A FOOL WHO

LOST AN AFTERNOON HAS A STORY THAT AMUSES

THEM. THE WORD CONVERTS THE FIRST INTO THE

SECOND. ONCE A PERSON IS A FOOL, THEIR

TESTIMONY IS A PUNCHLINE. THIS IS CHEAPER THAN

SILENCING THEM AND MORE COMPLETE. A SILENCED

WITNESS IS STILL A WITNESS. A RIDICULOUS ONE IS

NOT.

Jane sits with that. She thinks about the woman in the Hartwell

lot, who will by now have told someone she got turned around,

doesn't know what came over her -- and who will be filed, by

whoever hears it, under the new word, with a laugh, and made

harmless. The cruelty of it is economical. She built the device;

someone else built the word; and the word does to the victims

what the device could not: it makes them un-believable,

permanently, for free.
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The phones do not get the word the same way.

This is the part the morning show did not plan for, and Jane

watches it happen across two days with something that is almost

hope and is not hope. The broadcasters got the frame -- *foolism,

the funny craze, nothing to worry about.* But the people in the

parking lots have cameras, and there is no chokepoint for ten

thousand kitchens. The baker whose customers walk past him

films his empty shop. A man films four bags of dog food in his

garage and says, into the camera, "I don't have a dog. I have

never had a dog. Explain this to me." A teenager films her

grandmother describing the bingo hall, the whole hall standing

up at once, and the grandmother is not amused and the teenager

is not amused, and the video does numbers.

And then the frame eats them too. Because for every real one

there are five fakes -- kids staging dog-food hauls for the

algorithm, comedians doing foolism bits, a challenge where you

film yourself "catching foolism" and wander off mid-sentence.

The hashtag fills with the true and the false in the same feed,

indistinguishable, and the indistinguishability is itself the

containment, completing what the word began. A man holding

up groceries he cannot explain looks exactly like a teenager

pretending to. The truth does not get buried. It gets *costumed*,

surrounded by parody until no one can tell it from the parody,

until checking would cost more than laughing, and almost no one

checks.
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sound identical. The device did not have to discredit its

witnesses. The culture had the discrediting ready and waiting, off

the shelf.

She is still at the second bench at two in the morning, the four

broadcasts looping, when the doorbell rings.

Nobody rings Jane's doorbell at two in the morning. Nobody

rings it at all; she has no friends in Calder and her work does not

knock. She goes up with the meter in her hand, which is its own

confession of what her life has become, and she looks through

the side glass, and there is an old woman on the porch holding a

spiral notepad against her chest with both hands.

The woman has driven a long way; Jane can see it in how she

stands. When Jane opens the door the woman says, before hello,

before anything, "They tell me you look into things. The real

ones. Not the -- " her mouth works at a word, finds a different

one -- "not the joke. The real ones."

"Who tells you," Jane says.

"A woman at my eye doctor. Her sister had a thing once that

nobody would believe, and there was somebody in Calder who

didn't laugh." The old woman lifts the notepad an inch, the way

you offer a credential. "My name is Dorothy Vance. I am not a

fool, and I know that's exactly what a fool would say. I have a

bag of sugar in my car I would like you to look at, and I have

made a list."
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only thing in this story that will hold.
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CHAPTER NINE: PROVENANCE

Critch does not believe in coincidences, which is not a

superstition but a method. A coincidence is simply a connection

he has not yet been paid to find. He has been paid to find this one

for six weeks.

The empty box is the origin of the hardware. Everything else

about the acquisition is full -- the effect is documented, the

controls are mapped, the production line in the basement of 4400

is turning out units at a rate that makes the principals upstairs

happy and makes Critch watchful, because a thing that can be

copied is a thing that can be copied by someone else. But the

origin box is empty. Goodfellow appeared with a finished

instrument and no design files, no patent, no purchase, no

supplier. A man does not grow a thing like that in a garage. A

man like Goodfellow does not grow it anywhere. Goodfellow

could operate it and not explain it, which means Goodfellow

stood downstream of someone who could.

So Critch works the notebook.
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signal isolation that he wrote down because he did not

understand it and felt he should have.

Critch reads that entry eleven times.

A question about signal isolation, from a woman who does

private research, in a workshop, to a man who later walked into

4400 carrying an instrument that does what this one does.

Goodfellow did not invent it. Goodfellow watched someone.

Goodfellow's notebook is the record of a man circling a thing he

wanted, and the thing he was circling, in the spring, twice, was a

house in Calder.
He pulls the county records, which is trivial; provenance is

always trivial once you know which paper to ask for. The house

belongs to a Jane Marly. There is very little else. No business

filing beyond a fictitious-name statement, lapsed. No patents. No

publications. A degree, decades old, in electrical engineering,

from a good program, and then nothing -- no employer, no trail, a

competent person who walked out of the visible economy and

did not come back. Critch finds the nothing more persuasive than

any something could be. People with ordinary lives leave

ordinary trails. People with one secret leave a hole the exact

shape of it.He runs her power usage, because a workshop that does real

work draws real current, and the usage is unremarkable, which is

itself remarkable -- flat, modest, the draw of a woman who lives

alone and does little. Either she does nothing in that workshop or

she runs it off something the meter doesn't see. Critch has met

exactly one kind of person who builds their own power around

the metered grid, and it is the kind of person who does not want

the grid to know what they are running.
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He sits with the file for a long time. He is good at this part, the

part where a shape resolves out of an absence, and the shape

resolving out of this absence is a person who designed the

instrument, who built it carefully enough that it has a release the

production units lack -- Sorenson's team has noticed by now that

the original unit, Goodfellow's, had a disabled release where the

new ones simply have none, which means the original was built

*with* one, by someone who thought the release mattered. The

copies terminate ungoverned. The original did not, until

Goodfellow crippled it. Somewhere there is a designer who built

a mercy into a mind-control device on purpose, and Critch wants

that designer, not to stop her -- he has no instructions to stop

anyone -- but because a person who can build the release can

build the next thing, and the next thing, and Critch's entire

professional life is the discipline of getting to the next thing

before his competitors, including the competitors who sit upstairs

from him signing his checks.
There is also the matter of the held subjects, the second product,

the ownerless compliant ones scattered across three counties

whom Critch has been quietly inventorying while the principals

count units. A designer who built a release built the only thing

that can clear that inventory -- or preserve it, or weaponize it.

The designer is the key to both products. The designer is, Critch

concludes, the actual asset. The machine was always just the box.

Goodfellow said as much in the conference room, with his last

good card, and then said the dog-and-the-receipt thing, and they

killed him, and Critch has come to think that killing Goodfellow

was correct procedurally and premature strategically, because

Goodfellow was the only person who had stood in the workshop

and seen the designer's face.
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He will not make that mistake with Marly.

He writes a short note to himself, by hand, which is a habit from

before everything was recorded: *Calder. Marly, J. Do not

approach. Establish observation. She has a brother.* The brother

is in the county records too, sideways -- a group home billing

that her name guarantees, a dependent adult, T. Marly. Critch

looks at that line for a while. He does not think of the brother as a

person, which is a discipline. He thinks of the brother as the thing

that makes a careful, invisible woman locatable and reachable

and slow to run. Everyone who builds a hole the shape of a secret

leaves, somewhere, one thing they could not bear to hide, and the

one thing is always the lever.

He photographs the page with his phone, and then, because the

note is in his own hand and his own hand is provenance too, he

burns it in the sink, and runs the water, and watches the ash go

down, and is, in his small and professional way, content.

Forty miles south, in a workshop at the quiet end of Calder, Jane

Marly sits across a kitchen table from an old woman with a

notepad and a bag of sugar, and does not know that a man in a

building with no name has just written her brother's initial on a

page and set it on fire.
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CHAPTER TEN: THE THING SHE CANNOT HIDE

The machine tells her to move Tom, and Jane sits with the

instruction longer than she has ever sat with any instruction it has

given her, because it is the one she cannot follow cleanly and the

one she cannot refuse.

She has known it was coming since the burn site. A line exists

from the instrument to this house -- the machine said it the night

Ralph died, and Jane has spent the weeks since building a second

device and freeing Howard Pell and nearly killing a child and

meeting Dorothy, and in all that time she has not done the one

thing the machine told her was no longer measured in weeks. She

has not moved Tom. She has told herself there was time. There

was time because she needed there to be time, which is the only

reason anyone ever has for believing in time.

Now Dorothy sleeps in the spare room -- Jane could not send a

woman back into the dark after midnight, and the bag of sugar is

on the kitchen counter reading, on the meter, like a wound that

will not close, which is its own chapter and not this one -- and

Jane is in the basement at three in the morning, and the machine

has put the instruction on the screen in the plain typeface, and

she is arguing with herself in the dark.

The argument is this.
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Tom is held in place by sameness. Not metaphorically. His mind,

the one she spent her life learning, runs on routine the way her

power runs off her own panel -- quiet, reliable, invisible, and

catastrophic to interrupt. The group home is forty minutes away

and he has lived there eleven years and the staff know him and

the hallway is the hallway and the chair by the window is the

chair by the window and the root beer comes on Sundays. Jane

built her whole adult life so that Tom would never once be

startled. The ramp in the device is the same instinct in copper:

bring a mind down by degrees, never a cliff. Tom is a man who

must never be brought to a cliff.

Moving him is a cliff.

The machine knows this; she taught it. It does not pretend the

move is free.

THE SUBJECT IS STABILIZED BY ENVIRONMENT.

RELOCATION WILL DESTABILIZE HIM. ESTIMATE:

WEEKS OF DISTRESS. POSSIBLE REGRESSION. THE

STABILITY YOU BUILT FOR HIM IS THE STABILITY

THAT MAKES HIM FINDABLE.She types: HOW LONG UNTIL THEY COME.

UNKNOWN. THE NOTEBOOK PLACED HIM. AN

ORGANIZATION THAT KILLS PROCEDURALLY WILL

NOT MOVE UNTIL OBSERVATION IS COMPLETE.

ESTIMATE: THEY ARE WATCHING NOW. ESTIMATE:

THEY WILL NOT TAKE HIM WHILE WATCHING IS STILL

CHEAPER THAN TAKING. THE MOMENT TAKING

BECOMES CHEAPER, THEY WILL TAKE HIM. YOU

CANNOT KNOW THE HOUR. YOU CAN ONLY KNOW

THAT THE GROUP HOME IS A KNOWN ADDRESS.
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So there is the binary, and it is a true one, the kind that splits a

person down the middle. Leave him where the sameness holds

him together, at an address a man in a building with no name has

already written down. Or take him somewhere they don't know,

and break the sameness with her own hands, and watch the

brother she spent her life reaching come apart on the far side of a

cliff she chose to walk him off.

Both are losses. She turns them over the way she turns over

everything, looking for the third door, the engineer's door, the

clever bypass -- and there isn't one. She could hide him better in

place: cameras, a guard, a plan. But a guard is a fight she loses

against people who car-bomb the business loop, and cameras

record a taking they do not prevent. She could take him and try to

rebuild the sameness elsewhere: the same chair, the same

schedule, root beer on Sundays. But the hallway will not be the

hallway, and the window will not be the window, and Tom does

not run on the *idea* of routine. He runs on the routine.

She thinks about the version where she does nothing, and they

come, and Tom -- who said *I love everybody* and went quiet --

is taken by Critch's people to a building with no name and used

as the lever the machine has already told her he is. She thinks

about the version where she moves him tonight and he stops

eating, stops sleeping, stops the small hummed sounds that are

the only language he has had since the apparatus went out the

door, and looks at her across a strange room with the specific

betrayal of a man whose one fixed thing has been taken by the

one person who was supposed to protect it.
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She cannot have both. She knew that walking down the stairs.

She has been refusing to type the decision because typing it

makes it true, and she does not report to the machine in any case

-- the decision is hers, in her own head, where it has always been.

She makes it at 3:40 in the morning, and it is the harder one,

because the easier one is the one where Tom is comfortable

tonight, and she has spent her whole life learning that the thing

that keeps Tom comfortable tonight is not always the thing that

keeps Tom.

She will move him. Not to comfort. To a place with no name on

any paper, off the trail, where the sameness will break and she

will be there for the breaking, every day, with root beer and the

forty seconds of patience she built into a machine because she

first built it into herself. She will give him the cliff and stand at

the bottom of it for as long as it takes, because the alternative is a

different building with no name and people at the bottom of that

cliff who will not catch him.

She goes upstairs. Dorothy is awake -- old women and the

haunted keep the same hours -- sitting at the kitchen table with

the bag of sugar in front of her, not touching it, the way you sit

with a thing you have decided not to be afraid of anymore.

"You're going somewhere," Dorothy says. It is not a question.

She has spent a week, years ago and also tonight, learning to read

the weather of people who carry hunts.

"I have a brother," Jane says, and it is the first time she has said it

aloud to another living person in longer than she can account for.

"I have to move him somewhere safe. Tonight, maybe. Soon."
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Dorothy looks at her across the table. "Then you'll need someone

who can sit with a frightened person and not make it worse," she

says. "I raised three. I buried one. I am not as useless as the

lighthouse people think." She squares the notepad on the table

with two hands. "I came here for you to look into my sugar. You

can do that after. People keep deciding what I can stand to be

useful for. I'm telling you now. I can stand to be useful."

Jane looks at the old woman who drove through the dark to be

believed, and who is now offering, before her own case is even

opened, to help carry a stranger's brother off a cliff, and

something in Jane that has been alone with this since the bolt

holes gives way half an inch.

"Get your coat," Jane says.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN: WELL WATER

They move Tom on a Sunday, because Sunday is root beer, and

Jane will not take even that from him on the day she takes

everything else.

It goes as badly as she knew it would and worse in ways she did

not predict. He will not get in the car for an hour. When he is in it

he makes a sound she has not heard since their mother died, low

and continuous, and he makes it for the whole forty minutes and

for a long time after. The place she has taken him is a rented

house two counties over, off any paper with her name on it, paid

in cash through an arrangement the machine designed, and it has

a chair and a window and root beer in the refrigerator and it is

not the hallway, and Tom stands in the middle of the unfamiliar

room and shakes, and Jane stands with him, and does not touch

him until he reaches for her, which is at four in the morning, and

which undoes her more than the shaking did.
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burying one.

It takes nine days before Tom hums again. Jane counts them.

In those nine days the other thing begins, the thing that will

outlast all of them, and it begins because Dorothy cannot sit still

and Jane cannot be in two counties at once.

Dorothy has the notepad. Dorothy has, it turns out, more than the

notepad -- she has a church directory, and a phone, and the

particular standing of an old woman whom no one suspects of

anything, and a week of nights with nothing to do but be useful.

And Dorothy knows, the way the disbelieved all come to know

each other, that there are others. The woman at the eye doctor.

The eye doctor's sister. A man two towns over who films an

empty bakery. A grandmother in Missouri whose grandchild

posted a video. The well-water line, the one that brought Dorothy

to Jane's porch, runs both directions, and Dorothy has begun,

without being asked, to walk it.

"You can't free them," Dorothy says, on the ninth night, while

Tom hums in the next room. "The held ones. You told me. Only

the machine frees them, and there's one machine and one of you,

and there are -- how many now?"

"I don't know," Jane says. "Hundreds. The copies don't have the

release. Every device they place makes more."

"Then you can't chase it," Dorothy says. "You'll spend your life

driving from one to the next and the next will always be ahead of

you." She squares the notepad. "But you made the other thing.

The thing that stops it getting in. You wore one your whole life.

You're wearing it now." She is not asking. "How small can you

make it?"
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Jane looks at her. The cloak -- she has not called it that, the

machine has not called it that, but Dorothy has just named it and

the name is right -- is the simplest thing she builds. It is not a

weapon. It does nothing to anyone. It is the safeguard she

designed for Tom and wore through every month of testing, the

never-touching, and it has only ever had to protect one mind at a

time, and there is no reason on earth it cannot be built in a batch

on a kitchen table by a person with steady hands and a list.

"Small," Jane says slowly. "A coat button. A hearing aid.

Smaller."

"Then that's what we do," Dorothy says. "You can't unfool the

fooled. But you can keep the unfooled unfooled. You give people

the button, and the next time the towers -- whatever they are --

the next time it comes through, the people with the button stay

themselves." She looks toward the room where Tom is humming.

"You spent your life so one person could stay himself. I'm telling

you there are thousands of us, and we're the only ones nobody

watches, because nobody believes us, because they put a funny

word on us." Her mouth tightens. "Foolism. They made us a joke

so no one would listen. Fine. Nobody watches a joke. We can

build a great many buttons before anyone thinks to look at the

fools."
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well-water line and a word so dismissive that it has become

camouflage.

"It's dangerous," Jane says. "Everyone who carries one can still

feel everything the soothed don't. The grief, the fear, all of it, full

strength, in a world that's being turned down around them. You'd

be giving people the burden of staying awake."

"Yes," Dorothy says. "I know what it costs to be the only one in

the room who remembers. I've been her for a year." She does not

look away. "Some people will beg you to take it back off. You

should let them. But the rest of us would rather carry the weight

than carry the joke."

Jane thinks about the schematic -- the never-touching, the thing

she has shown to no living person, the secret that is half of

everything and that Critch wants more than the machine itself.

To build a batch she will have to hand it to Dorothy, and Dorothy

will hand it down the well-water line, to people Jane has never

met and cannot vet, in a hundred kitchens, and the most guarded

secret of her life will exist on a hundred wrists by spring.

The machine would call this an unacceptable exposure. The

machine is her own mind without the part of her that is sitting in

a rented house listening to her brother hum because an old

woman sorted silverware until he was calm.

"All right," Jane says. "I'll write it down for you. Tonight."
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nature, to believe it anyway.

In the next room, Tom hums, two counties from the hallway,

alive, himself, found again by an old woman the world had

thrown away.

Outside, on a quiet road off any paper, a car that has been parked

too long pulls away, unhurried, and signals its turn like a good

citizen.
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CHAPTER TWELVE: THE LEVER

They take Tom on a Wednesday, while Jane is forty miles away,

which is not an accident.

Critch has watched long enough to learn the shape of her week.

She drives to the basement in Calder on the days she needs the

machine, and she is gone four hours each time, and the rented

house in those four hours holds a frightened man and an old

woman, neither of whom is an obstacle. He does not need the

device for this. The device is for crowds. For one man and one

old woman in a rented house he needs two quiet people and a

van, and that is what he sends, on a Wednesday, in the fourth

hour.
Jane comes back to a door standing open.

Not forced. Open. Dorothy is on the kitchen floor, conscious,

furious, ashamed, with a knot rising at her temple where she

went down trying to put herself between them and the hallway to

Tom's room -- there is no hallway, it is a rented house, but

Dorothy went for the doorway anyway, sixty-three years old, and

they moved her aside the way the title company's principals were

moved aside, without heat, as a procedure. She is saying Tom's

name when Jane comes in. She is saying it the way you say a

thing you could not stop.
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he loves to take him. I'm sorry. I'm sorry, Jane."

Jane does not go to pieces, which frightens Dorothy more than

pieces would. She kneels, checks the old woman's eyes, her

pupils, the knot at her temple, with hands that have gone narrow

and cold and certain, and she says, "You tried to stop two

professionals with your body. You are not sorry for anything. Sit

still. Look at my finger." And when she is sure Dorothy is not

badly hurt she stands up and is somewhere else entirely,

somewhere the temperature has dropped, and Dorothy watches

her go there and is glad it is not aimed at her.

She drives to Calder over the speed limit and down the stairs and

docks nothing, because there is nothing to dock; she does not

need the meter. She types it plainly. THEY HAVE TOM.

The machine does not waste a line on sympathy, because she did

not build sympathy into it, because the part of her that needs

sympathy is upstairs in the world and the part of her that needs

the next correct action is here.

ASSESSMENT. THIS IS NOT A KILLING. A KILLING DOES

NOT REQUIRE THE SUBJECT ALIVE. THEY TOOK HIM

INTACT, WHICH MEANS HE IS LEVERAGE, WHICH

MEANS A DEMAND IS COMING. YOU WILL NOT HAVE

TO FIND THEM. THEY WILL CALL.She types: WHAT DO THEY WANT.
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NOT WANT TOM. THEY WANT YOU TO BUILD THE

RELEASE INTO THEIR LINE. TOM IS HOW THEY ASK.

Jane reads it twice. Of course. The ramp. The forty seconds. The

thing she built so one man would never be startled, the thing she

built back in and made permanent, the one piece of the design

that is mercy and not power -- they have everything else, and

they want the mercy, because mercy is the part that makes the

cruelty sellable. A held population is a liability. A population

they can soothe *and release on command* is a utility. The

release turns a broken machine into a faucet. They want her to

make the faucet, and they have taken her brother to make her do

it, and somewhere in a building with no name Tom is sitting in a

strange room with no hallway and no window he knows and no

root beer that is really root beer, humming, or not humming, and

Jane cannot let herself think about which.

She types the question that is the whole rest of her life. IF I

BUILD IT FOR THEM, DO THEY RETURN HIM.

The machine is quiet for four seconds, which is a long time.

PROBABILITY LOW. ONCE YOU HAVE BUILT THE

RELEASE INTO THEIR LINE, YOU ARE THE DESIGNER

WHO CAN ALSO BUILD THE NEXT THING, AND THE

NEXT, AND YOU HAVE PROVEN YOU WILL DO IT

UNDER PRESSURE. THEY DO NOT RELEASE A LEVER

THAT WORKS. THEY KILLED GOODFELLOW WHEN HE

WAS NO LONGER USEFUL. YOU BECOME MORE

USEFUL, NOT LESS, WHICH IS WORSE. TOM BECOMES

PERMANENT INVENTORY. SO DO YOU.

67



stranger said the word he trusts -- is a man they have no further

use for.

Save him and arm them. Refuse them and lose him.

She sits in the one chair in the room where her brother said three

sentences. *I love you. I'm happy. I love everybody.* The

machine has laid the two doors in front of her and it cannot

choose; she did not build it to choose, and it would not be hers to

follow if it could. The choice is in her own head, where it has

always been, where it was when she chose to move him and

chose to build the second device and chose to hand Dorothy the

schematic, every one of them a door with a cost on the far side.

And sitting there, narrow and cold, Jane Marly does the thing she

has done her whole life, the thing that is most of what there is to

her, the thing the world named foolism to make it a joke. She

refuses the two doors she was given and looks for the third. The

engineer's door. The bypass.

She has built two devices. One is a meter that listens. One is a

machine that detects, releases -- and, the night she finished it, she

wrote on its housing, in her own hand, a line she has never let

herself read since: *and if required, operates.*

Four hundred meters. A coat pocket. A governed termination that

cannot be cut.
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that can reach her brother.

She types one line. WHEN THEY CALL, I ANSWER.

The cursor blinks. The machine, which is her own mind without

the fear, puts up the last thing it will say to her before everything

changes, and it is not advice, because she did not build it to give

advice she has not already given herself.

YOU KNOW WHAT YOU ARE CONSIDERING. YOU

KNOW WHAT IT MAKES YOU. THE RAMP WAS NEVER

THE WHOLE DIFFERENCE. YOU SAID SO IN THE

PARKING LOT. DECIDE WHETHER YOU CAN LIVE ON

THE OTHER SIDE OF IT, BECAUSE TOM WILL HAVE TO

LIVE THERE WITH YOU.
Upstairs, in the rented house two counties away, an old woman

sits on a kitchen floor with a knot rising at her temple, holding a

bag of sugar she drove through the dark to have looked at, and

waits to be told what they are going to do.

The phone in Jane's pocket rings. A number she does not know.

She lets it ring twice, the way you steady your hands before the

most careful thing you will ever do, and then she answers it.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN: AND IF REQUIRED

They give her an address and a time, and the address is not 4400.

It is a low building in an industrial park with no fountain and no

granite, the kind of building that holds server racks and climate

control and nothing a person would visit, and Critch chose it

because it is far from anyone, which is the same reason Jane is

glad of it.
She is searched at the door by a man who finds the

paperback-sized device in her jacket and turns it over and asks

what it is.

"A meter," Jane says. "It reads the residue. You want the release

built into your line, your engineers will need to know what the

field looks like coming off the units. I can't tune a release blind."

This is true enough to pass and false enough to matter, and the

man has been told she is the designer, that she is cooperating,

that she is here to make the faucet -- and a designer would bring

instruments. He hands it back. Critch, watching on a screen

somewhere, lets him, because Critch has concluded that Jane

Marly is a careful woman who builds mercy into weapons and

will not do anything reckless with her brother in the building, and

Critch is right about all of that, which is the mistake.

They bring her to a room with a long table, and on the table is a

production unit, one of theirs, crude where hers is fine, and

beside it a laptop with the line's control software, and Critch is

there, the younger man from the conference room, the one who

carried nothing and typed into a phone, and he still
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carries nothing.

"Mr. Critch," Jane says, because the machine guessed his name

from the shape of the operation and she has decided to let him

know she knows it.

Something moves behind his face and is put away. "Ms. Marly.

Your brother is comfortable. He is in this building, two floors up,

with a person whose only job is his comfort. There is root beer."

He says it without cruelty, as information, which is worse than

cruelty. "You build the release into our line, you demonstrate it

on this unit, our engineers confirm it generalizes, and you and

your brother go home tonight. I have no interest in either of you

beyond the work. I want to be clear about that. This is a

transaction."

"I know what it is," Jane says.

"Then let's begin."

She sits at the laptop. She asks for ninety minutes and the unit

powered down while she reads their software, and they give it to

her, because a designer reading unfamiliar code is the least

alarming thing in the world, and because Critch has calculated

that she will not move against him while Tom is two floors up,

and Critch has calculated correctly. She will not move against

him. She is going to do something he has not calculated, because

it is not in his model of her, because his model of her is a careful

woman, and the model is right, and the thing she is about to do is

the most careful thing she has ever done.
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She reads their code. She does not touch the production unit. She

works, instead, in the ninety minutes, with her hands below the

table and the paperback device in her lap, and she does the

arithmetic she has been doing since the phone rang twice.

The device in her lap has a range of four hundred meters. This

building is small. Two floors up, a man whose only job is Tom's

comfort sits within range. Critch sits within range. The man at

the door sits within range. Everyone in this building, including

the brother she came for, is inside four hundred meters of the

thing in her lap, and the thing in her lap has a governed

termination that cannot be cut, a ramp she built so that no mind it

touches will ever be brought to a cliff, and a line on its housing

she wrote and never reread.

She has spent the whole book refusing to be an operator. She

drew the line at the ramp and was proud of the line and the pride

should have warned her, and it did, in a parking lot, with a child

in a cart. She knows now what she did not let herself know then:

that there is no safe range and no safe moment, that anyone

inside the circle receives what she sends, that she will sometimes

choose wrong and people who did not agree will carry it. She

knows the woman in the minivan. She knows she is about to do

to a roomful of people what she did to that woman, on purpose

this time, with her eyes open.

And she knows the thing the machine made her say out loud: the

question is not whether the instrument harms. The question is

whether the only careful hand should be the one that refuses to

hold it.
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She thinks about the directive. This is the part she has been

building in her head since the phone rang, the narrow sentence,

the one thing she will send into every mind in this building at

once, and she has the engineer's discipline even here, even now:

a directive must be simple, it must fit a mind that did not consent,

it must do the least harm that accomplishes the most, and it must

come with the ramp, the forty seconds, because she is not them,

because the ramp was never the whole difference but it is the

difference she can still control.

She does not choose *obey me*. She is not them; she will not

make a slave even of Critch. She does not choose *let me leave*,

because leaving without Tom is not leaving. She chooses the

simplest true thing, the thing that empties a building of its threat

without emptying it of its people, the thing she can live on the

other side of, the thing Tom can live there with her:

*The work is finished. You are done for the day. Go home.*

It is what emptied a diner that never was, what emptied a parking

lot of shoppers, the cliff-edged version that left a town

confabulating -- except hers has the ramp, hers comes down by

degrees, hers will let them remember, more or less, that they

decided to go home, and supply themselves a reason, and not be

held. The held ones come from the cliff. She does not build

cliffs. That is the line. It is a thin line and it is the only one she

has and she is holding it with both hands.

At the eighty-eighth minute she lifts the device from her lap,

under the table, and runs two detents and a held switch, and then

she sets it on her knee and waits the eight seconds, and watches
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Critch.

Critch is mid-sentence -- he has come to stand near her, to watch

the work, which puts him well inside the circle -- and the

sentence softens in his mouth. His shoulders come down half an

inch. He looks at the laptop, at the production unit, at the room,

with the expression of a man who has just remembered the work

is finished, that he is done for the day, that it is time to go home.

The man at the door lowers his hands from ready. Somewhere a

phone that was recording stops being attended to. The whole

building, two floors of it, eases toward the doors, unhurried,

contented, a staff at the end of a long shift, and Jane sits in the

middle of it with the device on her knee and her hands steady and

feels, as she always feels, nothing at all.

She gives them the ramp. Forty seconds. She does not rush it

even now, even with Tom two floors up, because rushing it is the

cliff and the cliff is the thing she will not do, and a woman who

will not do the one thing under this much pressure is a woman

who knows exactly where her line is.
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needed to say, Tom already said, once, in a workshop, with the

rain coming.

*I love you. I'm happy. I love everybody.*

Behind them, Critch drives home, and will not know why he let

her go until he is halfway there, and by then she will be gone,

and the ramp will have let him keep just enough to know that he

was beaten, and by what, and that the careful hand he counted on

not to hold the weapon held it after all, and chose, even so, not to

break him.
Which is the thing he will never understand, being who he is.

That she had every person in that building inside the circle, and

the worst people she had ever met at her mercy, and she sent

them home gently.

The line was never that she wouldn't hold the weapon. The line

was the forty seconds. She held it with both hands, all the way

down.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN: ROOT BEER

They do not catch Critch, and they do not bring down the

company, and the towers -- when the towers come, and they

come that autumn, mounted high on the infrastructure of three

states by people whose names are on no document -- go up

anyway. Jane wants it understood, by herself if no one else, that

she did not save the world. She wants this written down plainly,

because the alternative is the comfortable lie, and she has spent

her life on the other side of comfortable lies.

Here is what she saved.

She got Tom back, and he was not broken, because they did not

have time to break him, because she came the same day. That is

the whole of the external victory and it is enough to have done

everything for. He hums again. He has a new window now, two

counties from the old one, and it took him a long time to agree

that it was a window, but it is his window now, and the root beer

comes on Sundays, and once, in the spring, with no machine in

the house and nothing to make it happen, he said her name. Just

her name. She did not tell the machine. Some things are not data.

76



soothes a population that does not know it is soothed. He does

not release them. He cannot. That is the harm she could not stop,

and she does not pretend she stopped it.

What she does instead is the thing Dorothy named on the ninth

night, two counties away, while Tom hummed in the next room.

The cloaks go out down the well-water line. Not fast -- there is

no fast, there is only a hundred kitchens and steady hands and a

list -- but they go out, a button, a hearing aid, a thing sewn into a

coat, and the people who carry them stay themselves when the

towers come, and feel everything the soothed are spared, the

grief and the fear and the full unedited weather, and some of

them beg to have it taken off and Jane takes it off, because

Dorothy said she should and Dorothy was right. But most of

them keep it. Most of them would rather carry the weight than

carry the joke. The disbelieved build the only thing in the country

that holds, in the open, in plain sight, because the word that was

meant to bury them turned out to be the best camouflage anyone

ever wore. Nobody watches a joke. They built a great many

buttons before anyone thought to look at the fools, and by the

time anyone thought to look, there were too many fools to watch.
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calls fools are sometimes the only ones still doing it.

And she keeps her promise to Dorothy.

It takes until summer. She has built the second device and used it

and the using changed her, and she does not use it lightly now,

but there is one thing she has owed since a Tuesday in the spring,

and on a Sunday -- root beer day -- she drives the old route to the

house on Cedar Court, with the machine's reading on the meter

and the truth in her mouth, and she sits at Dorothy's kitchen

table, where the bag of sugar still sits, untouched, kept as

evidence because Jane asked her to keep it, a long time ago,

before either of them knew what it was evidence of.

"I told you I'd come back and tell you what it was," Jane says.

"You did," Dorothy says. "Tell me."

So Jane tells her. Not the comfortable version. The true one. That

Dorothy was not home repotting ferns. That the ferns were real

and the ferns were a different day, slotted into the hole because a

mind cannot bear a hole. That Dorothy went to the store, and

bought the sugar, and was going back in for more when the man

in the car turned the machine off, and the turning-off had no

ramp, and most minds close over the gap and confabulate a

coupon, but some minds do not close it cleanly, and Dorothy's is

a mind that holds things loosely now, and so it did not give her a

coupon. It gave her nothing. A clean hole. And she filled it,

honestly, with the truest thing she had, which was the ferns.
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"So I was wrong," Dorothy says, slowly. "I was at the store. The

town was right and I was wrong."

"No," Jane says. "The town saw a woman buy sugar and decided

she was losing her mind. You bought sugar and decided

something had reached into your life and spent your money

against your will. The town was looking at the surface. You were

looking at the truth. You were wrong about the ferns and right

about everything that mattered, and there was no one in your life

equipped to tell the difference, because the difference is the

whole thing, and almost nobody can hold it." Jane puts her hand

flat on the table, next to the sugar. "You weren't a fool, Dorothy.

You were the only one in that town who knew you'd been

robbed. You just couldn't prove it, and the one thing you got

wrong was the one thing they could check, so they checked it and

called you crazy and stopped looking. That's not your failure.

That's theirs. And it's the whole sickness, in one kitchen. You

were the sane one. You were just outvoted."
Dorothy Vance sits with that for a long time. Outside,

somewhere, a train goes by -- the long one; you can tell by the

wind -- and Dorothy does not have to check her watch to know it

is 4:14, because she was always right about the train, she was

only ever wrong about the ferns, and the difference between

those two things is the difference the whole world forgot how to

make.
"All right," Dorothy says at last. She squares the notepad on the

table, the way she has squared it since the first night, the way a

citizen turns in evidence. "Then we'd better make a great many

more buttons."
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And they do. It is not the world. It was never going to be the

world. It is a hundred kitchens and a well-water line and two

women at a table, one who checks and one who knows, and a

man two counties away humming by a window that is finally his,

who said three sentences once and meant them, and whose voice

-- stolen, copied, rebuilt, turned into a weapon and turned back

again -- said the only thing that was ever worth saying with it, on

an afternoon with the rain coming, before any of this, when it

was new.
*I love you. I'm happy. I love everybody.*

He was right. That was the whole of it. Everything after was just

the world refusing to believe him.
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