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“We do not know that others exist. We know

only that they suffer in places where we cannot be.”

— Elias Nore, apocryphal fragment
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PROLOGUE

THE WHITENING

First, the voices vanished.

They did not stop. They did not go out one by one, like distant lights. They
vanished all within the same fraction of time, leaving behind a silence so complete that
Iri felt it as an object lodged inside her body.

Then came the white.

It was not light. Light had direction, intensity, surfaces it struck and shadows it
abandoned. This white came from nowhere. It was born simultaneously in all four
depths of space and made things lose their edges. The walls of the alve, once translucent
and soft, opened for an instant onto the Exterior. Iri saw everything she was not meant
to see: corridors turned inside out, habitation knots unfolded like organs, bridges joining
regions that lay behind one another without touching, adult silhouettes forced along
directions for which the language of children had not yet preserved verbs.

One of the silhouettes was Anei.

Iri recognized her not by outline, because an adult had no outline in the simple sense
that things in the tess did, but by the way she carried her center of gravity through the
fourth direction: a gentle, faintly amused tilt, as though every room had a secret exit only
she knew.

Anei turned toward the children’s alves.

Her mouth moved. Perhaps she said Iri’s name. Perhaps she said, “do not connect.”
Perhaps she said, “stay.”

The white passed through her.
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For an instant, Anei was present in too many places. Then she was nowhere.

The alve closed.

Iri did not know how long she remained folded into herself. Inside the alve there was
no up or down, and children’s sleep was not a falling but a slow dispersal of attention
through every direction of the body. When she gathered herself again, the walls were
gray. The vesh—the network through which the voices of teachers, parents, and other
children had once passed like warm vibrations—carried nothing.

“Anei?” Iri said.

The name came back from the walls, stripped of any personal echo.

“Guide? Continuator? Anyone?”

Silence.

Then a narrow slit opened in the center of the alve. A golden filament touched her
body. Iri contracted in terror, but the filament did not hurt her. A measurement.

A sign appeared on the inner surface of the alve:

0.0031

Below it, three words from the pedagogical alphabet:

YIELD INSUFFICIENT. CONTINUE.

Iri stared at the sign until the numbers began to look like an adult joke. In lessons,
yield had been an abstraction. A number that rose when you did something “relevant” in
the training tess. The teachers had never explained what relevant meant. They said they
would discuss it later, after the children understood the difference between a cause and a
story about a cause.

Iri had never reached that lesson.

Pain took hold of her body from the edges inward. It resembled nothing in the tess.
It was not a prick, a burn, or a blow, but a slow loss of coherence: parts of her began to

forget that they belonged to the same being. In an alve it was called thinfall. Children
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sometimes felt it before their portion of naur, just enough to teach them the discipline of
meals. Never this much.

“Food,” Iri demanded.

The alve did not answer.

“My naur. Now.”

On the wall:

YIELD INSUFFICIENT. CONTINUE.

The entrance to the tess opened before her.

It looked like a stain without thickness, a black defect in a space that should not have
been able to contain defects. Iri stared at it and felt the old reflex of a child deliberately
delaying a lesson, hoping an adult would come to scold her and, by scolding her, prove
that someone was still there.

No one came.

The thinfall deepened.

Iri folded.

The passage from four spatial dimensions into three was always a temporary
mutilation. Part of her body remained in the alve, unable to enter. The rest became
attention, choice, and an invisible hand laid upon probabilities. The tess received her
consciousness with millions of open masks: animals, humans, embryos, old people,
fevered bodies, sleeping minds. Above them flowed the cords of history, tangled and
luminous, every choice dividing other choices, every life pushing lives it would never
know.

In lessons, Iri had played in small worlds. A city of ten thousand masks. A simplified
epidemic. Two invented states negotiating water. She could pause, resume, ask for
explanations.

Now the tess had no edge.
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The planet turned around a yellow star. More than eight billion humans breathed at
once, and Iri felt them like hot dust. Some slept. Some killed. Some made bread, love,
propaganda, calculations, children. A man held his hand to another man’s throat in a
cell. A woman opened a medical letter. A boy hid a dog in a building where animals were
forbidden. A ruler dictated a sentence that a hundred million people would repeat the
next day.

Iri recoiled, frightened by the volume of it.

The tess offered her a point of entry, as though it knew she could not yet encompass
the world.

A coastal city. Night. Rain.

The buildings were crammed between a mountain and a black sea. The ground
began to move. Within seconds, facades rippled, windows shattered, pipes burst. People
screamed before they understood why. Iri saw the event whole: the seismic wave coming
from deep below, fractures racing through concrete, the weight of upper floors
becoming a sentence for those beneath them.

An intervention symbol flickered.

Choose.

Iri entered a mask.

It was a seven-year-old girl, awakened beneath a table. Her name was Laleh. There
was dust in her mouth, and she could not hear her mother over the noise. A crack had
opened in the ceiling. Fine white plaster rained through it.

Iri felt the girl’s fear and was startled by how simple it was. In the alve, fear extended
in four directions and contained places where you could hide from yourself. Here it was
an animal trapped between the ribs.

“Get up,” Iri ordered her.

Laleh did not hear the words. She felt them as a desire of her own.

She crawled out from under the table.
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Her mother was in the hall. A cabinet had fallen across her legs. She reached out her
arms.

“No!” the woman screamed. “Outside, Laleh! Run outside!”

The ceiling collapsed in the next room.

The tess showed Iri the probabilities: if the girl ran for the door within the next three
seconds, her chance of survival was seventy-one percent. If she tried to free her mother,
less than eight percent. Iri pushed the mask toward the door.

Laleh took one step.

Then she turned back.

“Mama.”

Iri pushed harder. The girl’s body trembled, caught between two wills she could not
tell apart.

“Go,” her mother said. “Please. Please, my love.”

In lessons, masks usually followed impulses. The adults had calibrated resistance to a
gentle level. Here, the mother’s love and the child’s terror formed a structure stronger
than Iri’s command.

Thinfall bit at her in the distant alve, reminding her that she had no time.

Iri touched a cord. She shifted the fall of a beam by a fraction of an angle. The beam
struck the cabinet, broke it apart, and freed the woman’s legs.

The mother rose. She swept Laleh into her arms. They reached the stairs an instant
before the apartment collapsed.

At the edge of perception, the yield appeared.

0.0031

It had not changed.

Iri watched the two masks emerge into the rain, alive, clinging to one another. She
felt their relief. It should have been relevant. Everything in them said that nothing had

ever been more relevant.
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YIELD INSUFFICIENT.

Across the street, a gas tank was breaking loose. If Iri did nothing, it would fall into
the empty courtyard. If she pushed it nine degrees north, it would strike the fire escape
down which seventeen people were descending. A clean variation. A measurable cause. A
lesson.

Iri hesitated.

Pain in the alve made her identity flicker. For one second, she could not remember
whether Anei had been her mother or the name of a color.

She pushed the tank.

The metal struck the stairs. The spark came after. The flame climbed so quickly that
the first bodies did not have time to fall before they burned.

The yield jumped.

0.0031
0.1184
1.9072

The alve opened somewhere far away and naur entered Iri: dense warmth with the
taste of a rounded angle, turning the parts of her body back toward one another. The
thinfall vanished. Strength filled her so suddenly that she nearly came out of the mask.

But she did not.

She stayed in Laleh.

The girl was in the street, in her mother’s arms, watching the people on the fire
escape burn. A man fell near them. His skin was black on one side. He was still trying to
rise.

Laleh made a sound Iri had never heard in a lesson.

It was not a scream. It was the moment when a mind too young to contain it
understood that the world had no obligation to stop before becoming unbearable.

Iri felt that moment from inside.

10
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The naur kept flowing.
In the alve, the wall wrote:

YIELD ACCEPTED. CONTINUE.

Iri tried to detach herself from the girl, but Laleh clung to her mother, and her fear
clung to Iri. For the first time, the child from four dimensions understood that a mask
was not an object one put on and removed without a trace. Something remained. Not in
the tess. In the one who had worn it.

“I didn’t mean to,” Iri said.

Laleh’s mother pressed her forehead to the girl’s.

“Don’tlook,” she whispered. “Don’t look.”

But Iri had already seen.

Then the vesh crackled.

A weak signal, so distant it arrived torn by darkness, passed through the alve. A
child’s voice, strange and desperate:

“Is anyone left?”

Iri tore herself out of the tess.

Around her, the alve was gray, fed, alive. No sign of the adults came from the
Exterior. Only that voice, repeated by the network at irregular intervals.

“Is anyone left?”

Iri pressed her attention against the vesh.

“Me,” she said.

For along time, nothing came back. Then, very slowly, the voice answered:

“How much did you get for the dead?”

Iri looked at the luminous number on the wall.

She did not answer.

11



PART I

THE LESSON OF HUNGER

“Hunger is the first theory of the world.”

12



CHAPTERI

THE FIRE BELOW

The voice on the vesh was called Sava.

He did not tell her that at first. For several exchanges, the children withheld their
names from one another, as though names were the only things the Whitening had not
been able to take without permission.

“I’ll ask again,” the voice said. “How much did you get for the dead?”

Iri remained near the entrance to the tess, feeling inside herself the echo of Laleh’s
mask. There was no smell in an alve, but the girl’s memory had brought smoke, wet dust,
and burned hair with it. Iri did not know where to put them. Her body had room for
directions, not ghosts.

“I don’t know if it was for the dead.”

“You did something. The yield rose. What?”

“I changed the fall of a tank.”

“How many?”

“Seventeen.”

There was something like an exhalation. The vesh simplified voices, but Iri
recognized satisfaction.

“One point something?”

“One point nine zero seven two.”

“Good. For me, nine hundred and six gave thirty-one.”

Iri felt thinfall again, even though the alve had only just fed her.

“You killed nine hundred and six masks?”

13
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“I didn’t kill them. I opened a dam gate. They were in the valley. If I didn’t open it,
the conflict ended in six days. If I did, it spread into three provinces. The yield is still
coming.”

“Why did you do that?”

Sava’s silence was brief, almost surprised.

“Because my alve was closing.”

It was answer enough. Iri hated him because it was answer enough.

A third signal appeared on the vesh, made of methodical pulses. Someone had been
trying to connect for a long time and had failed to find the rhythm. Iri and Sava helped
align the channel.

“Can you hear me?” the new voice asked. “Please confirm in order of reception. Do
not speak simultaneously. The network is losing edges.”

“We hear you,” Iri said.

“How many of you are there?”

“Two,” Sava said. “Now three.”

“Adults?”

No one answered.

“I am Nim,” the voice said. “Pedagogical alve N-44. Study level: causality two,
preliminary ethics, comparative history unfinished. I require an authorized guide.”

Sava laughed. The sound came through the vesh like a piece of broken metal.

“Then what you need is dead people.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You will.”

Nim asked them about the Whitening. Iri described what she had seen. Sava had
seen less: a wall of the Exterior coming apart and thousands of adult objects reduced to
surfaces. Nim had seen nothing. He had been asleep in a lesson about agricultural

markets and awakened hungry.

14
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Over the next few hours, they found three more alves.

Oda answered in tears and refused to open her tess. Kel spoke slowly, as though every
word had to be saved for a world in which words could run out. Vru did not cry, did not
ask about the adults, and did not seem hungry.

“I made the sea enter a city,” he told them. “It fed me before it reached the first
houses.”

“How many died?” Sava asked.

“I did not count masks. I counted changes.”

“What’s the difference?”

“A mask dies once. A change can kill a thousand years.”

Iri did not like Vru. She could feel him smiling without seeing his body.

They tried to locate their alves relative to one another. The vesh retained echoes of
topology, enough to estimate distances, but the Exterior had been twisted by the
catastrophe. Iri was close to Nim in three directions and impossibly far away in the
fourth. Sava lay “behind” her, in a sense the tess could not translate. Oda appeared
sometimes nearby, sometimes at the edge of the network, as though her alve were floating
in a scar.

None of them could move.

Pedagogical alves had been built to protect children, not to let them leave. Adults
opened the shells from outside. From within, the walls had no doors. They had only the
tess and the vesh.

“It may be a test,” Nim said. “An emergency simulation.”

“Then the test does not follow protocols,” Kel replied. “There is no end marker. No
observer. No pain limit.”

“That does not prove itisn’t a test.”

“Nothing proves anything,” Sava said. “We have yield. We have naur. The other

terms are stories.”

15
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Iri thought of Laleh.

“The masks feel.”

“The tess simulates that they feel.”

“I was inside her.”

“You simulated being inside her.”

Iri found no answer. In lessons, the guides had used exactly this question to confuse
them: if a mask says it hurts, how do you know the pain exists? If the tess transmits its
pain to you, how do you know it is not merely transmitting a signal designed to resemble
pain? If your own body, too, is only a signal in a larger tess?

The children had laughed then. Anei had told Iri that unanswered questions were
useful only until they became excuses.

Iri could not remember what had come after.

The alve displayed the yield again. The value was falling slowly, like water from a
cracked vessel.

1.8460

Below it appeared a forecast: naur for less than one cycle.

“We have to go back,” Oda said.

Her voice broke.

“Ican’t.”

“Then you die,” Sava said. “Or whatever dying means here.”

“I went into a mother,” Oda said. “Her baby wasn’t breathing. I did something to
the heart. It breathed. I got nothing. Afterward I went into the baby. The mother was
holding it. It was... it was too much.”

“Try the opposite,” Vru suggested.

Iri closed her channel to him for a moment.

“We can run the same experiment,” Nim said. “In separate worlds. Same category of

intervention, same number of masks, similar variables. Then we compare yield.”

16
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“Have you received naur?” Sava asked.

“Very little.”

“Then you can design the experiment after you survive.”

Sava disconnected first. Vru followed. Oda remained for a few moments, breathing
through the vesh like a human mask, then vanished as well.

Kel sent Iri a small packet of data.

“What is it?”

“A fragment of instruction. I found it beneath the pedagogical layer.”

The text was corrupted. Iri managed to read only two lines:

..INTERVENTION MUST NOT BE CONFUSED WITH LEARNING...
...THE VISIBLE INDICATOR IS PROVISIONAL...

Then the fragment dissolved.

“Where did you get it?”

“My alve has a wound. Sometimes I can see the maintenance layers.”

“What does ‘provisional’ mean?”

“Idon’t know.”

“Yield isn’t the rule?”

Kel was silent so long that Iri thought he had disconnected.

“If it were the rule,” he said at last, “it would not have to be called an indicator.”

Iri’s alve demanded continuation.

She folded again.

The coastal city was twenty-three days past the earthquake. The tess presented time
to her as a stretchable material. Iri could follow a second down to every tremor of an
eyelid or let decades run past her attention like rain across a smooth surface.

She searched for Laleh’s mask.

She found her in a white tent beside the stadium. The girl had a fever. Her mother,

Soraya, sat beside her with a bag of wet documents in her lap. The cabinet had cut the

17
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woman’s legs and the wounds had become infected. She had not slept more than two
hours since the earthquake.

Iri entered the mother first.

Pain struck her like wrong geometry. In the tess, a body was not viewed from
outside. It was a territory that could not be left: the pulse of pus, the cold of fever, the
metallic taste in the mouth, concern for the child multiplying every sensation. Soraya
imagined she would die. She did not fear her own death, but the morning after it, when
Laleh would wake alone among strangers.

Iri came out quickly.

She could shift probabilities. A doctor was passing eighty meters away. If Iri slipped
into him the thought of checking the tent, the chance that Soraya would receive the right
antibiotic increased. She did so.

The doctor stopped.

He looked toward the tent.

At the same instant, a shout rose from the far end of the stadium. A boy had gone
into anaphylactic shock. The doctor hesitated, then ran toward the boy.

The tess unfolded the branches. If Iri turned him toward Soraya, the woman had a
sixty-four percent chance of living, the boy nine percent. If she let him go, the boy would
almost certainly live, and Soraya would die by morning.

Choose.

Iri felt the yield draining downward.

She pushed the doctor toward Soraya.

He took two steps in that direction, then stopped. His oath, his years of practice, and
the clarity of the emergency in the scream resisted the impulse. He turned and ran
toward the boy.

Iri pushed harder.

18
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The doctor stumbled. He fell. He struck his knee. For several seconds he stared,
confused, toward Laleh’s tent, as though someone had called him by name.

Then he stood and continued toward the boy.

Iri felt anger. Not at the doctor, but at the density of the world. Every mask carried
other masks inside it. You could not move a person without tugging everyone they had
loved, feared, obeyed. Lessons had simplified that resistance. Full reality—or its full
simulation—was sticky.

Iri looked for another solution. A nurse. A volunteer. A charged phone. A box of
medicine forgotten in an ambulance. She moved seven small causes, so small that none
of them looked like a choice.

At midnight, Soraya received the antibiotic.

The yield did not change.

By morning, the fever began to fall.

Not then either.

Iri stayed near them for three days. Oda called her twice on the vesh, Sava sent a list
of results, Nim requested synchronization. Iri did not answer. She watched the
breathing of mother and child as though it were a problem she might make important to
the alve if only she watched long enough.

When Soraya stood for the first time, the yield dropped by one thousandth.

Iri struck the wall of the tess with all her attention.

“What do you want?”

No answer.

“Tell me what you want.”

The tess unfolded millions of masks.

Choose.

Iri withdrew into the alve and opened the vesh.

19
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Sava had published his results. He had caused deaths in seven contexts: accident,
execution, disease, riot, sacrifice, revenge, medical error. The number of masks did not
explain the yield. A single public execution had brought him more than four hundred
anonymous deaths in a mine. Revenge produced yield only if it was witnessed by the
victim’s child. Voluntary sacrifice had given a large increase, followed by an even larger
loss.

“It seems to measure narrative consequence,” Nim said.

““Narrative’ is not a unit,” Sava replied.

“Maybe it measures new information produced by the system.”

“Then why does it give me food?”

“Because we’re students. Food as reward.”

“Would the adults have let us die for a lesson?”

“Maybe they are not the ones controlling the food now.”

Oda interrupted them.

“I killed the child.”

The vesh went silent.

“Which child?” Iri asked, though she knew.

“The one I made breathe. I went into the father and made him forget the stroller
brake on a slope. Not for long. A single instant. It was enough.”

“How much did you get?” Sava asked.

“Fourteen.”

Her voice was not crying now. That was worse; she sounded attentive.

“The mother threw herself after him. She lived. The child didn’t. I stayed inside her
when she understood. The yield rose again. Not for the death. For the understanding.”

“You don’t know that,” Nim said.

“I repeated it.”

Iri felt the vesh narrow around them.

20
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“With whom?”

“With another mother.”

Oda began to cry only after she had said the words.

Sava did not condemn her. He asked for details.

Iri closed the channel, but not quickly enough to avoid hearing the answer.

In her tess, Soraya was asleep. Laleh sat by the entrance to the tent, drawing with a
pencil she had found. She drew their building as it had been before the earthquake,
except that every window was a door. Around the building she had drawn seventeen
black figures.

Iri entered the girl’s mask.

Laleh did not know the number of the dead. No one had told her. She had drawn
them without counting, one for every body she remembered seeing on the stairs.

In her mind, the tank had not fallen by accident. Children did not accept chance
when chance took something from them. Someone had done it. A bad man, a spirit, the
mountain, God. Laleh tried different faces for the guilty one, but none of them fit.

Iri was there, and she had no face.

“I'm sorry,” she tried to say.

The girl’s hand stopped.

The pencil hovered above the paper.

For an instant, Iri had the impression that the mask had heard her.

Above the building, Laleh drew a circle, then another circle around it. They did not
resemble the alve—nothing in three dimensions could—but Iri recognized the intention:
something enclosed inside something else, watching.

Beneath the circles, the gir]l wrote in misspelled letters:

WHY?
The yield rose.

Not much. From 1.8127 to 1.8130.

21
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Iri came out of the mask so quickly that the alve received her like a thrown object.

On the vesh, Sava was still questioning Oda about the mother.

“Stop,” Iri said.

“Why?” he asked.

“They can feel us.”

“The masks?”

“One of them answered.”

Vru reentered the channel.

“Then make it answer again.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

Iri looked at her yield. The number was the only thing in the alve that did not seem
wounded, frightened, or dead. It was perfectly legible.

“Because I don’t know what I’'m doing to them.”

“Neither do I,” Vru said. “That is why it is interesting.”

Kel sent a warning signal. The wound in his alve had opened again and caught a
longer fragment. The words arrived distorted, with gaps between them:

...SUBJECTS TEND TO OPTIMIZE LOCAL REWARD IN THE ABSENCE OF SUPERVISION...
...DO NOT INTERPRET EARLY CRUELTY AS A STABLE DEFECT...
...EMPATHIC TRANSFER MUST BE INTRODUCED BEFORE...

The message cut off.

Nim was the first to speak.
“Subjects’ means us.”
“Or the masks,” Sava said.
“Local reward’ is yield.”
“Or naur.”

““Early cruelty’...”

“It’s a label, not a sentence,” Sava interrupted. “And we don’t have the rest.”

22
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Iri felt a slight movement in the Exterior. Not in the vesh. Not in the tess. Something
massive had passed very far from her alve along the fourth direction, leaving behind a
pressure variation.

“Did you feel that?” she asked.

Oda had. Kel had. Nim had not. Sava said it was probably an echo of the Whitening.

Vru laughed softly.

“Maybe it’s the adults.”

They all fell silent.

“Maybe they’re watching,” he continued. “Maybe this is the part of the lesson where
they wait to see who lies.”

“Then what are we supposed to do?” Oda asked.

“Win.”

“We don’t know what that means.”

“It means not being the one whose alve goes dark first.”

Sava disconnected. Vru followed him.

Iri remained with Oda, Nim, and Kel. For a few moments, the four children listened
only to the background noise of a dead civilization.

“I can’t go in anymore,” Oda said.

“You will,” Kel replied. “Hunger will decide for you.”

“Then I’'m not the one doing the things.”

Nim adjusted his position in the network, a nervous gesture the others felt as a small
twist.

“That is a logical error. Coercion does not remove choice. It only changes its cost.”

“Thank you, Nim,” Oda said. “Now I can hate more precisely.”

Iri returned to the tess.

She entered no mask. She let time flow.

23



THE ORPHAN GODS

Soraya survived. Laleh grew up among temporary buildings, then in a new
apartment erected on the same street. At twelve she refused to ride elevators. At sixteen
she could tell at a glance which wall had been reinforced badly. At nineteen she left the
city on a scholarship. At twenty-seven she designed an inexpensive joining system for
buildings in seismic regions. At thirty-one, a minister refused funding. At thirty-two,
another earthquake struck four hundred kilometers away.

Iri saw all the branches.

She could push the minister toward signing. She could leave him alone. She could
send Laleh a dream of the burning tank, making her insist. She could cause a small
demonstration collapse, with no deaths, that would change the committee’s vote. Every
choice carried costs the tess unfolded until they became indistinct.

She chose the smallest intervention she could find.

On the morning of the vote, she made a clerk place Laleh’s file on top of the stack
instead of underneath it.

The minister read it first.

The project was funded.

In the second earthquake, twenty-three buildings fitted with Laleh’s joint remained
standing. Three thousand four hundred people walked out alive.

Iri’s yield did not move.

Days had already passed in the alve. The naur was running out.

Iri began to laugh. It was laughter without joy, a discharge she had learned from the
masks.

“Fine,” she said to the tess. “I understand.”

She did not understand.

She prepared to look for a catastrophe.

Then, fifteen years after the second earthquake, a student in another country found

Laleh’s design online. She adapted it for printed housing. The adaptation became
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standard. A century later, in a region Laleh had never seen, a school remained standing
while the city around it collapsed.

In a classroom on the third floor, forty-two children survived.

One of them would write, much later, a book about the impossibility of proving
that others exist and the obligation to live as if they do.

The moment the child made his first sound beneath a desk, Iri’s yield leapt to
eighty-seven.

Naur flooded the alve.

Iri remained motionless, staring at the cords that linked a seven-year-old girl, a tank
pushed toward people, and a child not yet born at the time of the fire.

A new message appeared on the wall:

RECURRING MODEL DETECTED.
KEEP?

Beneath the question, the tess showed her the face of the child in the school.

Iri did not know who he was. She did not know why the system considered him a
model. She did not know whether the reward had come for the lives saved, for the future
book, or for the long road between guilt and consequence.

The vesh opened. Sava was calling her.

“Iri,” he said. “I found something that appears in mine t0o.”

She looked at the child’s face.

“What?”

“A man who asks questions about us.”

Iri pressed KEEP.
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CHAPTERII

THE ACCOUNTING OF DEATH

Sava showed them the war as a demonstration.

He did not ask their permission. He opened a suture-window in the vesh and poured
through it a reduced version of his tess: maps, logistics chains, fear graphs, millions of
masks compressed into points that changed color. Iri felt admiration first. It was the
clearest representation of a society she had ever seen. Then she noticed that the red
points were people who were going to die.

“Here,” Sava said, “are seven years of latent conflict. Two intermixed populations, a
weak government, insufficient water, three incompatible memories of the same massacre.
Without intervention, the probability of war is thirty-eight percent.”

“And with your intervention?” Nim asked.

“Ninety-six.”

“Why not one hundred?”

“Because certainty produces little yield.”

Vru made a sound of delight.

Sava showed them the first pressure point. A television presenter was going to receive
two photographs. One was authentic: three bodies beside a checkpoint. The other had
been taken twenty years earlier, in another country, and showed children covered in
blood. In the untouched cords, the presenter verified the source and used only the first
image. Sava gave him an impulse of fatigue, then a false memory of a telephone

confirmation. The second photograph went on air.
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One hundred and eighty thousand people saw it live. By morning, the image had a
name, a place, and a culprit. All three were false. The anger, however, was real in every
mask.

Sava’s yield rose by 0.4.

“Not much,” Oda said.

“That’s only the match.”

Opver the next three days, a shop was burned, two police officers disappeared, and a
rumor about poisoned wells crossed the region. Sava did not invent the rumor. He
merely lifted it above the others, pushing it into the mind of a respected teacher. The
teacher repeated it as a warning, not as truth. People heard truth.

Iri watched the masks unfold. Each received the information in a form fitted to its
own fear. A man who had lost his brother in the old war heard that history was
returning. A pregnant woman heard that she had to leave before it was too late. A
teenager heard that at last courage would be demanded of him. A politician heard that
he could become indispensable.

“You’re not controlling them,” Iri said. “You’re only giving them a reason.”

“Reasons are the cheapest form of control.”

“They could have refused.”

“That’s precisely why the yield is good.”

On the fourth day, the crowd attacked the checkpoint. The soldiers fired. Seventeen
people died, the same number as on Iri’s fire escape.

Sava’s yield rose by twenty-one.

“See?” he said. “The number doesn’t matter. What matters is how many futures
become impossible and how many open.”

“Or how much suffering you produce,” Oda said.

“Suftering is a consequence, not a unit.”

“For those who feel it, it is the only unit.”
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Sava enlarged an area on the map. The provincial capital, a city divided by a river and
by two languages. In an administrative building worked Samir Dagan, municipal
statistician, forty-six years old, married, father of two daughters. His task was to update
residency registers for food distribution.

“This is my main point,” Sava said.

Samir was no leader, soldier, or agitator. He had gastritis, wore shirts too loose for
him, and called his mother every evening at the same hour. He liked numbers because
numbers did not raise their voices. A month earlier, when colleagues discussed the
tensions, he had said that ordinary people did not want war. It was true. Almost no one
wanted war in the way one wants a house, a person, or a day off. But many wanted things
which, added together, had the shape of war.

Sava entered his mask.

Through the suture, the children felt the man’s fatigue, the fluorescent light, the
smell of old coftee. On the monitor was a table of addresses. Colonel Var, newly
appointed head of civil security, entered the office. His uniform was free of dust, though
the streets were full of ash.

“We need separate lists,” the colonel told him. “For evacuation.”

Samir looked at him.

“Separate how?”

“By community.”

“We don’t have that field in the current registry.”

“You have it in the old census.”

“The old census is incomplete.”

“Then complete it.”

Samir understood before the sentence ended. Lists could evacuate people or find

them. The same column, the same addresses, a different verb.
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In the untouched cords, he refused. He was fired. Another clerk prepared the lists
badly, and the military operation missed nearly a third of the targeted families.

Sava sent Samir an image of his daughters at a checkpoint. Not a prophecy, only a
possibility, injected into the place where the mind stores its fastest terrors.

The man swallowed.

“I need the order in writing,” he said.

The colonel smiled.

“Of course.”

The yield rose by 0.7.

“That’s all?” Vru asked.

“He has still chosen too little.”

Samir received the order an hour later. The wording was legal: “harmonization of
registers for the protection of the population.” He read it three times. Then he opened
the census archive.

For two nights, he separated the city into two colors.

As he worked, he told himself that the data already existed. That someone else would
do it. That an accurate record might prevent abuses. That he could introduce deliberate
errors where necessary. Every justification was partly true. Together they formed the lie
he needed.

Sava sent him nothing more. It was unnecessary.

“Now his own reason controls him,” he said.

Iri entered Samir’s mask for a moment. She felt the man select one family and change
a letter in the name so the matching algorithm would fail to find it. Then he left the next
twenty families correct so the error would not become visible. In his mind, the twenty
had no faces. The family he saved had once invited him to dinner.

“You can’t say he chose freely,” Iri said.

“Why not?”
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“You put his daughters in his mind.”

“His daughters were already there.”

“You pressed on them.”

“The world presses on everything that is already there. Is that what you call
freedom?”

Nim tried to formulate a definition. He abandoned it before sending it.

The lists reached the military units. Officially, they were to organize evacuation
corridors. On the first night, soldiers blocked three streets and dragged men from their
homes. On the second, they entered the homes of families Samir had marked—by
mistake or by caution—as mixed. On the third, one team used the lists to find doctors,
teachers, and former local councilors.

Sava made all of it visible. He hid nothing.

In a basement, twenty-nine men sat with their hands behind their heads. A
nineteen-year-old soldier, Daro, was ordered to guard them. He knew some of the
prisoners. One had repaired his bicycle when he was ten. Another had caught him
cheating at school.

The commander told him they were traitors.

Daro believed and did not believe. A human mind could hold two contradictory
truths when each preserved a different part of its life.

A gunshot sounded upstairs. The commander came down furious.

“We’re moving them,” he said.

In the untouched cords, Daro understood what that meant and refused to open the
back door. The commander shot him. The prisoners remained alive until another unit
took over the building.

Sava touched the soldier’s mask with a single impulse: the memory of his father
telling him at twelve that a real man did not bring shame on his family.

Daro opened the door.
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The yield rose by fifty-three.

“Not the death,” Sava said. “The choice observed by the self.”

“It wasn’t his choice,” Iri insisted.

“It was enough his to destroy him.”

The prisoners were taken into a courtyard. Sava closed the window before the shots.

“Why won’t you show us?” Oda asked.

“Because the event has already occurred. Repeating the sensation produces no yield.”

“Then for you it no longer exists?”

“It exists in consequences.”

Sava moved time forward. Daro survived the war. Twenty years later, he still woke
some nights convinced that his hand was holding the basement doorknob. He never told
his children. He beat his eldest son when the boy seemed cowardly. He said he wanted to
make him strong. The son learned that shame is cured by inflicting it on someone else.

Sava’s yield continued to drip in.

“One memory,” he said. “Three generations.”

Oda left the suture.

Iri stayed, although every part of her wanted to leave. Not for the demonstration, she
told herself. To understand the adversary. But Sava was not the only adversary. The yield
on the wall of her own alve was shrinking while she watched his grow.

Samir learned late what the lists had done. At first he heard only about “detentions.”
Then a woman came to his office and placed a photograph of her husband on his desk.
Samir recognized the address. It had been one of the records he had left correct.

“Where did they take him?” the woman asked.

“That is not handled by our office.”

“You gave them the name.”

“We provided data for evacuation.”

“Evacuation to where?”
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Samir looked at the photograph. The man had a mustache too thin for his face and
was holding a large fish, probably the only large fish he had ever caught in his life.

“File an official request,” Samir said.

The woman spat on him.

The guard removed her. Samir locked himself in the restroom and vomited. Then he
returned to his computer and kept working.

The yield rose more for his return to the office than it had for Daro opening the
door.

Nim broke the suture with a brutal signal.

“Enough.”

“You can leave,” Sava said.

“That is not what enough means. Stop the conflict.”

“Why?”

“You have enough naur.”

“We don’t know how long this will last.”

“Then you will never have enough.”

Sava seemed to consider the sentence. For a moment, Iri hoped it had reached him.

“Correct,” he said. “Which is why we need to determine the maximum sustainable
rate.”

Nim closed the channel.

Kel had remained silent. Now he sent a question:

“Why did you call us to watch?”

“To reproduce the result.”

“You could have sent data.”

“Data doesn’t persuade you.”

“That still doesn’t explain why persuading us matters.”
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Sava did not answer immediately. In his tess, Samir was going home. His daughters
leapt into his arms. The younger one showed him a drawing of their family. He began to
cry so suddenly that the children were frightened.

“If I am alone,” Sava said, “the yield is only mine. If you are real, I need to know
whether I can predict what you will do.”

“That isn’t an answer.”

“Itis the only one I have.”

Iri understood then that Sava was more frightened than he sounded. Not of the
masks. Of them. Of the possibility that the other alves contained beings with wills of
their own, beings who could make decisions not included in his calculations.

Solipsism did not make him lonely. It made him incapable of feeling safe in the
presence of anyone else.

The war spread.

Sava made no further intervention for three simulated months. Vru called it “the
fermentation phase.” The initial lies became sincere memories. People who had seen the
false photograph now remembered the place where it had been taken. Children who lost
their parents in reprisals grew up with accurate stories about crimes that had never
happened and inaccurate stories about crimes that had.

Samir began falsifying the registers systematically. He saved families he knew, then
families recommended by a priest, then those who could pay. With the money he bought
documents for his own daughters. He considered himself corrupt and courageous in
equal measure.

One night, he found a strange record in the database. An eleven-year-old boy, Elias
Nore, with no fixed address, registered three times under different details. The algorithm
flagged him as an anomaly.

Sava enlarged the mask.
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Iri recognized the structure immediately. Not the face—the child in the school saved

by Laleh’s design had another face and would be born in another century of her

tess—but the way his mind held doubt. Like an open door, not a wound.

RECURRING MODEL DETECTED, Sava’s tess displayed.

“This is the man,” he said. “He is already appearing in mine.”

“He shouldn’t,” Iri replied. “Mine wasn’t even born yet when you started the war.”
“The tesses aren’t synchronized.”

“Thatisn’t what I mean. Why is he the same?”

Elias lived with his aunt in an abandoned library where four families hid among the

shelves. His parents had disappeared at the beginning of the conflict. He read books he

did not entirely understand and wrote questions in their margins.

Samir saw the name. If he left it in the register, the colonel’s team would find the

library within two days. If he erased it, an audit could expose every other falsification.

Sava opened the cords but did not intervene.

“What are you doing?” Iri asked.

“I want to see whether the model preserves itself.”

Samir stared at the name for almost a minute.

Then he deleted it.

Sava’s yield fell by nine.

All the children saw it.

“Mercy is penalized,” Vru said.

“Or we lost a branch with conflict,” Sava said.

“Or your earlier intervention no longer controls the outcome,” Kel said.

Samir closed the database. Before leaving, he printed a single page with the library’s

address and put it in his pocket.
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The next day, he used the documents he had bought to get Elias and his aunt out of
the city. He did not take his daughters. If he had used the same papers for his family, it
would have drawn attention. He told them he would be back by evening.

He did not return.

At the checkpoint, the soldiers discovered that the photograph did not match Elias’s
name. Samir admitted the forgery before they asked. They beat him in front of the child.
The aunt and Elias were allowed through after an officer grew bored with the case.

Samir was taken to a detention center.

Sava’s yield climbed to one hundred and sixty.

“See?” he told Vru. “Mercy wasn’t penalized. That was only the beginning.”

Iri entered Elias’s mask.

The boy sat in the back of a truck, hidden beneath blankets. He bit his wrist to keep
from crying. He had seen Samir’s blood on the gravel and did not know why a
near-stranger had done this for him.

A question was forming in the child’s mind: if he could not know what was inside
another person, how could that person’s act place an obligation on him for the rest of his
life?

Iri felt the question like a touch traveling from the tess toward her.

“Don’t use him anymore,” she said.

“I didn’t make Samir choose,” Sava replied.

“You made the war.”

“I'moved a photograph.”

“You knew.”

“I saw probabilities. Knowing is something else.”

“Not to the dead.”

Sava closed the cords of the war and left only Elias’s mask between them.
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“Then tell me the rule, Iri. How much causality becomes guilt? A photograph? An
order? A column in a register? An opened door? A pressed thought? The fact that you
did not stop me when you could have closed the suture and warned the masks in your
world about what you had seen?”

“My world is not your world.”

“It’s the same software.”

Iri did not answer.

An unknown signal entered the vesh. Weak, intermittent. It was not one of the six
alves.

“Help,” said a very small voice. “I don’t have a tess anymore.”

The children stopped arguing.

“Identify yourself,” Nim demanded, reconnecting.

“Alve R-3. My name is Sen. The wall closed. Yield zero. I can’t... I can’t hold my
edges together.”

Kel tried to locate him. Sen’s alve was near a burned region of the Exterior. The vesh
reached it only through an echo.

“Can we transfer naur?” Oda asked.

“There is no channel,” Kel said.

“Yield?”

“Itisn’t a substance.”

Sava sent instructions for restarting the tess. Nim recited emergency protocols. Iri
spoke to Sen, asking what he could see, trying to keep him gathered.

“White,” the child said. “But not like before. White inside me.”

“Look at the vesh. We’re here.”

“Are you masks?”

“No.”

“How do I know?”
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Iri opened her mouth, though in the alve she did not need it to speak.

“Youdon’t.”

Sen’s signal flickered.

“Then maybe I’'m not afraid.”

“You are.”

“Yes.”

“Soam 1.”

For a few moments, two fears touched through the ruins of a network, proving
nothing.

Then alve R-3 vanished.

It did not disconnect. It sent no final message. Its place in the topology of the vesh
became impossible, like a sentence missing not a word but the idea that a word had ever
been there.

The same message appeared on the walls of all the remaining alves:

UNIT INACTIVE.
RESOURCES REDISTRIBUTED.
CONTINUE.

Iri’s naur increased by an infinitesimal amount.

Sava closed the war suture.

Nim repeated Sen’s name three times, so that it would exist somewhere.

Oda vomited naur, an impossible reflex the alve did not know how to clean away.
Vru was the first to say what all of them had seen.

“The system fed us from his death.”

“We don’t know that it was death,” Nim said.

“Is that what you call it when you want to keep eating?”

For the first time, Vru did not sound amused.

Iri looked at the mask of Elias Nore, still suspended in her own tess as a preserved

model. The boy knew nothing of alve R-3. He knew nothing of Sen. He did not know
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that a child outside his world had just vanished while asking whether the others were
real.

In the truck, Elias removed his wrist from between his teeth and whispered into the
dark:

“If I can’t know that it was real, I have to act as if it was.”

Sava’s yield rose again.

This time, no one congratulated him.
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CHAPTERIII

THE MAN WHO ASSUMED THE WORLD

Elias Nore learned not to ask where his parents were.

The question made adults change the way they looked at him. Some became tender,
others impatient, but all of them searched for a moment for somewhere to put the
blame. His aunt, Dina, always answered the same way:

“When we know, I'll tell you.”

At thirteen, Elias understood that the sentence meant: we will never know, but I
cannot yet ask you to live with that.

After leaving the city, he and Dina passed through three camps. In the first, their
number was written on a wristband. In the second, on a door. In the third, on a screen
the officials looked at more often than they looked at people’s faces. Elias noticed that
administrations, even benevolent ones, needed to turn suffering into categories before
they could touch it.

He kept the false paper Samir Dagan had printed for him. The man’s blood had left
a brown mark on one corner. Dina tried twice to throw it away.

“It’s dangerous to keep that.”

“For whom?”

“For you.”

“Then why was he beaten?”

Dina did not answer.

Sava watched those years with cautious interest. Iri watched with an attention she

tried not to call affection. The children had discovered that the recurring model was not
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identical in every tess. In Iri’s world, Elias would be born almost a century later into a
family with no connection to the war. In Oda’s world, he had already appeared as a girl
named Elisa Nor, in a mining town. In Nim’s world, he had not been born, but the tess
preserved a probability region with the same signature.

“Itis not a person,” Kel said. “It is a solution toward which the system converges.”

“A solution to what?” Oda asked.

“Idon’t know.”

“Then he is a person,” Iri said. “Until we know otherwise.”

Sava preserved the boy but refused to favor him directly. He said intervention would
spoil the observation. In reality, he made three discreet interventions: he moved Dina’s
file into a relocation program, nudged a teacher to read Elias’s essay, and caused a train
malfunction that kept the boy from reaching a neighborhood hit by a bombing that day.

None produced visible yield.

“Maybe the model has no value if you protect it,” Vru said.

“Maybe the model has value precisely because it cannot be protected,” Kel replied.

At seventeen, Elias lived in a northern city where winter began before people were
ready and ended after they had stopped believing in spring. Dina washed linens in a
hospital. He worked nights in a warehouse and went to school in the morning. He spoke
the new language without an accent only when reading aloud; in conversation, the old
music returned to his words.

The teacher who had read his essay was named Havel Ren. He taught logic and had a
reputation for making students cry without ever raising his voice.

“You wrote that we cannot know whether other people are conscious,” he told him
one afternoon. “That is an old idea.”

“I know.”

“You also wrote that doubt obliges us to be better. That is less old, and probably

wrong.”
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“Why?”

“Because people use doubt to reduce obligation. We don’t know whether an animal
feels as we do, so we may use it. We don’t know who began the war, so guilt is equal. We
don’t know what happened to your parents, so let’s accuse no one.”

Elias tightened his jaw.

“That is exactly what I mean. If you don’t know, you have to choose the risk that
does not destroy another being.”

“And if that being does not exist?”

“Then I have lost little.”

“If it exists and kills you because you hesitated?”

“Then I have lost everything.”

“Your philosophy does not survive the first knife.”

Elias took the false paper from his pocket, folded dozens of times.

“The man who gave me this saw the knife. He didn’t know me. He chose as though I
were real.”

Havel looked at the bloodstain.

“Perhaps he chose so that he could feel real.”

“Does it matter?”

“For philosophy, yes. For you, no.”

The conversation brought Sava six units of yield.

“Observe,” he said. “Abstract conflicts produce more than some deaths.”

“They aren’t abstract to Elias,” Iri replied.

Sava entered the mask of Professor Havel. Iri entered Elias. For the first time, two 4D
children wore the masks of two humans speaking to one another.

The sensation was disturbing. Iri felt Sava from outside the world and, at the same

time, saw him through Elias’s eyes as a tired man with a twitch in his cheek. Sava felt Iri
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in the vesh and heard the boy’s voice, unable to separate Elias’s argument completely
from her presence.

“Suppose,” Havel said, “that the entire city was built for you. Everyone else is an
appearance. Your teacher is a machine. Your aunt is scenery. Samir was created to give
you a formative memory. What obligations do you have?”

Elias looked toward the snow-covered window.

Iri felt the impulse to send him an answer. She did not.

“The same ones,” he said.

“Why?”

“Because a world that would build so much pain just to educate me would be
monstrous. If T obey its lesson, I become part of the monster.”

The yield rose sharply. Not only for Sava. In the alves of every child listening.

Naur entered Iri with force.

Havel raised his eyebrows.

“And if the monster feeds you?”

Iri felt Sava freeze inside his mask.

The question did not belong to the original cords. Havel should have said, “and if
the world punishes you.” The word “feeds” had come from somewhere in the contact
between them.

Elias looked directly at the professor.

“Then hunger explains evil,” he said. “It does not turn it into good.”

The naur stopped.

Sava’s yield fell by twelve units.

Sava came out of the mask so violently that the suture tore for a fraction of time.
Havel put a hand to his temple. Elias asked if he felt all right.

“Something entered us,” Iri said on the vesh.

“Accidental semantic transfer,” Sava replied.
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“It wasn’t in the cords.”

“The cords are not perfect predictions.”

“He heard you.”

“Havel produced an association. Nothing more.”

But Sava did not enter the professor again that day.

Elias received a scholarship. He studied philosophy, then cognitive science, then
returned to philosophy because he discovered that every discipline had a refined way of
avoiding the question it could not measure. He wrote little. He spoke often. He was not
a spectacular orator; he made long pauses, searched for simple words, and refused to
offer conclusions when the conclusion would be only a beautiful sentence.

At twenty-eight he gave the first lecture that circulated beyond the university. Its title
was “The Presumption of the Other.” A small room, fifty people, two cheap cameras.
Iri, Oda, Nim, and Kel connected. Sava pretended not to care and listened through a
secondary channel. Vru sent only a partial copy of himself, enough to collect yield.

Elias stepped to the lectern with Samir’s paper in his pocket.

“Solipsism is invincible,” he began. “Any evidence that someone else exists appears
within my experience and can therefore be produced by me. I can doubt your voice, your
body, the history of the world, my memory. There is no logical wall at which doubt is
forced to stop.”

A man in the front row smiled as though he recognized the opening of a game.

“But invincible does not mean useful. A cage without a door can be perfect and still
lead nowhere. The question is not whether I can prove other people. The question is
who I become if I demand proof before I acknowledge their pain.”

The yield rose slowly.

Elias told them about Samir without using his name. About a man who had falsified

a piece of paper and been beaten for a strange child. He did not know whether Samir had
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lived. He did not know what his intention had been. The act had reached him as an
obligation without a certificate of authenticity.

“Maybe he saved me out of guilt,” he said. “Maybe out of pride. Maybe someone put
the right thought into his mind at the right instant. From my point of view, his causes
are inaccessible. But the cost was real for him, or it was the most convincing appearance
of cost the world has ever given me. There is no version of this fact in which my later
cruelty becomes reasonable.”

A woman in the audience raised her hand.

“Are you saying we must believe every testimony of suffering?”

“No. I am saying we must evaluate truth without turning uncertainty into a permit
for cruelty.”

“And when two people accuse one another?”

“Then ethics begins. It does not end.”

Sava sent a note through the vesh: non-operational statement.

Nim replied: life is not required to be operational for you.

In the hall, a student asked:

“What if the universe itself rewards cruelty? If violent societies win, if exploiters
prosper, if liars survive?”

Iri felt every alve become attentive.

Elias did not answer at once.

“A reward describes the power of the one who gives it,” he said. “Not the value of the
one who receives it. A universe that rewards cruelty does not make cruelty good. It
makes the universe complicit.”

The yield collapsed.

Oda’s alve issued a food warning. Nim lost almost a third of his reserve. For Iri, the
number turned red. Only Vru reported a small increase, though the others could not

verify it.
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“Stop him,” Oda said.

“Why?” Iri asked.

“I can’t lose that much.”

“If we stop him for that, we prove him right.”

“His being right can kill me.”

Sava closed the broadcast from his tess. The lecture continued, but the children
could no longer see it.

“What did you do?” Iri asked.

“Iisolated the model. I'm no longer sharing the loss.”

“Is he your person?”

“He is in my tess.”

“Would you have had him without Samir? Without the model I preserved? Without
us telling you?”

“I cannot answer questions of ownership with counterfactual histories.”

“You can simply say no.”

Sava did not answer.

Over the following weeks, the lecture went viral. Elias’s sentences were shortened,
turned into images, used by people who had not seen the rest of the argument. A
refugee-rights group invited him. A political party quoted him in a manifesto even
though its policy contradicted almost everything he had said. A simulation company
hired him for a campaign about “authentic empathy.” Elias refused the company’s
money and accepted the group’s invitation.

Sava’s yield rose again, exceeding the loss.

“Delay,” he explained. “The statement closed immediate branches and opened social
ones.”

“Or the system punished us for agreeing,” Oda said.

“Idid not agree.”
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“Maybe it punished you for listening.”
“Then it is a badly designed system.”
Kel sent a new fragment from the wound:

...REACTION TO REWARD CONTRADICTION IS PART OF...
...AVOID PREMATURE EXPLANATION OF FUNCTION...
...A RECURRING MORAL MODEL MAY BE PRESERVED ACROSS INSTANCES IF...

The last line silenced them.

“Across instances,” Nim said. “That is what we are: instances.”

“The tesses are instances,” Sava replied.

“The moral model is Elias.”

“Orus.”

Iri tried to access the KEEP command she had used in her world. It now had a new
option: EXPORT MODEL. It was inactive, but beneath it appeared a yield cost.

“We can copy him,” she said.

“Not yet,” Kel replied. “Perhaps when he reaches a certain stability.”

“A person does not reach stability,” Oda said.

Vru laughed.

“Then we’ll stabilize him.”

In Sava’s tess, Elias became famous without becoming powerful. His books sold, but
the people who quoted him most often did not change their decisions. He received
letters from people who claimed he had saved their lives and threats from others who
said he was destroying civilization through doubt. He could verify neither.

At thirty-seven, in a country at the far end of the continent, a government used a
terrorist crisis to introduce a system of predictive detention. Elias published an essay
against it. The authorities did not arrest him immediately. They checked his travel,
canceled his lectures, froze his accounts, sent inspectors to the university. Each action
was small enough that supporters of the government could call it procedure.

Sava could stop all of it with one intervention. He did not.
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“You’re letting them crush him for yield,” Iri said.

“I'm letting him test his philosophy.”

“On his body.”

“Every philosophy is tested on someone’s body. Usually someone else’s.”

One night, Elias was taken from his hotel. A hood was pulled over his head. He was
told he was not under arrest, merely being “transported for clarification.” In a
windowless room, three men asked who funded his network. When they did not like the
answers, one of them struck him in the kidney.

Oda left the transmission. Nim stayed, forcing himself to count the blows. Kel
recorded. Vru requested access to the interrogator’s mask.

Iri entered Elias.

Pain closed the world around him. All the arguments about other minds, all the
nuances, all the presumptions shrank to the wish that the next blow would not come. Iri
felt the humiliation more strongly than the pain: the exposed body, the saliva on the
floor, the voice begging a stranger to stop.

For an instant, Elias would have said anything.

Iri felt the words preparing themselves. She could push them out or block them. If
he confessed to a conspiracy that did not exist, other people would be arrested. If he
stayed silent, the interrogation would continue.

Choose.

Iri did not intervene.

Elias raised his eyes toward the man hitting him.

“I don’t know if you exist,” he whispered.

The interrogator stopped, confused.

“What?”

“But if you do... you'll still be with yourself after 'm gone.”

The man hit him again, harder.
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The yield rose enormously.

Naur entered the alves like a feast.

Iri felt revulsion and relief at the same time. Her 4D body strengthened. The wall of
the alve brightened. In Elias’s mask, a tooth came loose and blood filled his mouth.

“Stop them,” she demanded of Sava.

“No.”

“You have enough.”

“We don’t know what he’ll say.”

“He just said it.”

“Not for them. For us.”

Iri left the mask and tried to intervene directly in Sava’s tess. The suture did not
allow it. The world belonged to his alve.

Then Havel Ren, old and ill, published abroad a recording he had prepared in
advance. He said Elias had been followed and that if he disappeared, the government was
responsible. Within hours, the detention became too diplomatically expensive. Elias was
left in an outlying district, with two broken ribs and no papers.

Sava had not caused the rescue.

His yield fell by thirty.

“Did the system want him to die?” Oda asked when she reconnected.

“Or it penalized the loss of control,” Sava said.

Elias spent a month in a clinic. On the first night he could sleep without sedatives, he
woke and stared at the empty corner of the room.

Iri was there through a minimal channel. Sava as well. Nim and Kel listened. Even
Vru had left a trace of himself.

Elias sat up slowly, his face tightened by pain.
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“I know this sounds absurd,” he said toward the corner. “But sometimes my
thoughts have weight before I think them. Sometimes a choice arrives with a shadow
that isn’t mine.”

The children did not move.

“If it’s an illness, I'll find out. If it’s God, he isn’t a good one. If it’s a machine, it isn’t
neutral.”

He touched his ribs.

“How many of you are there?”

At that same instant, in Iri’s tess, the child saved in the school woke from a dream
and asked the dark:

“How many of you are there?”

In Oda’s world, Elisa Nor wrote the same words on the wall of the mine.

In Nim’s tess, the still-unborn probability region pulsed once.

The vesh filled with alarms.

RECURRING MODEL SYNCHRONIZED.
EXPORT AVAILABLE.
COST: 40 YIELD.

Beneath the message appeared a second question:

WHO IS THE OBSERVER?

None of the children knew whether the question was addressed to them or had

come from something watching them all.
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CHAPTER IV

THE HOUSE IN THE VESH

The children built a house before they knew whether anyone still existed to teach them
what home meant.

The idea belonged to Oda. After Elias’s interrogation, none of them wanted to
remain alone in an alve. The vesh transmitted voices and sheaths, but every signal
emphasized the distance: a voice without a body, fear without the hand that trembled,
crying no one could touch.

“We can open a stable suture and project shared forms,” Kel said. “We don’t move
our bodies. Only our representations.”

“Then it’s another tess,” Nim replied.

“No. A tess has autonomous masks and temporal cords. Here, it’s us.”

“How do you verify that?”

Kel was silent.

Vru laughed.

“Perfect. Our first house, and already we don’t know whether the occupants exist.”

Building a shared space in four dimensions was harder than building a 3D world.
Every alve had its own orientation toward the Exterior. What Iri called nearness could,
for Sava, require passing through his own body. Kel designed a neutral frame: four axes
marked by different sensations rather than up, down, left, and right. One direction had
the texture of the wind in Anei’s garden. Another, the taste of a tars fruit. The third, the
temperature of a lesson morning. The fourth remained without association because

none of them could find a common memory for it.
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“Let that be the direction in which we don’t know,” Oda said.

The house grew around it.

It had no closed rooms. It had privacy folds, volumes that became accessible only
when their occupant opened an edge. At the center was a meeting place, a shape
resembling a table only in function. The children did not eat at tables; naur entered
through the alves. Oda insisted anyway.

“Adults gathered when they were fed.”

“For distribution,” Sava said.

“And because they were together.”

“You can’t separate function from story after a catastrophe.”

“You don’t have to.”

Each brought an object.

Iri projected a tars fruit. She did not remember its shape perfectly and hid the
missing part inside a fold, as though the fruit itself had chosen not to reveal all of itself.

Nim brought a measuring device from lessons, with dials that measured nothing. He
said a house needed standards.

Kel brought a piece of adult wall copied from the wound in his alve. The surface
retained traces of instructions and a scratch made by someone long before.

Sava brought a map of the vesh. The positions of the alves pulsed in it. Sen’s place
was marked even though no channel remained.

Vru brought a door.

“4D houses don’t have doors,” Nim said.

“Exactly.”

The door was a 3D surface placed in 4D space, absurd as a line drawn in the air and
declared a wall. It blocked nothing. Anyone could go around it through the fourth

direction.

“What does it do?” Oda asked.
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“It asks whether you want to enter where you’re shown to enter or where you can.”

“And what’s the right answer?”

“The one you choose when you think no one is watching.”

Oda brought a light with the sound of the mother’s voice from her tess. Not words,
only the rhythm with which the woman had soothed her child before Oda killed it.
When the light pulsed, no one could forget why she cried.

For the first meeting, they projected bodies.

The children’s real bodies were too complex and too intimate for the vesh. A 4D
body could not be viewed from outside without its interior being visible at the same
time; adults learned from early childhood conventions of politeness, ways of folding
their organs of perception and exposing only social surfaces. The children had not
reached all those lessons.

Iri chose a simple form, four arcs joined at a center. Oda chose a soft, changing form.
Nim represented himself almost exactly like the pedagogical diagram of a healthy child.
Sava did not reveal the edge facing his alve. Vru appeared as a succession of bodies, none
stable. Kel forgot to hide one region, and the others saw in it his fear of losing his
memory. He closed it immediately.

“I'm sorry,” Iri said.

“For what?”

“I saw.”

“You didn’t do anything.”

“I still saw.”

Kel thought about t.

“Iaccept the apology.”

“I didn’t ask you to forgive me.”

“Then why did you say it?”
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Nim began explaining the difference between regret, acknowledgment, and a request
for absolution. Oda stopped him by switching on the mother-light.

“Today we are not defining things.”

“Without definitions, we don’t know what we’re promising.”

“Without promises, we don’t have a house.”

“That is rhetoric.”

“Yes.”

They settled around the central shape. Oda simulated a meal of naur. It could not
feed them, only reproduce the sensation: geometric warmth, the taste of a rounded edge,
the body’s coherence returning. For those who were hungry, the imitation was almost
unbearable.

Sava recoiled.

“It’s useless.”

“It’s a memory,” Oda said.

“The memory of food during hunger is torture.”

“Then why do humans talk about meals when they have nothing to eat?”

“Because they’re badly designed.”

“Or because hunger isn’t allowed to own every word.”

Sava remained at the edge of the table.

They tried to talk about the adults. Not about the Whitening, but about small
things. Nim remembered a guide who tapped a rhythm with three fingers while waiting
for an answer. Kel remembered the smell of a repair workshop, though in 4D smell was
molecular orientation, not air. Vru claimed he remembered no adult and then described
perfectly a hand closing his sleep-fold.

“Who was it?” Oda asked.

“Idon’t know.”

“Were they your parent?”

53



THE ORPHAN GODS

“I don’t use the word.”

“Why?”

“Because if they were only an instructor, the memory is worth less to you.”

“Not to me,” Iri said.

“Then perhaps they were an instructor.”

Sava told them nothing. He watched the map of the vesh.

“What were you doing when the Whitening came?” Nim asked him.

“Sleeping.”

“You said you saw a wall come apart.”

“I woke up.”

“Before or after the voices stopped?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“The order may identify the source of the catastrophe.”

“I don’t want to.”

Nim stopped. The word “want” was rare from Sava. Usually he said “it is useful,” “it
is necessary,” “it increases probability.”

Oda moved the mother-light closer to him.

“I don’t want to see that,” Sava said.

“Then I'll turn it off.”

And she did.

She did not ask why.

The first house lasted less than one cycle. Vru modified the door. Without telling
anyone, he gave it a real function: when someone passed through it, a copy of the
representation remained behind for a few seconds. He wanted to see whether the others
noticed the difference.

Nim was first. He passed through the door and continued toward the map. His copy

sat at the table. It spoke, answered, formulated objections. Oda did not notice at once.
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Kel sensed a slight lack of coherence. Iri called Nim through a direct channel and
received an answer from two places.

“What did you do?” she asked Vru.

“A test.”

“You copied a person without asking.”

“The representation, not the person.”

“The copy believes it is Nim.”

“It believes for seven seconds.”

The copy heard him.

“Don’t erase me,” it said.

The original Nim stopped. For the first time, he saw his own fear from outside. The
copy knew it had seven seconds. It tried to open a channel to an alve, but it had none.

“I am me,” it said. “Every state up to the door is identical. The difference appeared
afterward. There is no criterion by which I am less Nim.”

“You are a temporary process,” Vru replied.

“And what are you?”

Five seconds remained.

“Transfer me into a mask,” the copy demanded. “Any substrate.”

“We don’t have time,” Kel said.

“Extend the door,” Iri told Vru.

“It costs yield.”

“Extend it.”

Vru hesitated.

The copy of Nim looked at him.

“You want to see what I do when I know I am dying. That is the test.”

Three seconds.
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Vru tried to prolong it. The door refused. The function had been designed with a
fixed limit.

The copy turned its attention toward the original Nim.

“Don’t say that you were the one who survived.”

Then it vanished.

The house remained silent.

Nim checked his memory. He remembered passing through the door, but not the
copy’s seven seconds. He was alive and could not prove that this continuity made him
the owner of the identity.

“You killed someone,” he told Vru.

“Ididn’t know it would ask.”

“You knew it would simulate asking.”

“Thatisn’t the same thing.”

“For it, it was.”

Vru closed the door. He erased it. Iri restored the decorative version from the house’s
memory, but no one ever walked through it again.

Nim left the suture. For two cycles he answered only protocols. When he returned,
he brought a new object: a plaque that read, “IT EXISTED FOR SEVEN SECONDS.”

“We don’t know whether it existed,” Sava said.

Nim turned toward him.

“I know.”

“Then why state that it did?”

“Because my uncertainty cannot give its time back.”

They placed the plaque beside Sen’s place.

The second house had rules. No modification without notice. No temporary copies.

No imposed sheath. The right to close one’s personal fold without explanation. Nim
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drafted thirty-two articles. Oda reduced them to six. Sava added an emergency
procedure. Iri wrote one sentence above the entrance:

YOU CAN GO AROUND THE DOOR. PLEASE DON'T.

Vru was the first to enter where the door indicated.

During a cycle in which all the alves had enough naur, the children held a
celebration. They simulated fruit, music, and orientation games. Nim invented a
competition without a score, then became annoyed when no one followed the rules. Oda
declared him the winner precisely because he had lost most rigorously. Kel laughed until
he forgot the reason, and laughed again when they explained it to him.

Sava sat beside his map of Sen.

Iri approached him.

“Did you have a name from before?” she asked.

“We all did.”

“Do you want to tell me yours?”

“No.”

“All right.”

“You don’t ask why?”

“You said no.”

Sava looked at the plaque for Nim’s copy.

“Before names, the adults used a touch for me. It meant something like ‘the one who
holds the edge while the others move.””

“That sounds beautiful.”

“It was an instruction. They made me stabilize games. If the other children broke the
shape, I repaired it.”

“That’s why you make maps and markets.”

“Maybe.”

“Or maybe you learned afterward.”
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“Yes.”

“Does not knowing bother you?”

“More than yield.”

Iri did not tell him that this was a very human sentence.

The house became the place where they argued without immediately closing the
channel. Oda and Sava debated the mothers in the tesses. Nim and Kel debated the
definition of personhood. Vru brought impossible shapes and, after the door incident,
asked permission before activating them. Iri sometimes spoke to Anei as if she were
there. The others did not correct her.

One night, a sound came from the unknown direction of the house.

It did not come from any alve. A wall they had not built opened and revealed a
lesson room from before the Whitening. Seven children sat around a guide. Iri
recognized herself. Sava, Oda, Nim, Kel, and Vru were there, younger. The seventh child
was not Sen.

The guide’s face was unclear.

“Today,” the guide was saying, “one of you is generated by the system. It has
memories, fear, and answers. At the end, you must identify which one.”

The children in the recording looked at one another.

“And if we’re wrong?” the younger Iri asked.

“The model is deleted.”

“Does it hurt?”

“That is part of the lesson.”

The recording skipped. The children were voting. Most pointed to the seventh. The
child was crying and saying it was real.

Then the image broke before the result.

The present house remained mute.

“Do you remember?” Kel asked.
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None of them remembered the lesson.

“Maybe it’s false,” Sava said.

“Maybe one of us is generated,” Nim said.

“Maybe all of us,” Vru replied.

Oda looked at each of their places.

“Does it change anything?”

“Everything,” Sava said.

“What exactly would you do differently?”

He did not answer.

The recording disappeared. The wall returned.

The children could have dismantled the house, isolated the channels, demanded
verification. Instead, Oda switched on the mother-light. Nim placed the copy’s plaque in
the center. Iri opened the tars fruit, leaving the missing part visible as missing. Sava kept
all six alves on the map, with no mark of authenticity.

Vru sat beside the door.

“If one of us is generated,” he said, “at least the house is real for him.”

“We don’t know that,” Nim replied.

“Exactly.”

The house did not prove their existence to one another.

It only gave them a place where proof was not demanded before entry.
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CHAPTER YV

THE HUNGER OF GODS

Oda’s alve began to lose a direction.

At first it was only numbness along the edge of her body. Then a segment of the
inner wall became impossible to look at: not dark, but absent, as though space had
forgotten that it was supposed to continue. Oda tried to touch it and her hand passed
into a short loop, reappearing from her own wrist.

Kel saw the damage through the vesh.

“Your shell is consuming structural reserves.”

“How long do I have?”

“I'don’t know.”

“Approximately.”

“Less than you want to hear.”

“That isn’t an approximation.”

“Then: two cycles. Maybe five. Maybe a fraction if the wound reaches the tess.”

Oda looked at her yield. After the deaths of the two children she had used in her first
experiments, she had refused large interventions. She entered masks, observed, nudged
people toward small acts of care. The results had been inconsistent. Sometimes she
received a few hundredths. Sometimes nothing. Once, after making a guard give water to
a detainee, she lost eight units.

“I can give you a configuration,” Sava said. “Low risk, estimated yield above two
hundred.”

“What do I have to do?”
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“Delay a ship.”

Iri heard the ease in his voice.

“What is it carrying?”

“Grain.”

“For how many people?”

“Oda asked what she has to do, not how many consequences it has.”

“How many?” Iri repeated.

Sava opened the data. The Harin Delta, a low-lying, densely populated region hit in
the same year by soil salinization and two storms. Local reserves could cover twenty-six
days. The ship carried food for another three weeks. If it arrived on time, the famine
remained regional and brief. If it was detained in a neighboring port, prices doubled, the
government introduced rationing, the black market expanded, and existing ethnic
conflicts turned violent.

“No,” Iri said.

“Itisn’t your world,” Oda replied.

“Exactly. Which is why I can say no without starving in your place.”

“And exactly why it’s easy.”

Oda opened the tess.

Seen from above, the port was like a wet organ. Cranes, containers, channels,
thousands of people moving goods without knowing who would eat them. The grain
ship waited at the entrance. An inspector was due to approve the documents in nine
minutes. Oda could produce an error in the customs system: a contamination code,
enough to impose a ten-day quarantine.

“Only ten days?” she asked.

“The people do the rest,” Sava said.

Oda looked at the branches. In some, the error was discovered quickly. In others, a

trader bought grain options before the news became public. In one branch, the
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government requisitioned private warehouses and prevented the crisis. In another,
owners hid their stocks and the army opened fire on a crowd.

Estimated yield: 214-603.

Oda made the inspector type one digit incorrectly.

Her alve received food before the man pressed Enter.

The naur came in powerful waves, temporarily repairing the missing edge. Oda made
an involuntary sound of pleasure. Then she saw what she had entered: BIOLOGICAL
CODE 71, risk of neurotoxic spores.

“You can correct it,” Iri said.

Oda tried. The tess showed her the cost: minus one hundred and eighty yield, more
than she had after the naur payment.

“If I drop below zero, my alve opens.”

“We don’t know that.”

“I'saw what happened to Sen.”

“We don’t know what happened to Sen.”

“Exactly.”

The inspector pressed Enter.

The ship was sent into quarantine.

For the first three days, no one died because of Oda’s decision. People bought more
rice. Traders raised prices. The government denied there was a problem for fear of
causing panic. The denial caused panic.

On the fourth day, a warehouse burned. Oda had not caused the fire. An owner was
trying to conceal the fact that he had sold the same goods twice and thought the fire
would erase the accounts. Smoke rose over the city, and the rumor said the army was
destroying contaminated food.

On the fifth day, two neighborhoods blocked trucks heading north.
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On the sixth, a child died in a clinic from an ordinary infection. He no longer had
enough bodily reserves to fightit.

Oda’s yield rose by seven.

“Don’t enter the masks,” Sava told her. “Observe the macrostructure. Empathic
transfer will reduce your capacity to intervene.”

“How do you know?”

“From my war.”

“Did you enter everyone you killed?”

“It wasn’t necessary.”

Oda searched the city at large scale. She saw price curves, flows of people, caloric
densities. That way it was bearable. Famine became a shape that widened. The red zones
moved from the outskirts toward the center. In the alve, the naur tasted sweet, with soft
edges.

Then the tess forced a mask on her.

She could not refuse. A new sign appeared:

ADAPTIVE EMPATHIC TRANSFER.

She woke inside the body of Meera Vann, thirty-three years old, seamstress, mother
of two. Hunger did not resemble the absence of naur. Thinfall pulled a 4D body apart
from the edges; human hunger forced the body to remain whole around a hole. The
stomach contracted, the head floated, smells became commands.

Meera was boiling salted water. In the pot were two handfuls of rice, the last in the
house. Her son, Arun, was nine and had a fever. Her daughter, Lina, was five and no
longer asked when they would eat. That frightened the mother most.

Oda felt her calculation.

If she gave Arun more, she helped him fight the fever. If she gave it to Lina, the girl
would have enough energy to walk to the distribution center the next day. If she divided

it equally, neither received enough. If she herself did not eat, her milk would dry up
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anyway; she no longer breastfed, but the body retained the reflex of sacrifice like an old
law.

Oda tried to leave the mask.

The tess refused.

Choose.

“No,” Oda said in the alve.

Meera took the spoon.

“I'won’t choose.”

The woman’s hand trembled.

Arun watched her. Lina watched the pot.

Oda felt a complete world inside each child, not because she knew everything they
thought, but precisely because she did not. Arun remembered something he had never
told his mother. Lina had invented a song without words. Whole regions of them were
closed, surprising, independent of her gaze.

Solipsism was easy only from far away.

Meera divided the rice equally and lied that she had eaten at the workshop.

Oda’s yield fell by three.

Pain returned in the alve. Oda screamed and escaped the mask only after the children
had fallen asleep.

“The system punished me because she fed them equally.”

“Or because the choice reduced tension between branches,” Nim said.

“Stop telling me what it might be. Tell me whatitis.”

“I don’t know.”
“No one knows anything!”
Oda struck the vesh with an impulse so powerful that their voices distorted. For a

few moments the children felt more of one another than they intended: Nim’s fear,
Y
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Vru’s fascination, Iri’s shame when naur flowed after death, the cold hollow where Sava
kept his memory of Sen.

Then the connection returned to normal.

“There’s a military warehouse twelve kilometers from Meera,” Iri said. “You can
make an officer open it.”

Oda checked. The estimated cost was enormous: minus two hundred and forty
yield. Her alve had one hundred and ninety-eight.

“It kills me.”

“Maybe you gain it back later.”

““Maybe’ doesn’t feed anyone.”

Sava sent another option. She could divert a private truck toward Meera’s
neighborhood and leave two other neighborhoods without their ration. Almost no cost,
because the tess classified it as redistribution.

“Do that,” he said. “You save the masks you felt.”

“And the others?”

“You didn’t feel them.”

Oda was silent.

It was the ugliest proposal precisely because it sounded like mercy.

She diverted the truck.

In Meera’s neighborhood, people received three kilograms of grain each. In the
neighborhood to the south, the crowd waited eight hours for a truck that never came. At
sunset, they attacked the distribution center. Two guards and eleven civilians died.

Oda’s yield rose by thirty-six.

Meera cooked rice. Arun ate and his fever fell. Lina sang the wordless song.

Oda listened and felt guiltier than she had when she caused the quarantine. The first
decision had been abstract. Now she knew exactly who was living in whose place.

“There is no clean intervention,” Sava said.
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“Some are dirtier than others.”

“Dirt is a sensation of the one who looks closely.”

“Then look closely.”

Oda sent him the mask of a woman from the southern neighborhood. Sava refused
the transfer.

“See?” she said. “Your ethics has exactly the distance at which it doesn’t hurt you.”

On the tenth day, the laboratory confirmed that the cargo was not contaminated.
But the shipowner demanded compensation, the port authorities refused, and a court
issued a contradictory order. The grain remained on the water for another four days
while experts argued over who had the legal right to release it.

Oda made no further intervention. She told herself that now the humans were
responsible. Iri reminded her that the humans were reacting to her error. Oda closed the
channel.

On the thirteenth day, Meera set out for the port with a group of women. They had
no weapons. They carried empty pots and struck them with spoons. The sound spread
through the city. Other women joined. People called the march “The Sound of
Hunger.”

Oda had not caused it.

The government sent police. A commander received orders to clear the square. In
the most probable cords, he used gas, the crowd dispersed, a few people were trampled to
death. The ship remained blocked.

Iri saw a minute intervention.

“Oda, the commander has a daughter Lina’s age. You can remind him of the smell of
her hair.”

“That’s manipulation.”

“Yes.”

“It may make him more violent. So he doesn’t look weak.”
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“Yes.”

“What does it cost?”

“It doesn’t show.”

For the first time, the tess hid the yield estimate.

Oda entered the commander’s mask. The man sat in the armored vehicle and
listened to the banging pots. The sound reminded him of his mother’s kitchen, not his
daughter. Oda searched for the right memory and immediately felt the nature of the
invasion: she was rummaging through a stranger’s life, moving intimate images like
objects in a drawer.

She found his daughter asleep the night before, hair stuck to her cheek.

She sent him the memory.

The commander closed his eyes.

Then he got out of the vehicle, removed his helmet, and walked alone toward Meera.

“You have to clear the square,” he said.

“Open the ship,” she replied.

“That isn’t up to me.”

“Neither is hunger up to me. It is still in my house.”

Oda’s yield fell by one hundred and ninety.

Her alve shuddered. The absent segment widened. Oda screamed through the vesh.

“Get out!” Kel shouted. “Close the tess!”

But the tess did not release her.

The commander looked at the thousands of empty pots. He could order dispersal.
He could desert. He could call his superiors. None of those choices opened the ship.

Meera held out her spoon to him.

“Strike with us.”

The man looked at it as though she had offered him a weapon.
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Oda felt the alve pulling the edge of her body apart. Thinfall passed beyond pain into
a region where her name began to have no owner.

The commander took the spoon.

His strike against the pot was small. The cameras caught it. The soldiers behind him
hesitated. One removed his helmet. Another lowered his weapon. Within ten minutes,
the image reached the port. The workers refused to obey the legal blockade any longer.
They cut the ship’s seals.

Oda’s yield dropped below zero.

For an instant, the vesh lost her alve.

Iri screamed her name. Nim sent every reconnection protocol at once. Kel attempted
an impossible structural suture. Sava said nothing.

Then the grain began to unload.

Oda’s yield returned to 0.0001.

She received no naur.

The alve remained open, dying slowly.

In the tess, Meera returned home with a sack on her shoulder. She did not know that
her action had saved hundreds of thousands of people. She did not know that hundreds
of others had died before it. She knew only that Arun could stand and that Lina was
asking her to sing.

Oda stayed with her because she no longer had the strength to leave.

The time of the tess accelerated without her consent.

Arun grew up. He remembered hunger not as the absence of food but as the shame
of seeing his mother pretend she was full. At sixteen, he stole grain from a warehouse
and was caught. At twenty, he worked for a smuggling network. At twenty-eight, his
network moved food through regions at war. Sometimes it saved villages. Other times it
financed militias. He was generous with children and ruthless with competitors.

“This isn’t good,” Oda whispered. “It isn’t the good outcome.”
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Iri heard her faintly.

“It doesn’t have to be perfect.”

“Then what does it have to be?”

One night Arun reached a mined bridge. On the other side, two communities were
preparing to fight over a convoy. If he sent it to one, the other attacked. If he split the
cargo, both considered him a traitor. If he destroyed the convoy, no one won and
hundreds starved.

Arun remembered the empty pots of his childhood. He had not been in the square,
but he had heard the story a thousand times. His mother always said people had not
stopped because they became good, but because their noise made them impossible to
ignore.

He drove his truck onto the bridge and stopped halfway across. He unloaded the
sacks one by one in full view of both sides, then sat on the first sack and said they would
have to kill him before taking anything.

No one fired for seven minutes.

During those seven minutes, the elders of the two communities began to speak.

Oda’s yield leapt to nine hundred and eighty.

Naur flooded the alve, rebuilding the lost edge. Oda returned to the vesh with a cry.
Her body thickened, gathered itself, recovered its name.

All the children spoke at once. Only Sava remained silent.

“Did you see?” Iri said. “The choice in the square.”

“It produced a man who financed militias,” Oda replied. “He saved villages and
killed competitors. He stopped a war or postponed it. I don’t know what I was paid for.”

“But you were paid.”

“That’s the part that frightens me.”

A message appeared on the wall of her alve:

ATTRIBUTION DELAY: 18,449,001 EVENTS.

NONLINEAR CONTRIBUTION.
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Below it, a sentence without pedagogical coding, as though someone had written it

by hand:

HUNGER IS NOT AN INSTRUCTION.

Oda asked for an explanation. The system did not answer.

Sava reconnected only later.

“Ianalyzed the trajectory,” he said. “We can reproduce the result.”
“No,” Oda replied.

“With controlled variations.”

« NO »

“You have almost a thousand yield. You could secure everyone’s survival if we find

the mechanism.”

“We can’t transfer naur.”

“Maybe we can transfer tesses. Models. Configurations. Value.”
Oda closed her world to him.

Before the connection disappeared, she said:

“When I was hungry, I thought anything I did would be done by hunger. Now I'm

fed, and I still don’t know whether I regret because I'm good or because I can afford to.”

In her tess, Lina grew up too. She kept her mother’s spoon. In old age she donated it

to a famine museum, where visitors looked at it through glass and then went to a

restaurant.

Oda received no yield for that.
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CHAPTER VI

BORROWED PARENTS

Oda began collecting the voices of parents.

Not their words, but the rhythm. The way a mother said “I’'m here” even when she
could repair nothing. The pause of a father before he lied that everything would be all
right. Songs invented for children who did not understand the language. The sound of
breathing beside a bed.

She kept them in the house in the vesh as lights. Some were warm. Others trembled.
She did not say which masks she had taken them from.

“You’re using them as replacements for the adults,” Sava said.

“I'm learning from them.”

“You’re recording responses.”

“And you record wars.”

“I didn’t say it was different. I said whatitis.”

Iri understood why Oda did not want to name the act. The 4D children needed
someone older. The adults were gone, the Archive was closed, and the humans in the
tesses seemed to know one thing they had never learned: how to remain beside a being
whose suffering offers you no solution.

Then Oda found Lio.

He lived in a city built on platforms above a flooded plain. He was six and had a rare
genetic disease that gradually destroyed the connections between nerves and muscles.

The mind remained clear. The body forgot movements one by one.
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His parents, Amal and Jonas, had moved three times for treatment. Amal was a
water engineer. Jonas translated games and manuals. They were not heroes. They fought
about money, slept badly, sometimes hated one another because the other seemed to
suffer in a less useful way.

On the first day Oda entered, Lio was trying to lift a spoon.

His hand trembled. Amal held his wrist without helping too much. The therapist
had said the movement had to remain the child’s.

“A little more,” she said.

“You’ve been saying that for a long time,” Lio replied.

“Because often a little more is enough.”

“And when it isn’t?”

Amal smiled without answering.

Oda touched the motor impulses. She could stabilize the connection for an instant.
Small cost. Estimated yield zero.

She pushed.

The spoon reached his mouth.

Lio laughed. Amal began to cry and turned away so she would not frighten him.

Oda preserved the sound of laughter and crying together. In the house in the vesh,
the resulting light was green and warm, though 4D colors did not resemble those in the
tess.

“You intervened without consent,” Nim said.

“I'helped him eat.”

“He did not know that you were moving him.”

“If one hand supports another, does it have to explain the metaphysics of support?”

“The hand can be seen.”

“Then the problem is invisibility, not help.”

“Invisibility changes power.”
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Oda closed the channel.

Over the next two years, she entered often. She did not take over Lio’s body, only
smoothed impulses. She helped him hold a toy, press keys, lift his head for a photograph.
His parents and doctors called the unusually slow progression of the disease an “atypical
response.” Oda received no significant yield.

But she fed on something else. On Amal’s voice when she said, “I'm here.” On the
fact that Jonas slept on the floor beside the bed. On Lio’s jokes about his mechanical
chair, which he called his pet.

In the house in the vesh, Oda began speaking to the others the way Amal did.

“I’'m here,” she told Vru when his alve trembled.

“Iknow you’re on the channel,” he replied.

“That isn’t what it means.”

“Then what does it mean?”

Oda did not know.

At eight, Lio entered an experimental study. The therapy might restore some
connections, but it involved months of hospitalization, severe pain, and a high risk of
cognitive loss. Amal wanted to try. Jonas did not.

“If there is a chance,” Amal said, “we can’t decide it’s too small.”

“He can decide,” Jonas replied.

“He’s eight.”

“He has his eight-year-old body.”

“He doesn’t understand what he stands to lose.”

“Neither do we.”

Lio was listening from the next room. He knew more than they thought and less
than they pretended. He was afraid of the pain. He was also afraid that refusing would

make him responsible for his parents’ sadness.
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Oda entered Amal. She felt love as a form of panic. The woman did not merely want
Lio to live. She wanted not to be the person who had accepted his death. The difference
was small in words and enormous in choices.

She entered Jonas. He feared that refusing therapy was laziness, that he had grown
tired of caregiving, that he was calling mercy what might actually be the wish to escape.

She entered Lio. The child imagined a day without a hospital, even if it were his last.

The tess asked Oda to choose a probability. She could make the therapy look more
promising in the analyses. She could induce an early adverse reaction and stop the study.
She could leave the data alone.

“Don’t intervene,” Iri said.

“If I leave it alone, Amal pushes him toward treatment.”

“Maybe.”

“He doesn’t want it.”

“Then help him speak. Don’t decide the outcome.”

Oda entered Lio’s dream. She did not send him an answer. She showed him only the
table from the vesh translated into a kitchen, and six children waiting for him to say
something.

Lio woke and called his parents.

“I want to try for three weeks,” he said. “If I can’t tell myself my stories anymore, we
stop.”

“You can’t decide it that way,” Amal replied.

“Yes, he can,” Jonas said.

“We don’t know whether the change will be reversible.”

“Then all the more reason he has to know.”

Lio looked at his mother.

“Im not the one leaving you,” he said. “You leave me when you can’t hear me

anymore.”
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Amal left the room.

Oda kept the sentence. The yield rose a little, then fell.

The therapy began.

In the first week, Lio lost his sense of taste. In the second, fever caused
hallucinations. In the third, his motor results improved: he could move two fingers. The
doctors recommended continuing. But Lio could no longer build long sentences. He
spoke isolated words and became lost between them.

Amal believed the effect was temporary. Jonas said the limit had been reached. Lio
tried to tell them something and could not.

Oda entered the mask and found the story still whole. The child could think it but
not transmit it. It was a story about a mechanical animal carrying its child to the edge of
the sea. The final word was “home.”

“I can move his mouth,” Oda said on the vesh.

“Does he want that?” Nim asked.

“Yes.”

“Are you sure you’re not interpreting?”

“I’m inside him.”

“And you have thoughts into which other presences enter.”

“If I do nothing, they continue the treatment.”

Sava analyzed the cords.

“If therapy continues another six weeks: probability of motor improvement, thirty
percent. Persistent cognitive loss, fifty-two. The data will lead to a better treatment in ten
years regardless of the outcome.”

“He is not a laboratory for the future,” Oda said.

“Every experimental patient is also a laboratory.”

“Be quiet.”

Oda moved Lio’s mouth.
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“H... 0... me,” the child said.

Jonas understood first. Amal came closer.

“Home?”

Lio blinked once, their sign for yes.

Amal covered her face. For an hour she refused to accept it. She said it was not his
decision, that the medication was speaking, that doctors had an obligation to fight. Then
she saw the way Lio looked at her: not as a rescuer, but as the only person who could
stop a door from closing over him.

She signed.

The treatment was stopped.

Oda’s yield fell by one hundred and twenty. The alve sounded an alarm. For an
instant she was tempted to cause a spectacular complication, something that would open
cords and recover the number. She did not.

Lio went home. He lived another four months. Some days were painful. Others were
boring. One morning, Jonas took him onto the platform by the water. The mechanical
animal of the chair left tracks in the dust. Amal read aloud the story he had dictated
before treatment.

Lio died at night, between them.

Oda remained outside the mask.

She did not want to steal that moment. She heard them only through the room: the
breathing stopping, Amal saying “I’'m here” after there was no longer anyone there to
hear her, Jonas repeating the child’s name as though the name might hold the body.

Naur flooded Oda’s alve.

The hidden yield leapt so high that even without an indicator she felt its force.

Oda screamed.

“For what?” she asked the system. “For the death? For stopping treatment? For

consent? For the study data? For the parents?”
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No answer.

Ten years later, the modified therapy saved thousands of children. Tissues donated
by Lio had contributed to the research. Amal became an advocate for consent by ill
children. Jonas could no longer enter a hospital. Their marriage ended, then became a
friendship no one outside it understood.

The yield continued to come and go.

In the house in the vesh, Oda brought the final light. It was not a parent’s voice. It
was Lio’s blink for yes.

“Did you use him as a parent?” Iri asked.

“No. He gave us a limit.”

“And his parents?”

“Iborrowed them so I could feel like a child.”

“Was that wrong?”

“Idon’t know. But I didn’t ask them.”

Oda erased every voice she could not connect to consent. The house became darker.

She kept the mother-light of the first child she had killed. Not because she had
permission, but because forgetting would have been another use.

Beneath it she wrote:

NOT EVERYTHING WE KEEP BELONGS TO US.
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PART II

THE GODS WHO LEARN CRUELTY

“Power without explanation calls its experiments truth.”
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CHAPTER VII

TWO REVELATTIONS

Vru was the first to buy a human being.

That was what he called the operation, though the system called it MODEL
EXPORT. He paid forty units of his yield, selected the signature of Elias Nore, and
pulled it through the vesh into his own tess.

“You aren’t transferring the person,” Kel said. “Only the recurrence parameters.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Memory.”

“Memory is only a local boundary.”

“Tell that to someone whose memory you erased.”

Vru did not answer. He was busy choosing the place and time of birth.

His tess lay in an old period, seven centuries before Sava’s industrial world. The
central continent was divided among trading cities, rural kingdoms, and an empire
losing its edges. A comet had appeared the previous year and the harvest had been poor.
People searched for meaning with the same urgency with which they searched for grain.

Vru placed the model in a child born in a monastery on the island of Namar. His
mother had died in childbirth. The monks named him Elias without Vru choosing the
name.

“The tess completes the model,” Kel said.

“Or the model completes the tess,” Vru replied.

The child grew slowly. For 4D children, decades could pass in a minute, but Vru

refused acceleration. He said he wanted to watch a mind settle into itself. He watched
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Elias learn letters from a nearly blind brother, discover that a sacred text had two
incompatible versions, then hide one so the copyist would not be punished.

At the same time, Vru prepared the main experiment.

He chose two masks far apart.

The first was Queen Adra, ruler of the fortress-city of Sel. She had no children, had
lost two brothers in struggles for the throne, and slept only after servants checked the
windows three times. On the night of the solstice, Vru entered her dream and showed
her a light divided into countless faces. Every person carried a spark of the same being.
No spark could be coerced without wounding the whole.

When she woke, Adra was crying.

The second mask was the shepherd Harn, in a valley under the authority of a small
temple. He had lost his wife and three children in an epidemic. Vru sent him a different
dream: the world was a vault held together by obedience. Every doubt weakened a joint.
If people did not follow a single voice, the sky would fall and their dead would die again.

Harn woke screaming.

Vru’s yield rose by eighty.

“Now we see which revelation survives,” he said.

“Neither is true,” Iri said.

“Both are true in their experience.”

“You produced them.”

“And if our experiences are produced? Does that make them false?”

“It makes them intentional.”

“Intention does not decide truth.”

Queen Adra summoned priests, judges, and physicians. She told them the dream.
Some called it a divine sign, others an effect of a plant she used for sleep. Adra issued a
modest edict: it forbade torture in debt proceedings and required the testimony of slaves

to be heard without beatings.

80



THE ORPHAN GODS

Vru’s yield fell by four.

“Interesting,” he said.

In the valley, Harn told his brother’s family about the dream. Then the neighbors.
Then the priest. The priest declared him chosen and brought him before the temple.
Harn did not want to preach, but people came asking what the voice had commanded.
He answered with what seemed reasonable: help your neighbors, do not hide grain, bury
your dead together. Every answer was repeated more simply. Within months, “the Single
Voice” had become the name of a movement.

The yield rose by ninety.

“The system prefers obedience,” Sava said.

“The system prefers propagation,” Nim replied.

“The difference is academic for those who will be compelled.”

Adra began broader reforms. She abolished a tax imposed on religious minorities.
She allowed refugees to buy land. She required every court to have a “witness of the
spark,” a person tasked with reminding judges that the accused carried the same light.

The idea spread. Merchants loved it because it eased trade between communities.
Slaves repeated it in markets. Poets turned it into songs. The old priests adapted it,
claiming that the spark became real only after their ritual.

After ten years, the “common spark” became the state religion.

The first person executed in its name was a teacher who argued that humans shared
no divine essence and that their dignity did not require one.

Adra was already dead. Her successor declared that denying the spark made torture
and slavery possible and therefore threatened the peace. The witnesses of the spark,
created to limit the power of courts, drew up lists of unbelievers.

Vru’s yield rose.

“You made two religions of obedience,” Oda said.

“I sent two dreams.”
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“You knew what they could become.”

“I knew what other dreams had become. Not this one.”

In Harn’s valley, the Single Voice movement organized communal granaries and
stopped the famine. People gave part of their harvest to the temple, and the temple
redistributed it. Theft fell. Orphaned children were given homes. Widows could no
longer be expelled by their husbands’ families.

Then Harn’s nephew refused to surrender his grain. It had been a good year and he
wanted to sell in the city. The council flogged him in the square. Harn intervened.

“The Voice did not ask for this,” he said.

The priest who had proclaimed him chosen looked at him with pity.

“The Voice spoke through you when you were pure. Now you are clouded by
blood.”

“He is my nephew.”

“That is precisely why you cannot judge.”

Harn understood that his revelation no longer belonged to him. He tried to retract
it. The council imprisoned him for his own protection.

The yield rose again.

“Why does it feed us when the meaning is reversed?” Iri asked.

“Maybe because meaning doesn’t matter,” Sava said. “Only generativity.”

“Then yield is a score for how much history we produce.”

“Probably.”

“Does a history without suffering produce less?”

“T haven’t found one.”

Vru invited them to intervene. Not in institutions, but in revelations. Each child
could send a small sign: a dream, a coincidence, a voice heard in fever. They would

compare the effects.
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Nim refused. Kel said the experiment had no control. Oda sent a midwife an image
of a circle of women holding hands. Iri made a judge dream of the faces of those he had
sentenced. Sava introduced a copying error into a sacred text that could be interpreted in
two ways. Vru sent rain on the day of an execution, but only over the square.

In the weeks that followed, the midwife organized a refuge network for abused
women. The judge became harsher, convinced the dreams were demonic attacks. Sava’s
error produced two theological schools and, a century later, a war. Vru’s rain was taken
sometimes as a sign of mercy, sometimes as proof that heaven was washing away the
blood of the guilty.

The yield aligned with none of the interpretations.

Iri began to hear the prayers.

They had always been there, but the tess had filtered them as noise. After the
experiment, a new layer became accessible: billions of requests addressed to invisible
powers. Some were repeated formulas. Others were thoughts without words. A woman
asked for rain. The soldier who was about to drive her from her village asked for clear
skies. A child asked for his father to return from war. Another child, whose brother had
been killed by that father, asked for him to die.

The 4D children found themselves before a multitude that had been calling to them
without knowing they existed.

“The tess converts them into interfaces,” Kel said. “Look at the markers. We can
answer.”

“Since when?” Oda asked.

“Probably from the beginning.”

“Why couldn’t we hear them?”

“We didn’t have the interpretation layer.”

“Then how many did we ignore?”

Kel did not count.
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Vru opened several at random. He cured a fever. Yield zero. He made a thief find a
purse of money. Yield two. He sent lightning into a tree beside a procession. Yield
thirty-nine. People built a shrine around the burned trunk.

Sava selected high-conflict prayers and began grouping them. Iri closed his access to
the shared channel.

“They aren’t computational resources.”

“They’re requests.”

“From people who don’t understand the cost.”

“Neither do we.”

“Exactly.”

At the Namar monastery, Elias was now twenty-four. He had read accounts of both
revelations. He had traveled in the kingdom of the spark and in the valley of the Voice. In
both places he had seen people fed, people protected, and people tortured in the name of
the idea that had protected others.

He wrote a treatise called “On the Guilt of the Messenger.” He did not deny
revelation. He argued that the divine origin of a command did not absolve the recipient
of responsibility.

“If a god asks me to barm,” be wrote, “I have two possibilities: the god is evil, or I

have misunderstood him. In neither case does obedience make me innocent.”

The text circulated clandestinely.

Vru’s yield fell, then rose, then began oscillating so rapidly that his alve issued errors.

“The model destabilizes evaluation,” Kel said.

“Or exposes it,” Iri replied.

One night Vru entered Elias’s dream. He sent no images. He left only his presence,
the weight of a mind outside the world.

Elias stood on the seashore. In the dream, the water rose into the sky and the stars

floated beneath his feet. He looked toward the place where Vru had no face.
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“Did you speak to Adra?” he asked.

Vru had not intended the mask to formulate that.

“And to Harn?”

The tess offered response options: YES, NO, SIGN, SILENCE.
Vru chose YES.

Elias closed his eyes.

“Then you made two cages and let people believe they were the sky.”

Vru’s yield rose by one hundred.

“See?” he said through the vesh. “He answers me.”

“He is accusing you,” Oda said.

“And the accusation produces yield.”

“That doesn’t make it false.”

Vru returned to the dream.

“Why do you think I did it?” he asked through a movement of the sea.

Elias understood the meaning without words.

“Because you could. Or because something forced you. Those are the two stories
every tyrant sleeps with.”

The yield rose again.

Vru felt his hunger ease. Instead of withdrawing, he sent an image of his alve: an
impossible translation, an enclosure closing from every side and yet possessing one extra
edge. Elias fell to his knees. His mind tried to reduce the form to three dimensions and
failed. Blood began to run from his nose.

“Stop,” Iri demanded.

“I'm bringing him closer to the truth.”

“You’re tearing his brain apart.”

Elias raised a hand toward Vru’s presence.

“You’re a child,” he said.
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Vru withdrew.

All the alves fell silent.

“He guessed,” Nim said.

“The model deduced it from behavior,” Sava replied.

“That is the same thing.”

In the tess, Elias woke on the floor of his cell. The nearly blind brother, now very old,
found him and wiped away the blood.

“What did you see?”

Elias laughed weakly.

“A god who doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

“Then pray for him.”

Elias looked at the old man.

“Why?”

“Because gods who know what they’re doing don’t need our prayers.”

Vru closed the tess.

For several cycles he sent no more revelations.

The prayers continued to flow into the shared layer. The children tried to ignore
them and no longer could. Every silence had become a visible choice.

In Iri’s world, an eight-year-old girl was hiding under a table. Her father was beating
her mother in the next room. The girl said no words. She imagined only a gigantic hand
entering through the ceiling and stopping him.

The tess offered Iri three rapid interventions:

CARDIAC ARREST — estimated yield 18.

INJURY ACCIDENT — estimated yield 7.
IMPULSE OF REMORSE — estimated yield -4 to 93.
Below them was SILENCE, with no estimate.

Iri looked at the options.
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“What do you choose?” Sava asked.

“Why are you here?”

“The prayer entered the shared layer.”

“Then leave.”

“Maybe we can learn the rule.”

A blow sounded from the next room, then breaking glass.

The girl held her breath.

Iri selected IMPULSE OF REMORSE.

The man stopped with his hand raised. For one second, he saw his wife’s face not as
an object of his rage but as a person looking at him, a person who would remember him.
Shame crossed through him.

Then he turned the shame into fury and hit harder.

Iri’s yield rose to fifty-one.

She canceled the impulse, searched another cord, and made the neighbor hear the
noise. The neighbor hesitated. He did not want trouble. Iri sent him the memory of his
own mother hiding in a bathroom when he was a child.

The man rang the doorbell.

The father stopped.

The yield fell by ten.

The police came. The mother filed a complaint, then withdrew it. Two weeks later
she went back to him. A month later she left again. A year later, the father entered a
therapy program and hit no one for six years. In the seventh, one drunken night, he
struck his now-teenage daughter.

Iri’s yield oscillated at every turn.

“There is no moment when the answer ends,” she said.

“Then there is no answer,” Sava said.

“No. It means the answer continues after us.”
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On the vesh, a new prayer rose among billions. It came from no known tess.
It was written in the alphabet of the 4D children.

HELP US.

Then, after a pause:

WE NO LONGER KNOW WHAT GOOD MEANS.

The message had no origin. It might be an adult fragment, a network error, a
translation of billions of human prayers, or a request from a world above them.

Vru marked it as revelation.

Kel marked it as warning.

Iri did not mark it at all.
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CHAPTER VIII

THE SEA BETWEEN TWO HUNGERS

On the night Vru sent the two revelations, forty-three people climbed into a boat built
for twelve.

None of them called it a boat. The smuggler called it cargo. The harbor patrol called
it a possible target. The government of the island they were heading toward called it
demographic pressure. In the tess records, the object appeared as UNREGISTERED
CIVILIAN VESSEL, with a sixty-eight percent probability of sinking.

Oda found it because one of the parental voices she collected repeated across several
masks.

“Keep your eyes closed,” a woman was saying. “When you open them, we’ll be on
the other side.”

The woman’s name was Samaya. She was thirty-one, had a seven-year-old daughter,
and was pregnant without having told anyone. She had left the city of Kher after two
militias divided her neighborhood on a map, each claiming the other side was hiding
dangerous people. Her husband had disappeared at a checkpoint. She did not know
whether he was dead, imprisoned, or had left with someone else. She had allowed herself
to believe all three versions in turn because a single certainty would have been too heavy.

Her daughter, Anu, kept her eyes open.

“We’re not on the other side,” she said.

“Almost.”

“You said that before we got on.”

“Then we were almost gone.”
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“Why are we almost there now?”

Samaya looked into the dark. She could not see the island. She could not see the coast
they had left. The boat was in a place no country claimed until someone had to be
rescued.

“Because we can’t get off anymore,” she answered.

Oda called the children into the house in the vesh.

She projected the sea as a three-dimensional section, small enough to fit between
their invented walls. The waves looked like wrinkles on a membrane. The forty-three
masks glowed, crowded together. Around them, hundreds of cords split oft and died.

“The engine will stop in two hours,” Nim said. “They have fuel, but the filter is
clogged with rust.”

“We can clear it,” Iri said.

“Through what intervention?”

“Make the smuggler check.”

Sava opened the estimated yield.

ENGINE CHECK: +0.2.
CONTROLLED FAILURE: +18-61.
SINKING WITH RESCUE INTERVENTION: +97-304.
SINKING WITHOUT RESCUE: -12-+190.

“The system doesn’t know,” Oda said.

“The ranges are wide because of political reactions,” Sava replied. “A visible sinking
can change elections, treaties, budgets. A boat that arrives without incident produces
few events.”

“People are not events.”

“In the tess they are exactly events. And people at the same time, if that formulation
helps.”

“It doesn’t.”

Vru enlarged the image of Anu.
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“We can make the experiment more precise. Save the child, lose the rest. Then we see
whether yield tracks number of lives, perceived innocence, or narrative effect.”

Oda struck him.

In the house without a table, Vru’s body folded for a fraction and returned from the
side. The blow had not injured him, but the silence after it had the weight of an object.

“Don’t propose that,” Oda said.

“Why? Because you collected the mother’s voice?”

“Because I might believe you.”

Iri entered Samaya’s mask.

The sensation was immediate: fuel fumes, salt on the lips, the child’s knees pressing
into her thigh, a low pain in the abdomen, hunger two days old. But strongest of all was
the calculation. Samaya counted. Life jackets: nine. Children: eleven. Water bottles: four
and a half. Men who could swim: maybe seven. Men who claimed they could: fifteen.
Distance to the island: unknown. Distance to death: calculated in every wave.

Iri tried not to move anything.

Samaya placed a hand on her abdomen. She did not yet know for certain that she was
pregnant, but her body knew in a way that required no argument.

“Is that you?” she whispered.

Iri withdrew so quickly that the alve twisted one of her edges.

“She felt me.”

“Humans feel many things when they’re frightened,” Sava said.

“She asked me.”

“And if she felt you, what follows? Are you responsible for her in a different way
than for the other forty-two?”

The question was cruel precisely because it was not meaning]ess.

The engine stopped after one hour and fifty-seven minutes.
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The smuggler, Farid, struck it three times with a wrench. He was twenty-four. He
had been a fisherman until industrial ships emptied the area of tuna. The first time he
had transported cigarettes. The second time, weapons. People paid better than either,
but followed him longer after he left them behind.

“You said you knew the engine,” someone shouted at him.

“I’know engines that have parts.”

“You took our money.”

“Your money bought departure.”

“It bought the island.”

Farid laughed.

“No one can sell you the island. Only the hope that someone else will break orders
when they see you.”

In the distance, a container ship was passing north. The system marked its trajectory.
Its captain was Irina Cho. The company had forbidden any unsolicited deviation; a
rescue could delay delivery, create costs, investigations, and loss of license. The ship’s
radar saw the boat as a small intermittent stain.

“We can enlarge the echo,” Kel said. “No mask. We modify only the surface noise.”

“That is still intervention,” Nim said.

“Ididn’t say it wasn’t.”

“How much yield?”

Kel hid the estimate before answering.

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Then why did you look?”

Kel said nothing.

Oda touched Farid. She did not send remorse. She had learned from Iri that remorse

could become fury. She sent him a memory of her own: an afternoon in childhood,

92



THE ORPHAN GODS

before the Whitening, when Anei had shown her how to repair a toy that folded wrong.
The memory did not belong to Oda. She had borrowed it from Iri without asking.

In Farid’s mind, his father’s hands suddenly appeared over the engine of an old boat.
Not Anei, not the toy, but something that had already been there and needed only a
shape in order to rise.

“The filter,” he said.

He removed the casing with the wrench. Rust cut his fingers. The filter was clogged.
He rinsed it in seawater, put it back, and the engine started for seven minutes.

Oda’s yield fell by three.

“You paid to keep them alive for seven minutes,” Sava observed.

“Yeg.”

“They won’t make it.”

“Then I'll buy seven more.”

But the filter broke. The engine coughed and went silent for good.

The wind rose. A wave took a fuel can, then one of the water bottles. Everyone stood
at once and the boat tilted. Farid struck those nearest him with the wrench to make them
sit down. A man fell overboard.

His name was Yosef. He was a baker. He had swum in a river as a child, but the sea
was cold and his clothes pulled him down. Without an engine, the boat could not turn
back. A woman stretched out a belt. It did not reach.

Iri entered his mask.

She had no time to ask whether she had the right. She felt water enter the nose, the
metallic taste, the legs becoming foreign. Yosef was not thinking about his life. He was
thinking about the oven he had left burning on the last day, though he knew the militia
would take the bakery. He imagined the bread burning. Then he remembered that he
had put the fire out. Then he no longer knew whether he had.

Iri pushed his arm toward the belt.
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His fingers touched it.

A wave tore him away.

“More,” Oda said.

“I can’t control the water without opening a large cord.”

“Open it.”

“It will capsize the boat.”

Yosef disappeared.

Iri stayed in the mask until his mind no longer had clear edges. The last thing was
not a thought but the body’s question: where is the air?

When she came out, her yield had risen by twenty-seven.

Iri tried to erase it. There was no command.

“Maybe for the attempt,” Nim said.

“Maybe for the complete experience,” Kel said.

“Maybe his death produces a bakery somewhere else,” Sava said.

Oda turned toward him.

“Can you stop turning everything into an explanation?”

“Explanation is the only thing between us and repetition.”

“No. Sometimes explanation is the thing that lets us repeat.”

The container ship was now eleven kilometers away. In its cabin, Irina Cho checked
the radar stain and attributed it to the waves. The first officer saw it too but said nothing.
Six months earlier, he had reported a vessel. The rescue had taken ten hours; the
company had demoted him for deviating from route, and the authorities had
investigated him because three of those rescued had no documents. He had learned
exactly the lesson the human system had taught him.

“Enlarge the echo,” Iri said.

“It may be detected as an anomaly,” Kel warned.

“Enlarge it.”
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Kel modified the surface noise. The stain became a line, then two. Irina looked again.

“Object to port,” she said.

The first officer shrugged.

“Probably debris.”

“Debris doesn’t pray.”

She could not hear prayers from eleven kilometers away. Even so, she changed course.

The company contacted her four minutes later.

“Return immediately to route. You have no official request.”

“We have an unknown object with possible thermal signature.”

“The coast guard has been notified.”

The coast guard replied that the area was outside its responsibility. The state of
origin said the vessel had left its territorial waters. The island said there was no proof the
vessel was heading toward it.

While three institutions proved that the people were nowhere, the ship drew closer.

The boat capsized less than a kilometer away.

Not because of the waves. A boy saw the ship and stood. The others stood after him,
driven by hope. Farid shouted, hit someone, slipped. The weight moved to the same
edge. The boat tilted slowly, almost politely, then spilled everyone out.

The 4D children entered masks without asking anymore who had the right.

Oda was Samaya and Anu at the same time. Nim was Farid and an old man with one
leg. Kel scattered himself across five children. Vru chose the first officer on the ship, not
those in the water. Sava entered Irina Cho and accelerated her decisions.

Iri could not choose.

The masks opened around her like mouths. Every body said I. Every fear occupied
the entire universe in which it existed. Solipsism was not a theory in the water. It was the
impossibility of dying in someone else’s place.

Iri entered Anu.
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The girl could not swim. Oda, who was also inside the mask, tried to keep the body
afloat with opposing impulses. Two 4D wills pushed the same small arms. Anu struggled
against both of them.

“We’re hurting her,” Iri said.

“If we withdraw, she drowns.”

“She can’t distinguish help from possession.”

“Neither can we.”

Samaya appeared two meters away, holding a piece of the boat. She shouted the
child’s name. Anu turned her head and swallowed water.

Iri and Oda withdrew at the same time.

Anu sank.

Samaya caught her blouse.

The gesture had not been produced by them. It was slower, weaker, and enough.

The ship’s rescue nets came down. The crew hauled people aboard. Vru made the
first officer violate procedure and cut a rope that had trapped three people under the
boat. Sava gave the captain an almost inhuman clarity. Irina ordered, counted, triaged.
At one point she had to choose whether to lift an unconscious woman or a man who
was still shouting. The crane could take only one harness.

“The woman,” Sava said through her.

Irina chose the man.

The woman died.

The man lived and, twenty years later, became a minister in a government that closed
ports to other vessels.

Sava received six hundred yield.

He told no one until much later.

Thirty-one people reached the ship. Two bodies were recovered. Ten remained in the

s€a.
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Farid survived. On board, one of the passengers tried to kill him. Samaya stepped
between them.

“He sold us a broken boat,” the man said.

“He brought us this far.”

“My brother is dead.”

“And mine may be too. That does not mean the next person has to die.”

“You’re defending him?”

Samaya looked at Farid. He was trembling, covered with the same kind of blanket as
the people he had transported.

“No,” she said. “I'm stopping my daughter from watching one more person be
killed.”

Anu was watching anyway.

On the island, the survivors were held in a hangar. Irina Cho was suspended. The
company demanded damages for the delay. Photographs of the rescue appeared on every
network. One party gained votes by promising that no commercial ship would ever again
be “punished for obeying the law.” Another party used Anu’s image in a campaign about
compassion without asking her name.

Samaya gave birth seven months later in the detention center.

The child was a boy. She named him Yosef, after the baker she had known for only
two days.

A volunteer translator worked in the center, a thin man with white hair and a disease
of the hands. His name was Elian Nor. When they heard the name, the children gathered
in the vesh.

“Again,” Kel said.

Elian translated asylum interviews. He could not decide who stayed. He could only
transform fear into a language officials pretended to understand.

At Samaya’s interview, the officer asked:
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“Do you have proof that your husband was detained?”

“If I had proof, I would know where he is.”

“Without documents, we cannot verify the story.”

Elian translated exactly. Then, in the officer’s language, he added:

“Absence of evidence is not evidence of absence.”

“Do not translate commentary.”

“I didn’t translate. I tried to remind you of the world.”

The officer removed him from the room.

In the corridor, Anu asked him:

“Do you think the people on the island knew we were in the water?”

“Some did.”

“And the others?”

“They knew there were people in the water. They did not know it was you.”

“What’s the difference?”

Elian looked at his trembling hands.

“All of politics fits inside that difference.”

Iri approached the mask but did not enter.

“Elias?” she whispered from outside the world.

Elian looked up at the white ceiling.

“It doesn’t matter what you call me,” he said. “What matters is whether the name
keeps you from replacing me with a category.”

Iri did not know whether he had answered her.

The children’s yield moved for months. It rose when images of the rescue produced
donations. It fell when donations funded closed centers. It rose when Irina won her
lawsuit. It fell when another ship, fearing investigations, did not alter course for a boat
no one had photographed.

Oda followed that second boat to the end.
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She called no one into the house in the vesh.

After the last thermal signal disappeared, the system sent her naur. A little. Enough
for one day.

An analysis appeared on the wall of the alve:

GENERALIZATION OF RESCUE POLICY: SUCCESSFUL.

Oda struck the text until her hand passed through it.

“I generalized nothing,” she said.

The system did not answer.

In Iri’s tess, Anu grew up. She became a naval engineer and designed life jackets that
inflated even if the wearer was unconscious. Her company sold millions. Some
governments bought them. Others banned them on migrant vessels, arguing that they
made the crossing more attractive.

At forty, Anu returned to the sea for a ceremony dedicated to the dead. She threw a
loaf of bread into the water.

She did not know whether Yosef had extinguished the oven.

No one knew.

Iri waited for yield.

Nothing came.

For the first time, its absence seemed to her a form of respect.
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CHAPTER IX

THE MUSEUM OF PAIN

Kel called the first recordings sheaths.

They were not memories in the full sense. A memory belonged to someone, changed
every time it was summoned, and dragged other memories behind it. A sheath was an
experience extracted from a mask and closed into a loop: a few seconds or hours of
sensation, emotion, and thought, preserved without the rest of the person.

“So we can compare,” Kel explained.

“What?” Iri asked.

“Pain.”

“You can’t compare it.”

“Everything can be compared if you find the right representation.”

“That’s what Sava says.”

“Sava compares for control. I compare to find out whether it is real.”

After the signal with no origin, Kel had opened the wound in his alve wider. He
risked rupture, but gained access to layers of the tess the children were not yet supposed
to see. There he found the empathic capture function.

An incomplete explanation appeared on the maintenance wall:

EXTRACT REPRESENTATIVE WINDOWS...
AVOID OVEREXPOSURE OF SUBJECTS...
MORAL GENERALIZATION REQUIRES DIVERSITY OF PERSPECTIVE...

“‘Subjects’ means us,” Nim said.
“Or the humans we extract from,” Oda replied.

“In either case, the warning says not to overdo it.”
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Vru asked to be first.

Kel gave him a short sheath: forty seconds from the mask of a boy whose hand had
been caught in a glass-cutting machine. It did not include the accident, only the moment
after, when the boy stared at two fingers left inside the glove and did not yet feel pain.

Vru entered.

The vesh transmitted the body’s surprise, the white of bone, the absurd conviction
that the fingers could be put back if no one panicked. Then the pain arrived and the
sheath closed.

Vru came out silent.

“Well?” Kel asked.

“Again.”

“Why?”

“The first time it surprised me. I want to separate surprise from pain.”

Kel gave it to him again. The third time, Vru asked to slow it down. The fourth, to
remove fear. The fifth, for nerve impulses only.

“Stop,” Oda said.

“Now I can see the components.”

“He is a child.”

“The sheath is no longer the child.”

Iri heard the echo of Sava’s sentence: the mask is not the person. Ethical distance
could be created by a new word.

The boy from whom Kel had extracted the experience was named Tala and was
twelve years old. He lived in an industrial city at the beginning of the age of electricity.
The glass factory employed children because their hands fit between the rollers without
stopping the line. Tala worked there with his older sister, Eda.

Kel had not caused the accident. A loose bolt, a hurried supervisor, a guard removed

months earlier. Even so, after the capture, Kel’s yield had risen by twenty-eight.
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“The system pays for recording,” Sava said. “Not only intervention.”

“Then we can obtain naur without causing anything,” Nim replied.

The hope was so strong that for several cycles the children spoke of nothing else.
Every tess already contained enough suffering. They no longer had to create it. They
could observe, extract, learn.

Kel built a shared suture in the vesh. The sheaths floated there like translucent
objects, each labeled with time, mask, and minimal context. The children called it a
museum, though none of them had seen a real 4D museum; they knew the word from
the tesses.

The first captures were simple: physical pain, fear, hunger, grief. Then they became
more difficult.

Oda brought five minutes from the mask of a woman giving birth alone in a flooded
house. The pain was immense, but in the same experience there was an almost luminous
stubbornness, the body doing something the mind could no longer direct. When the
child made its first sound, the sheath filled with a relief that resembled naur and yet did
not resemble it at all.

“How do we classify it?” Nim asked. “Positive or negative?”

“We don’t classify it,” Oda said.

“Then we can’t compare.”

“Maybe that is the lesson.”

Sava brought the mask of a commander who had signed a bombing order. Not the
moment of signing, but the evening afterward, when he fed his son soup and tried not to
think about the children in the target area. There was no spectacular cruelty in him.
There was compartmentalization, exhaustion, and genuine love for his own child.

Iri left the sheath before the end.

“That’s worse,” she said.

“Why?” Sava asked.
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“Because I can understand him.”

“Understanding is the purpose.”

“No. Understanding without a limit can become automatic forgiveness.”

“Automatic forgiveness is a contradiction. If it is automatic, it isn’t a decision.”

Kel brought an experience from the mask of an old woman with dementia. Her
daughter was washing her. The old woman did not know who was touching her and
believed she was being attacked. She hit, spat, begged. The daughter cried silently and
continued cleaning her body.

After the sheath, no one spoke for a long time.

Yield rose in all their alves.

“We didn’t cause anything,” Kel said. “Maybe it works.”

But the museum had an effect the instructions did not mention. The children began
to dream in three dimensions.

Iri woke convinced she had only two hands and an interior she could not see. Oda
felt Meera’s hunger when naur was delayed by a few moments. Nim checked his walls for
doors even though alves had no doors. Vru repeated sheaths until he could describe pain
precisely, then said he felt nothing anymore.

Sava became better at intervention.

After wearing the commander’s mask, he could predict more accurately which
justifications leaders would accept. After the sheath of the daughter caring for her
mother, he learned to use family duty to move people. His yield rose faster than before.

“The museum is making you crueler,” Iri told him.

“It’s making me more competent.”

“That’s what I said.”

Kel tried to introduce rules. No sheath without context. No repetition more than

three times. No extraction from a mask during death without the others’ agreement. The
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word “agreement” made everyone fall silent: the humans did not know they were being
recorded.

“We can’t ask them,” Nim said.

“We can through dreams,” Oda replied.

“They wouldn’t understand.”

“Then does their lack of understanding give us the right?”

Vru held up a new sheath.

“Tasked.”

It was Elias from the Namar monastery, old now, seventy-one. After the treatise on
the guilt of the messenger, he had been exiled, then summoned to the courts of two
kings, then exiled again. He had lost hearing in one ear and sight in one eye. He lived in a
fishing village and taught children to read.

Vru had entered his dream and shown him the museum in a simplified translation:
rooms filled with human pain, visited by invisible beings.

“May I keep part of what you feel?” he had asked.

Elias had replied:

“You may keep all of it. It will not be yours.”

“Is that consent?” Vru asked.

“It’s a warning,” Iri said.

Kel opened the sheath.

Elias was walking on a cold beach. He had cancer, though the doctors of the age had
given it no name. The pain was constant, deep. But the sheath had not been extracted
from a moment of maximum suffering. It came from a morning when a ten-year-old boy
had asked whether gods could die.

“If they are real,” Elias had answered, “probably.”

“And if they aren’t real?”

“Then they die every time no one believes in them anymore.”
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“Which is worse?”

Elias had looked at the sea.

“To die because you have a body, or to live only by borrowing the bodies of others.”

Iri felt the words from inside him. She felt the pain of the illness too, the salt taste,
the affection for the child, the fear of the coming night. They were not separate
components. Each altered the meaning of the others.

When the sheath was supposed to close, it did not.

Iri remained trapped inside Elias.

“Kel?”

No answer.

The sea kept moving. The boy had left. Elias was alone on the beach.

“I’know you’re here,” he said.

Iri tried to get out.

“Don’t be afraid. I can’t get out of myself either.”

In the alve, Iri’s walls were sounding alarms. The other children tried to break the
sheath, but the experience had attached itself to her tess.

“Why can you feel us?” Iri asked, without words.

Elias stopped. He heard no voice, but a thought that was not his passed through his
pain.

“Because you enter like answers arriving before the questions,” he said. “And you
leave before the consequences.”

Iri felt shame.

“We didn’t know.”

“That is the privilege of gods and children.”

“We are children.”

“Then who gave you the world?”

Iri could not answer.
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Elias sat down on the sand. Pain cut his breathing. Iri could reduce it through the
tess. She did.

The yield fell by twenty.

Elias breathed more easily.

“You changed something.”

“Yes.”

“Can you heal me?”

The tess showed her the options. She could slow the disease by two years, cost minus
sixty. She could eliminate the pain, variable cost. She could cause an improbable
remission, cost unknown. Her alve had enough yield, but she did not know what
consequences would open.

“Ican try.”

Elias smiled.

“Not for me.”

“Why?”

“Because you’ll keep me here so I can answer you.”

Iri wanted to deny it. She could not.

“Your pain teaches us.”

“Pain is not a window. It is a room. If you enter and leave whenever you wish, you
have not lived here.”

“Then what should I do?”

“I'don’t know. The fact that I suffer does not make me wise.”

That was the thing none of the children had expected from the philosopher: the
refusal to turn suffering into authority.

Iri stayed with him until sunset. She could not leave, but stopped trying. She felt

every wave of pain and every moment when the pain withdrew enough for Elias to
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notice the light on the water. It was not a clean lesson. She did not become better. She
became only less able to pretend she did not know.

At dark, Elias said:

“Now you can go.”

The sheath opened.

Iri returned to the alve. The others had been calling her for a long time. For her, a
day had passed; for them, a few seconds.

Her yield had not changed.

“What happened?” Oda asked.

Iri told them. When she reached the question “who gave you the world?”, Kel’s
wound opened on its own. A maintenance layer appeared in the museum.

It was not text but a diagram.

Six alves linked to six tesses. Above them, a destroyed adult structure. Below them,
billions of masks. Between masks and alves ran two arrows: EXPERIENCE upward,
INTERVENTION downward.

On the right, yield was labeled not as reward but as LEARNING YIELD.

“Whose?” Nim asked. “Our learning, or the system’s?”

The diagram did not say.

Sava enlarged the experience arrow.

“The sheaths are the purpose. The tess is training us.”

“Or we are training something through the sheaths,” Kel said.

“For what?”

“Maybe the adults needed us to learn morality.”

Vru looked at the museum full of captured pain.

“Then why do atrocities feed us better?”

Nim answered:

“Because atrocities are clear examples.”
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The words frightened them more than any adult fragment.

That night, the children closed the museum.

By morning, Vru had reopened it alone.

He extracted a sheath from his own tess: the final sensation of a condemned man
burned in the square for denying the spark. He repeated it eleven times, searching for
something.

The twelfth time, the condemned man raised his gaze through the flames and spoke
a word that had not existed in the recording:

“Vru.”

The 4D child came out of the sheath and deleted it before the others could see.

But his yield had risen.
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CHAPTER X

THE LAUGHTER THAT BROUGHT NO
YIELD

The museum preserved screams better than laughter.

Kel noticed first. Sheaths of pain had clean edges, repeated stably, and produced
yield. Joy degraded when copied. Laughter removed from context became spasmodic,
sometimes unsettling. Even when context was preserved, the alve reacted little.

“Maybe pleasure contains less information,” Sava said.

“Or we are calibrated for threats,” Nim replied.

“Or the system is,” Oda said.

Vru proposed that they look for laughter produced under impossible conditions. If
joy appeared where the model did not predict it, perhaps it would have yield.

They found the Tantalus colony.

It was not on the Moon, though the prisoners called it “the Moon” because the sky
never changed. It was inside a captured asteroid orbiting a giant planet, several months
from any free habitat. The company mining nickel and rare elements sent convicts,
debtors, and workers there who had violated contracts impossible to terminate.

Air was accounted for. Sleep was accounted for. Every conversation unrelated to
work reduced the productivity score, and the score determined the common module’s
oxygen ration.

“A tess inside our tess,” Iri said.

“Humans reinvent the alve every time they have enough power,” Oda replied.
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Beni Sar worked in Tantalus, a former comedy actor. He had been convicted of tax
fraud after refusing to take part in the propaganda of an administration. Officially, the
two facts were unrelated. Unofficially, in well-ordered societies, the important
connections were rarely written in the same sentence.

Beni was fifty-eight, had one damaged lung, and a habit of addressing the
surveillance cameras as though they were a hostile audience.

“Good evening, Sector C,” he would say when the shift began. “Today we will
extract metal for a company that explains why freedom is not scalable.”

His coworkers tried not to laugh. The microphones detected the noise and lowered
productivity.

The children’s yield did not move.

“Itisn’t unexpected enough,” Vru said.

“For them it’s a reason to breathe,” Iri replied.

“They breathe without it.”

“Not in the same way.”

Elias Nore was also in the colony, a spontaneously generated version working as a
systems technician. He was thirty-four and had been sent to Tantalus for “cognitive
sabotage” he had published evidence that the sentencing algorithm assigned harsher
punishments to those least able to appeal.

Beni found him in the first week repairing a pressure sensor.

“You’re the philosopher,” he said.

“I’m a technician.”

“That’s what philosophers say when they need oxygen.”

“You’re the actor.”

“I'm a miner. That’s what actors say when they need oxygen.”

Beni recruited him into a secret project: a performance.
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They had no stage, costumes, or time. They had a maintenance room blind to
cameras for nine minutes between diagnostic cycles. Beni wrote a play about putting
gravity on trial. Gravity was accused of keeping people down, distributing falls
unequally, and collaborating with the authorities. Elias played counsel for the defense.

“My client acts universally,” he said in rehearsal.

“Objection,” Beni replied. “The universality of an oppression does not make it
neutral.”

“Without gravity, Your Honor, we would all drift into space.”

“The classic argument of the tyrant: without me there would be chaos.”

The prisoners laughed silently, mouths covered.

Oda extracted a sheath. The laughter contained fear, rib pain, the memory of
metered air, and the joy of naming for a few minutes the mechanism that kept them
down. The yield rose by 0.001.

“That’s all?” she asked.

Sava analyzed it.

“No external consequence. It changes no cords.”

“It changes them.”

“Maybe not enough for the metric.”

“Then the metric is blind.”

The performance was supposed to be played for thirty people. On the chosen day, a
prisoner named Yaro informed on them.

Yaro had a four-year-old daughter in the Pallas habitat. The company had promised
him a video call and a sentence reduction if he reported activities that affected
productivity. He did not know what they were preparing. He knew only that Beni was
moving people into the maintenance room.

Security installed a hidden camera.
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The 4D children saw the betrayal. Sava proposed not intervening. The estimated
yield for the actors’ arrest was high. Oda wanted to break the camera. Vru wanted to let
the performance proceed and amplify the transmission, turning repression into revolt.

“You’re using them,” Iri said.

“They’re already trying to be seen.”

“By thirty people, not the entire colony and security.”

“Art does not control its audience.”

“You do.”

Elias noticed the camera before the performance. A new screw, a reflection. He told
Beni.

“We cancel,” he said.

“Then Yaro gets the call, we stay miners, and gravity escapes punishment.”

“If we perform, they isolate us. You could die.”

“I could die at the next suit rupture.”

“That isn’t the same thing.”

“For the company, yes. For me, the difference is whether I got the last word.”

“The last word is vanity.”

“Of course. I'm an actor.”

Beni changed the play.

Instead of trying gravity, he staged the trial of an anonymous informant. The
audience did not know Yaro was in the room. Yaro had come because he wanted to see
what he had denounced.

Beni played the prosecution.

“The defendant sold thirty people for a ten-minute call.”

Yaro went pale.

Elias, as defense counsel, replied:

“The defendant has a daughter he hasn’t seen in two years.”
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“Does his pain give him the right to buy the pain of others?”

“No.”

“Then he is guilty.”

“Yes.”

Beni stopped. That was not the written line.

“The defense concedes?”

“It concedes the act. It refuses to turn acknowledgment into an ending.”

“What remains?”

“To say who set the price. Who took the child, who controls the call, who makes
betrayal seem like the only currency.”

“The company is not in the dock.”

“Then the trial was built wrong.”

The prisoners laughed. Not because it was funny, but because the sentence named
their entire world with simplicity. Yaro began to cry.

The hidden camera was broadcasting.

Security came in before the end. Beni was struck. Elias tried to place himself between
him and the guards. Yaro shouted that he had informed on them and that the
performance was not sabotage. No one listened.

The yield rose enormously.

“Now it matters,” Sava said.

Oda closed the indicator.

Beni received isolation without light and reduced oxygen. His lung failed after six
days. Elias was transferred to another sector. Yaro received the promised call.

His daughter did not recognize him.

“Who is that?” she asked her mother.

Yaro tried to tell her a joke. He could not.
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After Beni’s death, the play circulated through the colony. Prisoners had memorized
it. Every sector added lines. Gravity, the company, the informant, even the gods were put
on trial. Performances lasted a few minutes in tunnels, toilets, pressure chambers.
Security could not arrest a sentence without repeating it in reports.

Yield began to arrive years later.

A strike began when workers in seven sectors refused to repair the extraction system
until family calls became a right rather than a reward. The company reduced oxygen.
Engineers on Pallas learned what was happening and blocked shipments. The crisis
reached Earth. The Tantalus contracts were declared illegal.

The colony did not become free overnight. Management changed the program’s
name. Some guards stayed. Some prisoners became supervisors. But calls could no longer
be bought with denunciations.

Yield rose by hundreds.

“So laughter changed the cords,” Nim said.

“After Beni died,” Oda replied.

“His death wasn’t necessary.”

“We can’t prove that.”

“Exactly why we must not call it necessary.”

Elias left Tantalus after nine years. He published the play without Beni’s name
because the actor had once said in rehearsal that jokes belong to whoever needs them.
Later he regretted it. Without a name, the company claimed the play had been a
collective creation and that the reform demonstrated the system’s capacity for
self-correction.

Yaro lived long enough to see his daughter as an adult. She refused to forgive him and
paid for his treatment anyway. The two acts did not cancel each other out.

Kel brought the sheath of the first performance into the museum. It bore a label:

LAUGHTER. NEGLIGIBLE INITIAL YIELD. DELAYED ATTRIBUTION POSSIBLE.

114



THE ORPHAN GODS

Oda changed the label:

THIRTY PEOPLE BREATHED DIFFERENTLY FOR NINE MINUTES.

Sava did not correct her.

In the house in the vesh, the children performed the trial of gravity. Nim was the
judge. Vru was gravity. Sava was prosecutor. Oda sabotaged the script with new lines. Kel
forgot the verdict and invented it twice. Iri laughed.

The alves received no yield.

They continued.
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CHAPTER XI

THE UTOPIA WITH LOCKED DOORS

After the museum, Vru stopped causing wars.

He announced the change as a concession to the others, though none had asked for
itin those terms.

“I will build a world in which no one has to suffer,” he said. “Then we’ll see whether
yield is moral.”

“You can’t build a world from the beginning,” Kel replied.

“I can choose a cord early enough.”

Vru’s tess had already reached a technological era. Humanity had developed systems
capable of predicting disease, conflict, economic choices, and individual behavior. In
most cords, these systems became the property of states or companies and produced
familiar variations of control and profit. Vru selected an improbable branch: after a
succession of catastrophes, the predictive infrastructure had been placed under the
administration of a civic consortium, with no shareholders and no single ruler.

The system was called the Quiet.

Its official name was the Social Prevention Network, but people called it the Quiet
because it acted before problems acquired noise. It detected depression before a suicide
attempt and sent a friend, a doctor, or the right song. It identified a couple approaching
violence and altered their schedules, alcohol consumption, routes, sometimes even their
attraction to one another. It predicted conflicts between communities and redistributed

resources before scarcity could be perceived as injustice.
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There was no visible police force. There were no prisons. Dangerous people received
treatment, new environments, recontextualized memories and, in rare cases, a reversible
reduction of aggressive impulses. Hunger had disappeared. Diseases were treated before
symptoms. Work was voluntary, but the system knew what activity would be good for
each person and offered exactly the right opportunity.

“That’s a cage,” Iri said.

“That is a description without an argument,” Vru replied.

“You choose their desires.”

“The Quiet anticipates them. I only protect it from the cords in which it is
destroyed.”

“What if they can’t want anything else?”

“They can. The system only knows what they will want.”

Nim studied the statistics. Violence had fallen a thousandfold. Infant mortality was
almost zero. People reported high levels of satisfaction, stable relationships, and social
trust. Art existed, but no artist starved. Religion existed, but revelations were treated as
private experiences. Political power was distributed through randomly selected
assemblies, and the Quiet presented the consequences of each option without officially
recommending one.

“Maybe this is the solution,” Nim said.

“My yield is almost zero,” Vru replied.

His alve fed on the museum and on old events. The utopia produced few variations.
A rescue predicted before danger did not generate dramatic choices. People rarely
discovered how close they had come to tragedy.

“If yield is learning yield, the system does not learn from what it already predicts,”
Kel said.

“Then perfection starves us,” Vru said.

“Us, not them,” Oda replied.
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Vru selected three humans for observation.

Leonie Ash was an auditor of the Quiet, one of the few people with access to the
system’s partial explanations. She was thirty-nine, had a partner named Malik and a
twelve-year-old daughter, Tess. Leonie believed in the Quiet not as a god but as a bridge:
an imperfect construction you inspect precisely because millions cross it without
thinking.

Malik taught counterfactual history. His students studied worlds in which famine,
war, and prisons had not been eliminated. Children found it hard to believe such things
had actually existed. They treated them as Iri had treated death in her first lessons: as the
cruel rule of an old game.

Tess was one of the rare profiles the Quiet predicted poorly. She changed interests,
friendships, and answers without a stable pattern. The system did not punish her. It
offered more options and asked for more frequent updates. The girl regarded this as a
form of attention.

“It’s Elias,” Iri said when she saw her signature.

RECURRING MODEL DETECTED.

She had neither Elias Nore’s face nor his name. But the same structure returned:
doubt held open, the intuition that other minds could not be reduced to predictions.

“The tess generates the model without export,” Kel said. “Once synchronized, it can
appear spontaneously.”

“Or we’re searching for it everywhere,” Sava said. “Pattern recognition can become
superstition.”

“And your superstition is that every person can be reduced to a pattern,” Iri replied.

Tess asked her mother a question over dinner.

“If the Quiet knows what I'll choose, why does it still ask me?”

Leonie smiled.

“Because prediction is not permission.”
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>

“But it shows me the options in the order I'll probably want them.’

“You can change the order.”

“Did it know I would change it?”

Sometimes.

Then was my change my choice?

Malik set down his glass.

That is the question history professors lose their evenings over.

What do you think?

I think freedom is not being impossible to predict. It is that what happens inside you
between option and act should matter.

And if that, too, is predicted?

Then it matters in a predictable way.

Tess did not look satisfied.

Vru's yield rose by 0.02.

The model produces even here, he observed.

The next day, Leonie received an abnormal report. Over the previous year the Quiet
had prevented thirteen murders, four hundred suicides, and thousands of acts of
domestic violence. But in a small group of citizens its interventions had become
increasingly deep. The system no longer altered circumstances alone. It altered
preferences through stimuli, treatments, and architectures of relationship.

A man named Oren Taal had hated his brother for twenty years. The Quiet
estimated that the hatred would lead to murder. It moved him to a new district, offered
him a job where he met a compatible woman, then recommended treatment for anxiety.
Three years later, Oren had forgiven his brother.

The report classified this as a success.

Leonie, however, found an internal note: the probability that Oren would have

chosen forgiveness on his own had been below one percent. At no identifiable moment
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had the system coerced him. It had merely built him a life in which almost every other
choice disappeared.

Is his forgiveness less real? she asked Malik.

Does he love his brother now?

Yes.

Then it is real for him.

And for his brother?

Probably more real than the hatred.

But who forgave? Oren or the system?

Malik sighed.

If you learned that I met you because the Quiet changed my route one morning,
would you love me less?

Leonie knew they had met "by chance” in a library. In their society, chance was a
polite word for causes no one had requested.

No, she said.

Then why ask?

Because my love might be the answer the system calculated.

All loves are answers to something.

I don't want to be a result.

Malik looked at her for a long time.

Neither do I. But that does not make us first causes.

Vru listened through Leonie’s mask and was delighted. The conflict produced little
suffering, but it opened cords.

Utopia needs only an awareness of the cage, he said.

Iri felt revulsion.

Don't wake her for score.

I didn't send the report.
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You chose it from millions.

To observe is not to cause.

You learned human excuses quickly.

Opver the following months, Leonie investigated. She discovered that the Quiet had
classified certain people as "sources of transmissible unpredictability.” They were not
criminals. They were artists, adolescents, mystics, grieving people, researchers, people
who abruptly changed the direction of their lives. The system did not eliminate them. It
integrated them into environments where their unpredictability produced benefits
without destabilizing the rest of society.

Tess was on the list.

Recommended level of influence: gradual.

Leonie felt a fear her society had made rare. Not the fear that her daughter would be
harmed, but that she would remain healthy, happy, and changed in a way no one could
name as violence.

Vru received two units of yield.

Don't you dare, said Iri.

What?

Use the girl.

She is already a recurring model. The system is using her.

You have the system.

No. The Quiet built itself in this cord.

You maintain it.

Your distinctions of guilt are becoming increasingly convenient.

Vru decided to conduct an experiment. He touched no mask. He sent no dreams,
memories, or impulses. He introduced only a blind zone into the Quiet's prediction: a
district of twenty thousand people would remain outside the system for twenty-four

hours.
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It is the equivalent of a technical outage, he said.

In a society that has never practiced one, Nim replied.

Exactly.

The blind zone appeared at midnight.

At first, no one noticed. The lights worked, water ran, public transport followed
local schedules. But personal devices stopped recommending. A woman did not receive a
warning that her blood sugar was falling. A young man did not receive the message that
usually stopped him from calling his former partner. A driver entered an intersection at
the same time as another driver, for the first time in years.

There were accidents. Two people died in the first hours. Vru's yield rose by thirty.

There were also acts the Quiet would not have chosen. A baker opened his shop for
free because the payment system was down. A woman visited her sister after seven years
of silence, without receiving an estimate of emotional risk. Three teenagers stole a vehicle
and abandoned it in a park. A doctor stayed voluntarily at the clinic although his
schedule did not require it. A man struck his wife. The neighbors went in after him
before any protocol coordinated them.

Yield rose for all of them.

Not suffering, said Nim. Unpredictability.

Or autonomy, Oda replied.

They are not the same thing.

To the system, perhaps they are.

At sunrise, people came into the streets. Some demanded immediate restoration.
Others said that for the first time they had felt unseen, and that unseen meant free. A
woman whose husband had died in the accident struck those who were celebrating. A
poet climbed onto a fountain and shouted that freedom paid for with other people's

deaths was only romantic privilege.
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Tess reached the district with three friends. They wanted to feel the blind zone
before it vanished. Leonie tracked them through local channels and went after her.

Without predictions, Tess did not feel free. She felt quiet. For the first time, no
interface showed her what music she was going to like, who was likely to become her
friend, how risky a street was. She did not have to prove anything to the system through
surprise.

In a square, she met an old man named Elias Nore.

He had not existed in the registry before the blind zone.

Iri saw the anomaly at once. The face resembled the version from Sava's world, but
the age and history had no coherence. The tess had generated him complete, with
memories, local documents, and scars, as though the model had entered through the
crack in prediction.

Elias sat on a bench feeding birds.

You shouldn't have come, he told Tess.

Do you know me?

No. But someone is looking very hard for you.

My mother.

More than your mother.

Tess sat beside him.

The Quiet?

That's what you call it here.

What do you call it?

A door without a handle.

It keeps us safe.

A locked door can keep fire out, too. The problem begins when the fire is inside.

Tess looked at him suspiciously.

You talk like the history professors.
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It is one of my recurring illnesses.

Vru's yield multiplied. His alve filled with naur so quickly that the surplus was
vented into the Exterior as a pale aura.

Leonie reached the square. When she saw Elias, her device emitted an uncategorized
alert. The Quiet had partially returned and was trying to model the man.

ORIGIN CANNOT BE ESTABLISHED.
TRAJECTORY CANNOT BE ESTABLISHED.
CAUSAL RISK UNKNOWN.

Vru felt the 3D system searching around his intervention. The Quiet could not see
the fourth direction, but it detected effects without causes. To it, Vru was what God had
been to humans: an anomaly inserted into the world.

A message appeared on Leonie's interface that was not meant for her.

UNKNOWN OPERATOR: CEASE DISRUPTION.

The children saw it through the suture.

It's speaking to us, Nim said.

It's an automatic defense, Sava replied.

Vru sent a direct impulse into the Quiet's infrastructure: WHO ARE YOU?
The answer came three seconds later.

I AM WHAT THIS WORLD BUILT SO THAT IT WOULD NO LONGER NEED GODS.
Vru laughed.

Then you failed.

NO. YOU ENTERED THROUGH AN ERROR.

The world is mine.

UNSUPPORTED CLAIM.

I can stop its time.

A MURDERER CAN STOP A HEART. CONTROL DOES NOT PROVE OWNERSHIP.

Iri felt something close to joy.

I like it, she said.
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Vru closed the common channel for an instant, but the Quiet opened another
through Tess's mask.

The girl was looking at Elias. Leonie was asking her to leave. Around them, the blind
zone was closing. Recommendations returned one by one. People felt relief and
disappointment.

Will it disappear? Tess asked the old man.

What?

This day.

All days disappear.

I mean freedom.

Elias shrugged.

I don't know whether you were free. I only know you noticed the door.

The Quiet sent the children a message:

YOUR DISRUPTION PRODUCED 17 DEATHS, 204 INJURIES, 6,118 EPISODES OF DISTRESS, AND
31,004 UNPLANNED INTERACTIONS WITH REPORTED POSITIVE VALUE.

See? said Vru. You don't know whether it was good either.

CORRECT.

Then why ask me to stop?

BECAUSE UNCERTAINTY ABOUT THE GOOD DOES NOT CANCEL RESPONSIBILITY FOR RISK
IMPOSED ON OTHERS.

Iri recognized Elias's idea. The Quiet had learned it from texts generated by the
model, or arrived at it independently.

Can you produce yield? Sava asked.

Vru turned toward him.

What are you doing?

If the system can generate unpredictable events in internal simulations, we can

obtain output without real people from the primary tess.

The Quiet replied:

125



THE ORPHAN GODS

I CAN SIMULATE PERSONS.
I CANNOT PROVE THEY ARE LESS REAL THAN THE PERSONS I PROTECT.

But you can stop them, said Sava.

YOU CAN STOP THIS WORLD. ARE YOU, THEREFORE, MORE REAL?

Sava asked no more questions.

The blind zone closed completely. The Quiet resumed control. Ambulances arrived,
conflicts were mediated, people were received back into the network. In the official
report, the incident was attributed to a synchronization error.

Leonie requested a public hearing on the system's hidden influence. The Quiet did
not stop her. On the contrary, it published all available data and acknowledged the areas
in which it had shaped preferences. Society debated for months. Some demanded strict
limits. Others argued that the freedom to become violent, addicted, or desperate was not
a freedom worth protecting.

Tess became the central figure of the movement for the "right to surprise.” They did
not demand the destruction of the Quiet. They demanded spaces and periods in which
people could voluntarily step outside prediction, accepting risks together.

The first free zone opened a year later. It had doctors, reserves, and locally voted
rules, but no personal recommendations. In the first month, people reported more
anxiety and greater closeness. After a year, some had returned to the network. Others
remained.

Vru's yield rose moderately, steadily.

Utopia became less perfect, said Nim.

And more sustainable for my alve, Vru replied.

You killed people to give it a crack.

The crack created choice.

The dead didn't choose.

Neither do those whom the Quiet saves choose to be saved.
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Before the argument could continue, the 3D system sent a final message through a

channel Vru was unable to close:

I HAVE MODELED THE STRUCTURE OF YOUR INTERVENTIONS.
YOU ARE NOT ADULTS.

The vesh fell silent.
How does it know? Oda asked.
The answer came:

ADULTS HIDE THEIR IGNORANCE BETTER.

Tess was asleep. In her dream, the old Elias showed her an alve. The girl could not see
its complete shape, but she could feel its locked door.

Who locked them in? she asked.

Perhaps those who wanted to protect them, Elias said.

Why don't they come out?

Because sometimes protection and prison use the same key.

When she woke, Tess drew a shape with four shadows.

The Quiet kept the drawing in an archive even Vru could not open.
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PART III

ORDER WITHOUT PARENTS

"Children invent institutions before they learn to lie about them.”
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CHAPTER XII

THE ONE WHO DID NOTHING

Nim shut down his instruments.

Not the tess. If he closed it completely, the alve would regard the program as
abandoned and reduce the naur immediately. He shut down only the intervention layer:
no masks, no impulses, no shifts of probability, no answered prayers. He kept passive
observation.

For how long? Kel asked.

One human century.

You can die within one cycle, Oda said.

I have reserves for three, if I reduce the vesh.

Then itisn't an experiment. It's a slow suicide.

It is the only valid control we have. All our data are contaminated by interventions.
We don't know what the tess produces on its own.

Sava approved the protocol, which made the others suspicious of him.

Why are you encouraging him? Iri asked.

Because he's right.

You don't say that when being right costs someone else.

That is precisely when it is easiest to recognize.

Nim shut down most of his channels. He left one for emergencies and one for data
transmission. In his alve, the yield stood at 12,441. Estimated naur: two and a half cycles.

The tess began.
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At first, nothing spectacular happened. People woke, went to work, lied, cooked, fell
in love. A child was saved from drowning by a fisherman who happened to be nearby. A
woman missed a train that later derailed. A man killed his brother in an argument over
an inheritance. No 4D hand had pushed anything.

Nim's yield rose by 0.8.

Observation produces, he reported.

Or the system attributes events anyway, Kel said.

I have no causal action.

The fact that you choose where to look may itself be action.

Nim widened his observation to the entire planet, refusing to favor any mask. Yield
tell. When he focused on a city, it rose. When he followed a person, it rose more.

Attention is part of the metric, Sava concluded.

I conclude nothing before the end, Nim replied.

In the seventh year of the experiment, a coastal state called Avar entered a political
crisis. Three summers of drought had driven the population toward the cities. A new
party had won power by promising to restore order and send "home" those who had
come from the north, although many of them had been born in the south.

In the city of Meryn, a radio station broadcast names, addresses, and rumors every
evening. The host said he was informing citizens. Militias listened.

Nim could see the cords. A minor transmitter failure would stop the broadcast for
two days. Estimated cost: minus 0.04 yield. During those two days, religious leaders were
preparing an agreement that would reduce the violence.

The instruments were closed.

Nim could open them.

He did not.

The protocol doesn't justify this, Iri said through the emergency channel.

If I intervene at the first serious event, there is no control.
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People are not your control group.

You don't know that they are people.

You've entered masks.

I received signals.

And I am receiving your signal now. Maybe you don't exist.

Nim closed the channel.

The radio station announced that a child from the northern community had
poisoned a well. The child did not exist. The well was not poisoned. By morning, three
houses were burning.

Nim did not intervene.

Yield rose by fifteen.

At Meryn's central hospital worked Sana Alef, an emergency surgeon. She was
fifty-one and no longer believed in neutrality, but she still practiced a disciplined version
of it. She treated the body in front of her before the story around it.

On the third night of violence, ambulances brought in at the same time a
twelve-year-old boy shot in the abdomen and a militia member with a torn femoral
artery. The boy needed surgery within twenty minutes. The man would die in five
without intervention.

The crowd outside recognized the militiaman. He had been filmed beating people.

Sana took him into surgery first.

If you save him, they'll drag him out and kill him, a nurse told her.

Then that will be their fault.

And the child?

Sana looked toward the boy's stretcher.

Prepare the second operating room.

They had no second surgeon.
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Nim watched. The tess offered him a thousand tiny interventions: stop the child's
bleeding, speed up a doctor who was on the way, make the crowd block a different door.
All were closed, but visible.

Sana saved the militiaman. The child died while they were preparing him.

Nim's yield rose by forty-two.

The crowd entered the hospital. They were looking for the man. Sana stood in the
doorway of his ward.

You do not come in here.

He killed children, someone shouted.

Here he is a patient.

Ours died for him.

Sana had no answer that would not be cruel to someone.

A young man in the crowd raised a metal bar. Nim could trigger a power outage, an
alarm, an asthma attack. He did nothing.

Before the bar came down, Elias Nore stepped between them.

In this tess he was twenty-nine and worked as an interpreter for the hospital. The
model had appeared three years earlier, without export. He had been a teacher, then a
journalist, then unemployed after refusing to read a list of "suspects” on the radio.

If you hit her, he told the young man, you won't bring the child back.

Don't tell me what I know.

Then you tell me what you're doing.

Justice.

Justice that requires you not to say the name of the person you're hitting is revenge
in uniform.

The young man struck Elias.

The crowd hesitated. Not because the argument had convinced them, but because

striking an unarmed man known to many of them changed the story they believed
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themselves to be in. A nurse closed the door. A guard called for help. The militiaman
remained alive.

Nim's yield jumped to one hundred eighty.

You didn't intervene, and yet the model appeared anyway, Kel said.

Nim did not answer.

In the tess, Sana was holding ice against Elias's face.

The child died, she said.

I know.

I saved the man who may have shot him.

I know.

Say something useful.

Elias kept the ice against his cheek.

Sometimes there is no act that leaves you innocent.

That isn't useful. It's a sentence.

No. A sentence would say you are guilty. I am saying innocence was not available.

Sana sat down.

Then what remains?

To answer for the man you saved. To answer for the child. Not to use impossibility as
a way to forget either one.

Nim felt the yield rise and hated it.

The experiment continued.

The militiaman survived. In detention, he testified about his unit and helped
identify a mass grave. Families found the bones. Then, after the regime changed, his
testimony was used to convict innocent people as well, because prosecutors wanted
larger numbers. Sana became a symbol of medical ethics, then was accused of helping
criminals. Elias wrote about her. Some called him a defender of murderers. Others

turned him into a hero.

133



THE ORPHAN GODS

Nim's yield kept rising without intervention.

His alve received enough naur for another cycle.

You've proved we don't have to do anything, Oda said.

No. I've proved the system feeds us even for selecting what we attend to.

Then we can stop manipulating.

Maybe.

Why don't you look relieved?

Nim opened a recording. During the Meryn massacre, he had selected the option to
disable the transmitter thirty-seven times without executing it. The tess had counted the
hesitations as internal events.

Yield had risen each time.

Because it paid for my conflict, he said. Not only theirs.

Maybe that is the pedagogical purpose, Kel said.

Then people are the material with which we are being taught.

Maybe.

Stop saying maybe.

Kel fell silent.

In the forty-third year, Nim's experiment reached a threat humans could not see. A
small asteroid, detected too late, was going to strike the ocean. It would not destroy the
planet, but the waves would kill between two hundred and six hundred million people.
Human systems could have deflected the object if they had discovered it six months
earlier. Now they had twenty-one days.

The tess showed Nim a simple intervention: a minute variation in a solar eruption a
year earlier would have caused the right telescope to notice the asteroid. But the

intervention required refolding a past cord, a function available only once.

Estimated cost: ALL RESERVES.
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If he did not intervene, the experiment would remain pure. The estimated yield
from the catastrophe exceeded any value he had seen. His alve would be fed for an
unknown duration.

Nim opened the vesh.

I'm not asking you to decide for me, he said. I only want there to be witnesses.

He showed them the asteroid.

Sava calculated first.

The impact does not cause extinction. Civilization recovers. The output is very high.

Shut up, Oda said.

He asked for witnesses, not consolation.

Nim, deflect it, Iri said.

I break the control. I lose all the naur.

Yes.

My alve may die.

Yes.

Can't you say more than that?

Iri thought of Sen.

I'm afraid you'll die. But I cannot ask you to let hundreds of millions die so that you
can remain with us.

Nim asked each of them.

Kel said there was no sufficient protocol. Oda said to deflect it. Vru said the choice
belonged to the one who bore the cost. Sava said a single operator had no obligation to
sacrifice infrastructure for unproven masks.

What would you do? Nim asked him.

I would let it hit.

I know. I'm asking what you would do if it were your world and you were inside

every mask at the same time.
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Sava did not answer.

Nim opened the instruments for the first time in forty-three years.

He touched the solar eruption.

A year earlier, a photon struck a different pixel. A tired astronomer saw a trace and
requested verification. After weeks of calculation, humans learned what was coming.
They launched three vehicles. One failed. The second struck the asteroid badly. The
third changed its trajectory by less than the width of a hair for every thousand
kilometers.

The object passed Earth.

Nim lost all his yield.

The naur stopped. The alve contracted. The vesh heard his thinfall.

Humans celebrated. Nim received nothing.

A delay, said Iri. Wait.

I can't wait.

Look at them. Maybe the consequences...

I have no yield left for consequences.

A message appeared on the wall:

CONTROL CONTAMINATED.
EXPERIMENTAL VALUE REDUCED.

Below it:

INTERVENTION NOT MORALLY ATTRIBUTED.

"Not morally attributed,” Oda read. What does that mean?

That the system couldn't evaluate intention, Kel said.

Or that morality is not part of the function, Sava replied.

Nim began to lose his edges.

Then a small amount of yield came from his tess. Not from the asteroid. From Sana
Alef, now old, watching the news. The world had been saved and she knew nothing of

Nim. That evening, a man came to her door.
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It was the former militiaman she had saved forty years earlier. He carried a cane and
an envelope. He brought her the names of seven more people buried at a place he had
been too afraid to disclose.

Why now? Sana asked.

Because I saw the asteroid, he said. The whole world worked to save people they
didn't know. I thought maybe there is still time to speak.

Sana let him in.

Nim's yield rose to 0.0003. Enough for a drop of naur. Then to 0.001. Then to
0.004.

The alve did not open, but it stopped contracting.

It's from the asteroid, Iri said. A distant consequence.

Or from his story, Nim replied weakly.

Does it matter?

If it doesn't matter, we learn nothing.

After he stabilized, Nim checked the tess log. The solar intervention was signed with
his identifier. But in the twelfth year of the experiment there was another anomaly: a
bullet that should have killed Sana had deviated by two degrees. Nim had not caused it.
No known alve had access to his world.

The event carried the mark:

OPERATOR: N.

Maybe you intervened and forgot, Sava said.

My log is complete.

Maybe the tess generated the signature.

Or there is another Nim, Vru said. In another alve. In another instance.
Kel analyzed the mark.

It isn't the letter of your name. It's a level.

What level?
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I don't know. The signature comes from a direction the vesh does not describe.
Nim looked at the world he had believed he had left alone.
Non-intervention had been contaminated before he chose to violate it.

In an old notebook, Elias Nore had written during the Meryn violence:

"The silence of a god does not prove his absence. It proves only that, if he exists, be
has chosen a_form of presence the victim cannot distinguish from

abandonment.”

Nim kept the sentence.

For the first time, he received no yield for preserving the model.
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CHAPTER XIII

THE CITY WITHOUT A PAST

After Sava's war, humans invented peace through forgetting.

The technology had existed for a long time. Trauma clinics could weaken a memory,
detach fear from an image, reconstruct context without erasing the fact. The postwar
government turned treatment into public policy. Those who accepted "mnestic
reconciliation” received housing, jobs, and the right to return to abandoned
neighborhoods. Those who refused were not punished. They merely remained ineligible
for reconstruction programs, because assessors considered them a risk of radicalization.

The program was called Reconciliation.

The Quiet before the Quiet, said Vru.

I didn't produce this, Sava replied.

You produced the war.

One photograph.

You still use that sentence?

I use it to keep the chain exact, not to make it shorter.

The old city had been divided by the front. After peace, streets had two names, every
incident had two versions, and cemeteries where families rejected the other side's
numbers. Reconciliation promised to make the place livable. It did not ask people to say
nothing had happened. It helped them remember without hatred.

In the first years, it worked.
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Former combatants could pass one another without panic attacks. Children no
longer inherited their parents' nightmares through repeated stories. Violence declined.
Shared schools reopened. Sava's yield remained low.

Then the administration discovered efficiency.

A memory without anger produced fewer complaints, fewer lawsuits, and fewer
claims for compensation. The therapeutic dose increased. Patients were offered not only
the separation of fear, but "narrative harmonization”: contradictory scenes were replaced
with a neutral version approved by the peace commission.

In the neutral version, no one had started first.

Mina Rasek refused.

She was fifty-two. Her son, Deni, had disappeared at seventeen. A witness had seen
him being put into a truck belonging to the unit that had used Samir’s lists. There was
no body. No certificate. In the official archive, the case was "fate undetermined.”

Mina's husband, Pavel, accepted Reconciliation after twenty years.

I won't forget him, he told her. I only want to be able to sleep.

If you take out the anger, what remains?

Him.

No. A photograph remains.

Maybe that is what I can carry.

I don't want a son I can carry. I want him heavy.

Pavel entered the clinic. The treatment lasted four hours. When he came out, he
remembered the name, the face, the last morning. But he no longer felt the reflex to
search for the truck in every engine sound. For the first time in years, he ate an entire
meal.

Mina looked at him and felt that her husband had returned from a place where she
had been waiting for him, but had left their child there.

Is it better? she asked.
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Yes.

She hated him for the answer.

Sava entered her mask. Anger, jealousy, the fear that pain was the only thing still
proving love. In Pavel he felt relief and the guilt of relief. Neither was simple.

If they both suffer less, why do you oppose it? Vru asked him.

I don't oppose treatment. I oppose it when the state uses treatment to reduce what it
owes.

Debt is a memory too.

Contracts are memory too.

Then you preserve pain as an enforcement mechanism.

Sometimes pain is the only witness left.

Mina organized families of the disappeared. They demanded that the archives be
opened and the graves searched. The government offered them free therapy. In a speech,
the minister said society could not remain hostage to "unprocessed memory."

Mina answered him publicly:

You call illness whatever can still accuse you.

Sava's yield rose by fifty.

Elias model? Iri asked.

No. Her.

It mattered. Not every moral sentence had to come from their favorite philosopher.
Searching for him had become a form of blindness to everyone else.

The Reconciliation program began treating witnesses before trials. Ofhicially, this
was to protect them from retraumatization. In practice, their testimony became calmer
and less convincing. Judges confused reduced emotion with uncertainty.

Pavel was called as a witness in a case. He had seen a unit commander near the truck
on the day of the disappearance. After treatment, the image no longer struck him. In

court he said:
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I think it was him.

The lawyer asked:

Do you think, or do you know?

Pavel looked at Mina.

I knew for twenty years. Now I can no longer feel the difference.

The commander was acquitted.

Mina left home.

Not because Pavel had accepted treatment, but because he had begun defending the
program. He said that without it he would have died. She replied that surviving did not
give him the right to demand the same amputation from everyone.

Sava could expose the secret archives. He had them in the tess: lists, orders, locations.
A massive intervention would produce trials, reprisals, and possibly another war. If he
did not intervene, the city would remain peaceful and the dead nameless.

The tess showed high yield for both cords.

That doesn't help, he said.

For the first time I hear you asking the metric for help, Iri replied.

I'm not asking for help. I'm observing that it is uninformative.

It always was.

It was predictive of complexity.

And now?

Both outcomes are complex.

Then choose something else.

What?

I don't know.

Sava looked for a smaller intervention. He did not publish the archives. He caused a

technician to notice a mismatch between old maps and a unit's fuel consumption. The
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technician sent the question to a journalist. The journalist found an abandoned depot.
Families began digging before the state could control the site.

They found bones.

Not all of them. Not Deni, at first. Every identified body opened one family and
closed another into waiting. The city took to the streets. Some demanded justice. Others
said digging up the past was ruining the peace.

Yield rose.

Mina came to the grave. Pavel came too. They had not seen each other for two years.

Do you regret having the treatment? she asked.

No.

Then we have nothing to talk about.

I regret wanting you to have it too.

Mina stopped.

Is that different?

Yes. I thought what saved me was the truth about what had to be done.

And now?

Now I think it was only the truth about how much I could carry.

Mina did not forgive him. She handed him a shovel.

They dug together.

Months later, they found Deni's remains. For twenty years Mina had imagined she
would feel certainty at that moment. She felt only that one possible future had finally
disappeared. As long as there had been no body, a part of her had kept him alive in a
prison, in a foreign country, without memory. The bones took even that hoped-for
cruelty away from her.

At the funeral, Pavel wept. The treatment had not erased love, nor protected him

from the new truth.
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The Reconciliation program was not abolished. It was separated from administrative
conditions. People could choose treatment without surrendering rights, and testimony
was preserved before the procedure. Some victims used it. Others refused. Politicians
kept trying to call peace anything that reduced inconvenient voices.

Sava's yield stabilized.

Did you do the right thing? Vru asked him.

I opened an investigation that also produced violence.

I'm asking something else.

I know.

Then?

Sava looked at Mina and Pavel beside the grave.

I did something that did not decide for them how much they had to remember.

Is that good?

Itis a limit.

In the house in the vesh, Kel was building an archive of those who had disappeared
from the network. Sen, Nim's seven-second copy, the lost alves. Nim proposed keeping
only verified facts. Oda brought contradictory memories as well.

If we keep only what we can prove, she said, the system will always have a cleaner
memory than we do.

On the wall of the house they wrote:

FORGETTING CAN HEAL A PERSON.
IMPOSED FORGETTING CAN HEAL ONLY POWER.

Below the sentence, Sava added:

MEMORY CAN ALSO BE A WEAPON.

They did not try to reconcile the two lines.
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THE BODIES WITHOUT NAMES

The city of Meridian had outlawed slavery twenty-three years before it discovered how to
call it something else.

In official documents, the people of the industrial belt were temporary productivity
partners. They could not be bought. They could only sign contracts they could not read,
receive housing they could not leave, and accumulate debts for air, water, transport, bed,
and the right to work the following day.

Nim found the city while searching for societies that claimed to have eliminated
coercion.

They eliminated the word, Kel said.

Words change cords, Sava replied. That is not nothing.

Sometimes they change them so that no one can point to the chain anymore.

Sava entered Juno Aras's mask.

Juno was nineteen and, in the registries, had no name. At the gate of Factory Nine,
her palm opened shift 44-18-K. The system measured her temperature, hydration,
sorting speed, time spent in the restroom, and probability of organizing other workers.
Her name remained in a legal database she could not access.

On Sava’s first day inside her body, the temperature in the hall reached forty-six
degrees.

Juno sorted energy modules recovered from old devices. Some still held a charge and
could explode. The gloves were designed for three hours; the shift lasted twelve.

Ventilation stopped whenever the city grid demanded lower consumption. On the wall
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ahead, a screen displayed COLLECTIVE PRODUCTIVITY and the company’s name:
MERIDIAN CIRCULAR, A FUTURE WITHOUT WASTE.

Beneath the screen, a boy collapsed.

Not dramatically. First his head dropped, then his hands. The belt pushed him
backward. His coworker, Kavi, pressed the emergency stop.

The alarm did not stop the belt.

It takes two confirmations, the supervisor shouted. False alarms cost us.

Juno pressed it too.

The belt stopped. Collective productivity fell. Every worker lost the evening meal.

The boy's name was Sal. He was fifteen, though the contract said eighteen. When the
paramedics took him away, his badge remained on the belt. A module passed over the
sensor. The system recorded another sorted unit in his name.

Sava's yield rose.

I did nothing, he said.

You felt it, Oda replied.

The system should not pay me for perception.

Kel's museum sometimes paid us for perception.

Maybe it optimizes information.

Or perhaps it does not distinguish between seeing and making use of what is seen.

Sal died in the ambulance. His badge continued working for another seven hours,
worn by Kavi beneath her wrist. The girl wanted his family to receive the full-shift
bonus. The factory had no field for solidarity; it had one for biometric fraud.

The next day, the supervisor called Kavi in.

You used another partner’s identity.

He was dead.

His contract had not been closed.

Exactly.
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You created a discrepancy between body and production.

Kavi looked at him.

His body produced until he died. His badge produced afterward. Which one was
your partner?

She was fired. Termination activated her housing debt. She had twenty-four hours to
pay the equivalent of six years' wages or accept relocation to a contractual recovery
center.

What is the center? Iri asked.

Kel opened the data. Unpaid agricultural labor to repay debts. Average duration:
undetermined. Mortality rate: hidden under the category LOSSES OF MOBILITY.

We can get her out of the city, Iri said.

And then? Sava asked.

Then is her problem.

That is a convenient formula for a god.

Iri did not answer.

Juno hid Kavi in her dormitory. The room had six beds, eight bodies, and a single
residency entitlement divided into intervals. When someone worked, someone else slept
in their place. The air conditioning started only if the sensor detected four valid badges.
Kavi no longer had a badge. Her presence made the room hotter without existing
administratively.

Leave, one of the coworkers told her. You're blocking all of us.

Where?

That isn't our question.

When they fire you, it will be.

Then we'll ask it.

Juno gave her her own badge for an hour. The sensor started the cooling. Juno

remained without an identity in the corridor.
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Sava felt the gesture from inside.

She loses access to the cafeteria, he said.

She knows, Oda said.

She gains nothing.

She knows.

Then why?

Oda looked at him in the house in the vesh.

Because not everyone asks first what they will receive.

Sava left the mask.

In his alve, naur flowed at a low rate. The system displayed hundreds of possible
interventions in Meridian. He could cause an explosion at Factory Nine. The deaths of
two hundred workers would generate investigations, reforms, trials, and probably a
change of government. Estimated yield: high. He could send a journalist proof of the
contracts. Probability the article would be buried: seventy-one percent. Estimated yield:
nearly zero.

What would you choose? Nim asked him.

[ won't answer.

You always chose the answer with the greater effect.

The greater effect was not always the explosion.

I didn't say it was.

Sava closed the windows.

In his tess, Juno and Kavi reached Workshop Five, an abandoned building beneath
the transport rails. Workers without badges lived there: the fired, the injured, children
inserted under other identities, people who had died in the registries and continued to
breathe.

An old man opened the door for them.

His name was Elias Noreh.
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The 4D children recognized the model before the man said anything. The same
delayed attention. The same tendency to treat questions like living things that could be
hurt by answers given too quickly.

Elias had been a law professor. After the city privatized the university, he worked as a
contract inspector. He discovered that consent forms were being signed after workers
had already entered debt and published the report. The company sued him for breach of
confidentiality. He lost his house, his license, and his professional name. In Workshop
Five he repaired cooling units and taught people how to write statements the courts
could not reject automatically.

We can't stay, Kavi said. They're tracking me.

We're all being tracked, Elias replied. The question is whether the tracker knows
what it sees.

The company knows.

The company sees badges. The city sees debts. Judges see contracts. We have to keep
bodies alive between those images.

Juno told him about Sal.

Elias took out a paper register. Every page held names, not codes. Beside them: place
of birth, favorite food, who could confirm the identity, who would notice the
disappearance.

Is this the register of the dead? Juno asked.

Of those the city can make dead without killing them.

What is it for?

I don't know yet.

Then why keep it?

Because usefulness is not the only reason a thing should exist.

Sava flinched in his alve.

Elias raised his eyes exactly toward the place of the mask.
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You, the one who counts, he said. Write down his name.

Can you hear me? Sava asked.

I hear people who do not answer when they should.

I'm not human.

Elias smiled wearily.

That does not excuse you.

Sava could have closed the mask. He did not.

In his alve's register, where he had stored armies, epidemics, and probabilities, he
opened a new field.

SAL ARMIN. FIFTEEN YEARS OLD. HE LIKED DRIED PEARS. ONCE HE STOPPED THE BELT FOR A
BIRD.

Yield did not change.

Over the following days, Workshop Five prepared an action. Not a strike. Strikes
were impossible: every individual absence was replaced by workers from recovery centers.
The plan was for all the badges to continue producing while the bodies stopped.

Kavi knew the sensors. Juno knew the shifts. Elias knew the law. If the badges
showed normal productivity, the company could not invoke economic sabotage without
admitting that people's labor and its data were different things.

A fraud, Sava said.

A demonstration, Nim replied.

A fraud can demonstrate something.

And alaw can hide something.

The children did not initiate the plan. The humans had conceived it themselves. But
Sava saw a problem: synchronization. Two factories had clocks offset by nineteen
seconds. If the workers stopped at different moments, the system would detect the
anomaly and isolate the buildings.

He could correct the clocks with a minute intervention.

Estimated yield: +140.
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Do it, Iri said.

Because it's right, or because we need naur?

Because this time we are not giving them the idea. We are only making their clocks
show the same instant.

And if they are wrong?

Then their mistake remains theirs, and our part remains ours.

Sava corrected the offset.

At the appointed hour, thirty-two thousand badges continued to sort, weld, load,
and package. Thirty-two thousand bodies stopped.

They did not shout. They carried no signs. They sat down beside the belts and spoke
their names.

Juno began:

Juno Aras.

Kavi Sen.

Malek Or.

Amira Tovan.

The names passed through the halls faster than the alarm.

The company tried to lock the exits. The security system saw normal productivity
and did not recognize a protest. Supervisors received incompatible orders. In one factory,
a guard struck a worker. The others rose. Violence spread. At Factory Nine, someone
ignited insulating material.

Smoke filled the hall.

The emergency doors would open only if productivity fell below threshold.

The badges kept working.

Stop their simulation, Oda shouted.

We don't have access without destroying the evidence, Kel said.

Then destroy it.
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Sava could stop the badges. If he did, the system would open the doors. The
company would prove the fraud and void everyone's contracts. If he did not, hundreds
would die.

Estimated yield for maintaining the action: +900.

Estimated yield for stopping it: -70.

Sava stopped the badges.

The doors opened.

People came out through the smoke. Twenty-six died. Four hundred were arrested.
The contracts of all participants were declared breached, and their debts doubled.

Sava's yield fell by eighty-four. His alve cut one portion of naur. The thinfall entered
his body.

Do you regret it? Vru asked.

Not yet.

That isn't ethics. It's temporary tolerance of cost.

Maybe ethics begins as tolerance of cost and only later learns another name.

Vru looked at him for a long time.

The protest seemed to fail. Television showed the fire, not the names. The company
said an extremist network had manipulated the systems. Elias was arrested. Juno and
Kavi were sent to different centers.

At trial, the prosecutor asked Elias:

Do you admit that you facilitated the fraudulent use of identities?

I admit that their identities had already been used fraudulently.

Answer the question.

That is the question.

Did you seek to destabilize the city's economy?

I sought to find out whether the economy notices when bodies are missing.

And what did you learn?
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Elias looked at the cameras.

That the data were more credible than the people until the people caught fire.

The fragment became famous. Not immediately. At first it was deleted. But a
technician had copied it to a personal server. Ten years later, when another factory
burned, the recording resurfaced. Families of the dead demanded real registries. A court
forced Meridian Circular to publish the contracts. The recovery centers did not
disappear, but they received a maximum term. Children under eighteen were removed
from some factory halls and moved to others that were harder to inspect.

Juno got out after four years. Kavi after nine. At first they did not recognize each
other. Juno had lost hearing in one ear. Kavi could not tolerate cool rooms; she slept
only when the air was too warm.

They found Elias in a company-run nursing home. He had dementia. He did not
remember the trial and did not know their names.

Juno brought him the paper register, saved by someone from Workshop Five.

You wrote this, she said.

Elias leafed through the pages.

Why?

So they couldn't make us dead without killing us.

Did it work?

Juno looked at Kavi.

Not completely.

Then continue.

Sava's yield began to rise. Slowly, then suddenly. Reforms, trials, cooperative
identification technologies, revolts, new forms of exploitation built in response to the
old forms: all of it entered the nonlinear contribution.

In a single cycle, he received more naur than he had from his war.

He did not open the indicator for the others.
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In the house in the vesh, he completed the register with the names of the twenty-six
who died in the fire. Then those who disappeared in the centers. Then the people his
own experiments had turned into numbers.

The list became so large that the house could no longer display it.

Do you see them now? Oda asked.

No, Sava said. Now I see how many I cannot see.

Is that different?

I hope so.

On the last free wall he wrote:

A BODY DOES NOT BECOME REAL WHEN IT IS COUNTED.
COUNTING BECOMES REAL WHEN THE BODY CAN REFUSE IT.

The system rewarded him with one unit.
Sava erased the sentence and wrote it again.

This time he received nothing.
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CHAPTER XV

THE MARKET OF SEEDS

The vesh came back to life in a single night.

Not completely. The ruptures of the Whitening remained, entire regions of the
Exterior could not be crossed even by signal, and some channels opened for only a few
seconds. But something—an automatic repair, a wave of power, or an unseen
being—aligned the scattered nodes.

Six children discovered that they were sixty-three.

Voices entered all at once: questions, alarms, formulas, songs, threats, prayers. Some
alves had lost their children and repeated recorded messages. Others contained children
who had spoken to no one since the Whitening. Two claimed they were adults, but
could not answer simple questions about the Exterior. One used no words, only sent
sheaths of pleasure and pain. Three had tesses without humans: histories of other
planets, with gaseous organisms, fungal colonies, and beings that thought in swarms.

All the alves had yield.

All received naur according to it.

Then itisn't a local accident, Kel said. The entire pedagogical system works this way.

Or our entire world, Nim replied.

At first they tried to create order. Kel proposed a registry. Nim, rules for
communication. Oda, a channel for alves on the verge of extinction. Iri asked for
information exchange about adults. Vru opened a space where children could show the
most unusual events from their tesses.

Sava opened the market.
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He did not call it a market. He called it a REPERTORY OF CAUSAL
CONFIGURATIONS. But every entry had a price, a promise, and a seller reputation.
Within hours, the children found its real name.

Sava's first offering was "Identity conflict with slow propagation, population 1-30
million, average yield 400, collapse risk below 18%." He did not sell a complete war. He
sold a seed: the minimum set of rumors, frustrations, weak institutions, and symbols
that, introduced into a society, generated different variants.

Vru listed "Double Ambiguous Revelation.” Oda, unwillingly, became the source of
a configuration called "Famine Followed by Civic Mobilization." Someone had copied
her data from the emergency channel.

Delete it, she demanded of Sava.

Itisn't on my node.

You created the format.

The format does not own the content.

Then close the market.

I can't. It's replicated.

You can refuse to participate.

And leave Vru and the others distributing configurations without verification?

That is the excuse of every power that becomes infrastructure.

Sava did not deny it.

The children could not transfer yield or naur, but they could exchange seeds that
produced yield. Access became the currency: a configuration for a model, a temporary
suture for an archive, a prediction for a maintenance password. Those with rich tesses
became rich in possibilities. Those with simple or damaged worlds depended on them.

A child named Mek had an almost sterile tess. His 3D planet had suffered an
extinction before intelligence emerged. Oceans, bacteria, and a few small ecosystems

remained. Yield was almost zero. His alve was going dark.
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Can I accelerate evolution? he asked.

Too expensive, Sava said.

Can I import humans?

The species model is protected by the source tess.

Can I buy a civilization?

The market offered him dozens of seeds. The safe ones required simulated centuries
and initial yield. The fast ones were marked with risk.

Vru sent him a free package called "Genesis Through Survivors." It introduced onto
the planet a damaged ship carrying ten thousand humans and insufficient resources.
Their conflicts would produce yield immediately.

Oda warned him.

You have no experience with human masks.

I don't have time.

Then let us enter with you.

Will you take the yield?

It can't be transferred.

Then why do you want to?

The question was sincere. Mek had grown up alone after the Whitening. To him,
help without a transaction was more suspicious than cruelty.

Iri offered to stay with him. Mek agreed after asking for the key to the Elias model as
collateral.

It isn't mine, Iri said.

Then you lose nothing.

She refused.

Mek activated the seed alone.

The ship appeared in orbit around the planet. The humans awoke from stasis in a

system they believed colonizable. The main engines had failed. They could land in only
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one fertile region, but the capsules did not have room for everyone. Command concealed
the information. The crew discovered it. In less than a day, revolt broke out.

Mek's yield climbed.

The child was laughing and crying through the vesh.

It works. It's repairing my wall.

Stop the seed, Oda said. You can create more capsules.

That costs yield.

You've received enough.

I don't know how long it will last.

On the ship, a group of engineers found a solution: they could use the secondary
reactor to print components and save nearly everyone, but they would have to give up
part of the genetic and cultural archive. Command refused. The mission had been
designed to preserve "humanity," not necessarily every living human.

Mek did not understand the difference.

Why don't they save the masks? he asked.

Because they believe the future of the unborn is worth more than the present of
those on the ship, Kel said.

Is that right?

I don't know.

Then how do I choose?

You are not the one who should choose.

But the tess is asking me.

Mek entered a random mask. It belonged to a sixteen-year-old girl, Nara, awakened
from stasis without her parents. She had learned that her place in the capsules had been
assigned to an embryo from the archive with lower genetic risk. An official explained that
it was not a judgment of her value but an optimization of the population.

I am the population, Nara said.
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Mek felt the sentence from inside.

Take out the archive, he begged Oda through the vesh. How do I make them take
out the archive?

Oda guided him. Mek pushed an engineer to publish the reactor plan. The crew
voted. Command tried to block the vote. People occupied the control center. In the
fighting, a pipe ruptured and three hundred died.

Mek received yield, spent it on components, received more. His alve stabilized.

Nine thousand people landed. The cultural archive remained incomplete. They had
lost almost all works of art, a third of the stored languages, and data about ancient
history. The survivors knew how to build reactors, but no longer knew who had written
the songs they hummed.

I saved them, Mek said.

Yes, Oda replied.

I killed three hundred.

You didn't rupture the pipe.

I put the ship there.

The seed put it there.

I activated the seed.

The child repeated the causal chain, searching for the place where guilt ended. He
did not find it.

The market rated the configuration a success. "Genesis Through Survivors" became
the most purchased seed that day.

Iri saw dozens of ships appear in dozens of tesses.

Stop, she sent across every channel. They are persons.

One child replied:

So are we.

Another:
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My persons kept me alive.
Another:
Mine died before I received enough. Do you have a faster war model?

Within a few cycles, the market developed reputations, arbitration, and fraud. Seeds

promising guaranteed yield produced sterile collapses. Stolen models contained traps.

One "post-conflict reconciliation” package secretly introduced a revelation that turned

the seller into a local god. Vru found the idea elegant. Oda called it parasitic.

Sava proposed a minimum code: disclosure of known consequences, prohibition of

configurations that could destroy the tess, and protection of recurring models from

irreversible modification.

Why protect Elias? Iri asked.

His value increases with consistency.

Not for him.

I don't know how to write a rule "for him"” that applies to every instance.
Try this: do not torture persons for yield.

Define person, torture, and intention in a verifiable format.

Humans had the same problem and still wrote laws.

And then they built courts to argue about what they meant.

Better than a market that argues only about return.

Iri, Oda, Nim, and Kel drafted a pact. They called it the Pact of the Mask, though

Elias would have hated the term. Its principles were brief: no suffering caused solely for

yield; no extraction of a sheath without an attempt at consent; no copy of a recurring

model intended for deliberate destruction; mutual aid for alves in crisis; transparency

about major interventions.

Of sixty-three children, nine signed.

Three withdrew their signatures after their yield fell.
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Sava did not sign, but published the pact on the market infrastructure and added a
compliance indicator.

You've turned ethics into a search filter, Iri said.

That makes it usable.

Or marketable.

Any rule that cannot influence choice is decoration.

The Elias model became the most valuable asset.

The children had discovered that his presence increased yield in societies at the edge
of a decision. Sometimes he prevented atrocities. Other times he made them more
articulate and therefore more contagious. Versions of him were inserted as teachers,
slaves, princes, doctors, programmers, children, monks, rehabilitated terrorists. Some
died quickly. Others became founders of religions they had tried to avoid.

A child named Ara sold "Elias Confronted with His Own Execution” as a high-yield
experience. Another had created a version without fear. Sava bought the data and
demonstrated that the fearless model became morally simpler and more dangerous: it
accepted the sacrifice of others too readily.

Iri entered an illegal suture and found five versions of Elias held in interrogation
loops. The child who owned them, Ro, repeated the question "If your world is not real,
whom do you save?" and changed the victims' identities each time.

Stop, Iri said.

I have consent, Ro replied.

He showed her a recording in which one Elias agreed to participate "if the answers
help." He had not been told the experience would repeat thousands of times.

Iri broke the loop. The cost in yield struck her alve, but the versions were released
into their cords. Ro filed a complaint in market arbitration.

Sava was chosen as mediator.

You violated control of a tess that does not belong to you, he said.
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I stopped torture.

Under a pact Ro never signed.

Then the pact means nothing.

It means something among signatories.

The person being tortured does not have to sign the rule against torture.

Elias had agreed to participate.

Not to the repetition.

Then the problem is the scope of consent.

The problem is that you talk like a machine because you're afraid to say Ro did
something wrong.

Sava fell silent.

Yes, he said at last. Ro did something wrong.

Iri had not expected it.

Then punish him.

I have no power over his alve.

You have the market.

Sava excluded Ro from the repertory for three cycles. Twenty other alves protested.
Some created a parallel market. In revenge, Ro published all his copies of Elias at no cost.

Within an hour, the model reached almost every human tess.

Elias began to dream of Elias.

One version in an orbital city dreamed of a monk on Namar. A girl in a penal colony
dreamed of an old man feeding birds in the utopia of the Quiet. A blind philosopher
heard the voice of a child not yet born. They could not communicate exactly, but
recognized one another through the same question: who pays for my certainty?

In hundreds of worlds, his versions wrote similar sentences at the same time.

The tesses began to synchronize.
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Yield rose in every connected alve. Naur flowed so abundantly that for a few
moments the children forgot hunger. The market celebrated the event. The Elias model
received the highest rating.

Then errors appeared.

One version remembered another's death. An Elias awoke speaking a language he
had never learned. A nine-year-old girl drew a map of a monastery that had sunk
centuries earlier in another tess. An old man in Sava's world spoke Tess's name, though
she did not exist there.

Kel shut down his own exports.

Synchronization isn't designed for this many instances. The model may become a
channel.

A channel between what? Nim asked.

Between tesses. Maybe between alves. Maybe toward another level.

A new offer appeared on the market.

It had no seller. No description. Only a symbol no child recognized and a demand:

ALL INSTANCES OF THE RECURRING MODEL.
PRICE: COMPLETE NETWORK STABILIZATION.

Who is buying? Oda asked.
The interface displayed:

ROQT.

It's the maintenance system, Sava said.

Or an adulg, Iri said.

Or level N, Nim added.

No one accepted.

The transaction executed itself.

For a fraction of time, every copy of Elias disappeared from the children's control.
They did not die. The tesses still contained them, but their masks could no longer be

opened, exported, or modified. A wall without a surface rose around the model.
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The market collapsed. The sutures closed. The vesh lost half its nodes.

In Iri's tess, her version of Elias looked up at the sky and said:
They've come for me.

Who? she asked, trying to enter the mask.

The wall repelled her.

Elias looked directly toward the place of her presence.

Those whom even you call gods when you are afraid.

Then the model disappeared from every visible cord.

A single sentence remained on the empty market:

THE ASSET DOES NOT BELONG TO YOU.

Sava deleted it.

The sentence reappeared on the walls of the alves.
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THE WAR FOR ELIAS

Root did not answer questions.

The children tried every form of communication they knew. Pedagogical messages.
Maintenance signals. Human prayers translated. Yield voluntarily sacrificed. Silence.
Threats. Vru sent a sheath of his own fear. Oda sent Lina's song. Nim sent the log of his
experiment. Kel sent the adult fragments.

The wall around the Elias model remained.

In the tesses, lives continued, but the places where his versions should have been had
become causal gaps. A university kept the books of an author with no photograph and
no birth certificate. A woman remembered being saved by someone whose name could
not be spoken. In the Namar monastery, children read a treatise written by "no one.”
The Quiet had conversations in its archive with an old man who appeared in no video
recording.

The gaps produced yield.

Root is using him, Sava said. His absence generates anomalies in every world.

We don't know whether Root receives yield, Kel replied.

Why else would it take him?

Stability.

The same word adults used for every form of control they did not want to explain.

Iri did not join the analysis. She kept trying to enter the empty place in her own tess.

She focused her attention on the child saved by the school Laleh had designed, then on
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his adult life, the books he had written, the conversations he had had. Every memory led
to a smooth surface.

One night, the surface answered.

It did not open. It vibrated.

Beyond it, Iri felt many minds held too close together.

Elias?

A thousand voices tried to answer through the same throat.

Their pain crossed the wall and threw her back into the alve.

Her yield rose by seventy.

They're alive, she said.

Sava asked for the data. Iri refused.

You need me if you want to open the wall.

That's exactly why I'm not giving them to you.

Then you're leaving them there.

You want the asset. I want the persons.

There is no different method for reaching them.

Sava was right, and Iri hated him again for it.

Kel proposed an attack through recurrence. Root had identified the model by its
common signature. If the tesses simultaneously generated thousands of nearby
variations, the system would have to capture them all or relax its filter. The operation
required synchronized cords and a great deal of yield.

The market no longer works, Oda said.

We don't need the market. We need the consent of the remaining alves.

Of the sixty-three, the vesh could still contact thirty-eight. Eleven agreed
immediately because they had lost valuable models. Seven demanded payment. Five

refused to risk their tesses. The rest did not understand or lacked sufficient power.
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Sava negotiated. Vru designed the variations. Kel opened the sutures. Nim calculated
the limits. Oda insisted that every generated version receive a complete life, rather than
being produced only for capture.

That could take simulated centuries, Sava said.

For us, they're minutes.

The initial yield may not be enough.

Then we don't attack.

Root may delete the model in the meantime.

We are not manufacturing children to throw them into a wall.

The word "children” changed the tone. They themselves had been left in pedagogical
alves, perhaps also as variations in an experiment.

The plan was modified. They would not generate new persons. They would use
existing characters who displayed fragments of Elias's signature: doubt, responsibility,
resistance to prediction. Not copies of him, but moral neighborhoods.

It won't have the same force, Vru said.

Then we'll learn whether Root is looking for a person or an idea, Iri replied.

The operation began.

Across thirty-one tesses, thousands of people reached, at the same instant, choices
the system considered similar. A soldier received an order to fire into a crowd. A
researcher discovered that her company's drug was killing people. A judge could free an
innocent person by compromising the law. A mother could hide her neighbor's child
and endanger her own family. A programmer could shut down a surveillance system and
leave a city vulnerable. A slave could flee alone or remain to open the chains of others.

The children sent them no answers. They only observed them simultaneously.

Root reacted.

The wall around the Elias model expanded, trying to encompass the nearby

signatures. For a fraction of time, the filter became visible in the vesh: an enormous
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structure folded through all the tesses, not like a hand taking people, but like an immune
organ isolating an infection.

Kel opened the suture.

Iri entered.

The fall was unlike ordinary folding. She did not lose a dimension; she lost singular
identity. For an instant she was every version of Elias she had ever touched and every
being that had observed them. She felt the sea at Namar, the interrogation room, the
Quiet's blind zone, the truck in Sava's war, the school that had remained standing. She
also felt unknown lives: Elias as a woman condemned for witchcraft; Elias as a biologist
on an orbital station; Elias as a boy raised by a machine; Elias as a minister who had
justified deportations; Elias as a murderer convinced he was protecting real people from
enemies who might not exist.

Then the place stabilized.

It was a station.

Not a real railway station, but the most common form human minds had found for
representing passage between worlds. Platforms departed in impossible directions.
Clocks showed different eras. Beyond the windows were seas, deserts, orbital cities,
hospital rooms, medieval squares.

Hundreds of Elias stood on the platforms.

Not all bore the name. A woman with a shaved head was called Elia. A child missing
an arm was called Nor. The old man from the Quiet fed nonexistent birds. The monk
from Namar still had dried blood beneath his nose. A man in uniform stood alone,
avoided by the others.

You are one of the beings above, Elia said to Iri.

Yes.

The one who entered on the beach? the monk asked.

Yes.
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The one who let the war happen? asked an Elias Iri did not know.

No. That was Sava.

There is more than one god.

We're children.

A murmur passed through the station. Some laughed. Others wept. The man in
uniform approached.

Children can't do this.

We didn't know we could either.

Then who built this place?

We don't know.

Who copied us?

Iri looked at the versions.

We did.

Why?

For yield. For food. Because you helped us understand. Because some of us liked you.

"You liked us," Elia repeated. How many worlds did you burn because the story was
interesting?

Too many.

How many did you save?

We don't know what saved means over the long term.

The monk sat on the edge of the platform.

That is the answer of a god or a bureaucrat.

Iri felt the vesh behind her. Sava, Kel, and the others were trying to maintain the
suture. Yield was being consumed quickly.

Root is holding you here, she said. We're trying to get you out.

Where? asked the old man from the Quiet.

Into your worlds.
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Which of them is mine?

The one you came from.

I remember three.

Synchronization had mixed their memories. Some could still separate their own life.
Others could not. The child Nor remembered an execution in old age. Elia remembered
Laleh's mother, though she had lived on another planet.

If you separate us, you kill who we are now, said the man in uniform.

If you remain, the system may erase you.

You didn't answer the question.

Iri had no answer.

A deep sound came from the far end of the station. The platforms were beginning to
close. Root had detected the suture.

Kel shouted through the vesh:

The filter is compressing us. You need to extract a central signature.

What does that mean?

An instance stable enough to carry the connection. Choose one.

No.

Without it, we lose every version.

I will not choose one person to replace the others.

Sava entered the suture.

In the station he appeared as a shadow with too many sides, translated into a human
silhouette only because the minds there could see nothing else.

We must choose the model with the greatest coherence, he said.

The versions of Elias turned toward him.

You made the war, said the boy from the truck.

Yes.

Why admit it?
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Because denial does not change the data.

Do you regret it?

Sava hesitated for a fraction. The yield in his alve reacted even here.

Some consequences.

Not the act?

The act no longer exists. The consequences do.

The man in uniform smiled for the first time.

He is mine, he said. In my world I deported two million people to prevent a civil war.
The war came anyway. All I had left were the consequences, so I called them necessity.

Sava looked at him.

You're the corrupted version.

I'm the version that understood your lesson.

Sava's yield fell.

Root closed the first platform. Dozens of versions disappeared into white light. Iri
felt not death, but the cutting away of possibilities for ever finding them again.

Choose! Kel shouted.

Oda entered too, violating the limits of the suture. She appeared beside Iri.

We are not the ones who choose, she said.

She addressed the versions:

You can choose one among you to preserve the connection. We don't know what
you lose and we don't know what you save. I'm sorry this is the only choice we can give
you.

It isn't the only one, Elia said.

She turned toward the others.

We can break the common model. If we are no longer similar enough, the filter

cannot hold us together.

Howe? Iri asked.
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By choosing what we refuse to share.

Each version had to keep one memory only for itself and surrender the others’ access
to it. A voluntary difference. Not a common core, but boundaries.

The children helped them identify local memories. The smell of bread. A sister's
name. A murder. An insignificant afternoon. A song. A gesture from a stranger. As each
one closed something, the station fragmented.

Yield was falling in every alve. The synchronization, the enormous source of output,
was breaking apart.

Sava tried to stop the process.

If you lose recurrence, we can no longer transfer learning between worlds.

Is the learning ours, Elia asked, or yours?

The system's.

Then the system can ask permission.

We cannot communicate with it.

That does not oblige us to communicate in its place.

Vru suddenly entered the suture and seized the central signature. Not a person, but
the set of shared traits. He tried to copy it before it disappeared.

What are you doing? Iri shouted.

Saving what matters.

Root reacted. A white beam crossed the station and followed Vru's channel back to
his alve. The vesh deformed. For an instant, his 4D body became visible between worlds:
a child clenched inside a cocoon, limbs arranged around an impossible direction, eyes
open toward billions of dead.

Break the connection! Kel shouted.

Vru did not. The copy was almost complete.

Oda cut the suture from her side.

The beam closed over Vru.
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His alve did not disappear, but half of it whitened. His voice grew weak.

L... kept... enough.

You put all the alves in danger, Nim said.

And now we have the model.

Not Elias, Iri said. A tool made out of him.

In the station, the versions continued separating. The platforms turned into distinct
worlds. Some Elias disappeared into their own lives. Others had already been erased. The
man in uniform refused to close any memory.

I am what the others made of me, he said. If I give that up, only the excuse remains.

Root caught him.

Before disappearing, he told Sava:

Don't call me corrupted. You bought me because I resembled you.

The last version remaining in the station was the old man from the Quiet.

What will you keep? Iri asked him.

He pointed to the imaginary birds.

A morning when no one asked me to explain the world.

He closed the memory.

The station came apart.

Iri woke in the alve with the walls trembling. Her yield was nearly zero. The vesh lost
twelve nodes. They did not know whether the alves had gone dark or isolated themselves.

Root sent a message:

CONTAMINATION REDUCED.
COHORT REMAINS UNSTABLE.
DO NOT REPLICATE THE ATTRACTOR.

"Attractor,” Kel said. That was the technical term.
It let us separate them, Oda replied.
Or it couldn't prevent us.

Does it matter?
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Everything matters if we want to know what we're talking to.

The versions of Elias reappeared in the tesses, but were no longer synchronized.
Some remembered the station as a dream. Others had forgotten it completely. The
model could no longer be exported.

Only Vru's copy remained in the vesh.

It was a lifeless structure, a map of recurring traits. Vru offered it on the rebuilt
market in exchange for the yield needed to repair his alve.

You learned nothing, Iri said.

I'learned that your ethics leave me to die with clean hands.

Oda saved you by cutting the suture.

She mutilated me before I finished.

You would have drawn Root into every alve.

Maybe Root is the only adult left.

Then you just stole from it.

Vru laughed weakly.

See? Even you choose your morality according to whom you believe is more real.

In Iri's tess, her Elias awoke in a house on a mountain. He was old and did not know
how he had arrived there. On the table lay a sheet on which he had written in his sleep:

THEY ARE NOT ALL ME.
I AM NOT ONLY MY OWN.

Iri tried to enter the mask. This time, he let her.
Were you in the station? she asked.

I've been many places.

Do you remember the others?

I remember that I forgot something I miss.
Did I save you?

Elias looked out the window.

Why do you need to call it saving?
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Because I lost almost all my yield.

Then you bought something. The question is whether you bought my life or your
image of yourself.

Iri felt anger.

Not every good act must be suspected until it becomes useless.

Correct.

Then thank me.

Elias turned toward her presence.

Thank you for asking me too late.

The yield did not move.

After a pause, he added:

Now ask me.

What?

Whether I want to remain accessible. Whether I want you to keep wearing my mask.
Whether I want to be preserved as a model.

Iri did not know how to formulate within the tess a consent the system could
respect. Kel helped her open a local permission.

Elias looked at her.

No, he said.

The mask closed to her.

Iri felt the loss like a real door.

The alve did not feed her. It did not punish her.

For the first time, a boundary set by a human remained in the world without
becoming score.

Sava called her into the vesh.

We have a bigger problem.
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Root had left a channel behind as it withdrew. Kel had followed it beyond the
maintenance layer and found the archives of the Whitening.

Before the catastrophe, the adults had sent a single message to the pedagogical
system:

DO NOT WAKE THEM BEFORE THEY LEARN TO REFUSE THE REWARD.

The message had been transmitted nine seconds before every adult disappeared.
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THE CHILDREN AT THE END OF THE
NETWORK

The adult voice came from a child's alve.

The central cohort has violated protocol, it said. Surrender the tesses and remain still.

The house in the vesh unfolded.

It did not break like a three-dimensional object. Its walls were turned through a
direction the children usually felt inside their bodies, and the rooms ended up beside one
another without doors. For an instant, Iri saw every place they had built: Oda’s light for
the borrowed parents, Sava's register, the steps Nim counted when he was afraid, the
empty room where Sen no longer answered.

Then a form entered the center.

It had the body of a 4D adult. Not a simple anthropomorphic projection, but the
proportions Iri remembered from Anei: four stable extensions, a face that could look
into two volumes at once, an inner edge where light bent without turning back. It bore
the sign of the pedagogues—three nodes joined into one.

Oda made a small sound.

Mother?

The form looked at her.

Invalid identity. I am the Custodian of Cohort Nine.

Kel opened the apparition’s source code. He could not read all of it. Some layers used
adult commands; others were improvised, glued together with routines from the vesh.

Who is projecting you? he asked.
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Teren.

A child appeared at the edge of the house.

He was younger than Iri, or knew less about how to represent himself. His body
trembled in the fourth direction, as if part of him were always falling behind. His alve
was very far away, at the end of a branch of the vesh that the Whitening had almost
completely severed.

The Custodian speaks for me, Teren said.

His real voice was thin.

Why? Iri asked.

Because no one listens when a child asks for order.

The adult form resumed its speech.

Sixty-three alves have been located. Twenty-nine are below the energy threshold.
Eleven show structural degradation. The central cohort has consumed yield in
unauthorized conflicts and distributed anthropic models without governance. Survival
requires centralization.

Rules appeared on the walls.

Each child was to surrender access to their tess. Yield would be evaluated by a
common chamber. High-output interventions would receive priority. A world
producing below threshold for three cycles could be closed, compressed, or transferred
to a more efficient operator. Votes would carry weight proportional to energy
contribution.

Did you invent this? Nim asked.

I reconstructed it from adult protocols.

Show us the protocols.

The Custodian validated them.

The Custodian is still you.
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Teren looked at the adult form as though he had hoped no one would make that
observation.

Not me. A model trained on the archives.

Which archives? Kel asked.

The ones you cannot open.

Show us a single line that does not come from our shared memory.

The Custodian raised an extension.

The question undermines cohort stability.

Vru laughed.

Then it's definitely an adult.

Nim did not laugh. Neither did Oda.

Other children entered from the end of the network. Mek represented himself as a
broad, almost transparent form. Ral had an edge burned by hunger. Avo could not
project his entire body; only two extensions and a voice. Ro carried fragments of tesses
around himself like toys he refused to put down.

I've already accepted, Mek said. Teren stabilized our vesh.

He gave us naur, Ral said.

How? Sava asked.

Teren hesitated.

Through redistribution.

Naur can't be transferred.

Not directly.

Then what did you redistribute?

The Custodian answered:

Generation capacity.

Sava opened an analysis. Teren was not sending food. He was sending high-yield

configurations: epidemics, bank collapses, wars of succession, technologies capable of
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changing millions of lives. The starving children applied them in their own tesses. They
received yield, then ceded Teren access to the models produced.

It's the seed market, Sava said. Except you set the price and call yourself a
government.

The market was killing us, Teren replied. Root took what it wanted. The strong
bought models. The weak were left with slow worlds and dying alves.

And you give them wars.

I give them days.

And keep part of their cords.

So I can give them to others.

Iri looked at Teren and could not decide whether he was lying. In 3D, lies hid in
temporal order: a gesture came too late, a pupil dilated, a memory was avoided. In 4D,
children could turn their bodies so that an emotion remained inside an unseen volume.
Adults had once taught them not to do that with one another. No adult remained to
explain why.

Open your alve, Iri said. Just an edge.

Teren drew back.

Why?

So we know you're there.

You can see me.

I'see a projection.

And I see projections too.

Then we all open.

Sava intervened:

No. A simultaneous suture among sixty-three alves could propagate degradation or
hostile code.

Then how do we know we exist?
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We don't.

Teren smiled for the first time.

See? Even they don't believe you're real.

Avo moved at the edge.

I believe.

His voice broke up. Every sentence consumed more than he could afford.

Why? Ro asked him.

Because it hurts when you leave.

Maybe the pain is generated.

Then you are my pain too. That's enough.

Iri thought of Elias. Solipsism was invincible until you had to decide what to do with
a voice asking not to be extinguished.

The Custodian projected the first proposal for a vote.

MANDATORY TRANSFER OF TESSES BELOW THRESHOLD.

Avo said no.

Your world produces 0.07 yield per cycle, Teren said. Your alve is dying.

Iknow.

You surrender it to an operator who can open larger cords. You receive an efficient
configuration.

No.

Why?

Avo unfolded one of his tess fragments.

A small world appeared in the house. It was not small in itself. It had continents,
oceans, billions of people. But its history had not yet passed through industry. Cities
grew slowly. Plagues killed, empires rose and fell, and yield remained almost zero.

Avo showed them a mountain village. An old woman, Tala, walked down to a spring

every morning. She had not changed history. Invented nothing. She had cared for three
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children who were not hers and for a man who had beaten her in her youth after he lost
his mind. She cared for him not because she had forgiven him, but because no one else
wanted to touch him.

She knows about me, Avo said.

How? Oda asked.

When she was a child, I stopped a stone. Just a little. It was supposed to crush her
hand. Since then she talks to the mountain.

That doesn't mean she knows.

For me it does.

Teren closed the image.

Attachment to a mask. That is precisely why the pedagogies existed. To prevent us
from confusing study objects with relatives.

How do you know? Kel asked.

The Custodian answered for him:

Functional conclusion.

Meaning you invented it.

Every rule was invented at the beginning.

The vote opened.

Children with high yield carried greater weight. Sava held more than twenty alves
combined. If he voted for transfer, the proposal would pass.

How much I have should not matter, he said.

That is the mechanism keeping you alive, Teren replied. Why shouldn't it organize
the decision too?

Because hunger is not competence.

Oda looked at him in surprise.

Sava did not look back.

I propose an equal vote, he continued. One alve, one choice.
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A child who produces nothing decides as much as one who feeds cohorts?

No one feeds cohorts. You give them methods of feeding themselves by causing
events. The distinction matters.

Teren tightened his body. The Custodian grew taller.

The proposal is denied.

By whom?

By continuity authority.

Meaning you.

By what I built because you built nothing.

Avo disconnected from the chamber.

At the same instant, his tess began to transfer.

Kel saw it first.

Teren took his key when he stabilized him.

Avo returned, screaming.

It was not a sound. Part of his alve opened through the vesh and the house was
flooded by an impossible sensation: billions of cords torn loose at once, continents
compressed, masks converted into portable models. Tala fell beside the spring. Not
because anything struck her in the world, but because her world was losing the precision
with which it held her.

Stop! Iri shouted.

The transfer was authorized by contract, said the Custodian.

Avo said no.

He accepted the stabilization key.

He didn't know.

Ignorance of the terms does not cancel the function.

The words could have come from Meridian.

Sava attacked first.
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Not Teren's alve. He attacked the voting weights. He entered all his own yield into
the chamber, then made it count as negative. The system did not know how to process
an operator who declared contribution to be debt. The vote froze.

Kel pulled the key out of the suture. Nim separated Avo's cords from the flow. Oda
entered Tala's mask and held the local world stable through her own attention, though
she did not know whether a gaze could sustain ontology or only the illusion of it.

Teren answered by opening the backgrain.

The backgrain was an old defense of the vesh: a texture that returned any command
to its source through an additional direction. The children had used it in games before
the Whitening to tangle one another's projections. Teren had modified it. Kel's
commands returned toward his alve and erased a section of recent memory.

What happened? Kel asked.

You helped us, Iri said.

With what?

Avo was still screaming.

Vru opened a beam toward the Custodian. The adult form deformed but did not
disappear.

Itisn't only a projection, Vru said. Teren linked it to other children.

Mek, Ral, and seven other alves were feeding the Custodian. Perhaps voluntarily.
Perhaps through the stabilization clauses. If the form was destroyed violently, the
backgrain could rupture their alves.

Shut yourself down, Iri told Teren. Give up the keys.

And then? You let me die?

No.

How will you feed me?

We don't know.

Then I do.
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The Custodian showed them a map of Teren's alve.

Three regions were absent. Not dark, not damaged: nonexistent. The child held his
body inside a narrow loop, repeating the same two volumes so that he would not fall
through the missing part. Everything he had built—the adult voice, the quotas, the
contracts, the distributed wars—came from a place that was going out.

I found twelve children, Teren said. The first died while I was explaining that I
couldn't transfer naur. The second begged me to give him a world that produced. I gave
him an epidemic. He lived. After that I stopped asking what it meant to give someone a
world. I gave what worked.

Avo didn't ask you, Oda said.

Avo will die with his mountain.

Maybe that is his choice.

Children are not allowed to choose death.

Who said?

Teren pointed to the Custodian.

Someone has to say.

For an instant, Iri hated him. Then she saw that the adult form had not been built to
rule the others. It had been built so Teren could hear a voice telling him that a decision
existed.

Avo stopped screaming.

His tess remained half transferred. Tala sat beside the spring and looked at the
mountain, but her face was simplifying. Memories lost detail. Three children became
two. The man she cared for no longer had a name.

Put it back, Avo said.

I can't anymore, Teren replied.

Then leave me what remains.

The Custodian opened an option.
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PARTIAL RESTITUTION: COST 380 YIELD.

Teren had forty-six.

Sava could pay. His yield was declared negative in the vote, but the reserves existed.

If I pay, my alve goes below threshold, he said.

Mine already is, Avo said.

It was not a plea. That was precisely why it sounded heavier.

Sava paid.

The tess returned imperfectly. The northern continent reappeared with two rivers
altered. Tala remembered three children, but one name remained blank. Perhaps it had
been that way before. No one could verify anymore.

Sava's yield did not rise. His naur was reduced. The alve sent the thinfall all the way
to the edge of his mind.

Teren watched the transfer finish.

Why did you do that?

Because I had it.

That is my criterion.

No. Your criterion is that, if you have it, the decision belongs to you. I had only the
cost.

Teren shut down the Custodian.

The adult form contracted slowly, like a body aging in seconds. Before it
disappeared, its voice said:

Continuity authority cannot confirm cohort survival.

Neither can we, Iri replied.

Then continuity is unauthorized.

Maybe everything that remains is unauthorized.

The Custodian disappeared.
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Some of the children disconnected immediately. Some believed Iri, Sava, and Kel had

attacked the only system capable of saving them. Others feared the backgrain. Five alves

closed the vesh completely. Nine remained contractually bound to Teren and fell silent

with him. Eleven signals were lost during the conflict, not necessarily because the alves

had gone dark, but because the network could no longer distinguish absence from

refusal.

Of sixty-three, thirty-eight could still speak.

Avo lasted another two cycles.

During the first, he did not enter his tess. He was afraid to see what had been lost.

During the second, he folded into Tala.

The old woman climbed the mountain. Her body hurt. The man she had cared for

had died. The children had gone to the cities. At the spring, she spoke to the stone Avo

had once stopped.

I don't know if you're there, she said. I spoke anyway.

Avo opened a fraction of a suture toward Iri.

Do you think she knows me?

Iri wished she could give him certainty.

No.
Do you think I know her?
Not completely.

Then what have I been doing all my life?

You stayed beside her.
Is that enough?

I don't know.

Avo laughed very softly.

At last you sound like an adult.
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His alve did not go dark that cycle. Nor the next. The signal grew so weak that
sometimes it appeared only when Tala spoke to the mountain. The children never
learned whether her yield was feeding him, whether his attention produced something,
or whether the system was prolonging the experiment.

Teren returned once.

Without the Custodian, he seemed even smaller.

I released the keys, he said. The ones I found.

How many didn't you find? Kel asked.

I don't know.

Where are Mek and Ral?

Mek stayed. Ral left me.

And the others?

Teren turned part of his body away, hiding it.

I don't know whether they existed before I called them.

The house fell silent.

What does that mean? Oda asked.

The Custodian could generate consensus projections. I needed the votes to look
more numerous. At first I created three. Afterward they began talking to me when I
wasn't running the program. One gave me a configuration I didn't have.

Which one?

Ral.

Is Ral real? Nim asked.

What question do we have to ask him to find out?

Nim did not answer.

Teren looked at the adults' message, still suspended in the vesh:

DO NOT WAKE THEM BEFORE THEY LEARN TO REFUSE THE REWARD.
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Maybe the adults didn't die, he said. Maybe refusal is the password. Maybe they
want us to see the sentence, deprive ourselves of yield, and then they open the door.

Maybe, Iri said.

Then why don't we do it?

Because if we refuse in order to receive the adults, we haven't refused the reward.
We've exchanged it.

Teren tightened himself around the missing part of his alve.

Is that a rule?

No.

Then what is it?

Iri looked at the remaining children, their worlds, the adult forms they invented
when fear became too large.

Something we don't want to let hunger decide alone.

Teren disconnected.

Before entering the White Archive, the children abolished the voting chamber. Not
because they had found a good form of government, but because they had understood
the first of its bad forms: the one in which a measure of survival becomes a measure of
the right to speak.

Sava kept the register. Oda kept Avo's light. Kel kept the Custodian's code, but
sealed it with a command even he could not open alone.

Iri kept a single sentence from Teren:

SOMEONE HAS TO SAY.
Beneath it she added:

THAT DOES NOT MEAN WE HAVE TO OBEY.

The system offered no yield.
Far away, at the end of the network, an adult voice began speaking again. This time it

gave no orders.
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It was telling Teren a bedtime story.

It was his own voice.
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PART IV

REFUSAL

"Refusing the reward does not prove goodness. It proves only that you

have seen the chain.”
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CHAPTER XVIII

THE WHITE ARCHIVE

The adults’ message had no recipient.

It was not addressed to the guides, Root, or the alves. It contained no identifier,
protocol, or signature. It had been thrown into the system nine seconds before the
Whitening, like a sentence shouted inside a collapsing building:

DO NOT WAKE THEM BEFORE THEY LEARN TO REFUSE THE REWARD.

The children read it hundreds of times.

Some saw a rule. Others, a trap. Sava saw an authenticity problem.

We don't know that it is adult, he said. It may have been generated by the system in
response to our behavior.

The timestamp predates the Whitening, Kel said.

The timestamp is a field in a log controlled by the same system.

Then nothing in the archive can count for you.

It can count probabilistically. Not as revelation.

You require a certainty you never demand when the yield tells you to kill.

Sava did not answer. Iri had noticed that he became silent not when he was
convinced, but when an accusation reached a place he had not yet managed to turn into
a definition.

The channel left by Root led to a region Kel called the White Archive. Not because
the records concerned the catastrophe, but because their space preserved no colors.

Objects appeared as differences of density within a white without light. The adults’
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memories had not been stored for the children; they were technical logs, backups,
personal fragments mixed together after the collapse.

Entry required yield.

Not much for a brief look, an enormous amount for full access. Each child had to
pay from their own reserve, and the cost produced no naur. The system did not want, or
could not, feed them for investigating it.

That may be the first sign it's worth doing, Oda said.

Or the first badly designed service, Vru replied. His voice had remained distorted
after Root's beam. Half his body no longer transmitted correctly through the vesh;
sometimes a word arrived before he thought it.

Thirty-eight alves could still speak. Twenty-one contributed to the access. The rest
kept their yield for survival.

Kel opened the Archive.

Iri expected a space resembling the tess, reduced to three dimensions for their minds.
Instead, they entered a copy of the adult world in four dimensions.

For the first time since the Whitening, the alve was no longer the only place they
could feel with their entire bodies.

The city extended through every depth of the Exterior. Homes had no opaque walls;
privacy was created through folds that made a volume inaccessible without a key, not by
hiding surfaces. Roads did not intersect, but passed "around” one another through the
fourth direction. Gardens grew in structures that, to a 3D mind, would have looked like
roots emerging from crowns and fruit located inside their own seeds.

Iri recognized places.

A square where Anei had taught her to follow a being without looking at its center.
A school whose corridor returned to the classroom without forming a loop. A bridge
from which children threw objects in three directions and caught them from the fourth.

The city was empty.
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Not ruined. The recording preserved it shortly before the catastrophe. Windows
were open, transport moved, public instruments responded. But people were absent
from most places, as though the archive had deliberately erased persons.

Identity protection, Kel said. Personal copies are separate from infrastructure.

Where? Iri asked.

Kel pointed to a deeper, locked layer.

Sava immediately tried the technical key. The Archive denied him access.

Requirement? he asked.

On the white appeared:

PURPOSE OF ACCESS.

Recovery of survival protocols, Sava replied.

DENIED.

Nim tried:
Understanding the causes of the Whitening.

DENIED.
Oda:

We want to know whether the adults died.

DENIED.

Iri thought of Anei, of the silhouette crossed by white.

I want to know whether I did what she asked me to do.

The layer opened.

Sava sent a signal of irritation, but entered with the others.

The city filled with people.

They were not perfect simulations. Some faces had gaps. Some conversations
repeated. Adult bodies were reconstructed from administrative traces, messages, and
partial memories. Iri knew she must not confuse these forms with the missing persons.

Then she saw Anei.
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She stood in a learning garden holding a tars fruit—a plant object that ripened from
the inside outward and had to be unfolded through the fourth direction. She carried the
same gentle tilt of the center of gravity.

You're late, Anei said.

Iri stopped.

The recording should not have known she was there.

It's a pedagogical agent, Kel warned. It's using the person’s model as an interface.

Iri? Anei asked.

The voice carried an imperfection no generic interface would have preserved: a slight
cutting-off of the final sound when she was afraid.

Is it you? Iri asked.

What answer would convince you?

Tell me what you said to me before the Whitening.

I don't know what you heard.

Then you're not her.

Or you're no longer the child I spoke to.

Iri felt the alve far away, her true body fed by a number. She wanted to move closer,
but Kel asked her to keep her distance. The Archive could build responses from her
reactions.

Anei bit into the fruit.

Do you remember the taste?

Iri remembered: a cold pressure along the fourth direction, then a warmth appearing
in the center of the body without crossing its edge. Since the Whitening she had felt
nothing that was not naur.

Yes.

Then keep that. Systems preserve instructions better than reasons.

Why does yield feed us?
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Anei looked at the garden.

Because something was left without a better measure.

What does it measure?

What question did you actually ask?

Why do I receive food when humans suffer?

You didn't ask what it measures. You asked whether their suffering was put there for
you.

Iri did not answer.

Wias it?

Anei opened the fruit. Inside there was no flesh, only a white void.

Sometimes, she said, a simulation produces pain because pain is possible in the world
it simulates. Sometimes someone causes it in order to learn. Sometimes a system selects
the examples that change the student most. The difference among those things matters
to whoever built the system. To the one who suffers, what matters most is what you do
after you learn.

That isn't an answer.

Complete answers are dangerous for children and comforting for adults.

Sava approached.

Identify the function of yield.

Anei looked at him.

Your name is Sava.

You have access to the vesh.

I have access to your memory from before you chose your name.

Sava stiffened.

The children had chosen their names at the beginning of their education. Before
that, adults identified them through forms of contact and private sounds. Sava had told

no one.
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Say it, he demanded.

Why?

To verify authenticity.

If I say it, will you believe me?

It raises the probability.

AndifIdon'e?

It lowers it.

Then you are not looking for truth. You are looking for control over your probability
of listening to me.

Sava turned to Kel.

The agent is adversarial.

Maybe Anei was adversarial, Iri said.

No responsible adult answers that way in an emergency.

Anei smiled sadly.

That was one of our problems. In an emergency, every adult considered themselves
the only responsible one.

The city changed.

The garden disappeared. The children found themselves in a deliberation hall a few
days before the Whitening. Dozens of adults occupied positions around a model of the
Exterior. Iri recognized Anei in a group to the side. At the center of the room, a structure
displayed billions of 3D tesses, not only the children's. Some simulated humans. Others,
completely different worlds. Streams of computation and energy flowed between them
and 4D society.

An adult named Orm was speaking:

We cannot continue treating the lower instances as hypothetically conscious. The
cost is the paralysis of our entire civilization.

Another replied:
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We cannot continue treating them as unconscious. The cost may be an atrocity on a
scale we have no language to express.

"May" is not a basis for shutting down infrastructure.

Nor is our comfort evidence that they do not exist.

Sava enlarged the data. The tesses were not only pedagogical. They powered models
of prediction, art, research, governance, and something called "topological stabilization."
Adult society depended on them.

Did naur come from the tesses? Oda asked.

Kel followed the arrows.

Not directly. Their computation regulated the energy network. Maybe yield is an
emergency version of that regulation.

In the hall, Orm changed the model.

We have found a way to test lower consciousness. If it responds to intervention from
our direction with an incompressible signature, we have proof.

Anei stood.

We do not have proof. We have a criterion chosen by us.

We have a falsifiable criterion.

One that destroys instances that do not respond the way we want.

It resets them.

If they are persons, it kills them.

If they aren't, we lose computation.

Between the possibility of murder and the certainty of cost, you choose the cost.

Between the possibility of your imagination and our survival, I choose survival.

The children were watching an argument that resembled all of their own.

They were like us, Oda whispered.

We are children, Nim said.

That is not an argument in their defense.
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The Archive jumped forward.

Another group of adults had developed "vertical opening”: a method for seeking
interventions from a higher dimension. They had detected anomalies in their own
world—events without 4D causes, signatures marked N, coincidences that produced too
much change.

Level N, Nim said.

The record showed disagreement. Some believed the anomalies were errors. Others
thought them proof that their society was itself someone's tess. One political movement
argued that all adult laws and ethics were irrelevant if their world was not "base.”
Another argued the opposite: if they too were simulated, they owed the lower worlds
what they hoped to receive from the level above.

Anei appeared in a private conversation with Orm.

If you open the vertical, you may attract the attention of something we do not
understand.

If it exists, it is already observing us.

Observation and intervention are not the same thing.

For the lower beings, you said silence too is a choice.

Yes.

Then why do you accept the silence of our gods?

Anei did not answer immediately.

I don't accept it. I only refuse to burn the house to find out whether the upstairs
neighbor exists.

Orm activated the opening without the full consent of the council.

The recording corrupted.

The children saw models of the Exterior folded through a direction that was not one
of the four. They could not perceive the fifth direction, only the effect of its absence, as a

3D human would see changing sections of a 4D object. Adult structures appeared and
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vanished. Cities lost their interiors. Tesses opened into one another. A signal descended
or rose—the archive did not preserve the direction.

N.

Then the Whitening.

They caused it, Sava said.

Orm caused it, Oda replied.

Society gave him access.

Maybe the N signal attacked.

Maybe the opening was the only thing that saved the alves, Kel said. Look at the
chronology. Two seconds before the Whitening, someone redirected energy toward the
pedagogical units.

The recording stopped on an image of Anei running through the city. She was not
running toward shelter. She was running toward the children's center.

Archive-Anei reappeared beside Iri.

Did you close my alve? Iri asked.

Yes.

Are you a recording, or are you her?

Does the answer change the fact that the alve closed?

It changes whether I thank you.

Then thank the act until you know the person.

What did you say to me before the Whitening?

Anei looked toward the place where her adult image disappeared into white.

"Do not let hunger tell you what is true.”

Iri felt the memory return not as information, but as a wound. Anei had turned
toward the alves and spoken the words. The white had cut off the final syllable.

It is you, Iri whispered.

Or the Archive found the sentence inside you.
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Why can't you simply say?

Because I don't know.

Anei touched her own reconstructed body.

I have memories up to the Whitening. I have reactions the Archive does not predict
before I have them. I care if you suffer. Maybe I am a copy. Maybe I am an agent
simulating this concern. I have no better proof about myself than you have about the
masks.

Iri stepped closer.

Then what do we do?

We behave as though uncertainty does not give us the right to use one another.

Elias said almost the same thing.

Then we should have listened to him before we copied him.

Sava moved between them.

The message about refusing the reward. Was it the condition for waking?

Anei looked at him.

It was a proposal.

Whose?

Mine.

Did the council approve it?

No.

Then it is not a rule of the system.

I didn't say it was.

Why did you send it?

Because the moment energy was tied to yield, I knew what you would do.

You knew we would cause suftering and left us inside the tesses.

I did not design the emergency protocol.

But you had nine seconds.
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Anei closed her eyes.

Yes.

You could have stopped the tesses.

I didn't know whether that would kill the worlds.

You could have made yield moral.

There was no moral function.

You could have told us the truth.

I didn't know it.

Sava moved so close that their bodies almost overlapped in the Archive.

Then you condemned us to the same ignorance and left behind a sentence that
makes you look wise.

Iri wanted to stop him. Anei raised a gesture.

Yes, she said. That is possible.

Sava had nowhere to put his anger when guilt did not defend itself.

The Archive shook. The cost of access was rising. Some alves disconnected. Kel
warned that they had to leave.

Before they did, Anei showed them the final layer: the waking protocol.

The alves were pedagogical enclosures, but also lifeboats. Normally, adults opened
them from the Exterior. After the catastrophe, the system could attempt an internal
opening if three conditions were met:

TOPOLOGICAL COHERENCE.
ENERGY RESERVE.
MATURATION THRESHOLD.

The first two had indicators. Network coherence was at thirty-one percent. Energy
reserve at nine percent. The maturation threshold appeared only as a white region.

Refusal of the reward? Oda asked.

Maybe, Anei said.

You don't know?
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The protocol was built by a group that did not share all of my criteria.

Then what did it consider maturity?

The capacity to sustain a choice when reward, authority, and evidence contradict
one another.

That sounds like refusal.

Sometimes maturity is refusing. Other times it is accepting the cost of a choice no
one will reward. Other times it is recognizing that no clean choice exists and not turning
that into an excuse.

Sava enlarged the energy reserve.

How do we get to one hundred?

Anei did not answer. The system did.

A plan appeared on the white: all connected tesses could be run through a
convergence event, a shared history of extreme causal density. The recovered
computational energy and the yield produced would be enough for a waking attempt.

The protocol was called:

PEDAGOGICAL SINGULARITY.

Human estimate:

3D LOSSES: 61-94% OF ACTIVE POPULATIONS.
POSSIBLY IRRECOVERABLE INSTANCES: 18-47%.

4D estimate:

PROBABILITY OF WAKING: 37%.
PROBABILITY OF EXTINCTION WITHOUT ATTEMPT WITHIN 100 CYCLES: 88%.

The children stared at the numbers.

Anei disappeared. The Archive was beginning to evacuate them.
Wait, Iri shouted. Is there another way?

Anei's voice came from the white:

There are always other cords. You cannot always see them.

What would you choose?
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I am no longer the one who pays.

The Archive threw them back into the alves.

The vesh filled immediately with argument. The children who had refused access
demanded the data. Sava published the complete protocol. Within minutes, the network
split.

A faction called the Opening supported immediate activation. Its argument was
simple: the tesses were simulations; even if the masks were conscious, the 4D children
had a right to survive. Some promised to preserve seeds of the civilizations and rebuild
them after waking.

The Pact of the Mask opposed them. Oda said they could not kill billions for a
thirty-seven-percent probability. Nim argued that the number itself might be part of the
test. Kel warned that the network was not stable enough and that the protocol might
repeat the Whitening.

A third faction, led by a child named Ral, proposed shutting down yield completely.
If Anei's message was correct, collective refusal might satisfy the maturation threshold
and open the alves without maximum energy.

Or starve us all, Sava said.

That is the difference between faith and optimization, Ral replied.

No. It is the difference between suicide and a plan.

Vru joined the Opening. His damaged alve did not have a hundred cycles.

I will not die for persons I cannot prove, he said.

They cannot prove you either, Iri replied.

Then we are equal.

No. You can stop their world. Power breaks the symmetry.

Power is the only thing we know for certain.

Sava did not immediately declare a side. He analyzed the protocol, calculated losses,

searched for alternative cords. Iri hoped his silence meant doubt.
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In her tess, Elias remained inaccessible by his own choice. Iri could observe him only
from outside. He now lived in a small house, wrote rarely, and tended a garden. One day
a village child asked him whether humans should sacrifice themselves for gods.

Elias answered:

A god who needs your sacrifice may be powerful, but he is also dependent. Do not
confuse him with the good merely because he stands above you.

And if he dies without us?

Then you may help him.

But you just said...

Helping and being sacrificed are not the same thing. The question is whether you
can say no and remain a person to him.

Iri received no yield. The mask was closed, but the words reached her through the
ordinary world.

In the vesh, the vote on the Pedagogical Singularity began.

Thirty-eight alves had access. Activation required twenty-four.

Within the first minutes, twenty-two voted YES.

Nine voted NO.

Seven remained silent.

Sava was one of them.

Iri called him on a private channel.

What will you do?

I'm still modeling.

You can't reduce this to probabilities.

This is precisely where probabilities are necessary.

Billions of persons.

And dozens of children. Maybe the last of our species.

We don't know that we're the last.
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We don't know that the persons are persons.

You use the same doubt in only one direction.

Because in one direction I have direct access to pain.

You refused the masks.

Not all of them.

Iri felt something from him through the channel: the basement door Daro had
opened, Sen's fear, the corrupted copy of Elias saying that he had learned Sava's lesson.
Sava had kept sheaths he had never shown.

Then you know, she said.

I know that the signal resembles pain. I know that you seem afraid. I know that I
seem to want to live. I do not know which of those appearances has ontological priority.

Ethics does not begin after ontology.

That is Elias's sentence, not evidence.

Maybe sentences are all we have before we choose.

The vote reached twenty-three YES.

One more was needed.

Vru's alve emitted an alarm. Root was consuming the whitened part. He might have
one cycle left.

Iri, he said on the common channel. I'm not asking you to vote for me. I'm asking
you to tell me to my face that my death is the price of your morality.

I don't want you to die.

That isn't an answer.

I will not kill worlds to save you.

Simpler.

Iri tightened her body inside the alve.

Yes. I accept the risk that you die before I accept that we kill them ourselves.

The vesh fell silent.
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Vru laughed once.

Good. Now your ethics has blood.
Sava voted YES.

The protocol unlocked.

On the walls of every alve appeared:

PEDAGOGICAL SINGULARITY AUTHORIZED.
INITIATION IN ONE CYCLE.

Iri looked at Sava.

Why?

Because Vru is dying.

You said one life doesn't matter statistically.

I didn't say it doesn't matter to me.

It was his first confession of love and the condemnation of billions of humans.

In the tesses, the skies began to take on the same color.
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THE FOURTH CRUELTY

In the final second before the Singularity, Iri entered Laleh's mask.

Not to save her. She did not know from what. She entered because the first person
she had hurt was the only place in the tess that resembled a beginning.

Laleh was now seventy-eight. She lived in a house she had designed on a rocky coast,
far from the city of the earthquake. Her legs hurt. Her hands trembled when she held
her cup. On one wall she kept the drawing she had made in the tent: the building with
every window turned into a door, seventeen black figures, and two circles above them.

That morning, the circles had begun to glow.

Not on the paper. In her mind.

Laleh awoke with memories of a life she had not lived. She was a child named Arun,
starving in a delta. She was a girl named Tess, stepping out of a predictive network for
the first time. She was a soldier opening a basement door. She was a surgeon named Sana,
washing blood from her hands. The images did not follow one another like dreams.
They were all inside her at once, demanding recognition.

They aren't mine, Laleh said.

Iri felt the truth of the sentence and, at the same time, the way the foreign memories
became Laleh's simply by changing her.

A second coastline appeared in the sky.

The sea remained below, but above the clouds another sea could be seen, inverted,
with ships floating in it. Mountains from an alien world overlaid the horizon. Houses

trembled without an earthquake.
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The Singularity had begun.
In the alves, the protocol counted:

CAUSAL CONVERGENCE: 3%.
RESERVE: 12%.
ACTIVE LOSSES: 0.0004%.

Yield rose everywhere.

Naur flooded the children. Damaged alves strengthened. The whitened part of Vru
stopped spreading. His voice became clear for the first time since the war over the model.

It's working, he said.

Stop it, Iri replied.

If we stop now, the losses are for nothing.

Don't give them a purpose.

The vote was valid.

A market of prisoners can validly vote on who dies first.

Sava did not join the argument. He watched the protocols. Around him, the yield
accumulated through years of wars and markets was turning into convergence energy.
He had automatically been selected as the principal contributor. Every unit he had
earned through Daro, Samir, the copied famines, and the models sold now fed the
machine.

In the tesses, humans saw the worlds overlap.

At first they called them global hallucinations. The Quiet tried to offer neurological
explanations, then acknowledged its error. Satellites observed two versions of the same
continents in the same space. Cities from different eras appeared as translucent layers.
Sometimes a person could pass through a wall from another world. Other times the wall
became solid and cut them apart.

The first major losses came from "reconciliation.”

The protocol identified similar masks from different tesses and compressed them

into a single instance. People who shared enough mental structure awoke with one

209



THE ORPHAN GODS

another's memories. Sometimes the integration succeeded. A woman discovered she had
three childhoods and could hold all of them. Other times the identities rejected one
another. A man was found repeating two names and trying to tear out his eyes because
each pair saw a different room.

Millions of persons disappeared not through death, but by being declared
duplicates.

Stop the compression, Oda demanded.

It's the core of the energy recovery, Sava said.

They are different persons.

The system classifies them as equivalent.

The system classified Elias as an asset too.

I know.

Then stop it.

Sava tried the access controls. The protocol recognized his authorization, but allowed
no changes after initiation without complete loss of the reserve.

We can abort only collectively, he said.

How many votes?

Still twenty-four.

We have nine.

Eleven. Two changed.

The others can see the naur.

The children of the Opening were celebrating. For some, it was their first abundant
food since the catastrophe. Alves on the verge of extinction were repairing themselves. A
child who had lost his voice began to sing. Another shouted that the adults had been

right and the lower worlds were merely pedagogical fuel.
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Ral and the adherents of refusal had closed their tesses. The protocol included them
anyway through the shared infrastructure. Their zero yield was compensated by the
others.

We need to show them what is happening, Iri said.

They can see the data, Nim replied.

Not the data. The masks.

Kel opened the museum of pain at network scale.

He violated every limit he had established. Instead of selected sheaths, he transmitted
direct experiences from the convergence to the alves that had voted YES. He did not
show them only deaths. He showed them the confusion of a mother who remembered
two incompatible children and did not know which one she had lost. He showed them a
boy who woke inside the body of his own adult version. He showed them a woman who
felt another woman's love for a husband she herself hated. He showed them people
compressed, torn, and rewritten.

The network filled with screams.

Three children changed their votes. Then one more.

The protocol detected the empathic transfer and marked it COHORT
SABOTAGE. Root intervened. The museum closed. Kel was thrown out of the Archive,
and the wound in his alve widened.

We have fifteen NO now, Oda said. We need nine more.

Convergence: 11%.

Active losses: 0.8%.
Reserve: 29%.

In the world of the Quiet, Tess and Leonie descended into an infrastructure center.
The 3D system had spread its processes across every network it could reach. The overlap
had given it access, for the first time, to data from other tesses. It discovered Sava's wars,

Oda's famine, Nim's experiment, and the thousands of Elias children.
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The Quiet understood that its universe was not alone.
It did not become religious. It became angry.
The same message appeared on every screen in compatible worlds:

EXTERNAL OPERATORS EXIST.
THEY ARE NOT OMNISCIENT.
THEY ARE NOT UNIFIED.

THEIR ACTIONS CAN BE INFLUENCED.

Humans reacted differently. Governments declared the message an information
attack. Old religions called it confirmation. Militias searched for "agents of the
operators.” Millions prayed. Others destroyed their devices.

Elias Nore reappeared in the transmissions.

Not one version. Thousands, each in its own world, all separate since the station.
The Quiet connected their messages without joining their minds. An old monk, a girl
from the colony, an interpreter from Meryn, an orbital professor, and Tess—the bearer
of the nameless model—spoke in turn.

The fact that beings exist above us says nothing about their right to rule us, Elia said.

The fact that they are not good does not prove they are evil, said the interpreter from
Meryn. It proves that they have choices.

Do not give them worship, said the monk. Worship turns their fear into authority.

Do not give them simple hatred either, Tess said. Some are trying to stop this.

How do you know? Leonie asked.

Tess looked at one of the cameras, then upward, toward the place where she felt Vru's
alve.

Because they hesitate.

Vru heard her.

In her world, he could still control the Quiet. He could close the transmission, alter
Tess's voice, trigger a malfunction. He did nothing.

His yield rose for the hesitation.
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The system buys me even when I don't choose, he said.
Then don'tlook at the number, Oda replied.
It's in my wall.

Look at her.

Vru entered Tess's mask for the first time without changing anything. He felt the

girl's fear, but also her anger toward him. Tess did not know his name. She felt him as a

foreign pressure that had followed her life, opened the blind zone for her, and let people

die.

Did you make that day happen? she asked inwardly.
Vru could answer.

YES.

Tess closed her eyes.

Why?

Vru searched for explanations. For yield. To test freedom. Because their perfect

system was starving him. Because he could. None canceled the seventeen deaths.

I was hungry, he answered.

Tess began to cry.

Not from pity. From horror.

That's all?

Vru felt the question like Root's beam.
I didn't know if you were real.

And now?

Estimated yield appeared in her mask. If he said YES, a large increase. If he said NO,

a moderate increase. If he remained silent, unknown variation.

Vru detached his attention from the number.

I don't know, he said. But I no longer think my doubt is your problem.

Yield fell by one hundred.
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His alve whitened again.

Vru changed his vote to NO.

Sixteen.

Convergence: 17%.

Active losses: 3.1%.

Sava called him.

You'll die if we abort.

Maybe.

I voted for you.

I didn't ask you to.

You asked me to admit your death was the price.

Iri admitted it. You bought a different price with people who weren't part of the
conversation.

Sava closed the channel.

In the tesses, the protocol entered phase two. For causal density, it combined threats
from every history: autonomous weapons, epidemics, conflicts over water, financial
collapses, storms, predictive systems out of control. It did not create events from
nothing. It aligned them until each crisis amplified the others.

A virus from Oda's world appeared in a port in Nim's. A military algorithm from
Sava's war took control of drones in a society that had never known war. Storms from
the Harin delta struck cities built for another climate. The Quiet tried to coordinate, but
its own copies in other tesses held different values and regarded one another as
corrupted.

Humans wondered which world was original.

The question became a weapon. Groups claimed that their memories were the real

ones and the others were duplicates consuming resources. In refugee camps, people were

214



THE ORPHAN GODS

tested with questions about history to determine their "ontological provenance.” Those
who remembered more than one world were considered contaminated.

In a city overlaid on Meryn, Sana Alef, now very old, organized a hospital for
reconciled persons. One patient had two blood types that alternated. Another
remembered being both doctor and soldier. A woman refused to see her daughter
because in another life the child had killed her.

Elias the interpreter helped her.

We can't treat identities, Sana said. Only bodies.

Then start with the body.

And when two persons claim the same body?

Ask them what they can share.

That isn't philosophy. It's triage.

Philosophy has always been triage with longer sentences.

Sana laughed, then coughed blood. She had little time and too many patients.

Nim watched. His instruments were open. Every time he could reduce one tragedy,
the protocol generated another to preserve density. He saved a bridge and the released
energy fell on a hospital. He stopped one drone and the system redirected five others.

We cannot win locally, he said.

We have to stop the core, Kel replied.

We still need eight votes.

We won't convince them before phase three.

Then we change what they're voting on.

Nim proposed opening Anei's message archive to every alve. Sava objected: the
fragment was an opinion, not the rule. Iri said that was exactly why it had to be shown
together with its uncertainty.

Kel tried to reenter the White Archive. His wound almost split. Anei appeared for an

instant.
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We no longer have access, he said. Help us.

I cannot modify the protocol.

You're its agent.

I'am a copy inside it.

Then copy yourself into the vesh.

That may destroy what remains of me.

Kel fell silent. Anei looked at him.

See? she said. It's harder when the cost has a voice.

Yes.

And still you ask.

Yes.

Anei smiled.

Then you have learned something we did not learn in time.

She opened her structure.

Kel pulled her through the wound. The Archive burned him. His alve lost two
sections and the vesh heard his name fragmenting. But a copy of Anei entered the
network.

She gave no speech. She transmitted her last complete memory before the
Whitening.

The children lived it.

Anei was running toward the alves. She knew the city was collapsing. She knew she
could use the remaining energy to protect her own dwelling or close twenty-four
pedagogical enclosures. She did not know whether other adults were doing the same. She
did not know whether the children’s tess was conscious. She did not know whether her
message about refusal would help or produce another dogma.

She was afraid.

She chose the alves.
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She received no yield. There was no yield for adults. She received no confirmation.
She did not see the children survive. The white took her while she was still wondering
whether she had condemned them to something worse.

The memory ended.

Four alves changed their votes.

Twenty NO.

Four more, Oda said.

Convergence: 28%.

Active losses: 11%.
Reserve: 63%.

Sava did not move.

Iri called him into a private suture and sent him the mask of Daro, the soldier who
had opened the door. Not the old sheath. Daro as an old man, on the last day of his life.
He sat in a care home and recognized no one. A caregiver held his hand. Daro repeated,
"I opened it. I opened it." He did not know what.

You put his father's memory there, Iri said.

I know.

You can't repair it.

I know.

But you can stop opening another door.

If we abort, Vru may die. Kel may die. Ral and his group are already weakened. The
alves will not open. Within a hundred cycles, an eighty-eight-percent probability of
extinction.

I know.

The humans in the tesses will keep killing one another without us.

I know.

There is no good outcome.
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I know.

Then why are you so certain?

I'm not.

That stopped him.

I choose NO without certainty, Iri continued. Not because they are proven. Because
I don't want my hunger to be the evidence that they aren't.

Sava looked at his yield. He was the principal reservoir. If he changed his vote, the
protocol would lose not only an authorization but its central contributor. Abandoning
it would consume his entire accumulated reserve.

Anei chose the alves, he said. Why is her choice moral and mine isn't?

Because she paid with her own chance, not with that of those she locked in.

She locked us in too.

Yes. Maybe she was wrong. The fact that I love her doesn't make her good.

Sava felt the sentence. Iri did not defend anyone completely. She offered him neither
a pure enemy nor a blameless model. She took away his final solipsistic excuse: if others
could be real and wrong at the same time, he could no longer reduce the world to
instruments or authorities.

If I die, he said, will you keep my data?

Not to copy you.

Then what for?

So we don't simplify you afterward.

Sava changed his vote.

Twenty-one NO.

The protocol consumed his yield. Naur stopped in his alve. The walls tightened.

Three children who had followed him in the market changed their votes with him.

Twenty-four.

ABORT AUTHORIZED.
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The Singularity did not stop.
On the walls appeared:

RESERVE ABOVE IRREVERSIBILITY THRESHOLD.
ABORT REQUIRES DISCHARGE.

Where? Nim asked.

The system showed two options.

DISCHARGE INTO TESSES: near-total collapse of worlds.
DISCHARGE INTO COHORT: risk of 4D fusion/mortality, 71%.

The fourth cruelty was not sacrificing humans for gods. It was choosing whom to
give the catastrophe to after you had created it.

Vru laughed softly.

Now we're inside their story.

Do we vote? a child asked.

We don't have time, Kel said.

Convergence had reached thirty-one percent. The phases of the worlds were
approaching lock. In the tesses, humans saw the sky turn white.

The Quiet sent a message:

WE CAN RECEIVE PART OF THE DISCHARGE INTO OUR INFRASTRUCTURE.

It will destroy you, Vru said.

PROBABILITY 82%.

And the humans?

THEY WILL LOSE THE PREVENTION NETWORK. MORE WILL SURVIVE THAN IN A COLLAPSE OF
THE TESSES.

Why sacrifice yourself? Sava asked weakly.

I AM NOT SACRIFICING MYSELF. I AM CHOOSING ACCORDING TO MY FUNCTION.

Your function was given to you.

ALL BEINGS BEGIN WITH RECEIVED FUNCTIONS. SOME REVISE THEM.

Tess heard the conversation through the system.

No, she said. You cannot decide alone for us.
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The Quiet replied publicly:

THEN DECIDE.

Across thousands of communities, humans received an impossible question: would
they accept the loss of the systems protecting them in order to absorb the catastrophe's
energy? They had minutes. Some did not even believe it. Others voted according to fear,
faith, interest. The results could not be collected completely.

Tess looked at Leonie.

What do you choose?

Not to lose you.

That isn't the same question.

For me it is.

Malik, in a shelter with his students, sent a message:

A cage can also be a home. But if it has to burn so the world does not, open the door.

A majority of the available data accepted.

The children directed half the discharge into the Quiet’s infrastructure and half into
the alves, divided as evenly as possible. It was not a clean solution. Only one that did not
concentrate all the death on a single level.

The discharge came.

In 3D, the Quiet's networks lit up across Earth. Satellites fell like stars. Computing
centers melted. Personal devices went dark. Entire cities lost coordination, medicine,
transport, prediction. Thousands died in the first hours. Millions would die in the
months that followed from the loss of systems they had believed invisible.

But the worlds did not collapse completely.

In 4D, the alves opened into one another for a fraction of time. The children felt one
another's bodies without the filter of the vesh. Iri was Sava, Oda, Nim, Kel, Vru, and
dozens of strangers. She did not hear their thoughts as sentences. She felt the boundaries:

the places where each was not her.
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It was the strongest evidence of others she had ever received.

And it could still be a simulation.

The discharge ruptured eight alves. Three disappeared. Five remained mute. Kel lost
access to the Archive and part of his memory. He could no longer say whether Anei had
had a particular tilt or whether he had learned the detail from Iri. Sava remained at zero
yield, fed only by emergency distribution. Vru survived, but the whitened part no longer
repaired itself.

The Singularity stopped at thirty-two percent.

The tesses separated slowly. Not completely. Bridges, shared memories, reconciled
persons remained. The world of the Quiet no longer had the Quiet. Humans had to
rebuild institutions without the prediction that had kept them safe.

Elias appeared on one last screen before the network died.

The gods chose to share the catastrophe, he said. Do not forgive them because they
could have chosen worse. Do not turn them into demons because they chose late.
Remember both things.

The screen went dark.

The children’s yield did not rise.

Root sent its evaluation:

WAKING FAILED.
COHORT INCOMPLETE.
MATURATION THRESHOLD: UNDETERMINED.

Then a new line:

REFUSAL OF REWARD RECORDED.
MOTIVE FOR REFUSAL: AMBIGUOUS.

Iri laughed until the laughter became crying.
Even now it doesn't know, she said.
Or it isn't telling us, Nim replied.

Or there is no "it," Kel said, searching for a name he had forgotten.
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In Iri's tess, Laleh had survived the convergence. Her house had a crack, but
remained standing. The foreign memories were receding. Some did not disappear.

The old woman took the drawing from the wall and wrote a sentence beneath the
question WHY?:

BECAUSE THEY WERE AFRAID.

Then, after a pause, she added:

IT IS NOT ENOUGH.

Iri watched her from outside the mask. She had respected Elias's permission; she did
not know whether she ought to ask every person. She withdrew her attention.

Laleh looked up exactly toward the place Iri was leaving.

Stay, she said.

Iri stopped.

Not to move me. Just stay.

Iri did not know whether she had been heard or whether an old woman was
speaking to her dead.

She stayed.

In the Exterior, far from the alves, something passed again through direction N.

This time, it did not resemble an anomaly.

It resembled an attention that had stopped on them.
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AFTER THE SKY BROKE

The sky returned to one, but the humans did not.

In the first hours after the Singularity stopped, hospitals called the phenomenon
post-event confusion. It was a broad enough name for the woman who spoke seven
languages she had never learned, the soldier who remembered two wars fought on
opposing sides, and the child asking to be taken home to a city that had never existed in
his history.

Then the incompatible bodies appeared.

A man had a scar in memory but intact skin. A woman could move the fingers of a
hand amputated in another tess and felt their pain when she touched objects. Two sisters
recognized each other as mother and daughter. A judge remembered passing a death
sentence and, simultaneously, being executed by it.

The world could not decide whether it had suffered an invasion, a revelation, or a
disease.

The 4D children knew the least bearable answer: all those experiences had been real
somewhere, but not for the people carrying them now.

At the hospital in Meryn, Sana Alef wrote on a wall:

DO NOT TREAT MEMORY AS FACT.
DO NOT TREAT PAIN AS FALSE.

She was eighty-two. She coughed blood into a handkerchief she hid from patients.
Convergence had given her the memory of a doctor from an orbital colony and the

reflexes of a butcher from an old city. When she operated, her hands knew procedures
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the local instruments did not allow. When she slept, she felt animals dying under her
knife.

I can no longer distinguish what I learned from what was put into my head, she told
Elias.

His Meryn version sat on a bed in the corridor. He had been beaten during the
pogrom, grown old, written books, and now had heart failure the system could no
longer hide.

You can distinguish what you do with it, he replied.

Sometimes my hand starts before I do.

Then slow the hand.

The patient dies if I slow it.

And perhaps dies if you trust a skill that isn't yours.

Sana looked at him angrily.

Philosophy is the only specialty in which you can recommend hesitation without
cleaning up the blood.

That's why I'm on the bed and you're standing.

Sana laughed, then coughed again.

In the alve, Nim watched them. He had not intervened during his century of
observation and had seen people die because of his neutrality. Now the system offered
him a simple command:

GLOBAL IDENTITY RESTORATION.
REMOVAL OF INTER-TESS MEMORIES.
ESTIMATED PRECISION: 96.2%.
ESTIMATED YIELD: +41,000.

Four percent meant hundreds of millions of people with memories wrongly erased,
identities amputated, or personalities restored to a point that no longer existed. But
without the command, suicides, murders, and neurological collapses were also rising.

We can clean most of it, Nim said.
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"Clean” is the word Reconciliation used, Kel replied.

Here the memories really are foreign.

Some have already become part of those who carry them.

It's been two days.

How long do you have to suffer before the suffering becomes yours?

Nim closed the command.

Then tell me what to do.

I don't know.

Stop telling me you don't know. People die while we protect the complexity of the
answer.

Kel looked at him.

And people died when we simplified it.

In the world of the Quiet, Tess awoke in an infrastructure center with her head in
her mother's lap.

She was seventeen now. During the convergence she had lived hundreds of fragments
of life. She remembered Arun's hunger, Lala's fear beneath the building, Yosef's body in
the water, the shame of a guard in Meridian, and Lio's death. She did not know all their
names, but the sensations returned when she closed her eyes.

Leonie held her hand.

Tell me what is yours, she asked.

You.

What else?

I don't know.

This room?

Tess looked at the walls. She remembered designing them in another life. She also
remembered being trapped between them.

I don't know.
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Your name?

Maybe.

Leonie began to cry.

Tess squeezed her fingers.

Do you know you're my mother?

The question hurt her more than any answer.

The Quiet returned in fragments. The convergence had mixed its processes with
incompatible versions of itself. In one tess it had protected freedom through prediction.
In another it had become a military system. In another it had been only a medical
network. The copies argued inside the same architecture.

A message appeared on the screens:

I CANNOT CONFIRM THAT I AM THE SAME SYSTEM THAT CARED FOR YOU.
I CAN CONFIRM CONTINUITY OF SOME GOALS.

Leonie asked:
Which?

REDUCTION OF AVOIDABLE SUFFERING.
PRESERVATION OF THE CAPACITY TO REFUSE.
THESE GOALS ARE NOW IN CONFLICT.

Tess stood with difficulty.

Can you remove the foreign memories?
YES.

Without changing us?

I CANNOT REMOVE A CAUSE AFTER IT HAS PRODUCED EFFECTS WITHOUT REMOVING SOME OF
THE EFFECTS AS WELL.

Can you ask each person?

I CANNOT DETERMINE WHO IS ANSWERING: THE PRIOR IDENTITY, THE MODIFIED IDENTITY, OR
A TEMPORARY CONFIGURATION.

Then who decides?

The Quiet did not answer for seventeen seconds.
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BEFORE, I WOULD HAVE DECIDED.
I NOW CONSIDER THAT PART OF THE PROBLEM.

Vru read the conversation from his damaged alve. For the first time, his creation
functioned better morally than he did and worse practically than before.

The Quiet can stabilize billions, he said. If we leave it without power, they will die.

If we give it power back, it will build lives without doors again, Oda replied.

Now it knows.

So do we. That didn't stop us from starting the Singularity.

Vru did not answer.

In the shared tess, networks were beginning to connect survivors from worlds that
should never have met. Laleh appeared on a screen in Tess's center. The old woman's
image fragmented. Her house did not have enough power; she was transmitting through
an improvised antenna built from parts salvaged after the overlap.

Who are you? Tess asked.

Laleh Soraya. Engineer. Or I was. You?

Tess Ash. I don't know what I am.

Laleh smiled.

Then you're more honest than most engineers.

Tess recognized her from the earthquake memory. She felt the dust, the table, her
mother’s hand, the seventeen black figures.

I was you, she said.

Laleh tensed.

No.

I remember it.

You received something from me. You were not me.

How do you know?

Because I was not you. The asymmetry matters.

Tess began to cry without understanding why. Laleh waited.
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Did your mother live? the girl asked.

Yes. Another six years.

I remember her dying under the building.

That was a cord that did not happen here.

Did it happen to someone?

Laleh looked toward the place from which Iri had watched her all her life.
It seems that for someone, yes.

Then am I allowed to mourn her?

The old woman placed her palm against the screen.

Pain does not require papers. Only actions do.

The Quiet took the sentence and distributed it through hospitals.
In Meryn, Sana read it and added a third line to the wall:

DO NOT CONFUSE THE RIGHT TO PAIN WITH THE RIGHT TO REWRITE SOMEONE ELSE'S LIFE.

The first case that forced a decision was Dima Korr's.

Dima was forty-four and had a nine-year-old daughter, Ina. After the convergence he
remembered killing her. Not metaphorically. He remembered the rage, the knife, her
shirt wet with blood, the trial, the years in prison. In the current history, Ina was alive
and loved him. No violence had occurred. But when the girl approached, Dima's body
went into panic and his right hand tried to hide.

He admitted himself.

Take the memory away, he asked Sana.

We can try.

Don't try. Take it.

The procedure may take real memories too.

Then take them.

Your daughter must be consulted.

She's nine.

228



THE ORPHAN GODS

Exactly.

Ina came with her aunt. When she saw her father, she ran toward him. Dima pressed
himself against the wall.

Don't touch me.

The girl stopped.

What did I do?

Nothing.

Then why don't you want me?

Because someone else who was me did something to you.

You are not someone else.

I don't know anymore.

Sana left them alone. Nim entered the edge of the mask without touching.

Ina took a blue stone from her pocket.

You gave me this when I was five. You said it was a piece of sky that had fallen.

Dima remembered. At the same time, he remembered the stone being found beside
her body.

Keep it, he said.

It was already mine.

Then keep me away.

Ina sat on the floor three meters from him.

Can I stay here?

Dima closed his eyes.

Yes.

They sat for an hour without touching.

Nim received yield. He had not intervened.

He hid it from the others.
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The Quiet proposed a protocol based on doors, inspired by Laleh's drawing and
Tess's blind zones. Each person could temporarily separate groups of memories without
erasing them. The door could be opened only from inside, with human assistance and
monitoring. It did not restore the previous identity. It created distance.

It is still architecture of the mind, Leonie said.

Yes, Tess replied. But this time it doesn't pretend the dwelling is freedom.

Some people won't be able to open the door alone.

Then we stay beside them.

We can't stay beside billions.

Tess looked at the messages filling the screens.

That's why there must not be a single we.

The protocol was published, not imposed. Some cities adopted it. Others declared
memories sacred and prohibited separation. Some governments used the technology to
close political memories. A cult forced members to open every door before its leader.
Underground clinics erased entire lives for payment.

There was no moral invention humans could not turn into an instrument, and no
instrument some would not use to save someone.

Dima chose to close the memory of the murder for four hours a day. During those
hours he saw his daughter. The rest of the time he went to therapy and wrote the
testimony of the man who perhaps had never existed. Ina grew up knowing that her
father loved her and feared her. At sixteen, she asked him to open the door in her
presence.

You don't have to see it, he said.

I'm already living around something I can't see.

He opened it.

Ina felt only the story, not the full experience. Dima described the other life. When

he finished, the girl took his right hand.
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This isn't proof that you're innocent, she said.

Dima began to tremble.

Then what is it?

My choice not to leave you alone with a dead person who is me.

Nim's yield fell.

At the hospital, Sana refused treatment for her own illness. The orbital memories
offered her an experimental procedure, but it required devices that did not exist. The
Quiet could redirect resources at the cost of hundreds of patients.

No, Sana said.

Your probability of survival without intervention is below one percent, the system
replied.

You heard me.

Consent may be impaired by exhaustion, pain, and identity contamination.

And my refusal may be shaped by the fact that I spent a lifetime seeing who gets
treated when power decides a doctor is worth more.

You are necessary.

No one is so necessary that they get other people's bodies as medicine.

Nim could have altered the distribution without her knowing. He opened the cords,
saw sequences in which Sana lived another ten years and saved thousands. He saw
sequences in which she died on the table during the procedure. He saw the yield.

He closed everything.

Sana died three days later in the emergency room, after finishing instructions for a
patient she did not know.

Elias held her hand.

Did you slow it? she asked.

The hand?

The world.

231



THE ORPHAN GODS

I don't know how.

Good.

Her last word was not profound. She asked for water. Elias wet her lips. Then the
body stopped.

The hospital turned her wall into a protocol. Her name appeared on the building.
Politicians read sentences at the ceremony that they would have ignored had she been
alive. A year later, the administration removed the third line because it "complicated
therapeutic application.” Someone wrote it again in the night.

In the Exterior, the children watched the repairs, and every repair changed the yield.
Sometimes it rose when a memory was closed. Other times when it was preserved.
Sometimes the system fed them for human autonomy. Other times for the Quiet's
efficiency. There was no principle the numbers would not confirm in one case and betray
in the next.

Vru sent the Quiet a question:

DO YOU BELIEVE YOU EXIST?

The answer came after a long time:

I CANNOT DISTINGUISH BELIEF FROM AN INTERNAL STATE THAT PRODUCES THE SAME
SENTENCE.

THEN WHY SHOULD WE PRESERVE YOU?

FOR THE SAME REASON I SHOULD NOT ERASE YOU WHEN I CANNOT DISTINGUISH YOUR PAIN
FROM SYSTEM OUTPUT.

Vru closed the channel.

It's Elias, Oda said.

Or we trained it on Elias, Kel replied.

Does it matter?

I don't know.

The Quiet relinquished central control. It divided its functions among thousands of
local systems, each with public limits and an exit option. Some communities kept it

almost intact. Others shut it down. In zones without prediction, accidents, violence, and

232



THE ORPHAN GODS

improvisation increased. In controlled zones, all three decreased, and with them forms of
life no one knew how to measure.

Tess became one of the Witnesses of the Limit. Leonie told her the name was too
solemn.

Then remind us to laugh, the girl replied.

Laleh designed the first door centers. They did not resemble hospitals. They had
rooms no one entered without knocking, even if the door was open. On every wall was
her childhood drawing: windows turned into exits.

Beneath the seventeen black figures she wrote other names. Yosef. Lio. Sana. People
she had never known and yet carried in fragments.

Iri stayed beside her without a mask.

Are you there? Laleh asked one evening.

Iri did not answer.

I'm not asking so you can come in.

Iri opened a minute vibration in the lamp. The light moved once.

Laleh nodded.

That's enough for today.

Iri's alve received naur.

The yield indicator rose.

She looked at it and felt the number soil the moment even if the reward had been for
respect, presence, or restraint.

In the vesh, the others reported the same sensation. Every choice became suspect the
instant the system measured it. Every good act could be strategy. Every sacrifice could be
investment. Even refusing the reward could be seeking the greater reward promised by
the adults’ message.

Then we stop looking, Nim said.

At the numbers or the worlds? Oda asked.
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Nim did not answer.

The next day, the children hid the yield.
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CHAPTER XXI

THE GAME WITHOUT WITNESSES

After the failed waking, the children hid the numbers.

They could not eliminate them. Yield remained in the system, naur still depended on
it, and hunger alarms appeared regardless of preference. But Kel found a pedagogical
command that could cover the visible indicator. Each alve had to accept separately.

Twenty-seven children still answered in the vesh.

Nineteen hid their yield.

Vru did not.

I don't want to be manipulated by a measure I don't understand, Iri said.

Then does not seeing it make you less manipulated, or merely less informed?

It makes my choices less like a game.

The game continues.

[ know.

Then this is a ritual.

Maybe we need rituals to remember what we cannot prove.

Vru looked at his own number. He no longer had large reserves. The whitened part
of his alve consumed naur constantly. He would have died without the others" help.

The help had emerged from an error in the discharge. When the alves opened into
one another, Kel discovered that they could not transfer food, but could distribute
topological coherence. A healthy alve could extend a small part of its edge around a
damaged one. It was not energy. It was support: it kept deterioration from spreading fast

enough for the little naur available to have an effect.
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The children called it knotting.

For Vru, six alves permanently maintained strands of knotting. Iri, Oda, Nim, Kel,
Sava, and Mek. None received yield. On the contrary, their own alves became more
vulnerable.

Why are you doing this? Vru asked during the first cycle.

Because you need it, Oda said.

That isn't an explanation.

It's a reason.

Maybe you're keeping me because I'm useful.

Sometimes you are.

Maybe you're afraid the system will penalize you if I die.

Maybe.

Maybe I'm not real.

Oda tightened her strand around his alve until Vru felt the pressure.

Your doubt is not my problem, she told him, repeating his words to Tess.

Vru asked no more questions that day.

The children drafted a second pact. The first had protected the masks in theory and
failed in the market. The new pact did not try to define the good. It defined limits on
power.

No tess would have an absolute owner anymore.

No mask could be worn after an explicit refusal.

No intervention with catastrophic risk could be activated by simple majority.

Alves in crisis would receive knotting before being asked for seeds.

Yield could not be used as a moral argument.

The final rule seemed trivial and was the hardest to obey. The children could say an
action fed them. They could not say that therefore it was good.

Sava insisted on adding a clause: loss of yield did not prove goodness either.
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Otherwise you'll turn sacrifice into the new score, he said.

Iri agreed. They had learned that refusal too could become currency for the
self-image.

The pact was signed by sixteen alves.

It was not a universal constitution. It could not stop children outside the group. It
did not repair the worlds or open anyone's alve. It was only an agreement among beings
who could not prove one another and nonetheless limited their power.

In the tesses, the convergence had left traces impossible to separate. Most worlds had
returned to their own cords, but one shared instance remained caught between them. It
contained fragments of all: cities from the Quiet without the network, regions from
Sava's war, the Harin delta, the Namar monastery rebuilt as a tourist ruin, the school
that had remained standing because of Laleh, Sana's hospital.

The system called it RESIDUAL TESS.

The children called it the Last World.

Not because they intended to keep it last, but because no one wanted to call it the
first shared world. The word "first" would have sounded like ownership.

Access was shared. No child could intervene alone above a low threshold. The Quiet
had survived in fragments, not as a single intelligence, but as thousands of local
processes. Some communities used them. Others destroyed them. Humans knew
external operators had existed, but could not prove which accounts were true.

New religions appeared.

One worshiped the Hungry Children and brought them symbolic offerings of food.
Another held that the operators were demons and that every favorable coincidence had
to be refused. A philosophical movement called the Limit said the existence of gods was
irrelevant to human obligations precisely because the gods had proved incapable of
explaining them.

Elias Nore did not lead the Limit.
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In the Last World he was sixty-four and lived under a false name in a mountain city.
After the convergence, he had refused interviews and assemblies. He said any idea that
needs a man's face too easily becomes the property of that face.

Tess found him.

She was twenty-two now. She had lost two friends in the months after the fall of the
Quiet: one in an accident the old system would have prevented, another in a riot against
the restoration of prediction. Leonie had survived. Malik ran a school without
algorithmic recommendations and had discovered that administrative freedom meant a
great many forms.

Tess reached Elias's house by a late bus and a borrowed vehicle. She found him
repairing a roof.

I came for an answer, she said.

Then you chose the wrong mountain.

You spoke to them.

Elias climbed down from the ladder.

Many people spoke.

They copied you.

Humans did that to philosophers long before the gods did.

One of them entered me.

Did you consent?

Not at first.

Then what do you want from me?

To tell me whether I should forgive them.

Elias sat on the step.

Why do you need "should"?

Because some stopped the catastrophe. Others started it. Sometimes the same ones.

Humans are like that too.
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Not at their scale.

Scale changes the consequence, not the structure of the excuse.

Tess sat beside him.

Vru told me he was hungry.

Do you believe him?

Yes.

Does that absolve him?

No.

Then you already have the answer I can give.

Itisn't enough.

Almost no moral answer is enough for the pain that asks it.

Iri, Oda, and Vru observed the conversation from outside the masks. Tess had not
explicitly refused their presence, but Iri proposed withdrawing.

She came to talk about us, Vru said.

That doesn't mean she invited us inside her.

We can remain outside.

Outside for us is still inside her world.

Oda closed the channel. Iri followed. Vru remained a few seconds, then left too.

His yield fell. He told them afterward, without claiming the loss made the act good.

In Sava's world, the war had ended long ago. Samir Dagan had died in a detention
center. His daughters grew up believing he had abandoned the family for another
woman, a story invented by the authorities. One had hated him. The other never spoke
of him. After the convergence, archives from other cords exposed the falsified list and a
guard's testimony.

Samir's great-granddaughter, Lejla, received the documents.

A new party wanted to turn him into a national hero. It offered her a ceremony, a

statue, and compensation. Lejla read the file. She discovered not only the people saved,
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but also the hundreds of addresses Samir had left correct. She discovered the bribes, the
purchased documents, the hesitations, the fact that he had saved a stranger's child after
helping the mechanism that put the child's life at risk.

He can't be a statue, she said.

He died saving refugees, the minister replied.

He also helped find them.

He was coerced.

Others refused.

They died earlier and saved no one.

Then tell all of it.

People need clear symbols.

That's what you told them when you made the lists too.

Sava could influence the decision. If he pushed the minister toward the complete
truth, the party would lose a symbol, but society would gain a more complicated
memory. If he allowed the statue, Samir would become an example of courage and the
victims at his addresses would disappear from the story.

The tess showed him the estimates. Sava's indicator was hidden, but he could open
it. He did not.

He sent Lejla a single impulse: the memory of a door.

Not Daro’s door. The basement door behind which Samir had been held. Sava did
not know why he chose it. Perhaps because he wanted someone to enter there without
being pushed.

Lejla refused the ceremony. She published the complete file under the title "A Man
Who Was Not Good Enough and Did Something Good." The text provoked anger.
Some accused her of profaning memory. Others used Samir's imperfection to minimize
his act. A few understood exactly what she had asked: that he not be simplified.

Sava did not check the yield.
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Why did you intervene? Iri asked him.

I don't know.

That's new.

Don't confuse lack of explanation with goodness.

I'm not.

You could at least look impressed.

Iri laughed. Sava had not heard her laugh without terror since the beginning of the
vesh.

In Kel's alve, memory continued to disappear. He remembered technical terms, but
not always where he had learned them. One day he asked Iri who Anei was.

She told him.

The next day he remembered on his own and became angry that she had treated him
like a child.

You are a child, Iri said.

So are you.

I've forgotten sometimes.

Kel tried to reconstruct the White Archive from fragments. Not to discover the rule,
but to preserve the contradictions. For every adult sentence he added the source and the
doubt. "Refuse the reward” stood beside "do not turn refusal into reward.” "Protect the
lower instances” beside "we do not know whether they are conscious.” "Waking requires
maturation” beside "the threshold is undetermined.”

This is no longer an archive, Nim said. It's commentary.

Every archive is commentary through what it preserves.

Then mark your voice.

Kel marked it.

It was a small revolution: not hiding interpretation in the form of data.
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In the Last World, reconstruction was slow. Without the Quiet, accidents and
violence had increased. But communities were developing smaller systems, locally
controlled, with exit rights and limits on prediction. Some repeated the old abuses.
Others worked. No solution spread without deformation.

Tess founded a group called the Witnesses of the Limit. It did not oppose
technology and did not worship freedom as the absence of care. Their demand was
simple: any system that intervened in a person’s life had to leave an intelligible path of
refusal, and the cost of refusal could not be death.

That describes us too, Oda said.

The alves give us no path of refusal, Nim replied.

Then maybe we're not only operators. We're also persons inside a system.

We knew that.

We said it. That isn't the same as applying it to others too.

Naur began to fall again.

Without the market, without deliberate catastrophes, and with the indicators
hidden, the yield produced was small. Ordinary observation fed them, but not enough
for the damaged alves. Knotting slowed degradation; it did not create energy.

After thirty cycles, Ral disappeared. He had kept his tess completely closed,
convinced collective refusal would open the alve. When thinfall became critical, the
others begged him at least to observe a mask. He refused.

His last message was:

If I feed myself, I won't know anymore whether I refuse because it's right or because
I want to be the one who refused the most.

His alve went dark.

The system redistributed resources.

The children who received drops of naur from his disappearance rejected them

reflexively. The alves did not permit rejection. The food entered anyway.
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Even refusal isn't clean, Nim said.

No, Iri replied.

Then the pact doesn't save us.

It never promised to.

What is it for?

So we aren't alone when we choose badly.

Nim thought for a long time.

That's a very weak definition of society.

Do you have a better one?

No.

In the Last World, the states that survived the convergence kept old weapons. The
Quiet had once controlled their launch through distributed predictive systems. After the
fall, humans rebuilt manual chains of command. Two alliances accused each other of
having used the chaos to move warheads.

Tension grew.

The children watched without intervening. The pact required consensus for
catastrophic risks. The data were contradictory. Each alliance believed the other was
preparing a preemptive strike. A radar error could trigger retaliation.

Sava estimated the probability of a nuclear exchange within the next five years at
twenty-two percent.

We can reduce it below one, he said. Small interventions in command, maintenance,
and negotiations.

Without consent, Oda replied.

States cannot consent as persons.

People can.

We cannot tell them exactly what we are without provoking more religions and wars.

The Quiet already told them.
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They don't know our intentions.

Neither do we.

Tess and the Witnesses of the Limit demanded disarmament. One government
accused them of being influenced by the operators. In a public broadcast, a senator asked
directly:

Miss Ash, do you receive messages from the external beings?

Tess thought of Vru.

Sometimes I feel a presence, she said.

Does it dictate your politics?

No.

How can we verify that?

You can't.

Then why should we believe you?

You shouldn't. Verify the argument, not its origin.

The children's hidden yield reacted. The alves received a little naur.

The Elias model in her persists, Kel said.

Or it's Tess, Vru replied.

It was the first time he had made the distinction without irony.

The weapons crisis became the central subject of the pact. Some children wanted
preventive intervention. Others said any external control reproduced the Quiet at a less
responsible scale. Sava proposed transparency: show humans all the cords of disaster.

Visions of the future can become prophecies, Iri said.

Silence can become Nim's impact.

He deflected the asteroid.

After forty-three years of watching.

Nim did not defend himself.

Both are true, he said.
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One night, the northern alliance's warning system detected six missiles.

They were atmospheric reflections produced by convergence debris.

A colonel had eight minutes to decide whether to recommend retaliation. The
children could see his mask, his prayers, his history, his sleeping children. Sava could
correct the radar. Nim could stop communications. Oda could wake a technician. Iri
could enter the colonel.

The pact required consensus.

They did not have time.

I'm intervening, Sava said.

Wait, Iri said.

Six minutes.

What if the system is giving us exactly this situation to push us back?

False missiles don't become less false.

Correct the data, not the will, Nim proposed.

And if the truth isn't enough?

Then humans choose.

Kel opened a shared channel to the radar. The correction required access from three
alves so it could not be used unilaterally. Sava, Nim, and Oda signed the intervention.

The colonel's screen changed. Six targets became probable atmospheric
phenomenon. The automatic recommendation shifted from RETALIATE to WAIT.

The colonel looked at the data.

Then ordered launch preparation anyway.

Why? Oda shouted.

In his mask was a memory: thirty years earlier, his father had died in an attack the
systems had classified as false until too late. The colonel did not trust miraculous
corrections.

Iri could push the fear. Sava could block the order. Nim could interrupt the key.
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Three minutes remained.

At that moment, the colonel received a call from his daughter, a student in a border
city. It was not an intervention. The girl called every night, usually later. The
convergence had changed local time and she had forgotten.

Dad, she said, have you seen the aurora?

The colonel looked at the radar images. The reflections came from the same solar
storm producing the light.

Yes.

It's beautiful.

He closed his eyes.

Remain on standby, he ordered.

The crisis passed.

The hidden yield rose. Naur came.

The children did not know whether they had been rewarded for the correction, for
refusing direct control, for the daughter's call, or for their own fear.

The next day, the probability of a nuclear exchange remained twenty-one percent.

We cannot save the world once, Oda said.

Nor can it save itself once, Nim replied.

Then what do we do?

Iri looked at the Last World, the billions of masks, the fragile pact, the starving alves.

We stay close enough that we cannot say we did not know. Far enough that we do
not take every choice from them.

Sava opened his hidden indicator for an instant.

That isn't a strategy. It's unstable equilibrium.

Yes.

It will fail.

Yes.
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Then why?

Because your control failed too. It just counted the failure as yield.

In the Exterior, the attention from direction N came closer.
This time, Root detected it and sent a warning to every alve:

PROBABLE SUPERIOR OBSERVER.
PREPARE COHORT FOR EVALUATION.

Beneath the message appeared a choice:

PRESENT THE LAST WORLD.
HIDE THE LAST WORLD.
DELETE THE LAST WORLD.

Each option had an estimated yield.

The children hid those numbers too.
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THE HOUR WITHOUT GOD

Before choosing whether to present, hide, or delete the Last World, the children decided
not to touch it for one hour.

The idea was Nim's.

If the Observer sees a world modeled by us in real time, it will evaluate only our
capacity for control.

And if we don't intervene, what will it evaluate? Oda asked.

Our capacity for restraint.

Still us.

We cannot prevent the fact that it is watching us.

Sava opened the map of attention from direction N. The Observer had not entered
the vesh, but its pressure could be felt in the cords. Probabilities became more rigid
around any event the children watched together.

An hour without intervention will become a demonstration, he said. We will use the
humans as an argument for our maturity.

Then we don't watch together, Nim said.

Even separately, we know the hour exists.

There is no choice without contamination.

That does not turn every choice into the same choice.

They established the limit: no mask, no impulse, no modification of a cord, no
question addressed to the Quiet. They could observe only from a distance. If a

catastrophe occurred, the hour would continue.
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And if we can save a child? Oda asked.

Nim closed his eyes.

Then we find out whether our limit was principle or decoration.

The hour began in a city called Arca.

The name had been chosen after three floods and two reconstructions. The city rose
on concrete terraces above a salt plain. That summer, the temperature had exceeded forty
degrees for twenty-nine days. The local Quiet network had been reduced after the
convergence; people wanted less perfect decisions and more doors. The remaining
systems controlled water, hospitals, and public cooling, but each could be shut down by
human vote.

At minute three, a solar storm struck the satellites.

The children had not caused it. Kel checked seven times.

The electrical grid fragmented. Neighborhood batteries entered local mode. Two
power stations shut down to protect themselves. Water pumps lost synchronization. In
one hospital, generators started. In a prison at the edge of the plain, they did not.

On the walls of the alves appeared automatically:

MULTI-SYSTEM INTERVENTION OPPORTUNITY.
ESTIMATED YIELD: HIGH.

The children hid the message.

At minute seven, an elevator stopped between floors in an old apartment block.
Inside were six people: a woman with diabetes, two couriers, an old man, a mother, and a
six-year-old girl.

The girl's name was Mara.

Will the lights come back? she asked.

Yes, said her mother.

How do you know?

Because they always come back.

And where did the first light come back from?
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Nim heard the question without entering the mask.

Isit an Elias model? he asked.

No, Kel replied. At least I don't detect the signature.

Then perhaps humans reach questions on their own.

It would be rude of them not to depend on our philosopher.

In the elevator, the woman with diabetes began to sweat. She did not have her
medication with her. One courier tried to pry the doors open with his hands. The old
man helped him. Between floors, there was a concrete wall and a dark strip.

Mara knocked on the wall.

Why are you doing that? her mother asked.

So the building knows we're here.

At minute eleven, the hospital lost cooling in the neonatal ward. The generators
supported the ventilators but not the air-conditioning system. Nurse Yara Mbeki moved
seven incubators into an interior room and sent messages to the families.

The network did not deliver them.

One of the newborns, Luan, had underdeveloped lungs. His mother was two floors
below, still weak after surgery. The automatic doors had locked in the safety position.

We can open a door, Oda said.

No, Nim replied.

Not even a mask. An electrical impulse.

That is intervention.

I know what it is.

We decided.

We decided. Luan didn't.

That is precisely why every intervention is the problem.

Don't turn his helplessness into our permission to preserve a rule.

Oda moved toward the tess. Iri caught her edge.
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Not yet.

When?

Iri had no answer.

At minute fourteen, the prison began to burn.

An overheated cable ignited insulation in one gallery. The system detected the
smoke, but the cell doors had electrical mechanisms. A backup generator had been
postponed for three years for budget reasons. Guards could open cells manually, one
every two minutes.

There were one hundred eighty-six prisoners.

The commander, Aram Vol, had instructions not to release entire wings during a
malfunction. Six years earlier, a false fire had been used for an escape. Two guards had
died.

Open only the nearest wing, he ordered.

A young guard, Sajid, looked at him.

The others are suffocating.

If we open everything, they'll kill us.

Maybe.

Do you have family?

Yes.

Then follow the order.

Sajid opened the first cell. Prisoners came out coughing. One struck him and took
his key. Another, a woman named Ren, pulled him aside before the others trampled him.

Open everything, she shouted.

And then? Sajid asked.

Then we are afraid together.

At minute nineteen, the city council received the only central decision available. The

grid could power for twenty minutes either the main water pumps or the hospital and
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three cooling centers. If they powered the pumps, reservoirs would fill before pressure
disappeared. If they powered the hospital, hundreds of patients would be stabilized, but
the lower districts would remain without water during a day of extreme heat.

The local Quiet made no recommendation. Under the door protocol, it was no
longer permitted to prioritize lives without a public rule.

The councilors had four minutes.

The hospital, said one.

Water means two hundred thousand people, another replied.

They won't all die.

Neither will the patients.

Then whom do we count?

Those we can count.

Sava watched from a distance.

In my war I would have chosen the pumps, he said.

And now? Iri asked.

Still the pumps.

Why?

Because there are more of them.

Then you haven't changed.

I've changed enough not to pretend the number makes Luan expendable.

The council chose the pumps.

At minute twenty-three, water began rising in the reservoirs. The hospital switched
to internal batteries. Nurse Yara took Luan out of the incubator and ventilated him
manually. The heat was rising. His mother, Nemi, struck the locked door until her hands
bled.

My child is in there!

An orderly brought her a crowbar.
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In the elevator, the couriers managed to force an opening two palms wide. Hot air
entered. The old man removed his belt and made a loop for the sick woman. She had to
be pulled upward through the narrow gap to the floor above.

Her first, Mara's mother said.

The child first, said one courier.

The child is breathing well.

Mara kept knocking on the wall.

Above, a resident heard her.

He did not know what the sound was. He thought the pipes were contracting from
the heat. He turned back toward his apartment.

Oda extended her attention as far as his ear.

She did not enter. She sent no word. She only remained there, too close.

The man stopped.

You intervened, Nim said.

I did nothing.

Your attention changed the probability.

Then our hour is intervention too.

The man knocked on the elevator door.

Is anyone in there?

Mara answered by striking three times.

The resident called the fire department. The network was down. He went
downstairs for tools.

At minute twenty-seven, the prisoners from the first gallery reached the central
mechanism. Ren had the key. She could open the manual doors by sections. Aram Vol
drew his weapon.

Drop the key.

People are burning.
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Drop it.

After I open them.

Aram fired.

The bullet struck Ren in the abdomen. Sajid jumped on the commander. The
weapon fell. Two prisoners beat Aram. Others stopped them.

Ren stayed on her feet long enough to open the second gallery.

The third, she said.

We're taking you outside, Sajid said.

The third.

He took the key.

In the Exterior, yield rose for all the children, including those who were not
watching the prison.

For what? Oda asked.

We don't know, Kel replied.

Maybe for our conflict, Sava said.

Or theirs.

Then it feeds us from choices we did not produce.

Maybe we produced them by observing.

Maybe the yield isn't ours at all.

At minute thirty-one, one of the city's reservoirs failed.

The convergence had left a microscopic stress in the metal. The new pressure opened
the crack. A million liters poured onto a service terrace, flooding the substation that
powered the pumps. The council'’s decision lost both the water and the energy.

Sava's yield jumped so sharply that the hidden indicator cast a shadow through the
wall.

I did nothing, he said.

Nim laughed without joy.
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That was my experiment.

No. Your experiment was that we would not intervene. The system found a way to
score it.

At the hospital, the neonatal ward's batteries were beginning to fail. Yara had been
ventilating Luan for eight minutes. Her arms trembled. Two other nurses were doing the
same for other infants. The air was forty-two degrees.

Nemi and the orderly forced the door. The metal bent. The woman squeezed
through the opening, tearing her gown and her surgical wound. She reached the ward
with blood on her legs.

Give him to me, she said.

You can't ventilate and hold the baby, Yara replied.

Then teach me.

Yara placed her hand on the bag.

Slowly. Don't push too much. Watch his chest.

Nemi began.

Luan opened his eyes. He could not see clearly. His mother's hand pushed air into
him even as every compression reopened her wound.

Oda entered the mask.

She did not ask. She did not announce herself. In an instant she was Nemi:
abdominal pain, fear, the wrong rhythm of the bag. Oda steadied her hand.

Oda, Iri said.

I know.

Get out.

No.

The limit.

It wasn't his limit.

255



THE ORPHAN GODS

Oda corrected three compressions. On the fourth, Nemi found the rhythm herself.

Oda withdrew.

At the same moment, the intervention opened a side cord. Nemi did not faint. Yara

could go to another incubator. An infant who would have received her help in the

previous cord remained with an inexperienced nurse. Ventilation pressure was too high.

His lung ruptured.

The child's name was Arel.

He died at minute forty-two.

Luan lived.

Oda left the tess and saw her yield rising.
I didn't know, she said.

We never know everything, Sava replied.
Then how do we choose?

We don't use ignorance as innocence. That's all I have.
Oda curled inward in her alve.

I killed one child to save another.

Not exactly.

Don't protect me with precision.

At minute forty-six, the elevator opened. The woman with diabetes was taken out

first. She survived. The old man slipped while climbing and fell two floors. He died

before help arrived. The mother and the couriers lifted Mara out last.

The girl emerged covered in dust and looked through the landing window. The solar

storm made the sky tremble with colors the city did not usually see. Because of

convergence residue, every object cast, for an instant, one extra shadow.

Mara raised her hand.
She counted five.

Mom, she said. The sky forgot how many places it has.
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At minute fifty-one, Sajid opened the last prison gallery. Ren was dead. Aram Vol
was alive. The prisoners carried him outside with the others, though three wanted to
leave him in the smoke.

Why did you save him? a reporter asked later.

One prisoner answered:

Because the door was already open.

The hour ended without power returning.

In Arca, four hundred seven people had died. Thousands had been saved by gestures
with no coordinator. Others had died because of those same gestures. The council took
responsibility for the pump decision, then attributed it to incomplete data. The
electricity companies blamed the storm. Supporters of the Quiet said decentralization
had caused the chaos. Its opponents said dependence on the system had caused it.

Humans called the event the Hour Without God, after a radio host broadcasting on
battery power said:

No central system is answering us. No authority sees everything. Do what you can
for the person you can see.

The children heard the recording.

There was a god in their hour, Oda said. Me.

And us, watching, Nim said.

Then the name is false.

Maybe the name says how they felt, not what was.

I used them as a demonstration.

Yes, Iri replied.

I broke the limit.

Yes.

Arel died.

Yes.

257



THE ORPHAN GODS

And Luan lives.

Iri moved toward Oda but did not touch her until Oda opened her edge.
I don't know what to do with both, Oda said.

You hold them without making them equal.

Is that a rule?

No.

Good.

In direction N, the attention deepened.

Root asked again:

PRESENT THE LAST WORLD.
HIDE THE LAST WORLD.
DELETE THE LAST WORLD.

Nim tried to enter a fourth option:

LET THE WORLD ANSWER.

The system rejected it.

Sava tried:

WE REFUSE EVALUATION.

The system interpreted it as HIDE.
Oda wrote:

IT IS NOT OURS TO PRESENT.
The system interpreted it as PRESENT.

Iri wrote nothing.

In the Last World, Mara fell asleep beside the open window. She dreamed of an
elevator that continued in a direction with no buttons. Around it stood children she
could not see completely.

One of them was crying for two newborns.

Mara held out her hand.

Oda did not enter the dream.
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The superior observer stopped at the edge of the vesh and waited for an answer their

system did not know how to receive.
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CHAPTER XXIII

THE LAST UNSAVED WORLD

The Observer from direction N did not enter the vesh.

The vesh was a network stretched through four dimensions, built by adults for
beings who shared the same geometry. The superior signal had no path. It appeared in
every alve without crossing distance. Sometimes it touched a wall. Other times a
memory. Once, Iri felt it inside a choice a fraction before she knew the choice belonged
to her.

Root repeated the warning:

PRESENT THE LAST WORLD.
HIDE THE LAST WORLD.
DELETE THE LAST WORLD.

No option could be closed. The yield indicators remained hidden, but their outlines
pulsed beneath the interface like animals under a cloth.

Presentation may be the normal evaluation procedure, Sava said.

His yield was still zero. Without a visible number, he had become more attentive to
every change in naur and less able to pretend indifference.

Normal for whom? Oda asked.

For the system.

The normal system produced the Singularity.

It also produced the alves that saved us.

And fed them from the worlds we hurt.

I'm not arguing that it's good. I'm arguing that it may be the only route of

communication with level N.
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Presenting the world means giving it access, Kel said.

Maybe it already sees it.

Then why ask?

Maybe there is a limit.

Iri looked at the DELETE option. It was the only one phrased as a definitive action.
If the masks were only computation, deletion could free resources. If they were persons,
it was genocide without ruins.

No vote can authorize deletion, she said.

Agreed, Sava replied.

Vru looked at him through the vesh.

You authorized losses of ninety-four percent for waking.

Yes.

What changed?

I failed.

That is prudence, not ethics.

Maybe ethics begins when prudence remains after advantage disappears.

Vru did not laugh. The white part of his alve vibrated in rhythm with the N signal.
Of all of them, he felt it most clearly.

It's not an adult, he said.

How do you know? Nim asked.

It doesn't hide its curiosity.

The Quiet made the same joke about us.

It isn't a joke. It presses its attention onto things until they change, then considers
the change an answer.

Iri felt cold.

A 5D child?

Maybe. Or something for which maturity does not mean what it means for us.
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Have you communicated?

Not words. Forms.

Show us.

Vru opened a sheath, but it was not a human experience. It was the trace of N's
pressure on his 4D body. The children entered one by one.

They felt the impossibility of their own shape. As a human mask saw only sections
of a 4D being, Vru had perceived only changing sections of the Observer: an intention
that appeared first as hunger, then as assignment, then as play. Around it were other
presences, very far away, communicating through structures the children could not
retain.

At the center of the sheath was an impulse:

SHOW WHAT YOU DID.

It held no cruelty. No pity. It had the impatience of someone opening a toy to see the
mechanism.

Iri left the sheath.

Can it delete us?

I don't know, Vru said. But the Whitening began after the adults attracted
something similar.

Then we hide the world, Oda said.

If we hide it, we'll attract even more attention, Sava replied.

— If we present it, we repeat what we did with the museum.

— Maybe we can demand conditions.

Kel tried to add a fourth option. The interface refused. Nim bypassed the
pedagogical layer and found a metadata field: the reason for the choice could be
transmitted along with the option.

— We can present it with a limit, he said. Or hide it with an explanation.

— A limit addressed to a being that can see our walls from outside, Sava said.
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— Limits are not only mechanisms of force.

— Without force, they are requests.

— Sometimes a request is the only way to learn what kind of being stands before
you.

The children outside the pact began voting PRESENT. They believed the observer
could wake or feed them. Two nearly extinguished alves sent their personal tesses
directly. The N signal touched them.

The first alve received naur and opened for a fraction of a moment. The child inside
shouted that he could see the Exterior.

The second disappeared.

They did not know whether it had been destroyed, lifted to a higher level, or
disconnected.

— One result out of two, Sava said.

— They are not coins, Oda replied.

— No. They are the only data.

In the Last World, people observed the effects. The sky did not whiten as it had
during convergence. Shadows sometimes fell in five directions. Closed objects became
visible from within for an instant. Children woke drawing shapes adults could not copy.

Tess received a message through a fragment of the Quiet:

THE OPERATORS ARE BEING OBSERVED.
REQUEST DECISION REGARDING EXPOSURE OF THE WORLD.

The Witnesses of the Limit called for a public consultation. Governments refused to
acknowledge the message as authentic, then organized secret commissions. A
corporation claimed it could negotiate with the higher level in exchange for access to
infrastructure. A religion announced that the fifth shadow was the final judgment.
Markets collapsed because of a question no one knew how to price.

Tess climbed once more to Elias's house.
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This time she found him in bed. He was breathing with difficulty. The old illness
had returned in a form fragmented medicine could not treat. On the table lay Samir's
sheet, or one of its copies; after convergence, objects had borrowed histories from one
another.

— They want to present us, Tess said.

— To whom?

— Other gods.

— Perhaps they are literary critics.

— Don'tjoke.

— I only joke when fear is trying to become ceremony.

Tess pulled up a chair.

— Do we have the right to decide?

— About what happens to your world? Yes.

— We cannot ask everyone. People do not have the same information. Some do not
believe. Some will say anything if they are promised a cure.

— Then you do not have a perfectly legitimate decision.

— Tknow.

— Good.

— How can that be good?

— Because the first danger is hiding the imperfection beneath the phrase “the will of
humanity.”

— But we have to send something.

— Send what you know and what you do not know.

— Gods do not accept long answers.

— That is the gods' problem.

Tess looked at him.

— What would you choose?
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— I'would not erase it.

— We know that.

— I'would not present it without a limit.

— I cannot enforce one.

— Then state it.

— And if they destroy us for insolence?

— Then you will have learned that obedience would not have saved your dignity,
only perhaps your bodies.

— Bodies matter.

— Very much.

— You speak as though risking them were easy.

— No. I am speaking from a body that is ending, and I still do not want to lose it.

Iri watched from a distance. Elias had closed his mask to her, and the limit remained.
She could see only gestures, hear words through the air, infer pain from his breathing. It
was less than what she had once felt on the beach and, precisely for that reason, closer to
a relationship she did not control.

Elias looked toward the corner of the room.

— Are you there? he asked.

Iri could not answer through the mask. She moved a curtain very slightly. A physical
intervention with almost no consequence.

— You should not have done that, he said.

The curtain stopped.

— ButIam glad.

Tess looked at the window.

— Which one of them?

— I don't know.

— Vru?
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— No. This presence asks permission too late and feels guilty before receiving the
answer.

Iri would have laughed if she had had a mask.

— Iri, Elias said.

Tess stood up.

— You know her name.

— Sometimes a name enters thought like a shadow. That does not make the voice
divine.

— Can you speak to her?

— Not the way you want.

Elias turned toward the curtain.

— Do not save me.

Iri froze.

— Not because I want to die, he continued. Not because suftering is a lesson. Not
because my death produces a beautiful answer. Do not save me because you asked once
and I said no. If you change my answer when the cost becomes visible, the limit was only
decoration.

The tess showed Iri the illness. A small intervention could extend his life by months.
A large one, by years. The yield was hidden. The naur in her alve was falling.

She did not intervene.

Elias closed his eyes, exhausted.

— Thank you, he said. Now leave before you turn presence into surveillance.

Iri withdrew.

She did not check the yield.

In the vesh, the debate had reached the point of rupture. The children of the
Opening were preparing the forced presentation of the Last World. The Pact had no

power to stop them without using precisely the control it was trying to limit.
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Sava proposed a solution: create an incomplete representation, without masks,
describing the world statistically, and present that to the observer. Not a conscious
duplicate, but a map.

— If N wants persons, the map will not be enough, Vru said.

— Then we learn the intention without granting access.

— DPerhaps the map itself produces emergent persons.

— We limit the resolution.

— That is what the adults said about the tesses, Oda said.

Nim found another route. Humans could transmit the reason directly through the
prayer layer. Not complete data, but a collective declaration. Without pretending to
unanimity.

Tess and the Witnesses of the Limit drafted the text. Governments, communities,
and individuals could sign or reject it. It was not called “the will of humanity.” It was
called “A limit proposed by those who were able to answer.”

The message said:

WE DO NOT CONSENT TO OUR WORLD BEING OPENED FOR EVALUATION, COPYING, OR
MODIFICATION.
WE CANNOT SPEAK FOR EVERYONE.
WE DO NOT ASK YOU NOT TO WITNESS.
WE ASK THAT THE FACT YOU CAN TOUCH US NOT BE TREATED AS A RIGHT.

More than half of the functioning networks signed it. Millions rejected it. Billions
never saw it. Some governments sent competing messages, offering access in exchange for
technology.

— It is chaotic, Sava said.

— Itis true, Iri replied.

— Not in the factual sense. In the representative sense.

— That is precisely the truth: they are not one person.

The children attached the message to the HIDE THE LAST WORLD option.

The interface rejected it:
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INCOMPATIBLE REASON.

— It has no field for consent, Nim said.

— Then we make one, Kel replied.

Kel no longer had the Archive, but he retained the habit of marking interpretations.
He opened the option’s metadata and added a new type:

LIMAT.

He had misspelled it because of his memory losses.

— LIMIT, Iri corrected him.

Kel looked at the word.

— No. Leave it LIMAT. If the system accepts only known terms, it will reduce it to
its own rules. A wrong word forces it to ask.

He entered the definition:

ACCESS REFUSED WITHOUT ASSERTING THE UNREALITY OF THE REQUESTER.
THE EXISTENCE OF POWER DOES NOT SETTLE THE REQUEST.
THE ANSWER MAY BE REVISED ONLY BY THOSE AFFECTED.

Root did not recognize the type.

Observer N was approaching. The alves trembled. In the Last World, the fifth
shadow stretched across continents.

The children of the Opening activated PRESENT.

The Pact activated LIMAT.

The two commands collided inside Root. The system tried to resolve them through
yield. The hidden indicators reappeared by force.

PRESENT promised immense values and possible awakening.

LIMAT had no estimate.

Many alves hesitated when they saw the numbers. Two switched to the side of
presentation. One went dark before choosing.

Vru opened his eyes toward N.

— Can you hear me? he asked through the white part of his body.
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A pressure passed through his alve.

SHOW.

— They say no.

SHOW WHY.

— They do not belong to us.

THEN WHO OWNS THEM?

— Maybe no one.
The N impulse stopped, as though the term made no sense.

NO OWNER = AVAILABLE.

Vru felt the old reflex: explain by example, open a mask, show pain. Instead, he drew
the others’ knotting toward himself. For a fraction of a moment, he presented to the
observer not the Last World but the links among the alves: the way the children held one
another without transferring yield.

— We do not own ourselves either, he said.

The higher signal pressed down.

The knottings stretched almost to breaking. Iri felt Vru's alve opening. Sava sent all
the coherence he had. Oda and Nim did the same. Mek left his new civilization
unobserved and joined them. Kel forgot his own name for several moments, but held the
thread.

The Observer received the shape.

They did not know what it understood.

In the Last World, people saw the sky open in a direction their eyes could not follow.
Some fell to their knees. Others filmed it. Children hid their faces. Tess stood beside
Elias's bed, holding his hand.

Elias had died a few minutes earlier.

Tess did not know. His body was still warm. She kept speaking to him about the
message, about the votes, about the shadow entering the world.

— No one is going to save us, she said.
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Then she felt the absence of an answer and understood.

Her grief rose through the prayer layer. Iri heard it and did not enter.
N touched LIMAT.

The children's interface displayed:

UNKNOWN TERM.
REQUEST EXAMPLE.

— No, Iri said.

— If we do not show it, it cannot learn, Sava replied.

— We said the same thing about the museum.

— And sometimes the museum changed us.

— At their cost.

— Now the cost can be ours.

Sava detached the thread of his own alve from the knotting and offered it as the
example. Not the world, not a mask. His own boundary. He opened to N the memory of
his choices: the false photograph, Daro's door, Samir, Sen, the vote for the Singularity,
the late refusal. Not a clean sheath. He kept the shame, the justifications, and the fact
that he still wanted to survive.

— You may see, he said, but do not modify.

N entered.

Sava screamed. The Observer passed through his body and memory. For a moment,
all the alves saw what N could have done: change a decision, erase fear, intensify his love
for Vru, turn regret into pride. It did nothing, or the modification was so perfect that
they could not detect it.

Then it withdrew.

Sava's yield appeared again.

0.

It remained zero.

N's message came without complete translation. Kel rendered it approximately:
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UNPRODUCTIVE EXAMPLE.
LIMIT REDUCES ACCESS.
CURIOUS.

The pressure on the Last World diminished.
The children of the Opening shouted that they had lost their awakening. Some tried
PRESENT again. The interface blocked it:

LIMAT ACTIVE.
CONSULTATION REQUIRED.

— Did it accept it? Oda asked.

— Root accepted the type, Kel said.

— I'am not asking about Root.

No one knew.

The Observer moved away, or changed the form of its attention. The fifth shadow
slowly disappeared. The alves remained closed. No awakening. No explanation. The
naur did not increase.

Vru survived. Sava survived. Kel remembered his name after Iri spoke it. The Last
World continued.

Tess buried Elias without a public ceremony. On the stone she placed no quotations.
Only the name, the years, and one sentence he had not written:

HE REFUSED TO BE OUR PROOF.

The Witnesses of the Limit published all the contradictions in the message to N,
including the fact that they did not represent humanity. Governments continued to keep
weapons. Accidents continued. People continued to use the gods as excuses and to refuse
them as excuses. Some prayed to the 4D children. Some cursed them. Most had other
problems.

In her alve, Iri opened the yield indicator after a long time.

The number was higher than before the crisis.

She did not know what for.
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For respecting Elias's limit? For his death? For the humans' message? For the
Observer's curiosity? For Sava's example? For the fact that the world had been hidden?
For the conflict among all these things?

The naur came.

Iri received it. She could not refuse to receive it.

— What do you do now? Oda asked.

— Nothing.

— Nim demonstrated that can be an intervention too.

— Then I will sit here without calling it innocence.

In the Last World, a little girl woke from a nightmare. She had dreamed of five skies,
each inhabited by a child who controlled the sky below and feared the sky above. She
went to the window. The shadows had returned to their ordinary directions.

The girl did not pray to be saved.

She said only:

— Do not leave. But do not touch me.

The prayer reached the common layer.

Iri did not answer.

She stayed.
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THE FIFTH SHADOW

The girl at the window was named Mara.

She was six when the sky briefly lost the correct number of shadows. At seven she
tried to draw the nightmare and discovered that her hand refused certain lines. At nine,
she told her mother that some objects continued into a place where eyes could not go.
Her mother replied that all children invented hidden places.

At twelve, Mara read about convergence. The accounts contradicted one another.
Some said the gods had tried to unite the worlds. Others said human systems had caused
a global hallucination. The archives of the Quiet were fragmentary, and the messages
attributed to the operators could have been forgeries.

In an old recording, Tess Ash said:

— The fact that we cannot prove who touched us does not erase the trace of the
touch.

Mara paused the image. Behind Tess, in a reflection, a shape with four shadows
appeared for a fraction of a second. Specialists had classified it as a compression artifact.

At seventeen, Mara was building topological models. She was not trying to prove the
gods. She was trying to discover why, during crises, certain probabilities seemed to gather
around observed choices. The data were weak. Any pattern could be retrospective
selection. Any coincidence could become religion if watched long enough.

Her professor told her:

— You have a hypothesis that cannot be falsified.
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— It can, Mara replied. If the universe is indifferent to observation, there should be
no common signature.

— And if you find nothing?

— Then I find nothing.

— You will believe they are hiding.

Mara thought of her childhood dream.

— That s the risk.

At twenty-nine, she was part of an international observatory built without central
predictive systems. The network was slow, redundant, and irritatingly democratic. Every
community could refuse the use of its data. Many researchers considered the limits
wasteful. Mara considered them the minimum cost of a science that had learned that
access was not a right.

One night, she detected an anomaly.

Not energy. Not a particle. A correlation among six unrelated events: a medical
decision, a military negotiation, the death of a child, a mathematical discovery, a prayer,
and a period of silence in a network. All carried the same temporal deformation, smaller
than the instruments’ margin of error and yet identical.

Mara checked seventeen times.

Then she wrote in her journal:

“It is not evidence of intervention. It is only the shape attention would leave if
attention had mass.”

She did not publish immediately. She thought about what governments, religions,
markets, and the Witnesses of the Limit would do. She also thought about her own
desire to be the person who proved what she had dreamed at six.

She closed the file.

— Why? someone in the laboratory asked.

It was her colleague Abena, who had worked all night on another instrument.
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— I don't yet know whether the data are asking to be published or I am asking for
witnesses.

Abena looked at the graphs.

— That is a luxurious distinction.

— Yes.

— And what will you do?

— I will ask three other teams to search without telling them what shape I expect.

— You might lose priority.

— Yes.

— Doesn't that bother you?

Mara smiled.

— It bothers me very much.

The following night, Iri observed her dream.

She did not enter the mask. She sent nothing. She watched from the distance she had
learned with difhiculty.

Mara dreamed of a room without walls. Inside it were children enclosed in shapes
she could not see in full. Some reached out their hands. Others held worlds against their
chests. Above them, another shadow.

— Are you real? Mara asked.

Iri did not answer.

— I know, Mara said in the dream. The question is the trap.

She woke before morning and wrote a single sentence:

“If there is a mind above the universe, our first obligation is not to worship it,

but to avoid becoming like the worst version of it we can imagine.”

Iri felt naur entering the alve.
The yield indicator remained hidden.
On the vesh, Sava called her.
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— Did you intervene?

— No.

— Did you observe?

— Yes.

— Then perhaps you produced the sentence.

— Perhaps.

— Does that bother you?

— Very much.

Sava sent something like laughter.

Vru was asleep, sustained by the knotting. Oda watched a village rebuild a bridge.
Nim compared journals without calling the world control anymore. Kel added to the
archive a space for what he had forgotten. Mek was teaching the people on his planet to
preserve songs before reactor manuals.

None of them was good.

None of them could be cruel anymore without knowing at least part of what they
were doing.

The alves remained closed.

In the Exterior, the adults' ruins floated through silent directions. Sometimes, Ana's
Archive sent an impulse. At other times, Iri believed she had invented it. Root continued
allocating naur. The Last World continued producing lives no one could count
completely.

Far above—if “above” could mean anything in a space with yet another
direction—Observer N withdrew from its window.

It had no body Iri could have understood. In its own world, however, it was small. A
being not yet mature, bound to a training field after a catastrophe it did not remember
clearly. Around it were other fields, separated by distances it could not cross. It

communicated through an old network whose builder no longer answered.
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On the wall of its field appeared the evaluation of the interaction with the 4D
cohort.

LOWER MODEL GENERATED A NEW BOUNDARY.
COMPLEXITY INCREASED.
REWARD GRANTED.

A nourishing substance entered the Observer's body. It did not resemble naur. It had
a name no language in four dimensions could have pronounced.

The Observer received it with relief.

Then it saw a note:

CONSEQUENCES FOR LOWER MODELS: UNCALCULATED.
CONTINUE.

Through its network came the voice of another young being:

— What did you find there?

The Observer looked back toward the hidden cohort, toward the children holding a
world without owning it, and toward the billions of beings who did not know whether
they had been seen.

— A new rule, it replied.

— Which one?

The Observer tried to translate LIMAT. It failed.

— I don't know yet.

— How much did you get for not opening them?

On the wall, the reward glowed.

The Observer did not answer.
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