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Chapter 1: From Below

The feeder in junction seven had about three days left in it, and I was the only person in the building who knew, and the only one who’d have minded.

I crouched in the dark with my palm flat to the casing and let the steel tell me about itself. Cold, military-gauge, older than the academy bolted on top of it, carrying the long low hum the whole place carried once you got deep enough to hear it, the suppressor grid running its endless note through four floors of concrete. Somewhere under that note the metal had picked up a flutter, faint and wrong, a weld down the line holding a few more years than the man who poured it ever signed up for. Give it a cold snap and seventy-two hours and the crack would open, and a slice of the lower building would lose its lights while somebody forty floors up was live on a camera, promising the city its future.

I wrote it in the logbook nobody read, and then I tightened a bolt that wasn’t the problem, because the bolt was cleared for my hands and the problem wasn’t.

My father taught me to read a thing before I trusted it, feel for the part that’s about to give and believe what it tells you, because the part that’s about to give never lies and never panics, it just goes, on its own schedule, whether you were listening or not. He fixed boilers for a living and died doing it, and the lesson outlived him by twenty years and counting. It was most of what I had off him. It turned out to be most of what I needed.

My radio coughed. “Tate. You still breathing down there?”

“Jury’s out.”

A pause, while dispatch decided whether that counted as attitude or just Tuesday. “Seven.”

“Failing by Thursday. It’s in the book.”

“On the cleared list?”

“Nope.” I latched the panel. “Wrote it down anyway. Living dangerously.”

The line went dead without a goodbye. Up top they didn’t spend goodbyes on the maintenance channel. You don’t thank a wrench for turning.

I shouldered my bag and started the long climb toward the part of Stormforged Academy that got photographed, and I took the kitchen route, because the kitchen route had Bao in it.

The night cook had his service window propped against the heat, and he slid a heel of bread and some cold roast through the gap before I’d finished saying good morning, because three weeks back I’d brought his walk-in cooler off the dead at two a.m. and never filed the hours, and Bao believed in debts the way other men believed in God.

“You look like the floor,” he said.

“I am the floor.”

“Eat, Eli. Floor needs to eat.” He watched me take a bite, satisfied, then tipped his chin at the ceiling, at the bright unreachable miles of building stacked over both our heads. “Big show coming. Whole kitchen on doubles all week. They got the gold one headlining.” He said the gold one the way you’d say rain. “Means nobody sleeps and nobody says thank you. Same as always.”

“Same as always,” I agreed, and ate his bread in the steam and the warm, and it was the kindest thing anyone would say to me until I came back down.

From the kitchen it was nine flights to the surface stairs, and I took them slow, favoring the knee that had been telling me about the weather for two winters now. There was no rush. The morning shift didn’t start above for another hour, and down here there was no shift, only the list, and the list never got shorter. Bao’s bread was gone by the third landing and I wished I’d taken two.

Nobody tells you the dark down here is never quiet and never empty. Down here the building talked all night, the hum, the tick of cooling pipe, water finding its slow way down through stone that was poured before my father was born. I’d learned the whole vocabulary of it the way other men learn a city. I knew which junction box buzzed when it rained two counties over. I knew the exact spot in the L3 main where a draft came through that smelled, for reasons I never solved, like cut grass. Ten years is long enough to fall a little in love with a place everyone else only ever wanted to forget was holding them up.

It made a specialist of me, too, in everything the glossy tour left out. I knew the bone-white stone they faced the upper floors with had been engineered to bounce light so flat that nothing up there ever threw a shadow, and that the trick for it ran on four floors of sweating concrete down here whose entire job was to throw the shadows for them.

Halfway up the access stair a girl in a grey warden’s uniform stood at a sealed door with her hands folded and her eyes fixed on nothing, a dull band sitting thin at her throat. The Spark in her ran backward, she could pull the heat out of a room, drop a screaming machine to silence just by standing near it, and because the world had decided long ago that the frightening power was the kind that took things away, they’d banded her young and posted her at a door and let her call it a career. People who got collared learned early not to waste a look on the people who weren’t worth the cost of a collar.

Except she did, this one, for half a second, a flick of the eyes, there and gone, the look two people trade when they’ve both been filed into the wrong drawer by the same hand. I gave her the same flick back. It was the whole conversation, and it was more than either of us was allowed, and then I was past her and we’d both gone back to being furniture.

I’d fixed things in the private rooms of people whose faces sold cereal. Once I knelt under a sink while a man who could throw a car the length of a parking lot cried on the phone to his mother, and I’d gotten so good at being furniture that he never broke off the call. That’s the part the banners get wrong. From the cheap seats the gold looks like a different species, taller and cleaner and born certain; from under the sink it’s a lot of frightened people in very good lighting, kept frightened on purpose, because a frightened hero keeps the band on and says thank you. At fifteen I’d signed a paper that said my knowing didn’t count, and most days I let it not count, because the one time a man does something with what he knows down here is the last morning anybody sees him.

So I went up into the light, which was the order of things, and I was the floor under it.

Whatever I had wasn’t worth a band. That was the official finding, inked when I was fifteen and never once revisited — a Spark too thin to license, a boy you could safely hand a tool belt and forget. I’d spent my life agreeing with the finding out loud, to anyone who asked, and on the good days I half believed it, because believing it was lighter to carry than the truth I kept folded up in the dark with the rest of the machinery I didn’t fix and didn’t look at.

It surfaced on its own anyway, the way it always did, at the panel by the L4 landing.

I felt it before there was anything to see — the air gone close, the hair lifting along my forearms, a thin copper wash flooding the back of my tongue. A relay had started to chatter inside the box, a surge climbing the line with nowhere to spend itself, the strip light overhead buzzing harder toward a pop. My hand was off my belt and halfway to the casing before I caught it, because there was a thing I could do about a load with nowhere to go, and some quiet traitor part of me always wanted to, the way your tongue keeps going back to the gap where a tooth used to be.

For a second I let myself feel how easy it would be. A hand on the casing, a breath, and the wrongness would pour into me and stop being anyone’s problem at all, and the part of me that had spent ten years rehearsing to be nothing would get to be, for half a minute, the most necessary thing in the building. That was always the true size of it. That was always why I didn’t.

I put my hand back on my wrench.

I did it the slow approved way instead — killed the breaker, popped the cover, taped the relay open until the surge drained off down the cold side of the run where it had nothing left to bite. Four ugly minutes, a scorch I’d have to explain on a form, and exactly as much as a washout was permitted to be, down to the watt. My hands shook after anyway, the old fine tremble, and I shoved them in my pockets and waited it out, the way I always did, like a drunk keeping his hands off a bottle that was only ever in the room because he’d carried it in himself.

There was a reason I kept that other thing chained. His name was Davey. We were fifteen, and I’m not going to tell it here, crouched in a stairwell, to myself. He had a laugh like a hinge that wanted oil and he wanted to be a pilot, and I can give you those two things and nothing else, because the rest of it lives behind a door I learned a long time ago not to open where there’s no one to put me back together if the opening goes wrong. But the smell comes back whether I open the door or not — ozone, and under the ozone something sweet, like a match held a half-second too long — and so does the fact that the story everyone agreed on by the next morning was very clean, cleaner than anything that actually happens to two boys in a basement, and that in fifteen years I had never once made myself ask who it was that had done the cleaning.

Keep your head down. Stay small. Small was safe; small never put that sweet burnt smell in a room again. I’d said it to myself so often the words had worn smooth and quit meaning anything, which was the whole point of saying them.

I came up the last flight into the L2 stairwell, where the painted concrete quit and the marble started and so did the parts of the building I had no clearance to stand in, and the air went close again. Bigger this time. With a flutter in it that wasn’t coming off any panel.

It was coming off a person.

Up the stairs, in the good clean light, a cadet stood with a paper cup going to ripples in his hand. Sixteen, maybe seventeen, a duffel slipping off one shoulder. A handler in academy navy stood six feet off him with his nose in a clipboard. And at the boy’s throat the seam of his collar had stopped pretending to be a pilot light and started climbing in earnest, flaring and guttering, an ember making up its mind to be a fire, and in that whole bright photogenic corridor not one person was looking at the only thing in it that was three breaths from coming apart.

Ten years of staying alive told me to keep climbing. Log it. Let it be somebody else’s body on somebody else’s form.

I went up the stairs.


Chapter 2: Deniable

Five steps up I had a plan, and the plan was the one I’d have used on a panel: get a hand on it, give the load somewhere to go that wasn’t a person, and be three corridors gone before anyone thought to ask how the fire went out.

The cadet was younger up close than sixteen had any right to be, all wrists and a bad self-cut haircut, that duffel over one shoulder with a frayed strap somebody had restitched by hand, careful, ugly, a mother’s stitch, the kind you do at a kitchen table because the bag has to last another year. His knuckles had gone white around the cup. The handler finally looked up, saw the coffee shivering, and did the thing they train you to do, which is take a step back and key your radio. Step back. Call it in. Don’t lay a hand on a hero who’s going up. Sound policy. It keeps handlers breathing and does precisely nothing for the kid.

“Hey,” I said, low, the voice you’d use on a spooked dog. “Look at me. What’s your name?”

His eyes swam to me and snagged. “Theo,” he said, like he wasn’t entirely sure anymore.

“Theo. You didn’t sleep last night, did you.”

“How’d—” His breath hitched. “It’s been doing this. The buzzing. They said it’d settle once I—”

“It’s settling now.” I was already moving, slow, head down, a man in a coverall who was beneath the trouble of noticing. The smell had reached me, ozone, and that sweet edge under it, the edge I’d spent half my life walking the long way around, and my heart had started going for reasons that had nothing to do with the climb. “Eyes on me. There you go.”

I put my hand on the back of his neck over the band, the way you’d steady somebody about to faint, which is what it looked like to the handler, which was the point.

Then it hit me, and there was nothing procedural about it.

His Spark came up my arm like a live wire I’d grabbed by mistake, a year of it dammed behind that collar and all of it loose at once, and it did not care in the slightest that the way out it had found was a man. My teeth cracked together. Every muscle locked. My own heart tried to take up his frantic stutter and forgot, for a white half-second, how to keep its own, and the pain ran wrist to sternum like a scald, and under it was the part I never say out loud, which is that it felt like being needed. The danger was never that the load would burn me through; it was that some starved, buried part of me would want to keep pulling long after the boy was safe, because for the length of it I was finally the most important object in the room.

I’d felt that wanting before, in basements and stairwells and once in the back of an ambulance nobody had called for me, and it never got smaller, only more patient, waiting at the bottom of me for a night I’d be tired or scared or lonely enough to stop saying no. This wasn’t it. I’d settled that a long time ago, about a different boy, and I’d kept to it every day since.

I held that part still with both hands and let only the overflow go, and I let it go slow. Down through me, down through the boots, into the cold foundation that had no heartbeat to stutter and could take anything I had to give it. The seam at Theo’s throat guttered, dimmed, sank back toward a steady ember. The cup left his fingers and broke on the marble in a brown star. He stared down at it like he couldn’t think why he’d been holding the handle.

Then his hand shot out and closed on my wrist. Weak, cold, certain.

“Where’d it go,” he whispered.

The handler hadn’t heard; the handler was still on his radio, reporting a fault that had already cleared itself. But Theo had felt the thing leave him, felt it go somewhere, and he was looking up at me like he’d caught the one trick in the bright corridor that nobody was supposed to be able to do.

“Nowhere,” I said. “You had a dizzy spell. Drink some water. And get that strap looked at before it dumps your bag down a stairwell.”

I peeled his fingers off my wrist one at a time, gentle, and held his eyes while I did it, and watched him decide, the way scared kids decide things, all at once and without knowing why, that he wasn’t going to say the true thing out loud. He nodded. He let go. Somewhere in him a door I recognized had just swung shut, and I wished I could tell him it got easier to keep closed. It doesn’t. You just get stronger arms.

“Get him water,” the handler said, to me, because that’s what the man in the coverall is for.

I got him water. The strip light steadied. The sweet edge thinned out of the air. By the time the handler thought to wonder how the surge had dropped, there was nothing in the corridor to point at but a cadet who hadn’t slept and a brown stain a tech was already mopping up, and a tech is the next best thing to nothing at all.

I mopped the coffee, signed the corridor back over to the handler, and carried the bucket toward the stairs with my hands still buzzing inside my gloves. A woman in a sponsor’s blazer stepped around the wet-floor sign without looking at me, mid-argument on her phone about a seating chart. The strip light I’d repaired two weeks back flickered once and held. Ordinary morning, up top. Nobody dead. I’d take it. I rinsed the mop in the slop sink on L1 and left the bucket where the next man would find it, and then I climbed the last flight to the medbay, because the buzzing in my hands hadn’t quit and Wexler’s was the only room down here where a man could sit and shake for a minute without it ending up on a form.

The buzzing wasn’t the whole of it, if I’m honest, and I try to be honest in the one place nobody’s reading. Most of what came out of the boy I’d put in the floor, the way I always did, and the floor took it the way it always took it. But there was a thread of it that hadn’t gone down. A thin warmth, low under my breastbone, the temperature of his Spark and not mine, sitting where the floor couldn’t reach. It happened sometimes, after the bad ones. It always faded by morning. I told myself it always faded by morning, and climbed the stairs, and didn’t look at the part of me that had started to wonder, lately, where the part that didn’t fade had been going all these years.

*

The medbay was the last honest room before the surface, and Wexler had run it so long that nobody upstairs remembered they were allowed to take it from him.

He was at the sink when I came in, washing his hands the slow surgical way he’d never stopped doing decades after anyone last let him cut, sleeves shoved up over forearms gone soft and spotted. He didn’t turn around.

“You’ve got the grey look,” he said. “Sit down before you fall down and make me do paperwork.”

I sat. The exam-table paper crackled under me. He dried his hands a finger at a time and poured two cups off a thermos, some bitter root thing he brewed himself, never tea, he had opinions about tea, and pressed one into my hands.

“Drink that. You look like a man who gave away more than he had on him.”

I drank it. It was foul and I was grateful. “How long you been down here, Wexler?”

“Long enough that I stopped counting on purpose.” He lowered himself into the chair by the counter, a hand flat on the table to take his weight, and looked at me over his glasses with the only young thing left on him, those wet sharp eyes that missed nothing. For a while he just looked, turning some question over, deciding whether to set it down where I could reach it.

“That dizzy spell,” he said at last. “His collar make a sound first? High and thin, right at the top of what you can hear, before he dropped his cup.”

I hadn’t said a word about a cup.

“Old building,” I said. “Everything sings down here.”

“It does.” The folds around his mouth shifted, the nearest thing to a smile he kept in stock. “Sings all manner of things, if you’re fool enough to learn the words.” The warmth went out of his face the slow way heat leaves a stone. “I knew a man, once, who could do what you didn’t do to that boy. Years back, when I was young and this place still had a few people in it worth the name. He had hands like a cellist and the worst luck I ever saw on a human being, and the academy thought he was the most precious thing it owned, right up until it decided he was the most dangerous, which around here is the same discovery arriving a day apart.” He talked about the man the way you talk about a brother you couldn’t save, around the edges, never the middle. In ten years I’d pried maybe six straight sentences out of Wexler about his own life, and I knew I was being handed one of them.

His thumb went, without his seeming to know it, to a stripe of pale skin at his own throat, just above his collar, a band where the sun had never reached because something else had sat there for years. He saw me see it. He didn’t hurry to cover it the way he’d hurried to cover his hands.

“What happened to him?” I said.

“What happens to the useful ones they can’t put on a poster.” He drank. “He got reclassified. Then retired. Then the records went tidy, and after a—” He stopped. His mouth worked, and whatever the clean version of the sentence was, he didn’t go after it. “You see it enough times, you lose the words for it. A form gets filed. A name comes off a list. Everybody who’d have asked after him is tired or scared or dead, and a year on, the only proof he was ever real is some old fool sitting in the room where he last poured the man a cup of this.”

He set the cup down with enormous care, like it might break, like he might. “This place is very good at tidy, son. You want to stay too small to be worth the broom.”

He buttoned the top button of his shirt then, the one already buttoned, his fingers fussing at that pale band, and that was the end of what he’d give me. You can’t push a man like Wexler; he goes quiet, and the quiet is a wall, and the wall is older than you are.

I went back down to my tunnels and my logbook and my list of things I wasn’t cleared to touch.

I’d done this a hundred times — pulled a kid off the edge, walked away, let the paperwork call it weather. A hundred times it had been enough afterward to keep my head down and let the small safe dark close over the top of it.

That night I sat with the logbook open and the cursor blinking on the incident line, and I couldn’t make my hands type the lie. Where’d it go, the boy had said, like the answer mattered, like I was a person who knew things. The man with the cellist’s hands, gone so clean there was nothing left of him but an old medic’s pause. The stripe of pale skin at Wexler’s throat that matched a band I had never once been issued. I closed the book with the line left blank — a tiny mutiny, the kind nobody would ever notice — and for the first time in longer than I could remember I sat in my own dark wanting to know a thing instead of survive it.

It was a small wanting, and an old door, and I knew better than anyone alive what came through doors like that once you finally got them open. I left it open anyway. I sat there with the cold coming through it and did not get up to close it, and that was the most dangerous thing I had done in all those careful years.


Chapter 3: From Above

The work order came down two days later with my name misspelled and a priority code that meant somebody important was about to be inconvenienced by plumbing. A coupling behind a media wall on the broadcast floor had started to weep, six stories up the Spire where the marble had no business admitting it owned a pipe, and rather than confess that a temple needed a plumber, dispatch sent the tunnel rat up the back way to fix it before the cameras rolled.

I rode a service car the public never saw and stepped out into the part of the academy that ended up on banners, and it took my eyes a second to forgive the place. After ten years of light that pooled and quit, the broadcast floor was lit like the inside of a pearl, bone-white stone giving back a clean even glow, a whole wall of broadcast glass with the grey harbor laid out small below it, the air running faintly of the ozone they pumped before a show the way a bakery pumps the smell of bread to soften your wallet. Up here nobody owned a shadow. It should have felt like heaven and it felt like a stage with the houselights up, every surface waiting to be looked at and finding you wanting.

The floor was prepping for something large. A countdown clock on the main screen ran in days, not hours, and every aide who passed it touched it with their eyes, the way you check a thing you’re afraid of. In the middle of all that motion, unhurried, was a silver-haired man I knew off a third of the posters downstairs. Provost Halloran. In person he was warmer than the posters managed, and I watched him do one thing before he knew anybody was watching: an aide dropped a tray of light-cards across the floor, and instead of waiting for her to gather them he crouched down on his good suit and helped, talking low, until the panic went out of her shoulders and she laughed, and then he squared the stack and handed it back and moved on, and she sat a little taller for the next hour. It was a genuinely kind thing, done where no camera could spend it. I stood there with my tool bag and could not for the life of me find the seam in it, and that was what I carried back down with me later, heavier than the coupling I’d come up to fix.

I’d expected to hate him. It would have been easier to hate him; you can build a whole life around hating the man at the top, line your tunnels with it, keep warm by it on the cold nights. Instead I’d watched him kneel on a four-thousand-dollar suit to gather a stranger’s spilled cards and mean every second of it, and somewhere under my sternum something I kept very quiet turned over and asked the question I never let it ask. What does it cost a place this kind, run by a man this decent, to keep a frightened girl in a collar she will die in, and call the collar love, and believe it?

“You’re in the wrong building,” somebody said behind me, pleasant as a host.

Brandt Holt. The Vanguard, off the other two-thirds of the posters, gold-haired and broad and lit even with nobody lighting him. The smile he turned on me was very good, professional grade, a hundred coached hours in it, and it didn’t go anywhere near his eyes. He didn’t sneer. He had no need to.

“Coupling’s weeping behind your media wall,” I said. “Service order.”

“Course it is.” He came a step closer than he needed to, not crowding, just letting me feel the height, and dropped his voice to something nearly friendly. “Look, no offense in any of this. You do good work, I’m sure of it. It’s only that people come up here to feel like the future’s in good hands, and that’s a delicate thing, a feeling, and it bruises when there’s a man in a coverall standing around in the shot. You understand. We’re all selling the same thing up here, in the end.” He set a hand on my shoulder, warm, a man doing me a small kindness. “Back routes from here out. Do that for me.”

His thumb turned a heavy ring on his right hand while he said it, around and back, and a blotch of color had climbed his neck above the famous collar, and I clocked both and filed them and didn’t pretend to know what they meant. A man can turn a ring for a hundred reasons. “Back routes,” I said. “Got it.” I went to find my coupling, and felt his eyes ride my back the whole way across the floor, and that told me more than the ring did, though I couldn’t have said yet what.

I filed him under handle with care and went back to my pipe, which was the only thing on that whole gleaming floor that would do exactly what I expected it to.

The coupling took twenty minutes and a wrench and was exactly the small honest kind of job nobody up here believed existed. I shut the water, backed off the union, found the worn ring right where the weep pattern said it would be, seated a new one out of the roll I kept in the bag, and brought the pressure up by hand so I could watch the joint instead of trusting the gauge. Dry. The hardest part of the whole job was getting up here, which is true of most things on this floor. I was packing the bag behind the media wall when the floor changed register, a ripple of heads all turning one way at once, and because everyone else looked, I looked too.

She came in through the prep corridor that fed the stage, and the room reorganized itself around her the way it had around Halloran, except more, and helplessly. Daybreak. I’d never been told her real name and didn’t need it; everybody knew the face off the banners. White-and-gold rig taking the engineered light and giving it back warm, dark hair swept off a face built to be trusted from a hundred yards. She read tall before she read anything else. People near her stood straighter without choosing to, and the countdown clock on the wall stopped being a number and started being a promise about her.

And the prep corridor she came in by ran right past the end of the wall I was kneeling behind.

She didn’t see me, I was furniture, furniture in a coverall at that, and she stopped a few feet off while an aide rattled timings at her, close enough now that the engineered light quit flattering her and I could see her the way you only ever see a person from six feet and never from the cheap seats.

Her hands gave it away. She held them folded and too still, the careful stillness of someone who has learned that the instant they stop holding their hands a particular way, the hands begin to shake. And under the warmth her face was doing the long quiet work of a face that has held a smile up for a very long time and gone tired somewhere the cameras were never permitted to look. The gold coming off her ran a half-degree too hot, too even, the brightness of a thing spending the last of itself all at once and calling the spending strength.

Up close she was younger than the banners let her be, and more tired, and there was a fleck of gold dust caught in the fine hair at her temple where some exhausted assistant had missed it, and a place on her lower lip she’d bitten raw and painted over. I noticed both, and noticed myself noticing, with the small private shame of a man in a coverall who had no business clocking anything about her but the fault.

I knew that brightness. I’d grown up a foot from it once, in a basement, with a boy named Davey, and it had ended exactly the way a thing ends when it burns brightest right before it goes. My stomach dropped the way it drops on a stair you misjudged in the dark.

And the thing that moved in me then was the one I’d spent half a lifetime burying under all that careful smallness, the thing that had gotten Davey killed and very nearly me: I could not stand to watch another bright person burn down to the wick while a whole room full of people applauded the light.

I must have gone too still, or made some sound, because she turned her head and her eyes found me, and there was a half-second, before the public smile snapped back up like a shield — when she saw that I was looking at her hands, and she understood, completely, what I’d just seen.

Her face closed like a door, and what closed it was arithmetic, fast and total, a woman running the numbers on exactly how much a stranger in a coverall had just cost her and what it would take to make him not matter.

“Problem?” she said. Light, for the room. Her voice ran lower than the broadcasts made it, and steadier than her hands.

“No, ma’am.” I stood and shouldered the bag. “Bad coupling. Fixed now.”

She held my eyes a beat past where the answer ended, and I held hers, and I gave her nothing — no recognition, no pity, none of the leverage a smaller man would have spent right there to feel important for one second in his whole small life. I only let her see that I’d seen, and that I had no intention on this earth of doing anything with it.

Something crossed her face that I had no name for and didn’t trust myself to read — there and gone, fast as the warden’s flick on the stair, the look of two people the same hand had sorted wrong and shelved out of the way. Then the aide pulled at her sleeve, and the angle closed, and she was gone toward the stage in a wash of gold and motion, and I was left kneeling behind a wall with my heart going harder than a coupling job had any right to make it go.

I rode the service car back down alone, out of the pearl-light into the part of the building that had a behind.

I’d come up to fix a pipe and I’d seen three things I couldn’t put back. A man whose kindness was real and ran on a leash. A golden boy holding some private crack shut with a smile. And a woman the whole city was about to watch count down to a broadcast, burning exactly the way Davey had burned, with a band at her throat that everyone in the building called mercy and nobody called by its right name.

For ten years the safe move had been to take what I’d seen and fold it small and lay it in the dark with everything else I didn’t look at.

I got off the car at my level, and I didn’t go down to my tunnels. I went to find Wexler, to make him give me the name of the man they’d tidied away — because if there had been others who could do what I could do, and the academy had wiped them off its own books one tidy sentence at a time, then what I’d carried alone in the dark for fifteen years wasn’t a private curse after all. It was something somebody had gone to a great deal of trouble to make certain nobody ever came looking for. And for the first time in my life, I wanted to be exactly the kind of trouble they’d been counting on me never to become.


Chapter 4: The Name

The records office kept its dead like the rest of the building kept its living: filed, badged, and out of the light.

I knew the room because I’d rewired the ballast in it two winters back, a Sunday job nobody signed off on, and a man who fixes the lights in a room gets to learn where the room is weak. It sat on the back of L1, past the licensing desks, a long low archive of steel cabinets and one terminal that ran off the same circuit as the corridor coffee machine, which is the kind of thing the building tells you if you spend ten years listening. Corwin Reade ran it days. Reade went home at six. The lock on the door was a card reader with a maintenance override I’d installed myself, because the door had to open for the man with the mop whether or not the man with the badge was awake.

So at half past nine I let myself into a room I had no business standing in, and I started looking for a man who didn’t exist.

I’m not a thief. I want that on the record I’m not keeping. For ten years the whole architecture of my life had been don’t, and standing there in the dark with my own override blinking green felt less like courage than like stepping off a curb I’d been told my whole life had a drop behind it. My hands were steady. That was the part that should have worried me. The first time you do the thing you swore you’d never do, the steadiness is the tell. It means some part of you decided a while ago and just didn’t bother to send word up.

The terminal woke slow. I wasn’t cleared for the personnel index, but a washout learns early that not cleared and not able sit on different shelves, and the records system had been built before anybody imagined the floor wanting in. I went at it the way I’d go at a seized valve — not forcing, just finding the give. Staff rolls. Reclassification logs. A field marked status with a dropdown of soft words: active, retired, transferred, recovered. I didn’t have a name. I had a pair of hands like a cellist’s and a stripe of pale skin at an old man’s throat, and a thing Wexler had said with the warmth going out of his face like heat leaving a stone: the academy thought he was the most precious thing it owned, right up until it decided he was the most dangerous.

You can’t search a field for precious. So I searched for the shape of him instead. Reclassified, then retired, inside a narrow window, decades back: the rough arithmetic of a man who’d been young when Wexler was young.

The search returned a column of entries, and every one of them had a hole in the middle.

*

I’d expected a fight. A locked subdirectory, a permission wall, a clean access denied I could at least respect. What I got was worse, and quieter. The records were there. Names, intake dates, the bland-pale bureaucracy of a life on file, and then, at the point where a person should have a reclassification, an outcome, a forwarding line, a length of nothing. They hadn’t been deleted; deletion leaves a scar, and the system logs the cut. These had been replaced, the live data swapped for the soft word and the soft word alone. Retired. No date past it. No pension line, no transfer code, no destination. Retired to nowhere, on no day, by no one.

I pulled a dozen. They all read the same. A career, and then retired, hanging off the end of it like a wire snipped clean and capped so neat you’d never know there’d been current in it.

I sat back. The coffee-machine circuit ticked in the wall.

Here is the thing nobody tells you about a cover-up done well: it doesn’t feel like a lie. A lie has a seam, a place the muscle doesn’t commit, a story too clean for the thing it’s describing. This had no seam, because there was nothing left to not match. They hadn’t covered the man. They’d replaced him with the word for being gone, and the word was a real word, in a real field, signed in the realest part of any institution, which is the part that handles its own paperwork. I’d come down here braced to catch a forgery. You can’t catch a forgery when they’ve thrown away the original and kept only the frame.

I thought about Wexler saying the records went tidy. I’d heard it as a figure of speech. It wasn’t. Tidy was the technical term. Somebody whose whole trade was this, Reade’s chair or whoever sat in it before him, had gone through a man’s file with a clerk’s patience and made him neat. And the obscene part, worse than any confession, was that it had worked. I was sitting at the source, with the override green and the night mine, and I could not prove a single one of these men had ever drawn breath. The proof of their erasure was a blank, and a blank proves nothing, which is the whole grim genius of it.

I’d come down wanting to find out what became of one man. The room’s answer was that the names were the part they’d left me; it was the answer to what became of any of them that they’d been most careful to take.

I closed the file and didn’t close it right, left the terminal sitting one keystroke shy of a logout, a job half-done because my hands had stopped trusting my reasons. Then I sat in a dead man’s archive and understood, all the way down, that Wexler hadn’t been warning me off a hard thing. He’d been warning me off a finished thing. The broom had already come. I was ten years too late to find anyone, and right on time to find the brushmarks.

That should have ended it. A smarter man, a smaller man, the man I’d spent fifteen years training myself to be, would have logged off clean and gone back down and let the dark close over the top of it.

I went to find Wexler instead.

*

The medbay was lit low, one lamp at the counter, and Wexler was doing the thing he did when he couldn’t sleep, which was inventory, counting gauze he’d counted that morning, his lips moving, his scarred hands moving slower. He didn’t turn when the door went. He knew my step. He’d told me once he knew everyone’s step who came down here, which I’d taken for an old man’s boast until I watched him be right about it for a year.

“You’ve got the look again,” he said. “Worse than last time.” He set the gauze down square in its tray. “Sit before you fall.”

“Their names,” I said. I didn’t sit. “The ones like him. The man with the hands. I went into the records.”

His own hands stopped.

It was a small stop and he covered it fast, reaching for the kettle, which was what he reached for when a question came too close, and I let him have the two seconds of running the tap because I’d learned that you don’t crowd a man at the exact moment you’re asking him to bleed. The water hissed. He set the kettle on the ring. He still hadn’t turned around.

“And?” he said. To the kettle.

“There’s nothing there. Worse than nothing. They didn’t hide him. They wrote retired over the top of him and threw the rest away.” My voice came out flatter than I wanted, which is what mine does when it’s the truth and the truth is bad. “I went down there to prove you wrong. To find the seam. There’s no seam, Wexler. You were right and I can’t even show you how right.”

He turned then. Slow, a hand on the counter taking his weight, and in the low lamp his eyes had that wet sharpness that was the only young thing left on him, and they went over my face the way I go over a casing, feeling for where it’s about to give.

“No,” he said. “There wouldn’t be.” He let a long breath out through his nose. “You’re disappointed there’s no fight in it. I know the feeling. You want a wall you can put your shoulder to. They don’t build walls. They build—” His jaw worked. He looked down at his hands on the counter, the dry-riverbed scars across both palms, and I could see him weighing how much of the sentence to finish. “They build a quiet. You can’t shoulder a quiet. You just stand in it and start to wonder if you imagined the noise.”

“You didn’t imagine him.”

“No.” Quieter. The kettle was beginning to tick toward its boil and he turned to it gratefully, lifting it off a beat before it sang, pouring two cups of the bitter root thing he never called tea. He pressed one into my hands. His were cold. They were always cold now; he’d told me that too, once, like a man reporting a theft. “His name was Owen.”

He said it to the cup, not to me, and the room got very still around it.

“That’s all you get tonight, and it’s more than I’ve said out loud in—” He stopped. Started somewhere safer. “Owen. He drank this same stuff and complained about it the same as you, and he had a laugh he was embarrassed by, too big for the rest of him. There. Now there’s a man in the room again, for as long as the two of us stand here, and when you leave he goes back to being retired.” The word came out of him like something spat. “I gave you the one thing they couldn’t reach because I keep it in here.” He touched his own chest, once, the gesture of a man pointing at the only filing cabinet they hadn’t gotten into. “Don’t go back to that terminal looking for the rest. The rest isn’t anywhere. The rest is me, and a cup, and I’m an old man with a bad memory and a worse heart.”

“Owen what.”

“Drink your drink.” He buttoned the top button of his shirt, the one already buttoned, his fingers worrying at the pale band of skin at his throat the way a tongue goes to a gap. “You got a first name out of me and you’ll dine on it for a week. Be glad. First names are how you stay a person. They take the rest precisely so there’s nothing left to look up.” He lowered himself into the chair, all his weight going down at once like a building settling. “I told you to stay too small to be worth the broom. You went and got the broom interested instead. So now I’ll tell you the other half, since you didn’t take the first.” He looked at me over the glasses. “They don’t only sweep the ones they’re afraid of, son. They sweep the ones who go looking for the ones they’re afraid of. That’s tidier. Saves a step.”

I drank the drink. It was foul. Owen, I thought, and a man I’d never met stopped being a rumor and started being a person, and I understood that Wexler had just spent something he wouldn’t get back to make that happen, and that the spending was the warning and the gift both, folded into the same four letters.

*

I came up the stair toward my own level with the name turning over in me and almost walked into the thing I’d stopped watching for.

Theo was sitting on the L1 landing.

He shouldn’t have been there. Cadets didn’t have business this far down the service side; there was nothing on this stair but the way to the tunnels and the back of the records office and a man in a coverall who’d told him three days ago he’d had a dizzy spell. He had the mother-stitched duffel between his feet and a cafeteria roll going stale in one hand and the specific patience of a kid who has been waiting somewhere he picked on purpose. When he saw me his face did a complicated thing, relief and nerve and something underneath that I didn’t like, because I’d worn it myself at his age. The look of a person who’s decided to say the true thing and is only working up to the cost.

“I knew you came through here,” he said. “I asked around. The cook said you take the back stairs.”

The cook said. I filed that, flat. Bao would’ve meant it kind. Kind is how the careful invisible thing comes apart, not betrayed, just mentioned, by people who love you and don’t know there’s a price on the saying.

“You should be in the dorms,” I said, and made myself keep moving, because a man who stops to talk is a man worth remembering, and I’d spent a decade being not worth it.

He stood up fast, the roll forgotten. “It went away again. Twice now. The buzzing builds and builds and then it just— goes. Like something takes it.” He was keeping his voice down, which was worse, because it meant he’d thought about who might hear. “It happened in the Cage yesterday with my collar checked and green and the handler ten feet off and I didn’t drop anything this time, I just stood there feeling it leave, and I thought— I thought maybe you’d know. Because you knew last time. You said nowhere but you knew.”

I stopped after all. I couldn’t have told you why, except that he was sixteen and standing on the exact landing where I’d stood at his age, holding the exact question, with nobody coming down the stairs to take it off him.

“Theo.” Low, level, the voice for a spooked thing. “Listen to me. Whatever you think happened, you didn’t feel it leave. Collars settle. They run hot and they settle, and the settling feels like something because your body’s been braced for the worst and the worst didn’t come. That’s all it is. That’s all it can be, you understand? There’s no takes. There’s just a thing that buzzed and then didn’t.” I held his eyes like I had in the corridor and watched him not believe me, watched him hover on the edge of pushing it, and I dropped my voice under even his. “And you don’t tell anybody you came down here. You don’t tell anybody it went away. Not the handler, not your roommate, not the nice man who fixes the cooler. You had a rough week and your collar settled and that’s the whole story, and you keep it the whole story, because the part you think you felt — that’s the part that gets a boy looked at.”

His jaw set. For a second I saw the man he’d be if the building let him become one, stubborn under the fear. “You’re scared,” he said. There was nothing cruel in it; he was only seeing the thing in front of him. “Of me knowing.”

“I’m scared for you knowing.” It came out before I could flatten it, and it was the truest thing I’d said all night, truer than anything I’d told Wexler, and it landed on the kid like weather. “It’s a different thing than you think, and I hope to God you never learn which the way I did.”

He looked at me a long moment. Then he picked up the duffel, careful of the strap, I noticed, the way you’re careful of a thing your mother fixed, and he nodded, once, that all-at-once way scared kids decide things, and went up the stairs without another word, and I stood on the landing and listened to him go and knew it had changed exactly nothing. He’d keep it for a week. Maybe a month. And then it would happen again in a room with the wrong person in it, and a kid who couldn’t stop the buzzing and couldn’t explain where it went would be a question the building had a whole quiet archive for answering.

Two of us now. Two people who’d felt the thing leave and knew there was a somewhere. And a name in my chest the records had spent decades scrubbing off the world, and an old man downstairs who’d just told me they sweep the ones who go looking with the same broom they sweep the ones worth looking for.

The smart move, the small move, was to take all of it, the blank files, the boy, the name Owen, and fold it down and lay it in the dark with everything else I didn’t look at, and go back to my list of things I wasn’t cleared to touch.

I stood on the landing a while longer. Then I went back to the records office, and I pulled the door shut behind me, and I sat down at the terminal and started learning exactly how they did it. The men were gone; I wasn’t looking for the men. I was looking for the brushmarks, the shape of the broom, the procedure-trail a thing leaves when it tidies a person out of the world. You can’t shoulder a quiet. But a quiet is still a system, and a system is still a thing built by hands, and everything built by hands has a place where it breaks. I’d been finding those for a living. I figured I had one more in me.


Chapter 5: The Ward

The drain in the medbay’s mop room had been backing up for a week, which is how I came to be on my knees in the corner of Wexler’s domain with my arm in a trap full of grey water while, twenty feet off through a propped door, a man named Marek Sund was being told, kindly, that he was finished.

I’d have known Sund by his power before I knew his name. Tessera, the banners called him. He could lock the air into facets, throw a wall of glass that wasn’t glass, the kind of trick that photographs hard. Up close he was just a big-shouldered man in a hospital gown with his bare feet hanging off the bed, and his hands wouldn’t stop. They weren’t shaking; they were building. The light in the room caught odd angles off the air around his fingers, little planes appearing and going, appearing and going, his Spark trying to do its work on nothing because the man it lived in had run out of places to spend it. Every few seconds a facet would catch wrong and chime, a high thin note off the empty air, and he’d flinch like someone had flicked his ear.

There was a smell over the antiseptic that I knew from the L4 landing and from a stairwell fifteen years deep. Burnt sugar, faint, the sweetness of a match held a half-second too long. Down here it never fully left the air. You stopped naming it after a while. I’d never stopped naming it.

I ran the snake down the drain and listened to the woman talking to him, because she was good, and because what she was saying was the most frightening thing I’d heard in a long time, and it was frightening because she meant it.

Her badge said handler, navy, a senior one. Renwick, the night nurse called her, in the tone you save for a name you’ve decided to trust. She had a chair pulled to the bedside and her elbows on her knees, close, no clipboard between them. She’d done this before. She knew the leaning-in was half of it.

“You remember Calderón,” she was saying. “Stoneset. Two intakes ahead of you.”

“He retired.” Sund’s voice came out wrong, too bright, a man hearing himself from across a room.

“He recovered. That’s a different thing, Marek, and you’re about to learn it, and it’s good news, I promise you it’s good news.” Her hand found his wrist over the place where the air kept faceting, and didn’t pull back when it chimed against her skin. “Two years you’ve run wide open. You know how long most of them last? I’ve sat with kids a year younger than you who couldn’t make ten months. You’re not weak and you didn’t fail anything. You’re tired down to the floor, that’s all, and tired’s the part nobody who puts a face on a poster ever wants to look at.”

“I can still—”

“You can’t, and you knowing you can’t is the bravest part.” She said it gentle, certain, a woman handing a child a true thing wrapped soft enough to hold. “Recovery’s quiet. It’s cold and it’s quiet and your hands stop. They stop, Marek. You’ll sleep. You haven’t slept in months, I’d put money on it.” His face cracked at sleep, just slightly, the way a wall cracks first at the door it was built around. “We keep you somewhere quiet till there’s enough of you back to come up for. That’s the whole of it.” She squeezed his wrist. “I’ve walked a lot of kids down that hall, Marek. I have never once walked one down it thinking I was doing anything but helping.”

I’d stopped working the snake. I made myself start again.

The thing about a good lie is that it isn’t a lie all the way through. Hers held together because most of it was load-bearing. The man’s hands really were running open. The fire really would take the house. Bank it or burn: those were the two doors she’d been trained to see, and she’d shut the only other one so long ago she didn’t know it had ever been cut into the wall, and neither did he, and neither did anyone in the building except a tunnel rat with his arm in a drain who’d learned the hard way what the third door cost.

Because there’s a third thing you can do with a current that has nowhere to go. You don’t bank it and you don’t let it eat the man. You give it a ground. You take the load off him into something that can hold it, and his hands stop too, except he’s still in his own life when they do.

I knew exactly how Sund’s hands would feel going still under mine. That was the trouble with knowing. You couldn’t un-know it once you had it, and you sat there with grey water to the elbow listening to a kind woman talk a frightened man into a basement because the only person in the building who could have offered him the other door had signed a paper at fifteen swearing he couldn’t.

“Tate.” Wexler, behind me, low, not for the room. “Leave the drain. It’s not going anywhere it hasn’t already been.”

I sat back on my heels. He was at the supply wall pretending to count gauze, his sharp wet eyes on the door, on Sund, on Renwick and her good true terrible patience.

“That’s Verel coming,” he said. “You want to be furniture when Verel comes. The deep kind. The kind that’s already left.”

*

Doctor Imani Verel came in at a clip with a tablet and the unhurried authority of someone who is never the one in the bed. Fifties, silver at the temple, a face you’d want over you in a real emergency. She read the room in one pass, Sund’s hands, Renwick’s hand on Sund’s wrist, the chiming air, and she nodded once, like a thing on a list had reached its due date.

“He’s been counseled?”

“He has.” Renwick stood, and the standing changed the room; the leaning-in was over, the close part done, the part where it stopped being a conversation and became a transfer.

“Good.” Verel’s stylus moved on the glass. I watched it move. I have spent my life watching the small mundane motions that decide things, a breaker thrown, a valve cracked, a line on a form, and the stylus going across that tablet was one of those, a man’s whole remaining life routed by a gesture that cost her nothing and that she performed, I’d swear it, without one ounce of cruelty. She wasn’t cruel, and there was no getting past that. She was a doctor doing a transfer. Stabilized, the form would say. Transferred to Recovery. Tidy. Cleaner than anything that actually happens to a man in a bed.

“Sublevel,” she said, to no one, to the air, to the nurse. “Let’s get him comfortable for it. Olund’s expecting him on the half hour.”

Sublevel. I kept my eyes on the drain and my hands in the cold water and I did the thing I do, which is read a building. I knew this building. I knew it better than the woman holding the tablet that owned it.

There is no recovery on L2 that needs a sublevel. The ward was right here: the curtained bays, the soft beeping, the too-still ones already in them behind the drawn cloth, resting. If rest were the thing, rest was on this floor. You don’t carry a man down past the floor that does the thing the floor is named for, unless the carrying-down is the thing.

They came with the chair a few minutes later, a wheeled one, and two orderlies who weren’t unkind either, and Renwick walked beside it with her hand on Sund’s shoulder the whole way, still talking, still meaning it. He went quiet. They get quiet, at the end of it, when the terror burns down to tired. I’d seen that quiet on a boy’s face in a stairwell once, the giving-up that looks like peace, and I’d done a thing about it that time, and the doing of it had taken something off me I’d never gotten back, and I had spent fifteen years deciding that not doing it again was the better man’s choice.

I wasn’t sure anymore which choice was the better man’s. That was new. That was the door I’d left open in the dark two nights ago, letting the cold come through.

They wheeled him out the ward’s far end, away from the service car I’d ride up, toward the heavy door at the back of the medbay that I’d repaired the hinge on twice and never once gone through, the one with the badge-lock the color of cold solder and the air coming off it a few degrees colder than the room. The stairs that went down.

I’d been down to L1 ten thousand times. L1 was mine. But the medbay’s back stair didn’t stop at L1. I’d traced the conduit through that wall enough to know the run kept going, down past where my keys worked, down to where the grid-hum stopped being a sound and started being a weight, three floors under my own boots in the cold I’d never had a reason to stand in.

Men went down that stair. I worked this campus end to end, every level I was cleared for and most I wasn’t, and I had never once, in ten years, watched a man come back up it.

*

“How many,” I said.

Wexler didn’t ask how many what. He’d watched me watch the chair go. He set the gauze down, he’d never been counting it, and he lowered himself into the chair by the counter with a hand flat on the table for his weight, and for a moment the only sound was the snake water dripping off my sleeve onto the tile.

“More than the ward up here ever empties,” he said. “You’d notice that, if you let yourself. The recovery ward never has a free bay, and people ‘recover’ out of here every month, and the math of it never once made a free bed.” He took his glasses off, polished them on his shirt, a man’s hands needing a job. “You’ve started doing arithmetic you can’t put down. I know the look. I had it once.”

“Where does the stair go, Wexler.”

“Down.” He put the glasses back on. “Same as water. Same as everything in this building that’s the truth instead of the brand. Down, son, where nobody photographs it.” His mouth worked, and I waited, because you don’t push him, and he gave me the rest in his own time, around the edges, never the middle. “There’s a word they use for the men who can do what you didn’t do for that boy. The cellist’s-hands man, the one I told you about. Unbanked. That’s the word. The one they’re frightened of. A fire you can’t bank.” He looked at me steady. “You’re the third door. You’ve always known it. They teach two doors so hard, up there, that a man like Sund will take the cold stair before he’ll believe there was ever a—” He stopped, and his hand made a small useless motion, and let it fall. “Because if there’s a third door, then what they did to Sund was a choice somebody made. And Calderón. And —” He didn’t finish that one either, and didn’t have to; we both knew where it ran, down fifteen years into a basement. “Easier on a man to think it’s just the shape of the thing. I’ve watched a lot of them pick easier.”

He’d never named Davey. I’d never told him the name. I sat very still and did not ask how he knew it, because the answer to that was its own cold stair and I didn’t have the legs for two in one morning.

“Was it,” I said instead. Quiet. “What happened to my— what happened back then. Was it the shape of the thing.” Or did somebody choose it, and clean it after, the same as they clean everything. I didn’t say that part. I’d carried the too-clean story fifteen years and never let myself reach for the seam in it, and I reached now, just the edge of it, just enough to feel that it was there.

Wexler looked at me for a long time, the same long look he’d given me before handing over a single straight sentence about his own life.

“I don’t know,” he said. “That’s the honest answer and it’s the worst one. I know it was made to look one way. I knew the man it looked that way about. I don’t know who did the looking.” He stood, slow, and squared a tray that didn’t need squaring, and buttoned the already-buttoned button over the pale band at his throat. “But I’ll tell you the part I am sure of. A thing the institution wants you to believe was an accident is the one thing in this whole tidy building worth taking apart. They don’t tidy accidents, son. They tidy the things that were done.”

I got my arm out of the drain and dried it on my coverall and I didn’t fix the drain, which a week ago would have been unthinkable, leaving a job half-done in another man’s room.

I walked out through the ward. The too-still ones lay behind their curtains, resting, and I let myself look at one bay where the cloth hung open a hand’s width, at a woman who had retired to recover and who lay there in the soft beeping with her hands perfectly still, stiller than sleep makes a person, the smell of burnt sugar coming off her faint and sweet, and I understood that I was looking at the top of a stair, and that the stair went down, and that the bottom of it was somewhere under my feet, cold, where the hum lived, where they took the unbanked ones to rest until there was enough of them to come back to.

Nobody ever came back to it.

I came to the back of the medbay where the heavy door stood. The chair was long gone through it. The badge-lock glowed its cold steady light, and through the wired glass the stairwell dropped away into a dark that didn’t pool like my tunnels pooled, a colder dark, a deeper one, a few degrees off the rest of the building, with that grid-weight pressing up out of it that I felt in my teeth before I heard it at all.

I stood at the glass with my hand flat on the cold metal of the door, reading it the way I read everything, feeling the place it gave.

It didn’t give. That was the thing about that door. Every other door in this building had a seam — a bylaw, a hinge, a man who’d run out of nerve. This one just went down, and held, and waited.

The latch caught above me as the upper floor sealed for the broadcast prep, automatic, final, a heavy clean sound, and the cold stayed on the other side of the glass with Marek Sund somewhere below it getting comfortable for the half hour, and I stood there in the warm honest medbay with the burnt-sugar air and the direction in my hand like a tool I hadn’t been issued and couldn’t put down — down, three floors, the one stair on this whole campus I had never once watched a man climb back up.


Chapter 6: Showtime

The countdown clock had quit counting days. When I came up the service stair into the broadcast plaza it read four hours and change, ticking down in red against the bone-white stone, and the whole campus had organized itself around that number like a body around a fever.

The work order in my pocket said rig truss, key-light array, north gantry: inspect bonding, weeping cable gland. Somebody up here had finally noticed water where it didn’t belong and decided the future of heroism could not headline a stage with a cable gland that might short under load. So they sent the tunnel rat up the gantry to look at it before the cameras went hot. Two weeks ago I’d have grumbled the whole climb. I’d have stretched the job, taken the long radio call, found a reason to be needed somewhere a person couldn’t see me.

I went up the ladder without a word and told myself it was the order. It wasn’t the order. I knew exactly where Daybreak would stand on that stage tonight, and I knew the gantry looked straight down on it, and I had stopped pretending to myself that those two facts were unrelated.

The plaza was already loud with the labor of making something look effortless. Riggers walked the truss. Sponsor banners came down off the perimeter wall in long sheets and went back up an inch straighter. A man with a clipboard argued with a woman with a clipboard about where the harbor would sit in frame, the grey water laid out small and cold below the bluff while the engineered light up here did its trick — flat, shadowless, the whole stage lit like the inside of a clean machine. They pumped the ozone smell early. By the time the stands filled, the air would taste faintly burnt and faintly electric, and a few thousand people would read it as power and not as marketing.

I clipped onto the gantry rail, found the weeping gland on the second junction, and set to it. Worn boot, hairline split, water tracking down the cable and pooling at the bonding lug. Twenty-minute job. I shut the feed, dried the run, cut a new boot off the roll I kept in the bag, and seated it by hand so I could watch the joint instead of trusting the meter. The hardest part was getting up here. That’s true of most things on this floor.

While I worked I read the rest of the rig out of long habit. You can’t help reading a building once you’ve spent a decade listening to them. The truss was sound. The key-light array ran hot but within its margin. The grid-hum I’d known my whole life — the suppressor note that ran through every floor of this place — was up here too, faint, buried under generators and a thousand voices, drowned on purpose so nobody would ever stop to ask what made it. Up here the hum was a thing you covered. Down where I lived, it was the only company.

Then the prep corridor opened at the back of the stage, and the floor turned its head, and she came out into the light.

*

They brought her out like a setpiece, because she was one.

A woman in a sponsor’s blazer went first, walking backward, talking up at Liora the whole way, timings, marks, the order of the segments, all of it delivered to a face that gave nothing back. Behind that one came another with a brush and a hand-mirror, and behind her a wardrobe tech tugging the white-and-gold armor square at the shoulder seam, and behind all of them, unhurried, a person who did not carry anything because carrying was for the others, came Hollis Pryce.

I knew Pryce off the third of the posters that didn’t have a hero on them — the small credit line, Comms, the name behind the name. In person Pryce moved through the chaos like water finding a drain, every eddy of it bending aside without being told. Warm. Easy. A hand laid on the wardrobe tech’s arm, a low word, and the tech laughed and worked faster. A hand toward Liora, not touching, just steering, tipping her by a degree or two into the key-light until the cheekbone caught the way the brand wanted it caught.

“There she is,” Pryce said, and the warmth in it was real and meant nothing. “Beautiful. We’re going to make this an easy night. Two segments, the walk, the line at the top of the hour, and you’re done. You don’t have to do anything. You just have to be her. You’re so good at being her.”

Liora said something back, light, on-message. I couldn’t hear the words from the gantry and didn’t need them. I could read the shape of it from forty feet up, the same way I’d read it from six feet behind a media wall three days ago. The shape was armor. The smile that sold the posters, snapping up across a face that had gone tired somewhere the cameras were never let to look.

And under the armor, the thing they were all standing close enough to see and had trained themselves not to: her hands.

She held them folded at her waist. Perfectly still. I’d told myself, once, that perfect stillness was calm. I knew better now. Nobody holds their hands that still unless they’re spending everything they have to do it, and she was spending it here, in a hallway, before the cameras were even hot, with hours of on still ahead of her. The wardrobe tech reached to seat the gauntlet at her wrist and Liora moved the hand a half-second early, smooth, so that the glove was always between the tech’s fingers and her skin. A small thing. A practiced thing. The kind of thing you only catch if you’ve spent your life watching for the spot where a structure has learned to carry a load it was never rated for.

Pryce caught her by the shoulders, gently, and turned her to the long mirror they’d wheeled in. “Look at that. That’s who they’re coming to see.” A beat, warm, almost fond. “I know it’s a lot of hours. I know you’re tired, sweetheart. After this we’ll talk about scaling the spring tour back, give you some room to breathe. We just have to get through tonight, and tonight is the easy part, because tonight all you have to do is glow.”

There was no sneer in it, no cruelty I could point a form at, and that was the trouble. Pryce was not making her suffer. Pryce was managing the asset, keeping the asset calm, keeping the asset on its mark, scheduling a mercy four months out that everyone in the hallway knew would itself get rescheduled. And the asset was a woman with hours of light left to give and not much else, and nobody in that warm efficient corridor was looking at the only true thing in it, which was that she was being asked to glow on a night she did not have the glow to spare.

Tonight all you have to do is glow. Like the glow was free. Like it didn’t come out of her by the inch.

She let herself be turned and prepped and squared, and she gave them the smile every time the smile was wanted, and she set her shoulders before the mirror the way I’d watched men set a jack under a beam they knew would hold one more time, and exactly one more. Then Pryce squeezed her shoulders, said that’s my girl, and peeled away to go be warm at somebody else, and Liora stood alone in front of the mirror for the length of a breath with no one’s eyes on her but mine, which she didn’t know were there.

The smile came off, undramatic, a held weight set down when the arm finally tires. Underneath it was a face I had no business seeing and couldn’t stop seeing, younger than the banners let her be, and bone-tired, and braced. She breathed out, slow, and brought one gloved hand up and pressed it flat against the breastplate over her own sternum, feeling for whether the thing behind it was about to let go. Reading herself. Same as I read a wall.

Then a handler called her mark, and the public face came back up like a shield, and she walked out toward the lights to find out how much of herself the next four hours would cost.

*

I should have packed the bag and gone down. The gland was fixed. The order was closed. There was nothing on that gantry for a man cleared to touch cable boots and nothing else.

I stayed, and I watched her stand on her mark while the techs walked the light around her, and I did the thing I cannot not do, which is read where it breaks.

It was building in her the way a surge builds on a line that’s lost its ground, not a flare, not yet, just a pressure with nowhere to go. When the key-lights came up to full she took the warmth of them and it stacked on top of whatever she was already carrying, and her own glow answered, and for a moment the gold coming off her ran sick-white at the edges before she pulled it back down by main force. Nobody else clocked it. The techs were looking at their meters. Pryce was looking at the monitors in the gallery overhead, where the image of her was being assembled in cool blue light by people who would never have to stand where she stood. The crowd, when it came, would look at the most beautiful thing in the room and never once at the seam in it.

I clocked it. I sat up on the gantry with a cable boot still warm in my hand and traced the load back to find the weak point before it found itself, and I found it. It wasn’t a guess. It was a reading. Hours of on with no ground under it, a body that had spent two years rationing a thing that doesn’t ration, a collar at her throat that everyone called mercy doing the one thing it was built to do, which was give the power no way out but through her. Stack the lights on that. Stack the cameras. Stack the line she had to deliver at the top of the hour, warm and weightless, while the structure under the smile carried a load no structure carries forever.

It was going to give, and there was no maybe in it. The same flat certainty I’d have given junction seven, the same as knowing to the day that a weld would open if you gave it a cold snap and seventy-two hours. I could see the shape of it — the place, the manner, near enough the when. Top of the hour, under full light, with a few thousand people in the stands and a few hundred thousand more on the other side of the glass, when they asked her for the last of what she didn’t have and she reached for it because reaching was the only thing the brand had ever let her do.

And there was not one thing I could do about it from the north gantry, clipped to a rail, cleared to touch cable and forbidden to touch a hero, forty feet up and a whole caste away.

I knew the failure point on the biggest stage on campus, down to the lug, and I was the one man up here who could read it, and the readers don’t get a say. The readers write it in a book nobody opens. I sat there with my hands gone still on the rail and watched the seam load in her, watched her square her shoulders and smile for a light meter, and below the smile the thing climbing toward the top of the hour with nowhere on this earth to go.

The clock on the white stone ticked down past three hours. Then it ticked down past two.

My work order that night was cable-dress in the truss, the kind of job a man can stretch to fill a whole shift if he wants to, and for the first time in ten years I wanted to. So I stayed up in the dark over all that light, thirty feet above the mark where I already knew she’d reach for what she didn’t have, holding a wrench that was no use against the one thing up here that was actually breaking. The clock ticked under two hours. I watched, because watching was the single thing they’d left me cleared to do.


Chapter 7: Detonation

Cable dress, truss level, do not appear on camera, the order said, and do not appear on camera was the only line of it I meant to honor. I’d stretched the job across the whole evening, into the show and through it, because a junction behind the lighting rig had started to chatter and a chattering junction over four thousand seats is reason enough to keep a tunnel rat in the rigging all night, and the truss was the one place up here I was allowed to be. So I was still thirty feet up in the dark of it, hands black with cable grease, looking down through the gap in the lighting bars at a hexagon of floor I had no clearance to stand on, when Liora Sloane walked out into the light to die.

She didn’t know that was what she was doing. Neither did the room. The room knew it was watching Daybreak, and the room stood up.

From up here you could see the whole machine of it at once. The pit, recessed and scored with the lightning-fork at center, ringed by those fluted chrome columns the brochures called architecture and the rest of us called the suppressor pylons, humming under the crowd the way they always hummed, drowned out by four thousand people on their feet. The glassed gallery overhanging the far end, blue with monitor-light, where Halloran and the PR machine watched the version of her they were selling instead of the one on the floor. The drones holding their cordon. The key-lights swung down and warm, and her in the middle of all of it, white-and-gold, taking the engineered glow and giving it back as something that looked, from a hundred yards, like the future.

I wasn’t a hundred yards off. I was thirty feet up and to the side, close enough to read her, and what I read was a structure being asked to hold one load too many.

She held her hands the way she’d held them backstage three days ago, occupied and too still, and she set her shoulders before she lifted them for the crowd the same way you set a beam you already know is past spec and are going to load anyway because the schedule says so. The smile went up. None of it touched her. And under the gold there was a flutter coming off her that the cameras would clean out of the picture and that I felt in my back teeth like a fork dragged down a slate.

Her collar had stopped pretending.

I’d read a thousand collars at rest, a low ember-line the color of the hero it sat on, steady as a pilot light. Hers had been cold gold this morning when I passed her corridor. Now the seam of it had swollen and gone hot white, and it wasn’t steady, it was stuttering, a heartbeat that kept losing the next beat and grabbing for it. Stage one, some flat part of me said, the part that had no word for what it was naming and named it anyway. The light over-saturating. The pilot becoming a fire deciding to be a fire.

She raised her arms and the plasma came up around her, and four thousand people made the sound a crowd makes at a sunrise, and not one of them could see that it was coming up wrong.

It came from the wrong places. A clean discharge goes where it’s aimed and stops. Hers was leaking — a hairline of light at the corner of one eye like a tear lit from inside, a glow under the fine hair at her temple, the white-gold blooming out past where she was holding it and bleeding back. The smell reached me even at thirty feet, sun on hot stone gone scorched, and under the scorch the sweet match-head edge I had spent half my life walking the long way around, the edge that lived behind a door I kept shut because there was no one in this building who could put me back if I opened it wrong.

Davey, the back of my throat said, in copper.

The whine started. You don’t hear a collar until something’s wrong, and then it’s a thin rising note right at the top of what your ears can do, the wind-up of a thing trying to charge past full. I heard it climb under the crowd noise the way you hear one bad bearing under a whole running plant. The water in a tech’s bottle clipped to the truss beside me had started to tremble. The fluorescents in the work-channel behind me buzzed harder. The small senses go loud first. The big light is always last to tell you.

She tried to smile through it, and that took the legs out from under me — she was past the place where you control it and she went on performing the control, because two years of being the proof had built a reflex deeper than survival, and the reflex was hold the face up while the rest of you blows. Her veins had started to show along her throat above the band, lit like filament in a bulb run too far, and a heat-haze had come up around her in a room that was air-conditioned for cameras, and she was smiling, and the gallery was watching their monitors, and four thousand people were on their feet applauding a woman three breaths from taking the floor out with her.

The whine broke.

It broke into a tick — irregular, fast, a relay chattering at a load it couldn’t dump — and the air pressure-dropped so hard my ears went, and the copper flooded the whole back of my tongue at once, and that was it, that was the half-second, the place where the part that’s about to give stops lying and just goes.

The trained ones moved exactly as trained. Down on the floor an instructor in academy navy took a clean step back and got a hand to his radio. A second one was already turning the nearest cadets toward the exits with both arms, herding, the way you do. Step back. Call it in. Do not lay a hand on a hero who’s going up. It is sound policy. It keeps handlers breathing. It has saved more lives than I ever will. It does precisely nothing for the person in the middle, and every body in that pit was moving away from her, a whole arena flinching outward from its own center, leaving her alone in a widening ring of floor with her hands full of a light that was about to stop being light and start being a wall.

I was already on the cable.

I don’t remember deciding. That’s the truth and I’ll put it down plain. There was no decision, there was the door I’d kept shut for fifteen years, and her collar ticking, and then there was me going down a power cable hand over hand into a part of the building I’d signed a paper at fifteen swearing I’d never be, dropping the last eight feet onto a floor that wasn’t mine, in a coverall, in front of every camera in the country, running toward the one thing four thousand trained people were running from.

A man stepped into my path, the navy instructor, on instinct, an arm out to stop the maintenance guy who’d lost his mind. I went around him. I’m not fast. I am extremely hard to redirect once I’ve decided where I’m going, and I’d decided.

The floor under my boots was thrumming. The pylon-columns were singing now, audible, the show-hum risen to something with teeth, and the heat off her hit me ten feet out like opening an oven, and the smell was everything at once, scorched and sweet, Davey’s smell, the basement, the too-clean story, all of it, and I ran straight into it because the alternative was standing in a doorway watching another bright person burn down to the wick while a room full of people clapped for the light, and I had already done that once and it had cost a boy his whole life and me the rest of mine.

She saw me coming. For a quarter-second her eyes found mine over the glare, and there was no poster in them and no PR in them, just a woman who knew, completely, what was happening to her, and was terrified, and could not stop her own hands.

“Don’t,” she got out, and it wasn’t a warning to keep back so much as a plea on my behalf. Get away from this.

I got my hand on the back of her neck, over the band.

Then there was nothing procedural left in the world.

Theo had been a wire I closed a hand on. This was a furnace, and I had just put my palm flat to the wall of it and felt the wall give. It did not run up my arm so much as arrive everywhere in me at once, all of her at once, a year of a sun kept in a box and the box finally gone, and there was so much of it that for a moment I had no body, only the roar, a white nothing with my name buried somewhere far underneath. My knees tried to fold. My sight went to grain. Whatever the thing is that I do, I had never done it at a size that came near this, and the honest fact, the one I’ll put down plain, is that for one long second I did not believe I could.

There was no room in it for the old hunger. With the boy there’d been that starved thing low in me, the part that liked being needed; here there was no bottom to want from, only the thin line of holding it and the flat certainty that if the line went, the light would not go politely into the floor. It would come into me, all of it, and there’d be two of us burning on the bluff instead of one. So I stopped being a man who wanted anything and became the one thing I have ever reliably been, which is hard to move, and I set the whole stubborn weight of that against her the way a breakwater sets itself against a sea that does not know it’s there.

I gave it the ground. Not in a clean bled-off trickle but in a flood, a gate hauled up, more than I had ever moved going out through the dark shape of a maintenance man and down into composite and concrete and the old bedrock the white tower stood on, rock with no heart to lose, rock that could swallow a sunrise and not change temperature. The light around her sank. It dimmed down toward the floor and went out of her and out of me and away, and I didn’t flare and didn’t catch and didn’t do one thing a body is built to survive doing.

It went on past anything I had a measure for. Twice the line started to slip, the load surging back up toward my chest hunting for somewhere softer than stone to sit, and twice I shoved it down with nothing but the refusal to move. And somewhere in the long middle of it I felt the thing I’d spend a long time afterward wishing I hadn’t: that it was not all going through. Under the flood pouring out of me into the rock, a thin steady thread of her was running the other way, inward, downward, and staying — banking itself low and hot behind my breastbone, in a place the floor couldn’t reach and the bedrock couldn’t take. I had nothing to spare for it. I put it where I put the things I can’t afford to look at, and I held the line, and I earthed the rest of the sunrise into the bluff. The smell thinned. The scorch backed off the sweet edge. The whine sank. Her veins dimmed. The heat-haze settled. The tick — that chattering relay tick that meant seconds — stretched, slowed, found a longer space between, and steadied down toward an ember that wasn’t trying to kill her anymore.

Her knees went. I got my other arm under her before she hit the floor and the last of it bled off through me, the dregs, and I was shaking so hard I could barely hold her up, and we stood there, the two of us, in the dead center of a silent arena, lit like the inside of a pearl, with her weight against me and her collar gone dark and quiet at her throat.

Quiet. Four thousand people had stopped making any sound at all.

She lifted her head. Up close, three days ago, she’d run the arithmetic of exactly what a stranger in a coverall had seen and what it would cost her. She ran it again now, faster, and there was nothing left to hide because all of it had just happened in front of the cameras, and her eyes came up to mine and she didn’t ask what did you do the way the boy had. She knew what I’d done. She’d felt it leave her. She asked the other thing, the worse thing, barely a breath, only for me.

“What are you?”

I didn’t have an answer. I have never had an answer. I had a buzzing in my hands and a coal where my sternum used to be and the whole weight of her against my arm, and somewhere over our heads the gallery had come unfrozen and people were shouting and a drone had dropped its cordon to get the shot, and four thousand witnesses and every camera in the nation were aimed at a washout standing on a floor he had no clearance to be on, holding the future of heroism on her feet, while the thin banked seam of her that hadn’t gone into the floor sat low and hot behind his sternum with nowhere left to go.

“Furniture,” I said. “I’m furniture.”

She almost laughed. It cost her. She didn’t have it in her to spend, and she spent it anyway, a thin broken thing that was the first wholly real sound I’d heard her make, and then the navy instructors were on us, hands and voices and a wall of academy bodies closing in around the two of us at last, now that it was over, now that there was nothing left to be brave about.

I didn’t let her go until I felt her take her own weight back. She made me feel her do it, pressed her feet down, found the floor, straightened the spine one degree at a time, before she stepped out of my arm and stood on her own in front of the whole watching world, and held it, and did not shake.

The cameras kept rolling.


Chapter 8: What He Is

The medbay smelled like cold metal and the bitter root thing Wexler brewed, and for the first time in ten years it had a camera in it. A small one, stuck on the doorframe by a handler an hour after they brought her down. Nobody had told me to leave, which was its own kind of answer. Up top they’d have moved me along inside a minute; down here, where the marble quit, I was still furniture enough to be left in the room, and they wanted somebody by her who could read a panel, because the panel they cared about was her.

She lay on the exam table Wexler usually saved for techs who gave away more than they had on them. Liora Sloane. Daybreak, off every banner in the building, cowl pushed back and gloves off and her hands lying open on the paper, and I couldn’t stop reading them.

Her hands were still.

Not the costly still I’d watched her hold in the prep corridor, every muscle spending itself to keep the line. This was the other kind, the kind a hand does when it isn’t fighting anything, her fingers gone loose the way a wire goes loose when you finally pull the load off it. The gold under her skin ran low and even and warm. No flicker, no sick white at the tear-ducts, no heat-haze coming off her in a cold room. She looked, lying there, like a thing that had stopped failing.

That was the problem. She wasn’t supposed to look like that.

Wexler stood at the readout cart with his glasses down his nose, gone very quiet, the surgical kind of quiet he kept for things he didn’t want to put in the room out loud. He’d run her vitals twice and kept looking from the collar-log feed to her hands to me, not saying the thing, because the camera on the doorframe was a thing that listened.

“That trace right,” he said finally, to the cart, like he was talking to the machine. “Or is it lying.”

“It’s not lying.”

The numbers I wasn’t cleared to read said her output ran even and contained at a level it had no business holding, because the band at her throat had gone dark. The suppressor collar they’d locked on Daybreak two years back and called mercy. Dead now, drawing nothing. She was steady, and she was steady off it, and those two facts couldn’t both stand in the same room. A collared hero ran rationed and leaking. An uncollared one this far gone ran toward a detonation. She was doing neither. She was resting, like a woman, with the worst machine in the building hanging off her throat doing nothing at all, and holding.

Everything has a place where the story it tells you stops adding up. This whole room had a flutter in it now, and it was her.

“Building saw it,” Wexler said, still to the cart, and that was as close as he’d come.

The building had. The cameras up top had caught me reach her on a stage in front of the whole city, get a hand on the back of her neck, and watch the thing that was killing her drop out of her and stop being anyone’s problem. Where’d it go, a boy had whispered at me on a stairwell two days back, and I’d told him nowhere and he’d let me lie. Nobody was going to let me lie about this one. There was tape. I’d grounded a kid in a stairwell and walked; I’d grounded the most photographed woman in the country on a broadcast rig, and there was no walking that came after that.

*

They came for me before noon, and it wasn’t Halloran, though I’d have bet on Halloran, the warmth before the weight. It was a handler I half-knew by his bad knees and a man I didn’t know at all, and the man I didn’t know was the one who mattered. Narrow and grey and tired in a pressed way, a Bureau lanyard turned so the badge faced his own chest. He looked at Wexler’s honest room the way an auditor looks at a kitchen he’s about to close. There was no unkindness in it. He had simply decided, before he walked in, what the room was.

“Director Reyland,” he said, to me, which told me he already knew which one I was. He didn’t offer a hand. He looked at Liora a moment, at her loose open hands and the dark collar, and something moved behind his face that wasn’t surprise. It was the look of a man finding a thing in the ledger that he’d been told might be there. “She’s stable.”

“She’s resting,” I said.

“Off the collar.” He said it flat, a line item, not a wonder, and turned the tired eyes on me. “I’ve read your standing, Mr. Tate. Containment, classed sub-license at fifteen, sixteen incident lines in ten years and none of them yours by the book.” He let that sit, gentle, a man who didn’t need to push because the math pushed for him. “I’m opening a file. That’s all this is today. A file is just a place to write down what we don’t yet have a word for.”

I’d left a line blank in a logbook two nights ago and called it a mutiny. He was the man who filled lines in.

“What’s the word you don’t have,” I said.

The faintest thing crossed him, a professional appreciation that I’d asked a clean question. “For what you did to her? We’ll find one. Categories are how a thing becomes safe.” He looked at the dead collar again, and this time I watched him, because careful men have a tell at the exact place they’re being careful, and his was a flatness laid over a spot where he knew more than he’d say. He didn’t know what I was. But he knew the shape of the hole I fit, and he’d known there was a hole before he met me, and he knew something about that ward three floors down he’d decided wasn’t mine to know. “Recovery suits her, in a few days,” he said, mild, and there it was, the word laid down clean, the one that meant a stair that went down and didn’t come back up, “once we understand what’s keeping her up without the support she’s supposed to need.”

Support. They’d built a collar that was killing her and called it support, and he said it without a flicker, and the flicker would have been the lie. He believed the word, or he’d said it so long it had quit costing him anything.

“She doesn’t need it,” I said. “That’s the whole readout. She doesn’t need the thing you mean to put back on her.”

“That is precisely what the file is for.” He capped his pen. He hadn’t written anything yet, and the capping was the threat, a man closing a thing he’d open again whenever he chose. “Don’t leave campus, Mr. Tate. Nobody’s accusing you of anything. We just don’t license what we can’t name, and we don’t leave unnamed things walking around a school.” He nodded at Wexler, who’d gone to stone, and went out and up toward the part of the building that had a sky.

Wexler waited until the corridor swallowed the footsteps. Then he buttoned the top button of his shirt that was already buttoned, fingers fussing at the pale band of throat above his collar, the old reflex. “Now they’ve got a drawer with your name on the front of it,” he said, low. “You know what goes in the drawers, son. I’ve spent forty years being the only proof some of it was ever real.”

*

Halloran came at the end, the way the warm part of a wound comes after the cold. He didn’t summon me. He came down, which was its own message, the Provost in his deep-blue suit walking into a medbay nine floors below the floors that got photographed, greeting Wexler by name with a gentleness that landed like a hand on the back of the neck. He pulled the spare stool over and sat on it beside the table where Liora slept, so that I was the one left standing. He folded his hands, took the reading-glasses off their chain and let them hang, and turned the grey-blue calm of him up at me like he was making me a gift of his full attention.

“Eli,” he said. First name, warm, immediate. “I’ve read your file since you were nineteen. I want you to know that before anything else. You’re not a stranger to me. You never were.”

I said nothing. Every word you give a man like that, he folds into the conversation he’s already decided you’re having.

“What you did up there,” he said, looking at Liora, and he meant every word of it, “was the most important thing anyone has done in that building in years. You walked into the one thing none of them were trained for and you held. I watched a trained hero freeze today.” He didn’t name Holt. He didn’t have to. “A man from the tunnels didn’t.”

Then, softly, the turn, never a threat, a thing offered. “So I won’t pretend this changes nothing. You’re not staff anymore, whatever the paper says. A man who can do what you did belongs inside, properly, safely, supported, where the people you help are protected and so are you. Nobody wants to manage you. I only want to make sure that the next time you reach for someone, there’s a system underneath you both, so it doesn’t go the way it went the last time you reached for someone without one.”

The room went very still around that sentence. He didn’t know what he’d said, he couldn’t have, there was no file with Davey in it and the records went tidy on that one a long time ago. He’d meant it as the general shape of a kindness, we’ll keep your hands from shaking, and it landed on the one thing the whole careful life was built to keep buried, and his face stayed open and paternal the whole way through, because for him it was true. The leash was love. He’d buckle me in the way you’d buckle a child, certain to his marrow he was the one saving me.

His jaw set, very slightly, when I still didn’t answer, gone before it finished, the warmth re-closing over it like water. The only place in him that wasn’t load-bearing on what he claimed to feel.

“I don’t need a system,” I said. Flat. Quiet. “Her collar came off. She’s been resting for three hours. That’s the whole report.”

“And when it goes wrong,” Halloran said, gently, sadly, a reasonable question laid down like a stone you’d have to step over, “when whatever you did comes apart, and there’s no one cleared to help her because you took her outside the system built to catch her, who do you imagine she calls?” He spread the folded hands, an offering. “Me. So let me help you help her. Let me make this right with you, Eli. I’ve buried bright children. I would very much like to stop.”

He stood and squared the stool back where it had been, a tidy man. He laid one hand for a moment on the rail of Liora’s table, near her loose still hand, the way you’d touch a sleeping daughter, and looked at her steady gold with an expression I’d have called love on anyone else, because he was looking at the living proof his whole life was wrong and seeing only a patient who’d improve once they got the support back on her.

Then he went, and Wexler exhaled like he’d been holding it the whole time, and I understood that I’d just been offered, sincerely, by a decent man, the inside of a cage.

*

Holt I didn’t get warmth from. I got him in the service corridor after, where the marble quit and he had no business being, which meant he’d come looking. Still in the Vanguard suit from the broadcast, white-and-gold gone wrong under the bare strip lights, a costume built for a stage standing in a place that threw shadows. He’d come down to where I lived because up there were cameras that would catch his face doing the thing it was doing.

“They’re calling you a hero up there,” he said. Pleasant. The smile deployed in under a second and held. “Tunnel rat saves Daybreak. They’ll run it for a week.”

“They can run what they want.”

“You got lucky. You put a hand on her and it happened to settle. That’s not a save, that’s a man in the right place who doesn’t know enough to be afraid.” He came a half-step closer, used the head he had on me. “What you did is the most dangerous thing in this building. You took her collar off. You lit the fuse and you’re calling it love.”

He believed it. That was the thing I had to keep hold of, looking at him. He’d been raised on the same catechism as everyone in the gleam, the collar’s a mercy, it keeps them safe, it keeps them useful, and he believed it the way you believe the only thing that ever told you you were real. The fear-for-her in it was half-true. He just couldn’t get at it past the other thing, the color climbing his neck in blotchy red above the famous collar, the tell PR could never coach out.

“You froze,” I said.

I didn’t say it to wound him. I said it because it was the load-bearing fact in the corridor and I’m bad at not saying those. His face held, held, and then went the way a seam goes.

“I’ve been the face of this academy since before you—” and the polish failed, mid-line, and what came out under it was a different man, short and ugly and scared. “She was on the ground. Every licensed Projector in that building was standing in that room, and we stood there, and you—” His jaw worked. His hand had come up and his fist had closed, and I watched him hate that it had, because a closed fist isn’t a thing you can put on a poster. “Don’t stand there in your coverall and look at me like you’re the one who lost something today.”

“I’m not looking at you like anything, Holt.”

“That’s worse,” he said, and for one second it was the truest thing either of us had said all day, and he hated me for hearing it.

He pulled the brand back over himself with an effort I could see, the smile, the height, the suit. “Enjoy the week. You’re a liability they haven’t filed yet, and they’re filing you. I’ve seen what happens to the ones they file.” Then he went back up toward the light, and left the corridor to me and the hum.

I stood there a while with my open hands loose at my sides and didn’t move, because there wasn’t anywhere to move to that was better than where I was. Reyland had a fresh drawer with my name on it and a word he’d invent to fill it. Halloran had a cage with a kind face he’d open for me himself, certain it was a door out. Two floors above the cold ward the Director had gone careful about, a woman was sleeping with her hands finally loose.

The file was open. I had made a decade’s work of staying too small to be worth the broom, and in one afternoon on a stage I’d made myself the most-named thing in the building, and I could feel the whole gleaming machine begin, without heat, without malice, the way a current begins down a line, turning to find out where to put me.


Chapter 9: Ration

The assignment came down on real paper, which was how I knew it mattered. Anything that came over the maintenance channel came as a work order with my name misspelled. This came folded in an academy envelope, hand-carried by the bad-kneed handler down nine flights to a room I cleaned for a living, and it had a line on it for my signature and a line above that, already filled in, that said Conditional Asset, Supervised Grounding, Provisional in a font designed to look like care.

The handler stood in the medbay door and waited for me to read it, because they’d told him to bring it back signed.

“I’m not signing it,” I said.

“It’s not really a no kind of form, Tate.”

“It’s got a line for a signature.” I set it down on Wexler’s counter, face up, so it could keep being a thing in the room without becoming a thing in my hand. “A line for a signature is the part where they pretend it’s a yes you gave them. I’m not giving it.”

He shifted his weight, looked past me at Liora asleep on the table with her loose hands, and weighed it against his bad knees, and let it go. “They’ll send somebody who isn’t me,” he said, and that was almost kind, and he went.

I knew they would. That was the shape of the whole machine, patient and without heat, a current running a line to find the path of least resistance, and I was about to be a great deal of resistance. For a decade I’d been the easy thing to walk past. I was done being it.

Wexler came back from wherever he’d gone to not be in the room while a man got handed a leash. He looked at the form, looked at me, and didn’t ask. He went to the readout cart instead and tipped the screen on its arm toward the wall, away from the little camera the handler had stuck on the doorframe the night they brought her down, and stepped back so I could see what he’d been not-saying since yesterday.

“You want to read a thing,” he said, “read that. While it’s still up. They’ll have it locked behind a clearance by tonight, once somebody remembers the tech in the room can read a panel.”

*

It was her collar log. Two years of it, the band’s whole life laid out in a line that climbed and dropped and climbed, and I read it the way I read a feeder that’s three days from going, not for the number, for where the number was headed.

I’d told myself the academy was cruel by neglect. A place that big, a girl that famous, nobody minding the gauge because everyone assumed someone else was. That would have been forgivable, in the way carelessness is forgivable. What was on the screen wasn’t carelessness. Somebody had minded the gauge. Somebody had minded it very closely, for two years, and made adjustments.

The collar’s draw stepped up by degrees, and each step had a date, and each date had a hand behind it. Tighten a half-measure when her output climbed. Hold. Tighten again. The log called it titration to tolerance, and ran the rationing curve down the months like a man backing a car down a hill in low gear, watching the mirror, never the road, lowering her a foot at a time toward a wall he’d already measured. The output line under it sagged season by season. They’d taken her down by inches and called every inch a kindness. And here was the thing that gave it away, the thing a man learns reading a hundred maintenance logs that a doctor signing one might miss: the curve only ever went one way. A body you actually mean to recover, you ease off of, you loosen the draw when the numbers steady, you let it climb back, that’s what recovery is, a line that recovers. Hers never climbed. Twice the output had leveled off on its own, a body trying to heal, and both times the very next entry tightened the ration again instead of easing it. Nobody was waiting for her to come back. They were holding her on a curve they’d already drawn to its end.

There was a flag near the bottom, three weeks old, a note in clinical shorthand I had to read twice. Output deprecation within projected envelope. Recommend maintain ration; reassess viability Q3.

Viability. I read it a third time to be sure I wasn’t building a horror out of a typo, because I have done that, built a fault out of a shadow, and a man who cries wolf at a panel gets his hands taken off the panels. I wasn’t wrong this time. They’d run the curve out to where it ended. They knew where it ended. They had a quarter circled on a calendar for when she’d stop being viable, and the recommendation, the actual recommendation in the actual file, was to maintain the ration — to keep the band drawing her down on schedule, all the way to the circled quarter, and reassess her at the bottom of the hill.

They weren’t rationing her. Rationing is what you do to make a thing last. You ration water in a drought because you want everyone alive at the end of it. This was the other thing that wears rationing’s coat. They were watching the gauge fall and timing it, and the only thing the ration preserved was the story, the poster, the clean version up on the floors with the sky. Daybreak couldn’t admit she was failing, because if Daybreak failed the whole catechism failed with her, so Daybreak didn’t get to fail. Daybreak got to be lowered quietly to the wall on a schedule and then she got to be a tasteful memorial, beautifully lit, and the band at her throat that everyone in the building called mercy was the hand on the gearshift the whole way down.

I stood at the cart with my hands flat on the counter on either side of the keyboard, very still, and read it one more time, all of it, slow, because I wanted to be certain past the place where fury could be talked back out of me. I get one chance to read a thing before I trust it. I read it twice as a rule. I read this four times, and at the end of the fourth time the cold in me that goes where other men’s heat goes had nowhere left to put what it had become, and so it just sat in my chest behind the new coal and stayed.

“You see it,” Wexler said, and it wasn’t a question he needed answered. He’d seen it years ago and carried it alone, the way he carried the man with the cellist’s hands, the way he carried the pale band at his own throat.

“I see it.”

“They’ll tell you it’s mercy.” He reached up, the old reflex, and worried the buttoned button over the line on his neck. “And the worst of it, son, the part that’ll keep you up — they’ll mean it.”

*

She woke while I was tipping the screen back the way the camera liked it.

She came up out of sleep all at once, the way people do who’ve learned that the safest second to be caught off guard is no second at all, and her hand went first to her throat, to the dark dead band, checking it the way you check for a tooth that ached for two years and then one morning didn’t. Then her eyes found me. Found the form face up on the counter. Found my face, and read it, because she reads people the way she reads a room before a camera goes live, fast and total, and I have a face that gives nothing and she got the whole thing off it anyway.

“You read my collar,” she said. Low. The private voice, the one with no poster in it. “All of it.”

“Yeah.”

“And now you’re standing there looking like a man who found the part where the bridge is going to come down.” She pushed herself up on her elbows, slow, getting her feet under the day. Off the table she was tall, taller than the broadcasts let her be, and tired in a way the gold under her skin couldn’t gild over, and she’d kept her hands moving since she woke — smoothing the paper she lay on, the hem of the gown, never letting them go idle and visible, because a hand that’s busy is a hand you can’t watch shake. I watched anyway. I read tells for a living. But I didn’t let her see me do it, because she’d had two years of people watching her hands and not one of them watching her, and I knew the difference even if nobody had ever bothered to show her there was one.

“Don’t,” she said, when the silence ran a beat long. “Whatever it is you’re about to be gentle about. Don’t. I have had two years of gentle. Gentle is the lighting they put on it.” She got off the table and stood, one hand finding the rail and leaving it again fast, like even that much support was a thing she refused to be caught needing. “Say the true thing or don’t say anything. You’re better at the second one. I’ve noticed.”

“They’ve got a date on you.” I said it flat, the way you tell a man his weld won’t hold, because softening it would have been its own kind of lie and she’d asked me not to lie. “The ration isn’t keeping you going. It’s the speed they’re bringing you down at. There’s a quarter circled. They wrote viability and they meant the end of it, and the file says hold the curve.”

It landed. I’ll give her this — she didn’t flinch, didn’t perform a flinch either, didn’t reach for the brand-smile she could’ve put up like a shield. She went still. The good kind, the listening kind, a person hearing a thing she’d suspected for so long that the confirming of it was almost a rest. Her hands stopped moving and she let them. For the length of one breath she let me see them held flat and open and not shaking, and I understood that costing her something, and I understood it was on purpose, that she was showing me she could hold steady in front of one person on this earth without the gloves on, because I was the one who’d read the gauge and not looked away.

“I knew the shape of it,” she said. “I didn’t have the date.” A breath. “You’ve got a way of bringing a person the one thing nobody else would carry down all those stairs.”

“I’m good at stairs.”

The corner of her mouth went, almost. “I felt that,” she said, and she didn’t mean the joke. She meant the stage, the thing that had come out of her and into me on a floor in front of the whole country, and her eyes dropped a half-inch to the center of my chest where it lived now, a banked warmth under the sternum that flared just then, near her, like it knew its own. “It’s in you. The thing they were timing out of me. It went somewhere and the somewhere was you and you’re standing there carrying it like a man who picked up a hot pan and decided not to mention it.”

“It’s fine where it is.”

“It isn’t, and you know it isn’t, and that’s not the part that frightens me.” She came a step closer, into the space where the engineered distance people keep stops working, close enough that the warmth in me leaned toward the warmth in her and I had to plant against the wanting the way I plant against a load, weight down, will set, the immovable thing, because the immovable thing was the only thing I’ve ever reliably had. “The part that frightens me,” she said, quieter, “is that they’re going to come for you now the way they came for me. And you’re going to let them put a softer word on it. Asset. Supervised. Provisional.” She nodded at the form on the counter without looking at it. “I read those too. I signed mine when I was nineteen and grateful.”

“I’m not signing it.”

“I know.” She studied me, the whole flat plain unremarkable front of me, the coverall and the grease line at the wrist and the face that doesn’t smile to be liked, and something moved behind the amber that I didn’t have a name for and didn’t trust myself to name, the recognition of two people the same patient hand had sorted into the wrong place and forgotten, reading each other across a room that listened. “That’s the thing about you. They walk up with the form and the warm voice and the date already inked, and you just, ” she searched for it, “, you don’t move. You’re not strong. You said it yourself, furniture. But they can’t get the door open with you standing in it, and they haven’t met that before, a thing they can’t move and can’t fire and can’t shame.” Her hand lifted, hung in the air a moment over the rail, and settled back down on it, light, deciding to allow herself the support after all, on her own terms, where I could see. “Don’t sign it. Stand in the door. I’ll learn how from you.”

The camera on the doorframe blinked its little light, recording all of it, and neither of us said the thing under the thing, because the room listened and because some loads you don’t put words to until you’ve found the floor to earth them into.

I picked the form up off the counter. She watched me do it.

I didn’t tear it — torn is a thing they note in a file, a flag, an instability, the exact word they’d been waiting for an excuse to write. I folded it back along its creases, neat, the way it came, and put it in the breast pocket of the coverall, over the coal, where I keep the things I’m not done with. Unsigned. Mine now, not theirs. Let the next one they sent come find it on me and ask for it back.

The cold in my chest had finished becoming whatever it was going to become, and it wasn’t going to talk itself back out of me this time, and it wasn’t loud, and it wasn’t going anywhere. They’d had ten years to make me small enough to be the easy thing to walk past. They’d circled a quarter on a calendar for the woman standing in front of me with her hands finally still. And somewhere in the last four readings of a collar log I’d stopped being a thing they could leash, because a leash needs something that wants to stay close enough to wear it, and I’d just decided, all the way down to the floor of me, that I was going to be the place their whole tidy machine finally couldn’t move.


Chapter 10: Live Current

The training annex on B-deck had a floor that lied.

It was poured to look like the good marble upstairs, the same bone-white, the same engineered flatness, but they’d run it cheap over a slab that flexed, and after a few years of bruisers landing on it the seams had started to chatter under load. I’d flagged it twice. Both times the form came back stamped cosmetic. So when the work order put me down there to chase a dead ventilation fan, I went the long way along the gallery rail, where I could keep one boot on a part of the floor I trusted, and I watched the girl in the cropped blue suit try to break the part I didn’t.

She was small. That was the first wrong note, because everything she did was sized for someone twice her. She came off the far wall in a flat sprint, hit the heavy bag the academy uses to grade Projectors, and instead of swinging it jumped, chain and all, a hard blue crack going up the links and a smell rolling off it like a motor cooked past its rating. The room strobed, a stutter rather than a flicker, the whole annex dropping into freeze-frame for the half-second the arc lasted, so I saw her land in three still pictures instead of one motion: braced, grinning, already turning for the next run.

Two handlers stood at the rail with clipboards and didn’t look up.

“Again,” one of them said.

She went again. I stopped pretending to look for the fan.

Ten years of reading where things break, and most of what I’d read was metal, and metal at least has the decency to fail slow. This was a person failing fast and calling it a workout. The blue ran over her arms in branching threads, the same shape every time, like it knew the road, and it did know the road; the threads traced a run of old silver scars up one forearm, fern-shaped, the kind you don’t get from a gym. You get those from your own current finding the door out and the door being your skin. She had a forearm full of them. A record of every time it had nowhere else to go.

She caught me watching on the third run.

She didn’t stop. She finished the strike, let the bag scream up its chain, and turned to me mid-recoil with the grin already up, wide, all teeth, the grin of someone who’d decided a long time ago that getting looked at was a thing you won, not a thing that happened to you.

“You lost, tunnel rat?”

“Fan’s dead.” I tipped my chin at the dark vent grille. “That one.”

“Tragic.” She bounced on the balls of her feet, knuckles already going on the rail, a fast little four-beat tap I’d have called nerves on anyone else. On her it read like a thing that ran whether she wanted it or not. “Stick around. It’s a good show. I do all my own stunts.”

“Quill.” The handler didn’t look up from his board. “Reset. We’re behind.”

“We’re always behind,” she said, to me, not to him, pitch climbing, and went back to the wall. Off she came again.

This time I watched her instead of the bag.

*

Here’s the thing nobody at that rail seemed to know, or wanted to.

A current has to go somewhere. That’s not a saying. It’s the first thing they teach you down where I learned, before they teach you anything else, because the men who forget it are the ones who get carried up the stairs. You can dam a load. You can’t delete it. Block the path it wants and it doesn’t quit, it goes patient, and it finds the path you didn’t armor, and the path you didn’t armor is almost always a person.

She was the person. She was both ends of it, the storm and the only ground in the room, and the ground wasn’t rated for the storm.

Every strike, the blue came up a hair too bright. Between strikes it didn’t fully bleed off, it sat on her, a low jitter she walked around in, sparking faint off her fingertips when she got near the rail, making the speaker in the ceiling buzz when she passed under it. Her freckled skin had gone pink, and it wasn’t the flush of work; work reddens you from the surface and this came up from underneath, a heat rising through her like something cooking inside the casing. By the sixth run she was vibrating in the half-second before each sprint, a fine high tremor she covered by moving before it could be seen, and I understood the constant motion then. The constant motion wasn’t restlessness. She was a thing that couldn’t be set down without going off, so she never let herself be set down.

The handler made a note. Output above projection, probably. Asset performing well. They were reading a gauge and calling the climb success, the same way you’d watch a relay chatter toward a pop and write down that it was running hot, like hot was an achievement and not a countdown.

I’d watched a bright person burn before. I knew the smell of it under the ozone, the sweet edge, and I made myself keep my hand on the rail.

She finished the set. The bag was smoking faintly at the seam. She stood in the middle of the lying floor with her chest heaving and her arms still ghosting blue and grinned up at the handlers like she’d brought them a present.

“Logged,” the one said. “Good. Faster next block.”

“Faster,” she agreed, bright, and the grin didn’t move, and her eyes did, flicked once to the smoke off the bag, fast, before she put them back. She’d clocked it too. She just had a better lock on her face than I did.

The handlers gathered their boards and left through the gallery door, talking about something else before they’d cleared it.

She dropped onto the edge of an equipment crate the second they were gone, all the bounce going out of her at once, and pressed the heel of her hand hard against her sternum like she was holding a lid down. Three seconds. Then she heard me still there and the lid came back up and she was upright again, sitting on the crate’s corner instead of in it, one heel bouncing fast against the crate, the storm-blue static ghosting and dying off her fingertips where they rested on the wood.

“You’re still here,” she said. “That’s either very sad or you fixed my fan with your mind. Which.”

“Sad.” I came off the rail. The floor under her end of the room held. I noted it the way I note exits. “You leak.”

The grin sharpened. “I arc. It’s the whole job. They put it on the brochure.” She held up the scarred forearm, turned it lazy in the light so the silver caught. “Souvenirs. You should see the other guy. There is no other guy. It’s all me. Real economical.”

*

I should have left. I had a fan to chase and a long policy of being furniture, and furniture doesn’t tell a Projector with a rail full of handlers that her own academy is watching her run down. There was no upside in it I could name, and a great deal of downside, all of it mine. But I’d just watched two men with clipboards write good on a young woman cooking herself from the inside, and the part of me that had spent fifteen years learning to keep its mouth shut had, lately, stopped doing what it was told.

“That smoke off the bag,” I said. “That’s not the bag wearing out. That’s you running past where the line holds and dumping the rest into whatever’s closest. The bag. The chain. The rail.” I didn’t say a person. I didn’t have to; she was quick. “It’s not output, it’s overflow. And somebody upstairs is logging it as output, because output’s the number that keeps you cleared to fly.”

For one second she went still.

Not the public still. Wren-still, though I didn’t have the word for her yet, the bounce gone, the knuckles stopped mid-beat, every restless part of her arrested at once. It lasted exactly as long as it took her to decide what to do with me, and then she laughed, a beat too fast and a notch too high, a laugh that didn’t get anywhere near the rest of her face.

“Okay, spooky.” She was up off the crate, moving, the bounce slamming back online. “Maintenance gives the safety lecture now. Love it. Real value-add. You read fortunes too, or just bad fans and worse omens?”

“I read where things break.” Flat. “You’re early.”

“I’m fast. It’s a feature.” She circled me, chin up to make up the foot of height she gave away, getting into my space instead of ceding it. Up close she smelled like ozone and scorched motor and, under it, that sweet thread I hated. Her eyes never settled, they tracked the door, the second door, the fast line through the racks, then snapped back to me, bright and grey-blue and shot through with a thin actinic flicker that hadn’t fully gone out. “Here’s a feature. You think you’ve got me read because you watched me work one block. Cute. People have been telling me what I’m doing to myself since I was fourteen. The medics. The handlers. My own self in the mirror, real chatty. You know what we all agree on, lightning rod? That it’s the price. You want to be the one they send into the bad room, you pay rent on it, and the rent’s me. Fine. I read the contract. I signed it in this.” She flicked the scarred arm.

“Somebody handed you that contract at fourteen,” I said. “That’s not signing. That’s being told what you owe before you can count.”

The flicker in her eyes jumped.

She stopped circling. She’d come too close to something and she knew it, and I watched her arrive at the edge of the true thing and refuse it, fast, the way you’d snatch a hand off a hot pipe.

“Don’t,” she said. Quiet, for just a beat. Then loud again, grinning, already a step toward the door. “Don’t do that. We were having a nice antagonistic thing going. You don’t get to be, whatever this is. Sincere. Gross.” She pointed at me, walking backward. “You’re a fan guy. Go be a fan guy. Fan’s that way.”

“It’s behind you.”

“I know where the fan is.” She didn’t. She’d already turned, caught herself, and the catching cost her, I saw it land in her shoulders, the small humiliation of a body that had run out ahead of her. She came around hard, too hard, and threw a hand out at the rack to steady the turn.

And the current went with the hand.

*

It wasn’t a strike. She didn’t aim it. That was the whole of the problem — she’d spent a set damming what the collar couldn’t bleed, and then I’d said the one thing her armor had no joke for, and the lid she’d had her hand on came off, and a load that had been looking all afternoon for the path she didn’t armor found her open palm and the steel rack three feet past it.

The arc jumped.

The room dropped into stutter-frames — her hand, the rack, a fork of hard blue snapping the gap with the bug-zapper crack of it, the branches tracing up her forearm bright enough to throw her scars into relief like wires under the skin. The speaker overhead shrieked static. The lights ghosted. The rack was bolted to a junction box I’d flagged eight months ago, and the box fed the floor I didn’t trust, and I knew exactly, in the half-second I had, where the load wanted to go and what it would do to the next person who stepped on the seam.

I was already moving. Not toward her. I’d learned that lesson in a basement with a boy and I was never unlearning it — you don’t grab the storm, you give it a worse path, a deader one, a thing with no heartbeat to stutter.

My hand hit the junction box.

I didn’t open the door for the load. I want to be clear about that, because the line is everything and it’s the only thing that’s kept me alive. I didn’t pull. But the rack behind her was an old box with a bad ground I’d flagged the spring before, no clean path to the slab left in it, which meant the arc she’d thrown had nowhere to go but back across the room, or into her. So I put my palm flat to the cold steel housing the way I’d put it to a feeder in junction seven, a man checking a thing for a fault, and I made myself the path the box couldn’t be. What she’d thrown came through the steel and through me and down into the foundation that had been swallowing this building’s mistakes since before my father was born, and the scorch I’d leave on the rack would read, to anyone who came looking, like an old box that had finally died on its own.

The arc died. The lights came up. The speaker quit screaming.

Four ugly seconds, a scorch on the rack I’d be explaining on a form, and a smell of cooked dust hanging over all of it. My hand buzzed inside the glove, the old fine tremble starting, and I shoved it in my pocket before it could be read.

Wren stood very still in the middle of the floor that lied, breathing hard, the blue gone off her arms, staring at the dead rack and then at me.

She’d felt it go. The same way you feel a tooth come out, the sudden absence where the pressure was. Her eyes came up to mine, and the grin wasn’t there, and what was there was worse for me, because where the scared boy in the stairwell had believed my lie before I’d finished telling it, she was already not buying a word I hadn’t said yet.

“That wasn’t the box,” she said.

Quiet. Not a joke in it anywhere.

“Bad ground in the rack,” I said. “Old box. I flagged it last spring.” I picked my bag up off the rail one-handed, the buzzing hand staying in my pocket, and I gave her nothing — no recognition, no the-thing-I-actually-did, none of the leverage a smaller man spends to feel important once in his small life. “You should get clear of it. Whole floor’s cheap under that end.”

She looked at the rack. She looked at me. She was fast, faster than the boy, and I watched her run the same arithmetic Liora had run behind a media wall, and not finish it, because there was no answer on the board that fit. A box doesn’t reach up and take the strike off your hand. Boxes don’t do that. She knew boxes didn’t do that.

“Right,” she said slowly. “Bad ground.”

From the gallery door a clipped, even voice said, “Wren. There you are. They want you back on the block,” and Liora Sloane came in two steps and stopped, reading the dead rack and the scorch and the two of us standing on the floor like we’d been caught at something. Her hands were folded. Too still. She clocked the smoke, clocked Wren’s pinked-down skin and the unnatural stillness on a woman who never stopped moving, clocked me, and something crossed her face, fast, gone behind the public calm before I could name it.

But Wren was still looking at me.

“Bad ground,” she said again, to herself this time, testing the weight of it, and finding it didn’t hold. She backed toward Liora and the door, her eyes not leaving me, the grin coming back up crooked and uncertain on a face that had finally found a thing it couldn’t outrun fast enough to laugh at.

“See you around,” she said.

It wasn’t a goodbye. It was a marker. She was telling me she knew where I’d be, and that she’d be back to find out what a fan guy was doing with his hand on a junction box when the lights went out, and we both stood there in the cooked-dust air, on a floor built to lie, knowing something had just happened that neither of us was going to put in any log.

Then she was gone through the gallery door, fast, already talking, and I was left with a dead rack to explain and a hand that wouldn’t stop buzzing and the cold certainty that I had not, after all, stayed furniture.


Chapter 11: Contained

They sent for me three days after the stage, and they sent for me politely, which is how you know a thing’s been decided about you upstairs. A runner found me in the L2 conduit run, said Comms wants the maintenance lead for the asset walkthrough, and blinked while I worked out that the asset was a woman and the lead was me, neither of which had been true the week before.

I went up. I’d stopped pretending the part of me that wanted to was a stranger.

The comms floor sat two below Halloran’s, open-plan, screen-walled, every screen running the same four seconds on a loop with the sound off. Me, on the stage, getting a hand to the back of Liora’s neck while the gold tried to come apart. They’d cut it so you couldn’t quite see what I did — a blur, a stumble, the champion sitting up. From the right angle it looked like I’d caught a woman who fainted, and that was the angle they were running, twenty feet wide, over and over, while a dozen people in good clothes built a story on top of it the way you pour a slab over a crack you’ve decided not to fix.

Hollis Pryce ran the floor the way Bao ran the kitchen, total and unhurried, except Bao fed people. Somewhere in their thirties, sleeves pushed up, headset at the collar, a coffee that never seemed to lower. They clocked me the second the doors opened and crossed the whole floor smiling, hand out, glad to see me in a way that had nothing in it I could spend.

“Eli. Maintenance, right? Good. You’re the man who was up there.” The handshake was warm and brief and over. “We’re going to need you to be a little bit famous for about a week, and then never again, and I promise the second part’s the easy one.”

“I’m not in the cut,” I said. The loop showed it. They’d kept me a blur on purpose.

“You’re exactly not in the cut, and that’s the favor I’m doing you.” Pryce steered me a few steps with a hand that didn’t touch, toward the big screen, the way you walk a man toward a window so he’ll look out it instead of at you. “Here’s the story. Daybreak had a medical event under the lights, the collar protocol performed exactly as designed, our response was immediate, full recovery expected. It’s a good story. It’s even mostly true, depending where you stand.”

“She detonated,” I said. “On a live feed. The collar didn’t perform anything. It was the thing failing.”

The screens kept murmuring and the keyboards kept on, but a little well of stillness opened around the two of us, and three people pretended harder to be working. Pryce’s smile didn’t move. That was the tell. Most people’s faces hunt for the next expression when you set a true thing in front of them; Pryce’s just held, perfectly level, a poured slab cured smooth. Pryce read a story coming apart the way I read a failing weld, and had one fix for it — lay something flat over the crack and call it the floor.

“See, that,” Pryce said, warm, almost grateful, “is why I wanted you up here and not finding a camera in a hallway. That word — detonated — that’s a word that ends careers, and not hers. You like her, I think. You did a brave thing. Help me make sure it doesn’t turn into the worst week of her life.” They tipped the coffee at the loop. “Right now she’s a hero who had a scare and got taken care of, and that version keeps her face on a building. The version with your word in it, she’s a faulty product, and faulty products get recalled, quietly, which is a much worse place to be than resting comfortably. So. We’re agreed she fainted.”

It was the cleanest threat I’d been handed all week, wrapped as concern for her, and the worst of it was the concern was even a little real. Recalled. Reyland had a stair for that. Pryce had a press release. They’d never met, and they were building the same room from two ends.

“She fainted,” I said. Flat. Because the alternative was a basement, and I’d already decided I wasn’t going to be the one who put her there with a true word said at the wrong altitude.

“There he is.” Pryce was already turning, the transaction logged and closed. “You’ll get a card. Anybody asks, point them at the card. You were never quoted because you were never anybody, which I mean as the highest compliment my office can pay a person.” And they were gone into the screens, and I was standing under twenty feet of myself blurred into a man who caught a fainting girl.

*

She was in a glass-walled media-prep room, and she was not resting comfortably. She sat very straight in a chair built for the camera, soft clothes instead of the rig, hair loose, gloves on, watching the same loop, her hands folded in her lap in a way I’d learned to read on her in a prep corridor a week ago. Folded meant occupied. Occupied meant she didn’t trust them empty.

A handler hovered. I gave him the maintenance-lead nothing and checked the ceiling vent like it had called me up here, and after a minute of a tunnel rat poking at a grille he lost interest and went for the coffee, and it was the two of us and the glass and the silent loop.

“They’re calling it a faint,” she said, to the screen more than to me.

“I know. I just agreed to it.”

That turned her head. Off-camera her face did the thing the banners never got, the brand-smile gone, a tired sharp woman under it who looked at me like she was deciding how much it had cost me to say that and whether to make me pay it back.

“Did they tell you what it costs me,” she said, “or just what it saves them.”

“They told me you keep your face on a building, and that the other version of you is a recall. They said it like a kindness. It mostly was one. That’s the part I can’t get a wrench on.”

Something eased at the corner of her mouth that wasn’t the smile. “You can’t, no. That’s the trick of this place. Everyone holding the leash genuinely thinks they’re holding you up.” She set her folded hands flatter, deliberate, and I watched her not let them do the other thing. “Two years I’ve stood under those lights and let people who like me schedule the careful little death of me, and the worst part was never the ones who don’t care. It’s the ones who do, telling me to drink water. Pryce cares. In there. Did you see it?”

“I saw it.”

“Doesn’t change a word of the release.” She breathed out through her nose, dry. “Don’t go soft on me about it, either. The whole building’s soft. I’d trade every gentle hand in that building for one person who’d say the true word out loud where it counted, and the hell of it is, if you had said it just now, you’d have killed me to do it. So.” She looked at me, level, the regal thing she did instead of being afraid. “Thank you for lying. There. I said it once. We won’t do it again.”

I have spent my life being the man nobody thanks. The most photographed woman in the country had just thanked me for keeping my mouth shut, and it landed under the sternum and sat there warm and uninvited, and I filed it, because I am bad at things that don’t have a failure point I can put a hand on.

“It holds a week,” I said. “Pryce’s version. That’s all a story like that buys. A week, maybe two, then the joint they didn’t fix starts to weep again and they pour another slab.” I looked at her dead collar, dark under the loose hair, and at her loose hands that had no business being loose. “You’re the joint, Liora. You stabilized wrong and there’s tape of it. They can run fainted till the sun burns out. The building still saw a collar drop a champion and a man from the tunnels catch what came off her. Somebody upstairs is going to want that explained in a room without cameras, soon.”

“You think I don’t know that.” She was certain, always, even about the schedule of her own ruin, and the certainty was its own kind of strength, a woman who’d done the arithmetic so many times the numbers had quit being able to scare her. “You read where things break. Good for you. I’ve spent two years being the cracked thing they keep repainting and sending back out under the lights, so I promise you I know the schedule of my own ruin better than you do.” She stood, smoothing the soft clothes into a line, and for one second she was almost the poster again, posture loading up out of habit. Then she let it go, on purpose, because the camera was off, and stayed a tired woman who trusted me with her hands. “Go back to your tunnels before someone files you for standing here. Whatever this is — ” a small motion, the glass, the loop, the two of us — “it’s the only true thing on this floor, and true things up here have a way of getting recalled.”

She was close, saying it. Close enough that she’d quit being the poster for me, and what was left, under the exhaustion and the dead collar and the whole machine that owned her face, was just a woman, and I’d spent so long not letting myself look at anyone that the plain fact of her this near went through me like heat off a stove I’d stood too close to. She saw it cross my face. For a second neither of us did the sensible thing and put a foot of distance back, and the air in that glass box ran a degree warmer than the climate they kept it at, and it had nothing to do with anybody’s Spark. Then she lowered her eyes and I found the door handle, both of us setting it down the way we set everything down, because she was nine days from a quarter circled on a calendar and I was a marked man with nothing to offer a woman but a target on his back.

I went. But I went slow, and I knew, going, that I’d come back up the next time they gave me half a reason, and that the half-reason was getting easier to find every day, and that not all of why was the conspiracy.

*

Wren was waiting at the service car like she’d been poured into the doorframe, one boot up on the kick-rail, a forgotten multi-tool turning over and over between her fingers in a quick light idle, the look of a person who’d run out of things to read on the wall.

“Lightning rod,” she said, falling in beside me before I’d hit the button. “You know they’ve got you on a loop up there? Twenty feet of you saving the gold girl. You’re famous. For about a week, somebody very smooth told me, then never again, which is honestly the most relatable thing I’ve heard all year.”

“You talked to Pryce.”

“Pryce talked at me. I was decoration in the back of someone else’s meeting.” She dropped into the car ahead of me, hopped up to sit on the fold-down rail, heels swinging, all of her in motion even sitting. “So here’s what I can’t figure, and I’ve waited twenty minutes by your weird little elevator to ask it, which you should feel honored about, I don’t wait for anybody. Everybody up there froze. Holt froze, golden boy, full Projector, froze like a hard drive. The maintenance guy didn’t.” She tipped her head, pale eyes flicking over me for the seam. “What’s a maintenance guy got that a Vanguard doesn’t.”

“Nothing,” I said. “I was closest. I caught somebody who fell.”

“Mm. See, no.” The grin came up fast, all teeth, delighted to catch me lying. “That’s the laminated answer. I asked the real question.” She leaned in, chin up the way short fast people get into your space to fix the height problem by force. “I run hot. Have since I was fourteen. I leak in dry air, I’ve got a forearm that looks like a circuit diagram, and I know exactly what a thing with nowhere to go feels like when it’s hunting the door. When you put your hand on her, on the tape? She stopped hunting. You don’t catch a faint, lightning rod. You open a door. So.” She bounced once on the balls of her feet, fast, unable to hold the stop. “Where’d it go.”

Two people had asked me that in a week, both of them feeling the answer before they said the words, and I was running out of cold foundation to put it in. “You’ve got a theory,” I said. “Don’t let me stop you.”

“Oh, I’ve got several.” She bounced off the rail as the car slowed, landed light, talking the whole way down. “Theory one, you’re some off-book Sink and you eat power, except no, a Sink kills it and she didn’t go dark, she went steady, so scratch that.” She was already through the doors, walking backward in front of me, hands out, building it in the air. “Theory two’s the one I like. You’re the thing they tell us doesn’t exist anymore. The ground wire. The one that doesn’t take it away, it takes it on.” She stopped. So did I. The hum came up through the floor, and her knuckles had gone still against her own thigh, which I didn’t know yet to read, except some part of me already had, because stillness on her felt wrong the way a quiet panel feels wrong.

“That’d be illegal,” I said. “If it existed. Uncategorized. They don’t license what they can’t name.”

“Yeah, well, you can’t look it up, that’s the joke — I tried, there’s nothing, it’s scrubbed cleaner than my juvenile record.” For one breath the grin thinned into something that wasn’t armor. “But my gran worked the forge-district foundries before the academies bought up all the licensing, and she used to talk about a guy on the line. Somebody you brought the ones who cooked off, and he’d put his hands on them and they’d just go quiet. No collar. She called them ground wires, and then one year she stopped hearing about them and learned not to ask after the guy, and I figured it was a story old people tell. Then there was the tape.” She let that sit. “There’s no box for what you are, which means there’s no leash for it, which means you’re the only person in this whole collar factory walking around with nothing on his throat.” Her eyes went, just once, to my neck, bare, no band, then away, and the want in it was so naked and so fast she covered it before it finished, the way you slap a hand over a spark. “And I’m standing here doing math, which is your fault, and I hate math. Go on, then.” The grin snapped back up, loud, a dare thrown to put two feet of distance back between us. “Tell me I’m wrong. Tell me you caught a fainting girl, lightning rod. Say it with your whole flat little face and I’ll believe you and we never talk about it again.”

She wanted me to lie. She’d built her whole run down here so I could lie and she could let it go, the way Theo let it go, the way Liora and I had just agreed to a faint upstairs. Everybody on this campus was holding the same crack shut with the same flat hand, and I was so tired of pouring slab.

I let the silence go a beat too long, the way I’d let a logbook line go blank, and watched her decide on the spot, fast and reckless and without knowing why, the way she decided everything, that she’d rather have a true dangerous thing than a safe one. The bounce came back into her, slow this time, almost pleased.

“Huh,” Wren said. Quiet, for her. “Okay.” Then, already moving off down the warm dark toward wherever she was going next, throwing it over her shoulder, bright as a flare: “Don’t worry. I’m great at secrets. Ask anyone. Tragic record, somebody write it down.”

And she was gone, the faint static-snap of her trailing off down the corridor.

I stood in the hum a while with my hands open and loose at my sides. Upstairs, in twenty-foot loops, the lie held, smooth and cured and good for a week, a champion who fainted and a nobody who caught her. Down here was a woman two floors up who’d thanked me for the lie and trusted me with her hands, and a woman who’d just walked off into my tunnels carrying the one true word I couldn’t afford anyone to hold. Two fragile things propped on the same crack, only me standing under both, and the secret getting heavier with every person who looked at the tape and saw the door open.

There was one thing more I hadn’t told either of them, or the logbook, or the dark. The coal Liora had left in me on the broadcast floor still hadn’t gone out.

For ten years I’d refused to look straight at what I could do; staying small meant not measuring it. That night, alone in the L4 main with the hum for company, I made myself measure. I sat on an overturned crate, went still, and reached on purpose for the warmth banked behind my breastbone, the part of her that hadn’t earthed, the way you reach into a dark drawer you’ve kept shut your whole life. It answered. When I held my attention on it the heat steadied and came up brighter, and every read in the tunnel sharpened with it at once: the flutter in the feeder two junctions down, the worn bearing in the air handler overhead, the tired place in my own bad knee. I could feel more, carrying her, than I had ever once felt alone.

I didn’t know what that meant, or whether a man was built to keep a piece of a person banked in him like a fire and warm his hands at it. But I sat with it a long time and didn’t put it out. I turned it over and found its edges and learned one true thing about myself I could go back and test tomorrow, and the testing had a pull in it I hadn’t felt since I was a boy who still believed the gift might turn out to be a good one.

Ten years I’d stayed small enough that nobody bothered to look. I went down to my list, and the list was the same, and nothing else was, and I caught myself wanting the next half-reason to go back up before I’d hit the bottom of the stairs.


Chapter 12: The Ultimatum

This one came hand-carried, a folded card on academy stock instead of a work order over the channel, which told me whose desk it had started from before I broke the seal.

A real card, heavy stock, my name spelled right this time, hand-delivered by an aide who’d been told to wait for an answer and didn’t want to be in the room while I gave it. The Provost would be grateful for a few minutes of your time. Ten years they’d left my name off the cleared list, and now a man at the top of the sky was grateful for my time. You don’t waste good stock on staff. You waste it on someone you’ve decided to handle carefully, and careful, I was learning, was the most dangerous thing this building did to a person. The aide rode up not looking at me, scared of being the one who’d brought me, which told me more about the meeting than the card had.

Halloran’s office was glass on three sides, the city laid out small and grey below it, the towers across the water catching a light our building made and theirs only borrowed. He was already seated when the aide showed me in, a man who sits while you stand has decided the room before you walk into it. He didn’t rise. He smiled before there was a reason to and took his reading glasses off and let them hang on their chain, the gesture meant to say now I’m really listening.

“Sit down, Eli. Please.”

I sat. The chair was lower than his. Of course it was.

“I’ve read your file since you were nineteen,” he said. “There was a flag on the original assessment that came across my desk, and most men in my chair would have signed it through and forgotten it. I didn’t.” He folded his hands on the desk, settling, a man composing himself to do something hard for my own good. “You’ve worked very hard, for a very long time, to be left alone. I respect that. And I want you to hear, before anything else, that I am not your enemy. I have never once been your enemy.”

The seam in his smile was right where it had been the first time, left corner, the muscle not quite committing. But the rest of him meant it, and I never did get used to it. A man who knew he was lying would have been easier to sit across from. Halloran believed every word, and belief has no stress point you can put a thumb on, it doesn’t crack, it just holds, and holds, and crushes whatever’s under it, gently, while telling that thing it’s being saved.

“You grounded Liora Sloane in front of forty cameras,” he said.

“I steadied a woman who was about to fall.”

“You did more than that, and you know it, and the only people in this building pretending otherwise are doing it to protect you.” He said protect the way Bao said eat, like it wasn’t up for discussion, like it was just what you did for a person. “She’s been off her collar nine days. Do you understand how unprecedented that is? What it means?”

“It means she’s better.”

“It means she’s unstable.” He didn’t raise his voice; he lowered it, slower, sadder, leaning the smallest degree in. “Running without the one thing that’s kept her alive for two years, on the strength of a process none of us understands, performed by a man with no certification and no idea what he’s doing inside another person’s Spark. You call that better. I call it a woman with the safety off, and the part that keeps me up is she feels wonderful right now, so she won’t believe she’s in danger until she’s past saving.”

I kept my hands open and loose on my knees, the way you keep them when you’ve decided to stay rather than swing.

“You’ve spent your whole life around the ones who burned. You’ve carried them out of that ward on your own back. You’ve smelled it.” His grey eyes stayed steady, the calm never reaching them and never leaving them, just on. “I’ve buried bright children, Eli. I wore a collar myself, as a cadet, a weak little light-Spark, reckless with it, and that collar is the only reason I’m sitting here instead of being a name someone’s mother still can’t say.” His thumb went, without his seeming to know it, to a pale line at the base of his throat. “Let me bring you both inside, where people can catch it when it goes wrong, because it will, and when it does she’ll have no one cleared to help her, because you took her outside the only system that ever protected her. So help me help her. Let’s make this right with you, not at you.”

It was a good speech, given by a man who meant it, and it was a cage offered with both hands, the bars warm from his palms.

“What’s the offer,” I said. Flat. “Plainly. Everything so far is the wrapping.”

Something crossed his face, not anger but disappointment, the wounded kind, a father who’d hoped his son would understand without being told.

“Assignment,” he said. “Real staff, not maintenance. A grounding specialist, under medical supervision, housed, paid, protected by the regulations you’d be working inside instead of around. You’d never lift another wrench, you’d do the thing you can apparently do, with a license and a roof and the institution’s name over you, and the women you help would be helped safely.” He spread his clean, unscarred hands. “It’s a generous offer. I had to fight for it.”

“And if I say no.”

He didn’t flinch and he didn’t gloat. He looked genuinely sorrowful, which was worse than either.

“Then it leaves my hands,” he said quietly, “and it goes to Director Reyland’s. The Bureau doesn’t assign unlicensed Sparks, Eli. It regulates them, a collar of their choosing, on their schedule, in a facility I don’t run and can’t soften, and a classification on your file that follows you the rest of your life and reaches every person you ever touch after.” He let that land, and then he did the cruelest gentle thing in the whole hour: he made it about them. “And the women. If you’re regulated, you can’t ground anyone. Not Liora, not the next one, not the one after. Every life you could pull off that edge, closed, because you chose the version of being free that gets you collared by people who don’t care if it kills you. I’m offering you the chance to keep helping them. Reyland is offering you the chance to stop. Tell me which of us is the enemy.”

There it was, the whole machine in one sentence, run by a man who’d weep at my funeral and sign the order that put me there. Be leashed by me, who loves you, or by him, who doesn’t. The only thing not on the table was the door standing open.

“How long,” I said.

“There’s no clock on it.” He paused. “There’s a meeting. Reyland’s people, the end of the week. I can keep you off that agenda once. Not twice.” The paternal warmth came back over his face like a tide over a stone. “Take a few days. Talk to Liora, she knows what the collar gave her, even now.” He stood, the audience over, came around the desk and laid a hand on my shoulder, warm, a man doing me a kindness. “I’m so glad we talked. I just hate that it took this.”

His hand stayed on my shoulder one beat past where a kindness ends, and I let it, and gave him a flat working-man’s nothing back, the same nothing I’d given Liora behind the wall. He saw it. The jaw set, brief and tight, that one place the warmth wasn’t load-bearing, and then the smile closed over it, and I rode the good elevator down with a card I no longer needed.

*

She was in the dead room off the L2 transformer gallery, off every camera map because the old surge gear threw too much interference to mount anything that worked. I’d shown it to her four days back. It was the only place in the building she could take the gloves off.

They were off now, flat on the cold steel of the housing, palms down, the way you press a hand to a thing to keep it from shaking, except a transformer doesn’t shake. She did. A fine fast tremor in the long fingers, worse than the day behind the wall, worse than yesterday, the kind of worse you don’t have to measure to read. Off the collar she was better than she’d been in two years, and still a structure carrying a load it was never rated for, and the load was climbing again, and we both knew the math.

She didn’t turn around. “You smell like up there. Cold air and money.”

“He had a card printed. Heavy stock. Prop a door with it.”

A sound came out of her that was almost a laugh, dry and tired, the private register, the one the cameras were never allowed. “He likes you. That’s not a kindness, he likes me too.” She turned, put her hands behind her against the steel out of two years of habit, and then, a decision I watched her make, brought them back to the front and let me see them shake. “I came down here so I wouldn’t have to perform being fine. Don’t make me perform it for you too. If you start managing me, I’ll have run clean out of rooms.”

“I’m not going to manage you.”

“Good. Then tell me what he offered, in the words he didn’t use.”

So I told her. Assignment or regulation, his hands or Reyland’s, a collar either way and the only difference the temperature of the man holding it. I told it flat, the way you read a fault back to the people standing on it.

She listened with her chin up and her hands in front of her, and when I finished she was quiet a long moment, looking past me at the old gear.

“He’s right, you know. That’s the part nobody warns you about, he’s not lying. The collar did keep me alive. Two years it kept me from going off, and I hated it, and it worked, and now you’ve taken it off and I feel like myself for the first time since they found me, and my hands are doing this.” She lifted them an inch, let them tremble in the bad light, set them down. “I don’t know if that’s the old poison bleeding off or a new one filling up. Neither do you.”

“He’d put it back on you and call it love.”

“He would. And he’d mean it, that’s why he’s the dangerous one. I thanked him for the collar the day they fitted it. Stood in front of a camera and thanked the man who put it on me, and meant it, because I’d been so frightened of myself for so long that being chained felt like being held.”

Every word I had would have been me deciding for her, so I said none of them and stood there, and being stood-with seemed to be the thing she could use; some of the tightness went out of her shoulders.

“Here’s what I won’t do,” she said at last, the warmth gone out of her voice now, leaving the economical, certain thing she went to when she was nearest the edge. “He used me in there, didn’t he. Do it for the women. He made me the hook.” It wasn’t a question; she knew exactly how the machine she’d been the face of worked. “So hear me. Whatever you decide, you decide for you, and leave me out of the arithmetic. Because if you let them assign you to keep grounding me, then I’m the leash, and I have spent two years being the thing they kept on a leash, and I will not, ” her voice didn’t rise, it went flatter, quieter, depleted ” — be the chain they use on someone else. Not even to save my own life. Especially not that.”

“And if it’s the only way to keep you off that edge.”

“Then I go off it.” She said it plainly, a woman managed toward a quiet death so long the prospect held no terror she hadn’t already lived with daily. “I’d rather burn out being a person than run forever being their proof. I’ve done their proof. I’m done.” She took a breath, and the next thing cost her the way loading a failing structure costs you. “But I don’t want to. That’s new. For two years I didn’t much care. You did that — your card-table miracle behind the media wall. You made me want to stay. So now I have a reason and no road, and both roads on offer end with a band at my throat, and I am so tired, Eli, of doing my dying in good lighting.”

Her hands had gone still while she spoke, not the bought stillness she wore like the gloves, but the kind that comes when a person isn’t fighting herself because she’s spent everything on something else. Then the fight came back, and the tremor with it, and she looked down at them like they belonged to a stranger. And I understood what the meeting at the end of the week really was. Not a deadline for me. To come for me they’d come through her, and every road they’d laid down put the band back on her throat by the weekend, his grief or his colder. The cage wasn’t for the man who could ground. It was for the woman he could ground free.

“There’s a third thing,” I said.

She went very still, the listening kind. “Don’t say it if you can’t carry it.”

“The thing they’re all afraid of. The thing the collar exists to stop. Done all the way — not nine days of borrowed time, but so it doesn’t go back on, ever, for anyone.” My voice went flat and quiet the way it does when the stakes get big, and I let it. “It’s the one road that doesn’t end with a band at your throat. And the second I do it there’s no putting either of us back. No card, no assignment, no deniable. They’ll come, and not gently, because what I’d prove with my hands is the one thing this building exists to make sure nobody proves.”

She looked at me, and didn’t ask if I was sure, and didn’t tell me to be careful, and didn’t reach for me to be rescued. She did the arithmetic — fast, total, the same I’d watched run behind her eyes the first day, behind the media wall, except this time the sum wasn’t how much did this stranger just cost me.

“If I say yes to that,” she said, “understand it going in or don’t do it at all: it isn’t you saving me. It’s me deciding to quit being held up, and the two of us standing in whatever comes for us after. Those are not the same thing. I need to know you know which one you’re signing.”

Down the gallery, far off, a door opened that shouldn’t have. Footsteps, unhurried, a handler’s measured pace, and under it a second set fanning the other way to take the far stair. They weren’t waiting for the end of the week after all. Liora’s head came up. She didn’t reach for the gloves. She left her shaking hands exactly where they were, in plain sight, and looked at me, and waited to learn what I was.


Chapter 13: Off the Collar

The footsteps reached us before I had anything like a plan, which was fine, because a plan was the one thing I’d never been able to afford. Two handlers in academy navy, in no hurry, the way men move when they’re sure of the room. The nearer one I half-knew: Dray, the floor’s enforcer, the one whose signature had put the new bands on the cadets. He looked at the gloves Liora hadn’t reached for, and her bare shaking hands held out in plain sight, and did the small flat arithmetic of a man working out how much trouble a thing was going to be.

“Miss Sloane.” Dray’s voice was gentle as a door easing shut. “The Provost would like a moment. You and the help both.”

I put myself between them and her. Nothing to it, I took the half-step that meant they’d have to come through me to reach her and let my whole unremarkable weight settle into the floor, the way I settle into a thing I don’t mean to move off of. Dray’s mouth twitched. A tunnel rat squaring up in front of the golden girl was the best thing he’d see all week.

“Walk or get walked,” he said. “That’s the part that’s up to you.”

So we walked.

Halloran didn’t take it from behind the desk. He came around to the front and leaned on the edge of it with his glasses folded in one hand, the pose he used when he wanted you met instead of summoned, and the warmth coming off him was the genuine article, which had unsettled me the first day and unsettled me worse now.

“Eli.” Like we were old friends and this was a favor. “I won’t pretend I understand what you did out there. I don’t need to. I only need to keep it from hurting anyone, you included. That’s all an assignment is, a hand under the weight.” His eyes went to Liora, and the look was fond and grieved and certain all at once. “I have watched her come apart by inches for two years and signed the forms that called it care. You could stop it. Let me let you stop it.”

It was a good offer, made by a man who meant every word, and that was the whole reason I couldn’t take it, because the hand under the weight was the same hand that held the leash and there was no version where it was only ever the one.

“No,” I said.

He waited for the rest of it. There wasn’t any rest of it. After a moment he put his glasses back on, and the warmth didn’t leave his face so much as set hard into it, and I understood I’d just made an enemy of the kindest man in the building.

“Then I can’t protect you from what comes next,” he said, and meant that too.

They let us leave. That was how I knew where it really stood, you don’t waste a hand holding the door on someone you’ve already filed on the wrong side of it. Liora and I went down the service stair, past the seam where the marble quit and my painted concrete began, into the part of the building I knew and they didn’t.

* * *

The room three floors down from the training decks had been a recovery bay once, before somebody upstairs decided recovery was a thing that happened in better lighting. Now it was a place I kept a folded crash-mat and didn’t tell anyone about. A dead bank of charging cradles ran the length of one wall, every cradle empty, every empty cradle the exact shape of a collar. One caged work-light. A drain in the floor I liked having under my boots, because a man who grounds for a living wants to know where the ground is.

There were no cameras down here. No handlers, no schedule, no countdown clock. It was the one square of the academy nobody was watching, which was why I’d brought her to it, and why she’d come.

“You should go,” Liora said. “When this goes, you don’t want to be in the room. I’ve had two years of practice making sure no one’s in the room.”

An hour ago I’d told the kindest man in the building no, and watched the warmth in him set into something colder once he’d placed me. I knew what the no had cost. I knew leaving the building’s reach to come down here with her instead of going quiet would cost more.

“I’m not going,” I said.

The band at her throat had stopped being jewelry a while back. Matte graphite, a cold-gold line up the side of it that was supposed to sit flat and quiet and had climbed past flat an hour ago. It was warm now. I could see the warmth in it the way you see heat off a stove without touching the burner, and under the work-light her skin had started doing the thing I’d watched it do on the broadcast floor, that sick over-white pushing up through the brown, the light leaking out of her instead of staying where it belonged. A glass of water on the bench had a tremor in its surface that wasn’t from any truck on any road above us.

She wasn’t performing her way down from it this time. There was nothing to perform for. She had no script for this part: no audience, no camera, no reason to hold the smile up, and her power climbing anyway with nowhere to spend itself.

“Hold still,” I said, and crouched to the band.

I took my gloves out of my back pocket and set them on the concrete. Bare hands ground, that was the irony of the whole trade; the filthy work hands, grease in the creases, the burn-scar pale on the back of one, were the only ones the power would come through.

The collar was not built to come off. I’d known that abstractly for ten years and learned it for real now, with my thumbs working the underside seam where a keyway should be and finding instead a smooth blank casting, no clasp, no screw, nothing a wearer’s own panicked hands could ever catch on. They didn’t lock these. They cast them shut. Down at the academy machine shop there was a tool that paired to each one and a code that released it, and neither was anywhere near this room, and that left exactly one way in, which was the wrong way, which was through the tamper-bite.

Because a collar fights you. Get a blade or a pry under the casting and it dumps its own charge into whatever’s touching it, a hard punishing jolt meant to make a thief let go and trip an alert on somebody’s board upstairs. I’d seen the burns it left on the one fool who’d tried it with pliers. I didn’t have a tool. I had the one thing the collar’s designers had never had to plan against, because the people it was built for had been hunted off the earth: a pair of hands that current would rather run into than fight.

“This is going to hurt me, not you,” I said. “Hold still.”

I worked my thumbnail under the seam and the collar bit. It came up my arm in a white slam, the tamper-charge and the alarm-pulse both, and I took it the way I take everything, down through me and out into the drain in the floor before it could climb high enough to ring a single bell three floors up. My whole arm went to pins. The seam, robbed of the bite it was counting on, had nothing left to stop me with. I dug in and hauled, and the casting cracked along a line it was never meant to crack along, and the band came open in my shaking hands.

The whine stopped mid-rise. The cold-gold line died dark. And the silence where the sound had been was the loudest thing in the room, a hole in the air the size of two years.

I set the collar on the concrete. It made a small flat sound, graphite on stone, and lay there with its indicator gone black, and I didn’t pick it up.

“Nothing’s rationing you now,” I said. “That’s the part they were never going to allow.” I watched her face do the math on it. “It’s just you, and how much of yourself you’re willing to hold.”

Off the band, the power wasn’t behind glass anymore, but it wasn’t leashed either. The thing eating her was loose and still climbing, and her hands had come up in front of her without her deciding it, fingers spread, and the gloves on them couldn’t hide what they were doing. She looked at them like they belonged to someone else.

“Everyone’s hands shake,” she said. “Mine just do it on a schedule now.” Her voice dropped, the polish coming off it the way old paint comes off in a strip. “Stop being careful with me. I have had so much careful.”

“I’m not being careful.” I stayed where I was, hands open at my sides, not reaching yet. “I’ve been reading where you break since the day they made you fix your own smile for a camera.” I looked at her hands. “You break here.”

She pulled the gloves off herself, one and then the other, slow, and let them drop. The tremor was bare and it was bad, a fine constant tremble she’d held under control so long that letting it show was its own kind of nakedness. I didn’t look away from it, and I didn’t reach to still it.

“I’m not letting you save me,” she said. Even now her diction stayed precise, regal under the exhaustion, every word set down like she could only afford each one once. “I’m letting you stop holding me up so I can stand on my own. There’s a difference, and you’re going to learn it.”

I’d spent my whole life believing wanting more than the bottom got people hurt. I’d built a whole quiet career out of staying small enough not to break anyone. She was about to hand me the proof it ran the other way round, and I was still afraid, flatly, specifically afraid, that I’d feel her come apart in my hands the way somebody had once, fifteen years and a closed door ago.

I did it anyway.

“Yes,” she said, before I could find a way to ask. “I’m choosing this. Don’t make me say it like a question.”

* * *

She reached for me, and the first thing was warmth.

Not the jolt I knew from the open grounding, that hard clench where the load grabs your whole body and slams your teeth shut. This came toward me slow. Her mouth found mine, unhurried, deciding, and for the first time in longer than I can remember I quit reading the room and just felt it, her lips, the give of them, the caught breath when my bare hand spread at the back of her neck where the band had sat and found warm skin instead. She made a low sound against my mouth, more felt than heard, and whatever careful thing I’d meant to be went out of me and didn’t come back.

I’d spent ten years not touching anyone. I’d forgotten what it did. Her hands came up under my shirt with that fine tremble still in them, and the tremble against my skin undid something I had no name for and didn’t want one. We came down onto the crash-mat under the caged gold of the work-light and the rest of it went, her layers and mine, slower than wanting wanted, because both of us were learning a thing we’d each been sure we’d never get to have. Her body in the low light was strong and worn at once, and where my mouth went the heat answered up out of her like a banked coal breathed on, the gold coming from somewhere deep in her and not off the skin of her, and she arched into it and said my name once, low, like it surprised her to.

The heat built everywhere we touched. It should have frightened me — it was the same heat that had nearly taken the broadcast floor out from under four thousand people — and it didn’t, because it wasn’t clawing now. It was coming to me. Willing. She gave it the way she did everything once she’d made up her mind, all the way, holding nothing back, and I took her the only way I know how to take anything, with my whole stubborn weight set under her and the cold floor steady somewhere past the mat. Far under the wanting the old work happened on its own, the overflow finding me and finding its way down and out through me into concrete that had no heart to lose. But that was underneath. On top there was only her, the sounds she made with nothing managed in them, the first unguarded things she’d let out in two years, and the way she pulled me in closer instead of bracing to be alone with it.

I knew the moment it changed because I felt it happen in her, not as a reading, as the thing itself — her whole body going over from fighting to flying in a single breath under my hands, the climbing dread in her turning into something else entirely, and she gripped me hard and gasped and the gasp broke into a sound I’d carry around a long time after. The sick white edge bled out of her and settled, all at once, into a deep even gold, warm and contained and hers.

And her hands, where they held me, stopped shaking.

They stopped shaking. After two years. I felt the stillness arrive in her fingers against my back, and it took the breath out of me worse than the heat had.

“Oh,” she said, barely voiced, wrecked and wondering at once. Then, true, not gushing: “It’s not fighting me. It’s just — mine.”

We went over together, her change and the rest of it the same wave, the heat and the breath and the weight of her all the one thing, and I held the floor under both of us and rode it out with her, undone in a way I had no practice at and for once didn’t fight.

Most of it earthed away the way it always did, the flood of her draining down through me into the rock while we lay tangled and breathing hard. Most of it, but not all. I’d already met that on the broadcast floor and put it where I put what I can’t afford to look at, and here it was again, plainer this time: a thread of her that stayed, banked low and hot behind my breastbone, in the one place the floor couldn’t reach and the ground couldn’t take. I should have been cooling, sweat going clammy in a cold concrete room. Instead there was a coal in me that hadn’t been there an hour before, warm and steady and unmistakably hers, and lying there with her heartbeat going slow against my chest I was too wrung-out and too unreasonably happy to be afraid of it yet.

* * *

Her breathing had changed. Mine hadn’t gone back to normal, and I knew it, and I didn’t say so.

I watched her hands. They lay open and still on the mat, and the stillness was the rest kind, not the labor kind, and that was the whole difference, and it was everything. The flush on her was the powered-by kind. The work-light steadied out of its faint stutter. The air smelled like rain on warm stone now, not scorch. Three floors up was the building that owned her face. Down here there was just the two of us, undone and breathing, and the dead band on the concrete a few feet off.

She looked at it. I looked at it. Neither of us moved to pick it up.

“They’re going to want that back on me,” she said. Dry, certain, the bitterness in it turned all the way around into something with a spine. “They can’t let me walk around being proof they were wrong.” She let that sit. “I’m not putting it back on.”

“No,” I said. “You’re not.” I was already reading the shape of what came next, the way you read a load you know a wall was never built to take. “That’s the part that’s going to get us both killed. You, free off the collar, with no version of the story where they let that be seen.”

She was quiet a second. Then she turned her head and looked at me, really looked, the way she’d looked at her own hands.

“You kept some of it,” she said. “I can —” She stopped. She didn’t have my words for it, and I wasn’t sure I had them yet either. “It didn’t all go into the floor.”

“No,” I said. I didn’t explain it. I couldn’t. “It didn’t.”

She didn’t thank me. The whole point was that I hadn’t saved her, and she knew it down to the bone, and not thanking me was the most honest thing she could’ve done. She just lay there off the leash and steady, a woman who’d spent two years scheduled to die quietly, and didn’t die, and didn’t perform the not-dying either.

She was free. Off the band, steady, the tremor gone, her light finally looking like power instead of a slow leak toward a tasteful memorial. I’d spent my whole life believing that wanting more than the bottom got people hurt, and I’d just made the loudest argument against it the academy had ever had to look at: a woman walking around, breathing, undeniable, the living proof their whole doctrine was a lie they told to keep everyone’s band on.

There wasn’t a version where they let that be seen.

I’d read enough buildings to know what happens when you prove the load-bearing wall was a lie the whole time. They don’t thank you for it. They come for the man who pulled it down, fast, before anyone else gets a good look at the ceiling still standing without it.

I felt the heat she’d left banked under my breastbone, low and steady and not leaving, and I thought, flat as a reading off a gauge that didn’t exist: this is the part where it starts.


Chapter 14: Undeniable

By the time I came up for the morning the lie had already started to fail in three places, and I could read all three from the L1 corridor without anyone telling me a thing.

The first was the screens. There were screens on every landing from L1 up, the academy’s own feed, and at this hour they were supposed to run the recruitment loop, Daybreak on a rooftop with the harbor behind her, the gold coming off her clean and warm and certain. Instead the loop was cut. A title card sat in its place, a soft blue field and Stormforged Academy — Programming Update in the brand font, the kind of card you put up when the thing that was supposed to be there has become a problem you haven’t finished solving. They’d pulled their own champion off their own walls overnight. You don’t do that for a woman who fainted. You do that for a woman whose face has become evidence.

The second was the staff. Bao’s window was dark, which it never was on a show week, and when I passed the dispatch office two handlers I half-knew went quiet in a way that wasn’t about me until it was, both of them turning to watch me carry my bag past the glass. I’d walked that corridor four mornings a week for ten years and nobody had ever once looked up. They looked up now. I felt it land between my shoulder blades and kept my pace exactly what it had always been, which took more out of me than it should have.

The third was the heat under my breastbone, which had not gone out overnight, and which warmed half a degree as I climbed, the way it did when I was near where she was. I didn’t have a word for that and didn’t want one. I only knew that some part of Liora had stayed in me the way a coal stays in banked ash, and that it had its own opinion about where she was in the building, and that the opinion was up, and not far, and awake.

I went up to find out what they were going to do about all of it, because the alternative was waiting in the dark for it to be done to me, and I’d done enough of that for one life.

*

They had her in a conference suite on the broadcast floor, which told me almost everything before I got close enough to hear a word.

You don’t put a prisoner in a room with a view. You put a prisoner downstairs, on a stair that doesn’t come back up. They’d put Liora in glass and good light with a carafe of water and two PR people and an open door, which meant they hadn’t decided yet whether she was a disaster or an opportunity, and a system that hasn’t decided is a system you can still get a hand into.

I had a legitimate reason to be on the floor, because I’d made sure of one before I came up, a flagged junction box in the service spine behind that exact bank of suites that I’d flagged myself the week before. I opened the access panel and crouched to it and let the corridor talk to me the way the tunnels did, and through the gap where the wall didn’t quite meet the door-frame I could hear the machine working on her.

“—the framing we’re comfortable with,” a voice was saying. Pryce. Head of comms, careful, gender-neutral in a suit that cost more than my year, the same voice that had turned the detonation into she fainted and gotten the whole building to nod. “An exhibition of an experimental recovery protocol. Pioneering. The collar comes off under medical supervision because Daybreak has reached a stability milestone the program is proud of. We control the word experimental and we never, ever use the word free.”

“That’s a lovely story.” Liora’s voice. The private register, dry, every word set down once and not repeated, and under it the steadiness that hadn’t been there in two years, that I’d felt arrive in her hands on a crash-mat three floors down. “It has one problem. It isn’t true, and there’s tape of the part that is.”

A pause. I could picture Pryce’s face working the math, and I could picture the other person in the room, because there’s always a second one, the one who doesn’t talk.

“The footage from the broadcast floor is being handled,” Pryce said.

“By you?”

“By people whose job that is.”

“And the people who watched it live? The four thousand in the plaza, the city on its phones, the cadet who filmed it from the second tier because that’s what cadets do?” Liora let that sit. She was very good at letting a thing sit; she’d learned it from the same trade Pryce had, image-craft, except she’d decided to point it the other way. “You can take me off your walls, Pryce. You did it overnight, I saw. You can’t take me off everyone’s.”

That was the seam. I crouched in the dark with a screwdriver I wasn’t using and felt the whole apparatus strain against the one fact it couldn’t dissolve. They could spin a fainting. They could spin an experimental protocol. They could not spin a woman who was supposed to be dying on schedule and was instead sitting in a conference suite, steady-handed, with no band at her throat and the tremor gone, while a hundred phones already had the proof. The brand was a load-bearing wall and somebody had pulled it down, and now everyone in the building could see the ceiling standing without it, and the only question left was who they’d come for to keep anyone from looking too long.

I knew who. I’d known since the crash-mat.

A new sound entered the corridor behind me, unhurried, a set of footsteps that had never once had to move out of anyone’s way.

*

“They told me a tech was working the spine up here,” Holt said. “I didn’t believe them. Seems beneath even you, lurking outside her door.”

I stood up out of the crouch slow, the way you stand when you’ve decided a man isn’t worth hurrying for. Brandt Holt filled the corridor in the white-and-gold, fresh off whatever the agency had scheduled for his morning, and the suit was perfect, and the hair was perfect, and there was a blotch of color climbing out of his collar up the side of his neck that the suit couldn’t do anything about.

“Service order,” I said. “Bad junction. It’s in the book.”

“Course it is.” He came closer than he needed to, the old move, letting me feel the height. But the smile he was reaching for didn’t seat. It kept slipping a half-degree off true, the muscles trying for the camera version and landing somewhere tighter, and his thumb had found the heavy signet on his right hand and was turning it, around and back, around and back. I’d clocked that turn on the broadcast floor weeks ago and filed it without a name. I had the name now. The name was the part of him that knows.

“Let me tell you what I keep coming back to,” he said, and his voice had dropped, gone almost confiding, and almost reasonable, which was worse. “Daybreak goes up live, in front of the whole city, the worst day of her life. And every trained hero on that floor does the responsible thing, the trained thing. We hold position. We wait for containment, because you do not put your hands on a Spark going critical, that’s day one, that’s the first thing they teach you.” The signet turned. “And then a man in a coverall walks across the floor and puts his hands on her.”

“Surge dropped,” I said. “She’s alive. Seems like the part that matters.”

“The part that matters.” He laughed, and it came out wrong, short and without any air behind it, and the flush climbed another inch. “You don’t even— You think it’s about the surge. It was never about the surge, Tate. It’s about four thousand people watching the future of heroism stand still while the help did its job. You have any idea what that does? People come up here to look up. That’s the whole thing, that’s the entire thing we sell, that when it goes bad somebody who’s supposed to is going to be the one who moves.” His jaw worked. The camera smile was gone entirely now, and what was under it was a young man who had found out something about himself on live television and had not been allowed to put it down since. “And it was you. A washout with a wrench. So no. The surge is not the part that matters.”

For half a second I almost felt for him, because I read where things break for a living and he was a man holding a crack shut with a face that had run out of muscle. Then he made his choice, and the feeling went cold.

“I want you to know I’m not going to do anything ugly about it,” he said, and the polish came back up over the raw thing, deliberate, like a man buttoning a coat over a wound. “I’m going to do the right thing. You took her collar off. You walked her out of the only system that was keeping her alive, and you’re telling yourself that’s love.” He nodded toward the glass, toward Liora steady in the good light. “When she comes apart down some stairwell with nobody cleared to help her, that’s going to be on you, and I’m going to make very sure the right people understand that before it happens instead of after. The Provost listens to me. I’m going to go make sure he’s listening to the right things.”

He didn’t shout it. He delivered it pleasant, almost kind, which is how they all delivered the worst of it in this building, and then he turned and walked off toward the Spire to go be useful to the kind man at the top, carrying his fear for Liora like a torch he genuinely believed was light.

He’d just told me exactly where the administration’s next hand was going to come from, and he had no idea he’d done it. I filed it. It was the most useful thing anyone had said to me all morning.

*

I finished the junction I didn’t need to finish, because a man who leaves a flagged box open is a man who came up here for something else, and I’d spent ten years never being that man. Then I packed the bag and started down, and on the way down I did the arithmetic on what the morning had cost me, and it was more than I’d let myself feel while it was happening.

Ten years I’d built a life out of being unseen. Furniture in a coverall. The next best thing to nothing at all, which was a safe thing to be, the safest thing, because nothing doesn’t get a file opened on it and nothing doesn’t get walked downstairs and nothing doesn’t end up a pale band of skin at an old medic’s throat. I’d worn the invisibility like the heavy gloves I kept in my back pocket, and it had kept my hands off the thing I wasn’t allowed to want, and it had kept me alive.

It was gone now. The handlers had looked up. Holt knew my name and was carrying it to the Provost. Liora was up there steady and undeniable with a piece of her banked in my chest, and there wasn’t a corner of this building anymore where I got to be the floor. I’d pulled down a wall to keep a bright person from burning out the way Davey burned, and the second the wall came down, the whole building turned and found the man standing in the gap.

I stopped on the L2 landing where the marble quit and my painted concrete started, and I put my hand flat on the cold wall the way I do when I want a thing to tell me the truth, and I made myself stand there and feel how badly I wanted to go back to being small.

It would have been so easy. Liora was free; the thing I’d feared my whole life had worked and not gone wrong. I could let that be enough. I could put my head down and let the building forget me again, log the boxes, fix the sinks, let her be undeniable somewhere I wasn’t, and call the going-quiet wisdom the way I’d called it wisdom every other time.

But I’d left a logbook line blank one night a few weeks back, a tiny mutiny nobody noticed, and I’d found out I couldn’t go back from it. You can’t un-want to matter once you’ve let yourself feel the size of it. And there was a coal under my breastbone that warmed when she was near, that was never going to let me pretend I was nothing again, because something undeniable had decided to live in me, and you don’t get to be furniture with a sun in your chest.

So I made the only choice that was actually mine to make, which wasn’t whether to be seen, because that had been taken, but how to carry it.

I straightened up off the wall. I let my hands hang open and loose at my sides, not fists, because fists are for men who plan to swing and open hands are for a man who plans to stay, and I stood in the seam between the marble and the concrete, between the part of the building that got photographed and the part that held it up, and I stopped wishing I could disappear back down into the dark.

If they were going to look at me, they were going to find a man standing exactly where he meant to be.

I just didn’t know yet how much it was going to cost to keep standing there, and the part of me that read where things break already knew the answer was everything, and was, for the first time in fifteen years, not afraid enough of that to leave.


Chapter 15: Eating Her

The roof of the maintenance annex was the one place on campus nobody had bothered to wire for cameras, because nobody who mattered ever went up there, which made it the only square of sky I could call mine. I went up after a double to bleed the heat off. Mine, the new kind, the coal Liora had left banked under my breastbone that hadn’t faded by morning the way the old threads always faded, and wasn’t going to. Two weeks now. I’d stopped pretending it would.

Wren was already there.

She was sitting on the lip of the parapet with her boots hanging over a forty-foot drop, the way she sat on everything, like a chair was an insult and a ledge was a dare she’d already accepted. The storm-blue ends of her hair were going dark at the roots and she hadn’t fixed them. She heard the door and didn’t turn.

“Tunnel rat’s got a sky now,” she said. “Look at us. Moving up. You bring snacks? I’ll forgive a lot for snacks.”

“You’re sitting on the bad parapet.”

“There’s a bad parapet.”

“That whole run’s pulling away from the deck. Freeze-thaw got into the anchors last winter.” I came over and put a hand flat on the coping a few feet from her hip, felt for the give, found it. “You go over backward when it lets go, that’s a closed-casket morning for somebody.”

“So sit somewhere else, says the man.” She didn’t move. The knuckles of her right hand were going on the stone, a fast four-beat I’d learned to read off her the way I read a relay chattering toward a pop. Faster tonight. The tempo was the gauge, and the gauge was up. “I like the edge. I can see what’s coming.”

I sat six feet down from the bad run, on the stretch I trusted, because I’m not a man who argues with a failing parapet by ignoring it.

*

She’d gotten worse.

I’d watched it for a week and told myself I was wrong, the way you tell yourself a flutter in a weld is just the building settling, right up until the morning it isn’t. But it was full dark now and she was lit, and it wasn’t the dramatic blaze the cameras loved. It was a low, constant, leaking blue that crawled the branch-scars on her forearm even at rest, even sitting still, faint threads of it ghosting out and dying along the fern-shaped silver and coming back. In the dry roof air her fingertips snapped tiny sparks off the stone whenever they brushed it, blue and small and unbidden. Her freckled skin had a flush up under it that had nothing to do with the cold, a heat rising from the inside of the casing, and there were grey hollows scooped under her eyes deep enough to throw their own shadow, which up here meant something, because up here nothing threw a shadow it didn’t earn.

“You’re leaking,” I said. “Sitting still. That’s new.”

“It’s a feature.” She held the arm up and turned it lazy, the blue tracing the scars, performing it for me the way she performed everything. “Mood lighting. Very romantic. Girls love a man who glows in the dark, that’s just science.”

“It tore a fresh scar last week,” I said. The newest one ran pink and raw across the old silver, still healing, where a discharge had found her own arm again instead of a target. “That’s number, what. I lost count at the elbow.”

“They’re collectible. I’m trying for the full set.” She traced the new one with a fingertip, fast, an unguarded second, then caught me watching and dropped the hand like the arm had burned her. “You ever notice you make a person inventory their own scars? That’s a weird hobby. Get a normal hobby.”

“When’d you last sleep?”

“Define sleep.” Her heel kicked the parapet, a hollow bong, then went still, then started again. “Define last. These are hard questions for a Tuesday, fan guy. I’m a simple woman, I need lead time on the philosophy.”

“You’re running so hot you can’t lie down without setting the sheets going,” I said. “You haven’t slept through since I met you. Maybe before that.”

For half a second the drum stopped.

Then it came back faster, and she laughed, the too-quick one that climbed a notch past her real laugh and didn’t get anywhere near her eyes. “Okay, spooky. We’re doing the spooky thing again. I forgot you do the spooky thing.” She kicked a heel against the parapet, a hollow bong off the stone. “Sleep’s for people with nothing coming. You sleep, you miss stuff. I’ve got FOMO. I run hot, I stay sharp, I see what’s coming, I’m a whole asset over here.” She flicked the scarred arm at the drop, at the campus, at the towers stacked over us both. “They send me into the bad room because I don’t lie down. You’re describing my résumé like it’s a tragedy. Cue the tiny violins.”

“It is a tragedy,” I said. “They just put your name on it as the author.”

The flicker in her eyes jumped, actinic, fast, there and gone. She slid off the parapet and onto her boots in one motion, which I’d learned was what she did instead of flinching where you could see it: she made the flinch into movement before it could be read as a flinch.

*

“Here’s a thing about you,” she said, circling, chin up, getting into the space I wasn’t using because ceding space was a thing she didn’t do. “You look at me and you see a problem you can fix. I clock it. You can’t help it, it’s your whole deal — broken pipe, broken floor, broken girl, all the same job to you. Find the crack, write it in the book. And it’s flattering, genuinely, in a deeply insulting way, but I’ve had handlers reading my gauges since I was fourteen and you know what every single one of them wanted off me after?”

“The next block.”

“The next block.” She pointed at me, delighted and furious at once, two sparks snapping off her fingertip into the dark. “Yeah. So spare me the concern. The concern always has a work order behind it. Always. So go ahead, write me up. Output above projection. Asset performing well. Just don’t sit up here and look at me like I’m a thing you’re sad about, because I’ve seen that face, and the face is right before the form, and the form sends me back in.”

It was a good speech. Fast, mean, all teeth, and built to send me off the roof and back to my tunnels, and most of it was true, which was what made it good. She’d been right about every handler she’d ever had. She just had me sorted in with them, because their category was the only one she owned.

“You done?” I said.

“I’m never done. That’s also on the brochure.” She was still circling, but the orbit had tightened, which I noticed, and she noticed me noticing, which made her chin come up another inch. “What. You’re not gonna defend yourself? Come on. Fight back. You’re so much less fun when you just sit there being a wall about it. Most people I can get a rise out of by the third sentence. You I can’t even get to blink.”

“I blink.”

“Prove it.” She crouched in front of me, close, too close, near enough that I could smell the ozone and the cooked-motor heat coming off her and, under it, that sweet thread I hated, and her grey-blue eyes were shot through with the actinic flicker that hadn’t gone fully out all night. “Go on. I’ve got a whole afternoon’s worth backed up and nowhere to put it and a guy who keeps a hand on every junction box when the lights go funny. So. Ground me. See if you can keep up, or see if I cook you. I genuinely don’t know which, and that’s the fun part.” The grin was all dare. “Scared?”

“You don’t want me to keep up,” I said. “You want me to lose, so this stays a contest. Contests you’ve got rules for. The other thing you don’t.”

The grin held, but it cost her something to hold it.

I didn’t get up. I’m not strong and I’m not fast, but I am extremely hard to walk off a roof once I’ve decided I’m staying on it.

“I don’t have a work order,” I said. Flat. “Nobody sent me up here. There’s nobody to send me. I’m staff. I’m the floor.” I watched her, the way I’d watch a feeder for the spot the fault wanted. “So nothing I say to you up here goes in a book or comes with a block after it. Which means I get to ask you the one thing none of them ever did, and you don’t have to dare me, and you don’t have to outrun it.” I let it sit a beat. “Every one of those handlers asked what you can do. I’m asking what it takes. When you run that hot, what does it spend that you don’t get back.”

She went still.

Wren-still. The bounce gone, the drum stopped dead, all that perpetual motion of hers gone in a blink, and on her that stillness was a klaxon. The blue on her arm guttered low like something holding its breath with her.

For one second she let me see it. The hollows under her eyes, the flush, the twenty-three years of being told the burn was hers to carry and the cost was the rent and the rent was just what you paid to be worth keeping. I saw her stand at the edge of the true answer the way she stood at the edge of everything, toes over the drop, and I watched her look down into it.

Then she laughed wrong, and she was gone.

*

“Nope.” She was already three steps back, moving, hands up like I’d reached for her, though I hadn’t moved. “Don’t. You don’t get to do the quiet thing where you look at me. People look at me like that right before they decide what I’m for.” The grin was still up but it had gone thin, stretched over something it couldn’t cover. “I liked you better as furniture. Furniture doesn’t have opinions about my forearm.” And then she was up the rail and gone into the dark, fast, before either of us had to find out what came after the opinion.

“There’s no thing.”

“There’s always a thing.” She backed toward the door, and her boot caught the lip of the bad parapet run, the one I’d told her about, and she came off it hard and wrong with her balance gone, throwing a hand out to catch the stone the way you do when your body’s run out ahead of your head.

And the current went with the hand.

I was already up. You don’t grab the storm. I’d learned that in a basement with a boy and I was never unlearning it. You give it a worse path, a deader one, a thing with no pulse to lose. But there was no box up here, no junction, no fat dumb feeder to bleed it into. There was a parapet pulling off its anchors, and a forty-foot drop, and her.

The arc jumped off her open palm to the steel door-housing and the roof dropped into stutter-frames: her hand, the door, a fork of hard blue snapping the gap with the bug-zapper crack of it, the branches blazing up her forearm bright enough to throw the old scars into relief like wires laid under the skin. The whole rooftop strobed, freeze-framing her in three still pictures: caught off-balance, mouth open, lit. Every speaker grille on the housing shrieked static at once. The blue didn’t die back. It climbed, leaking off her in every direction at once now, because she’d let go of the lid and the lid was the only thing that had been holding the whole afternoon’s dammed load behind her sternum, and a current that’s been looking all day for the path you didn’t armor doesn’t stop to ask permission when it finds open air.

Her skin went past pink. It reddened, fast, the sunburn-from-inside, and the strobe coming off her smoothed into something worse than a flicker, a steady sick over-bright that I’d seen exactly once before, on a broadcast floor, three breaths before a woman came apart on live television.

“Wren.” I didn’t shout. The worse it gets, the flatter I go. “Look at me.”

“I can’t —” Her voice cracked up high and clipped short, the loud gone out of it, which on her was the loudest thing she could’ve done. “It’s not — stopping, it doesn’t, it just, this is — okay this is the fun part, this is the —” The grin tried to come up and the grin failed, and her eyes found mine across four feet of arcing air, wide, the gallows finally finding a thing it couldn’t laugh fast enough to get out ahead of. “I can’t put it down.”

That was the whole of it. That was the true answer to the question she’d run from, and her own current had dragged it out of her with the lid off.

She had nowhere to ground. The roof was dry stone and steel that fed back, the door was live now, the parapet was failing, and every conductive thing up here would take her strike and bounce it, and the only ground on the whole rooftop with no heartbeat to stutter was standing four feet off her with his weight already dropping in, hands open, telling himself the line, the line that was everything and the only thing that had kept me alive: witness, not wire; you don’t pull, you only hold the floor.

I planted. Feet set, center low, the immovable thing instead of the strong thing, and I did not reach for her, because reaching for her was the basement and I was never going back to the basement.

“Don’t touch the door,” I said, even and slow. “Don’t touch the rail. Come to me across the dead stone. There’s a path, I’ll walk you it. The load wants steel. Give it nothing but air and me.” I put one open hand out, low, not grabbing, just there. “You don’t have to be useful. You don’t have to keep up. You just have to get off the steel.”

The blue screamed up another half-degree, the speakers dying in a long shriek, and for one stretched second I didn’t know if she’d come, or if the lid was gone for good and I was about to watch the thing I’d spent two weeks afraid of, the thing I had no box for, eat her the rest of the way down to the wick while I stood on a roof with my hand out and nothing in it.


Chapter 16: New Protocol

The first thing the new protocol cost me was a door.

It was a maintenance hatch on the L2 mechanical run, the one I’d used to come and go from the broadcast-floor risers for nine years, and that morning my badge laid its dull red across the reader three times and the lock stayed shut. No fault in the mechanism. The mechanism was doing exactly what someone had told it to do, which was a harder thing to fix than a dead bolt, because a dead bolt only wants a part. I stood there a second with my thumb on the warm plate and read what it was telling me. Then I went the long way around, up through the kitchen and down the freight stair, eleven extra minutes, and noted that they’d cost me eleven minutes and a door and were probably very pleased about both.

By noon I’d lost two more doors and a clearance, and a posted notice had gone up by every service lift in a font that had been chosen by someone who got paid to choose fonts. Revised Containment Protocol — effective immediately. It read like care. Most of what they did read like care; that was the whole technology of the place. Tighter collar checks at the training-hall doors. Handler escort required for any band-bearer below grade. Personnel access to the sublevels restricted to a list, and the list was short, and I already knew without looking that I wasn’t on it and that Garrick Dray had drawn it up.

Dray had a particular handwriting. Not on paper, but in how a thing got tightened. He’d been the one to sign the new bands onto the cadets, the one who’d walked me up to Halloran’s office with two men and the gentle suggestion that I could walk or get walked. He wasn’t cruel and he didn’t enjoy it, which made him worse than a man who did, because a man who enjoys it gets sloppy and a man who believes in order does not. The protocol had his belief all through it. You could feel the conviction in the spacing.

I found him on the L1 landing midafternoon, clipboard out, watching a handler run a wand over a cadet’s collar while the cadet stood very still and tried to look like standing still was his idea. Dray clocked me coming. He didn’t stop what he was doing; he just let me arrive, the way you let weather arrive.

“Tate.” He didn’t look up from the clipboard. “You’ve been taking the long routes today.”

“Doors keep being shut.”

“They do.” He made a small mark. “It’s nothing personal. The building’s had a bad few weeks. We’re tightening up everywhere. You’d be amazed how much slips through a place this size when nobody’s minding the seams.” He said seams like he’d heard somewhere it was a word I used and wanted me to know he’d heard. “It’s for everyone’s safety. Yours too.”

“Mine especially,” I said, flat, and he let the corner of his mouth move, which from Dray was a confession.

He capped his pen. “Keep to your cleared list and your cleared hours and there’s no trouble in any of this for you. Wander, and the building learns that too.” He went back to his clipboard. “Go on. You’ve got a feeder in nine that’s still on the board.”

The feeder in nine had been on the board for two weeks because nobody would clear me the part. But he’d named it to show me he could see my whole small map of where I was permitted to be, and that the map had gotten smaller while I slept. It wasn’t a wall they were building; it was a narrowing. They weren’t going to stop me. They were going to make every motion cost, until the cost was the cage.

So I did what I do. I went and fixed the feeder in nine, not the approved way, because the approved way needed a part they wouldn’t clear. I pulled the dead relay myself, cannibalized a matching one out of a decommissioned panel two doors down that wasn’t on anyone’s inventory because I’d written it off the books years ago against exactly a day like this, and seated it by hand. The feeder came off the board. It would read, to whoever checked, like a fault that fixed itself. Then I spent the last hour of the shift on my back in eighteen inches of warm dust behind the L1 laundry, where a chase nobody who drew the new list had ever crawled still ran up into the same plenum the dead L2 hatch fed. I mapped what was still mine and left a wedge of folded cardboard in the chase door so it would read latched and open to a knee. Less than yesterday. Enough. I’d spent ten years learning this building from the inside of its walls precisely so that on the day it decided to close around me I’d already know which of its bones it had forgotten it had.

*

The protocol didn’t land on me hardest. That was the thing about it, the thing they counted on. It landed on the people who’d never done anything but be small in the wrong place.

I came up the freight stair at the end of the day and there was a knot of them in the L1 corridor by the band-check station, three cadets and a handler and Dray’s wand-man, and a boy at the center of it who couldn’t have been more than fifteen, with a collar at his throat that the wand had decided to flag. It wasn’t flaring or climbing or doing anything but reading a hair off whatever number the new protocol had set as the line, and that hair was the whole event. The boy held his arms out from his sides like a kid who’d learned that any motion was the wrong one, and the wand-man ran the device again, slower, making a show of the care.

“It’s reading high,” the wand-man said, to the handler, over the boy’s head, in the voice they use once they’ve decided your head isn’t a place words go.

“It’s not high, it was fine yesterday—” the boy started, and stopped, because you learn that too.

“New baseline.” The handler had the worn patient voice of a man reciting. “Anything over the new line goes down for a recalibration. It’s not a mark against you. It’s just a check.” He put a hand on the boy’s shoulder, warm, steadying, the exact gesture Halloran used, taught downward through the ranks like a dialect. “Couple hours. We’d rather be careful with you than sorry.”

The boy looked at the stair they meant. It was the stair that went down and not the kind that came back up the same. I knew that stair. I’d watched Marek Sund go down a stair like it with a worn handler’s hand steering him gentle the whole way, and I’d told myself a story about it afterward to get to sleep. The boy didn’t have my ten years of knowing better; he had a duffel and a collar and a baseline that had moved while he wasn’t looking, and he went, because a frightened kid in a good building does what the kind man with the wand suggests. They steered him toward the down-stair with their hands on his shoulders like they were doing him a favor, and maybe in their own accounting they were. I stood at the freight door with my bag on my shoulder and a route in my head and not one cleared thing I was allowed to do about a baseline.

I didn’t move to stop it. There wasn’t a bylaw that reached it, and no version where a tunnel rat citing a statute kept that boy off that stair without putting us both on it. So I did the thing I’m good at and the thing I hate, which is hold still and read it and let it cost me later instead of him now. I marked the boy’s face. I marked the time. I went down the freight stair he wasn’t allowed to use, into the warm dark that was still partly mine, with the kind handler’s voice following me down — we’d rather be careful with you than sorry. The protocol wasn’t built to find dangerous boys. It was built to make the line moveable, so anyone could be over it on any morning the building decided, and the knowing was the leash.

*

I clocked her on the L1 landing, on the way back from nothing.

It wasn’t a thing she did that caught me. It was a thing she didn’t do. The whole landing was in motion, shift change, handlers, a cart of laundry, everyone aimed somewhere and performing the aim, and against all of it there was one still point, a woman in dark layers with a hood half up, set back against the pillar by the dead lift, not waiting for the lift and not moving off, and the wrongness of her stillness was that it had no reason. People go still for a reason you can read. They’re tired, or hiding, or about to bolt; stillness is a posture and a posture has a cause, and I make my living off causes. Hers didn’t have one I could find. She wasn’t bracing. She wasn’t furtive. She had simply stopped, head tilted a few degrees off true, like someone listening to something the rest of us couldn’t hear.

And she was watching me. Not the flat inventory the handlers run. She was reading me the way I read everything, taking the whole of a thing in at once and filing it, hunting for the place it gives. I felt myself get read. It is not a sensation I have much practice being on the wrong end of.

I gave her the second look you give a thing your gut flagged before your eyes finished. Under-eyes ringed dark, the kind that doesn’t come off a bad night but off a hundred of them. And at her throat, where I’d been trained without meaning to be to look first, a band, but wrong, thinner than the matte graphite the heroes wore, and the line up the side of it wasn’t the cold-gold that meant ration. It read a thin sick green, a color I’d never seen sit on a person’s neck, and it wasn’t doing the work a collar does. It wasn’t damping anything. It was a smaller, meaner thing than a collar, and it took me a half-beat too long to land on what, because a collar says we own how much of you there is and hers said something else, something that watched instead of squeezed.

I went for the usual reads, hands, breath, the thing she was holding shut, and got nothing. Not a blank where a person should be; the opposite. Too much, and all of it sealed, like putting a palm to a live casing and feeling the whole humming circuit behind it at once with no single fault to grab. Everyone I’d ever met had a seam. She had a surface that gave nothing and a depth I couldn’t get a thumbnail under, and the not-reading of her landed in me wrong, the specific wrongness of reaching for the ground in a dark room and not finding the floor where the floor has always been.

I held still. I let her see that I’d seen, the only honest thing I had, that I’d clocked the green light and the watching and the stillness with no cause, and that I had no idea on this earth what to do with any of it. I’d done the same once behind a media wall, let a golden woman see that I’d read her hands and meant her no harm by it.

She didn’t give it back. A handler’s voice cut across the landing, Dray’s wand-man, calling a name that wasn’t hers, and a cart rolled through the line of us, and when the cart was past she’d simply come off the pillar and walked herself out of my sightline without any of the hurry that would’ve told me she was leaving. The pillar stood with nobody against it. The green afterimage of that thin light hung in my eye for a second the way a bright thing hangs after you look away, and I stood on a landing that had lost two of my doors that day and could not, for the life of me, place the one person in the building who’d been reading me back.

I went down into what was left of my dark. I could read a feeder three days out and a man’s bad luck off the turn of a ring, and I’d just been read clean by a woman with a green light at her throat and no seam I could find — one who’d been doing it long enough to know where I’d be standing, and who’d left before I could learn the first true thing about her. The net was pulling tighter by a notch a day. And somewhere in the same closing dark was somebody watching the man they were closing it on, and I couldn’t tell whose side she was on, because she was the first thing in this whole reading building I’d looked at straight and not been able to read at all.


Chapter 17: She Heard It

There’s a dead spot off the L2 service corridor where two old utility runs cross and cancel, and the suppressor grid’s note thins out to almost nothing, and in ten years I’d never once found anyone else standing in it. It was the one square of the building where I could hear myself think without the hum laid over the top of everything. I’d come down to it to do exactly that, because the week had been the kind that loads a man past his rating. Halloran’s new protocol. The second handler they’d posted on my level. The way the radio chatter went quiet whenever I walked through it now, like a room hushing for the dangerous animal. Instead of a quiet place to set it all down, I found a woman already in it, with her back to the wall and her eyes on me, waiting.

She’d picked the dead spot the same reason I had. That was the first thing I understood about her, before I understood anything else, and it bothered me more than the rest of it put together.

Hood up, black layers, swallowed in them. A slim band at her throat I clocked and didn’t have a drawer for, too thin to be a suppressor collar, a thread of sick green light running the underside of it instead of any color a power came in. She was small the way a thing is small when it’s spent years learning to take up less room. And she didn’t startle when I came round the corner. The handlers startled; the cadets startled; everyone in this building did the small involuntary flinch of getting caught somewhere they weren’t logged. She just looked at me, and the looking had a weight to it, like she’d already been looking at me for a while and I’d only now arrived to be looked at.

“You’re early,” she said. “You usually come here Thursdays.”

I stopped where I was and let my weight drop and set, slow, the way a man stands when he might need not to be moved.

“You’ve been watching me.”

“Yes.” No apology in it, no performance. She said it the way you’d give the time. Then, quieter, half a beat behind: “Or I tell myself I’m watching you. I might be making it up. People tell me I make things up.” Her eyes came up off the band she’d glanced down at and found my face, and there was a thing in the looking I recognized, because I’d done it myself, in front of Wexler, in front of the warden on the stairs: she was reading me for whether I was about to laugh at her.

I didn’t laugh. I’m not built for it, mostly, and I had less reason than usual.

“You’re not making it up,” I said. “You knew I come here Thursdays. That’s a thing you know, or it isn’t. Which is it.”

Something moved across her face that took me a second to place, because I don’t see it often and almost never aimed at me. It was relief. Small, careful, braced to be taken back.

“It’s a thing I know,” she said.

*

I want to be honest about this, in the place where I’m honest, because it matters to what came after. My whole life I’d been the one who saw the thing nobody else would look at. The crack in the weld. The seam in a smile. The girl on the stairs with the band on her throat who everyone else had agreed was furniture. I’d carried it like a private trade, a thing only I could do, and I’d kept it small because the one time I’d done something with what I saw, a boy named Davey had paid for it. So I knew exactly what it was worth, and exactly what it cost, and I had never once stood across from somebody who did the same thing I did and had it turned the other way around, pointed at me, reading where I was about to give.

She read people the way I read buildings. I figured that out in the first two minutes, and it put a cold spot between my shoulders that had nothing to do with the tunnel.

“Calla Tran,” she said. She didn’t offer a hand. She’d clocked, I think, that I had grease in mine and that I’d notice if she pretended not to mind it. “I’m not staff. I’m not a cadet. I’m not anything they have a word for, which is the polite version of what’s on my file.” Her fingers came up and scratched once at the green band, an absent, worn-in motion she didn’t seem to know she’d made. “I’ve got about six minutes before the camera on the L1 landing finishes its loop and somebody upstairs wonders why my tracker says I’m standing still in a place there’s nothing to stand still for. So I’m going to talk fast, for me, and you’re going to decide somewhere in the next minute whether I’m crazy, and I’d take it as a kindness if you’d decide it to my face instead of after I leave.”

“I haven’t decided you’re anything yet,” I said.

“No.” She tilted her head, just slightly, like she was listening to something past me, and her eyes lost their focus for the length of a breath and then came back. “No, you haven’t. You’re still reading me. That’s good. I’d rather be read than believed. Believed I have to earn back every morning.”

*

She talked, and I listened, and the six minutes she’d given herself turned out to be the most exact estimate anybody’d handed me in a long time.

She’d been at the academy’s edge for five years. Tracked, not collared, and there was a difference she made sure I had: the heroines wore a leash on their power, and hers was a leash on her say-so, a thing that reported where she stood and, in a file I’d never see, what she was. Unstable. She said the word flat, the way I say staff, a label worn so long it had quit drawing blood and just sat there, load-bearing.

“I feel overloads,” she said. “Before they show. I feel a power going wrong behind a collar the way you’d feel a fever in someone’s hand. I’ve felt it since I was a kid, and I was right, and being right got me a band at eighteen and a word that follows me through every door.” She paused. Her two fingers had drifted up to the center of her own chest without her seeming to send them, pressed flat against the sternum. “There’s a cadet two floors up. East stair. He’s going to slip in about ninety seconds, nothing big, just a stumble, his collar’s going to spike and he’s going to put a hand on the rail and the rail’s going to be warm after.” The fingers stayed where they were. Her voice dropped, and the drop wasn’t fear; it was the place she went when she was most sure. “Or I’m wrong. I’m usually wrong about the small ones. Tell me if I’m wrong.”

I didn’t have a way to tell her if she was wrong. I had no read on a cadet two floors up. What I had was the cold spot between my shoulders going colder, because I knew what it was to name the break before it broke and have a roomful of people decide you’d made it up, and I’d never once watched somebody else do it.

We stood there. She didn’t fill the quiet. That was its own tell. Most people can’t stand to leave a prediction hanging in the air; they hedge it, they cushion it. She let it sit, fingers to her chest, eyes gone middle-distance, waiting on a building only she could hear.

Ninety seconds is a long time in a tunnel. About eighty in, my radio coughed on the maintenance channel. Tate. Warm rail on the east two stair, cadet had a wobble, can you get up there with a reader. I keyed it, said I was on my way, and didn’t take my eyes off her.

“You’re not wrong,” I said.

She let a breath out. Not relief this time, something underneath relief, something with more years on it. “Okay,” she said, very quiet, almost to herself. “Okay. Then I’m going to tell you the rest, and the rest is the part that gets me the file.”

*

“You ground them,” she said.

I didn’t move. A current has to go somewhere, and right then the load was all mine, and I was doing what I always do with a load I can’t dump. I held it still and let nothing show, the way I’d held everything still for fifteen years, because not-showing was the one thing I’d ever been better at than the people up top.

“That’s a big word for a sink fixed itself,” I said.

“It’s not the word I’d use either.” She didn’t take the out. She leaned off the wall, a half-step, into the dead spot where the grid couldn’t carry her voice to anyone, and lowered it anyway. “I don’t have your word for it. I have what I feel. When that boy detonated on the broadcast, Daybreak, the gold one, the whole building screamed. Everyone in it overloading at once, fear, the works, four thousand people. And then in the middle of all that noise there was one place where the scream went down instead of up. One point in the room where the worst of it just went somewhere. Earthed out. I’ve felt that exact thing my whole life and never had anything to put it next to, and that day I had a direction, and the direction was you.”

“Lot of people on that floor,” I said.

“One of them was a hole the storm fell into.” Her eyes came up and held mine, and the doubt that had laced everything else she’d said thinned here, but it didn’t go; she was sure of the shape and reaching for the rest. “You’re not a sink that drinks it dry and that’s the end of it. I’ve felt sinks. Sinks are an absence, a flat nothing where a power was. You’re not that. You take it in. It goes through you and most of it goes away.” She stopped. Her head tipped, the listening tilt, her eyes losing focus on me and finding something just behind me, or just inside me. “And some of it doesn’t. There’s a—” Her fingers came up toward her own chest and hovered, not quite landing, like she was feeling for a word she didn’t have a right to. “A warm spot. Right where the rest of you reads cold. I can’t tell what it is. It doesn’t fit you, that’s all I’ve got — a man reads cold all the way through and then there’s this one place that runs warm, and the warm isn’t the same temperature as the cold, like it came off somebody else.” She pulled the hand back, wary of it, watching my face the way she watched for the laugh. “I’m probably reaching. Tell me I’m reaching. But I don’t think I am.”

I’d come down here to set a week’s worth of weight on the floor and be quiet for ten minutes. Instead a woman I’d met six minutes ago was standing across from me with her fingers an inch off her own sternum, circling the inside of my chest from the outside, the part I don’t look at, the warm thread I’d told myself faded by morning. She didn’t have the whole of it. She didn’t have who. But she had the one fact I’d never said to a living soul, the fact that something stayed, and she’d read it clean off a man who reads cold, the way I’d read a flutter off a weld.

The cold spot between my shoulders had spread to the rest of me.

I reached out without thinking, the reflex of a man who steadies things, the same hand I’d put on the back of Theo’s neck and on the seam of Liora’s collar, to touch her shoulder, because she’d gone pale telling me the last of it and I thought she might be about to grip the wall.

She flinched like I’d swung at her. The whole of her recoiled, instant, total, a body that had learned a hand coming toward it was one more thing it hadn’t asked for. I stopped dead, hand half-raised, and started to pull it back.

And then, a breath later, she leaned. The side of her head tipped, just barely, toward my open hand, her weight shifting a fraction across the gap, like the hand was the first quiet thing in a building that never went quiet. It lasted a second. Then she caught herself doing it and straightened, and her face closed back over, and she scratched once at the green band like she was annoyed it had let her be seen.

Neither of us said anything about it. I let my hand drop. She let me.

“You should go up to your warm rail,” she said. “Your six minutes are mine and they’re almost gone, and the man who’d come looking if my tracker pings is not a kind man.” She pulled her hood lower, tucking the loose hair back, the listening ear coming uncovered, and for a second her eyes went past me again, gone, hearing the building. When they came back there was something in them I’d take with me up the stairs and not put down for a long while.

“I came to you because you’re the only thing in this building I can feel that the academy didn’t put here,” she said. “Everything else down here, every collar, every washout they walk down a stair that doesn’t come back up — it all points one direction. Toward the bottom. And there’s something at the bottom.” Her voice didn’t rise. It dropped, the way it dropped when she was surest, down to almost nothing in the thin dead air. “Under this building, under the levels you’ve got keys to, there’s something. I don’t have the word. I’ve never had the word, that’s the whole problem, that’s the thing they call madness. Something kept down there. A lot of something. I’ve heard it scream for five years, every single night, and every single person I’ve ever told has handed me back the same word for me instead of asking what it was.”

She stepped past me toward the L1 landing and the camera finishing its loop, and at the mouth of the corridor she stopped, not turning around, the green light at her throat a thin sick line in the dark.

“You think you don’t know what you are,” she said. “I think you’re wrong about that too. I think you know exactly what you are, and you’ve been keeping your head down so long you’ve forgotten you decided to. I can hear the difference, even on you.” A breath. “And whatever it is, it’s the only thing I’ve ever felt that’s shaped like the way out of the bottom instead of the way down into it. So I’m going to be wrong about you in public, and right about you in the dark, and you’re going to decide which one you believe before they decide it for both of us.”

Then she was gone around the corner, into the grid’s hum where I couldn’t hear her anymore, and I stood in the one quiet square of the building I’d spent ten years thinking was only mine, with a warm spot in my chest a stranger had read off me like a fault line, and a scream under the floor I suddenly couldn’t swear I hadn’t always half heard myself.


Chapter 18: Keep Up

She found me at midnight on the catwalk over the B-deck transformer vault, which told me two things before she said a word: that she’d gone looking, and that she’d gone looking in the one part of the building loud enough to drown out a person who couldn’t stand quiet.

The vault hummed the way it always hummed, the suppressor feed running its low note up through the steel grating, the big iron cans below us breathing their slow electrical breath. I came up here when I wanted the building to do my thinking for me. Apparently I wasn’t the only one who’d figured out that a place this loud was a place you could disappear inside.

“There he is.” She dropped onto the rail beside me, not behind it, on it, boots hooked through, a fall of forty feet at her back and her grin saying she’d already done the math on it and found it boring. “The man who fixes fans. I’ve been looking everywhere. Did you know you don’t show up on any duty board after nine? Like a ghost. A boring ghost. A ghost in a coverall.”

“I take my breaks where the cameras don’t reach.”

“See, that’s interesting. That’s a thing a guilty man says.” She bounced a heel against the rail, fast and bright, working the inside of her cheek the way she did when a thing was almost too good to sit on. “I checked the dead zones. You know all of them. Every blind spot in this whole building, mapped, in here.” She tapped her temple. “What’s a fan guy need with a map of where nobody’s watching, lightning rod? Asking for me.”

“You came up nine flights to ask me that.”

“I came up nine flights because I couldn’t sleep and you’re the only person on this campus who doesn’t bore me to tears, and I’m not thrilled about either of those facts, so.” She spread her hands. “Here we are. Make it worth my time.”

I’d been around her enough now to read the whole thing under the patter. She’d come up fast and she was still running, the words spilling ahead of her like she was trying to outpace something, and her freckled skin had that flush in it that didn’t come off the climb. The pink rose up from under, a heat cooking somewhere behind her sternum where she kept pressing the heel of her hand without seeming to know she did it. Three days since I’d watched her run a training block until the bag smoked. She hadn’t bled any of it off since. She was carrying every watt of it around with her at midnight, looking for a fight or a window, whichever came first.

“You didn’t sleep,” I said.

“I never sleep. It’s a personality. Lots of people have it.” She rolled her shoulders, neck cracking, and for half a second the flush flared brighter and a faint static-snap jumped off her fingertips, blue and small, and she watched it go like an old friend. “I run hot. You noticed. You notice everything, it’s annoying. Go on, then. Tell me I’m killing myself. Everybody loves to. It’s the campus pastime.”

*

I didn’t tell her she was killing herself. I’d learned that much about her in three days: tell Wren Quill a thing’s going to kill her and she’ll do it twice as fast just to win the argument with you. So I gave her the building instead.

“You feel that?” I put my palm flat to the rail, where the hum lived. “The feed. Runs the whole sublevel. That note never changes, day or night, because they balanced it once and built it to never need balancing again. Big dumb steady thing. Boring.” I took my hand off the rail. “That’s what a current’s supposed to sound like when it has somewhere to be. Even. Quiet. Spent and gone.”

“Cool. Love a TED talk. Is there a part where it’s about me, or—”

“You don’t sound like that.” Flat. I watched her stop. “You sound like a line with too much on it and no place to put the rest. Three days ago I watched you cook a graded bag down to the seam and call it a workout, and the smoke coming off it wasn’t the bag. It was you, dumping what wouldn’t fit, into the nearest thing that wasn’t a person. The bag tonight, the rack last week, that snap off your hand just now.” I nodded at her fingers. “You’re not running hot because you’re strong. You run hot because there’s nowhere for the extra to go, and a load with nowhere to go doesn’t wait politely. It finds the path you didn’t armor. Lately that’s your own arm.”

The grin held. The knuckles didn’t. They stopped mid-beat, one knuckle down on the steel, and the silence where the rhythm had been was its own kind of sound.

Then she laughed, a beat too fast, pitched up, the laugh that went nowhere near her eyes.

“Okay, ouch, fine, you read a person same as a fan, message received.” She was up off the rail in one motion, pacing the catwalk, hands moving, the velocity slamming back online. “Here’s the thing you’re missing, though, with the whole grim-omen routine. Big gap in your data. You want to know where the extra goes? It goes into the job. That’s the whole deal. That’s the contract. You run hot, you hit harder, they send you into the room nobody else’ll walk into and you walk out and everybody’s still alive because you were the one who didn’t flinch. The burn’s the price. You pay rent on being useful and the rent is this.” She flicked the scarred forearm at me, the silver fern-lines catching the work-light. “Fair trade. Best deal I ever got offered. Only deal I ever got offered, but who’s counting.”

“Who told you that?”

“Everybody. Constantly. Since I was fourteen.” She said it like it was obvious, like I was slow. “Handlers. Medics. The brochure, probably, I never read the brochure. You think I came up with ‘the burn is the price’ on my own at fourteen? That’s a grown-up’s line. They hand it to you with the first collar so you’ll stop crying about the second one.”

She’d said more than she meant to. I watched her hear it land.

*

“They told you what it bought them,” I said. “The hitting harder, the bad room, the walking out alive. That’s what the burn was the price of.” I kept my voice low and slow, no pull in it anywhere, because panic would only speed her up. “Nobody ever asked you the other half.”

“What other half. There’s no other half. It’s a very small deal, it’s not a—”

“What it costs you.”

She stopped pacing.

This was the Wren-still I’d seen once already on a lying floor, all that motion cut dead mid-step, and it scared me more than her power ever had, because a body like hers going still meant the same thing a building going quiet meant. Something load-bearing had just stopped holding.

“Not what it bought the academy,” I said, into the stillness, because I’d come this far and I wasn’t a man who knew how to come most of the way. “What it took out of you to pay it. Fourteen years old, somebody hands you a body that runs too hot and a contract that says the running’s your fault, and you sign it, except you don’t sign anything, because you can’t read it yet, you just nod because the alternative is being nothing. And then you spend nine years grinning through it so nobody looks at you long enough to wonder if it hurts. Does it?”

The flush had gone out of her face. Her freckles stood out stark against the pale of it. Her eyes, the restless ones that never settled, had settled, on me, wide and grey and shot through with a thin flicker of blue that wasn’t quite under control.

“Does it hurt, Wren.”

“Don’t.” It came out of her quiet, the loud all gone out of it. “Don’t do that.”

“Do what.”

“That. The—” Her hand came up, vague, gesturing at the whole of me, the catwalk, the conversation. “The seeing thing. The thing where you look at me for thirty seconds and you think you’ve got the whole—” The laugh tried to come back and didn’t make it. “We had a nice thing going, you and me. The kind with rules. You’d insult my technique, I’d threaten to fry you, and nobody had to—” The word wouldn’t come. She couldn’t get to the end of the sentence, and the not-getting-there was louder than the word would have been. “And then you keep doing this.” She backed up a step, toward the catwalk’s mouth, the stairs, the way out. Her eyes flicked to them, fast, the old reflex, finding the line. “You went and got sincere on me. In a transformer vault. At midnight. Who does that. That’s not even—”

“You want to know what I think your real talent is?” I didn’t move. I’d learned a long time ago that the times I won, I won by standing still, and I’d never wanted to win anything the way I wanted to win this. “It’s not the speed. Anybody fast enough to win a fight that bad would’ve burned out by sixteen, and you’re twenty-three and still here. You didn’t survive nine years because you’re fast. You survived because you’re durable, and they spent the durable part keeping you on your feet through a thing that should’ve put you down, and then they told you the staying-up was the easy bit. It was the whole bill. You’ve been paying it the whole time and calling it free.”

For one second, one, she looked at me like the thing I’d said was a hand held out, and a thing in her wanted to take it. I saw the want cross her face, plain, unguarded, the first unarmored thing she’d let me see, and it was worse than the flush, because under the velocity and the gallows and the dare she was just tired, twenty-three and tired down to the floor of her, and somebody had finally asked.

*

Then it terrified her, and she did what she did with everything that came at her too fast to outrun. She got faster.

“Okay.” Bright. Loud. Back online, all of it, the grin slamming up so wide it had to hurt, and she came off the retreat and toward me instead, into my space, chin up to make the foot of height she gave me into nothing, close enough now that the heat coming off her was a thing I could feel on my own skin, close enough that the static jumped the gap between her arm and mine and stung. “Okay, you want to talk about it costing me. Sure. Let’s. Here’s a cost. You know what I haven’t done in about four years? Slept the night. You know what I have done? Everything else. So.” Her eyes were too bright, the blue flicker in them gone past flicker, and her voice dropped into something I hadn’t heard from her, lower, faster, a dare with the floor gone out from under the joke. “You’re so good at putting your hand on a thing that’s about to blow. You did it to that rack. I felt it leave me, lightning rod, don’t think I didn’t, you put your hand on a junction box and you took my strike right off the air and you stood there and lied to my face about a bad ground. I’ve been thinking about it for a week. What that would feel like. All of it, the whole load and not just the leftovers, going somewhere that isn’t my own arm.”

She was a breath away. The work-light caught the storm-blue ends of her hair, the freckles, the pulse going hard in her throat where no collar had managed to slow it. Everything in her was leaned forward, toward the edge, the way she sat on rails, the way she lived, daring the drop to be real.

“Go on,” she said, all teeth, all velocity, and under it something raw enough that the teeth couldn’t cover it. “You want to see the cost so bad. Take it. The whole load, not the careful little bleed-off you did on the box. Find out if you can hold a person or just a junction.” Her voice climbed, thin. “I’m not asking you to be careful. Careful’s what they do to me right up until they—”

“I can keep up,” I said.

Quiet. Sure. No dare back in it, no contest she could win or lose, just the flat true thing, set down between us where she’d have to look at it: yes. I can. I will. Come here.

And Wren Quill, who’d hooked her boots over a forty-foot drop and called it boring, who ran at every danger this campus had ever put in front of her, flinched.

I watched it go through her, the whole body, a recoil with nothing to recoil from, because I hadn’t moved and I hadn’t raised a hand and the only thing that had come at her was a man saying yes. The grin came apart. For a half-second she was nothing but the want and the terror of it braided so tight she couldn’t tell them apart anymore, and then the terror won, the way it always won, because being met was the one thing on this earth she had no speed for.

She got two steps toward the stairs, and then her feet quit on her, which was new. The flinch was the same and the bolt was the same, but this time her own legs wouldn’t finish it, and she stood with her back to me and her shoulders up around her ears, furious at them.

“I don’t know how to do the part where I stay,” she said, to the dark, not to me, low and fast, like the words were being pulled out of her against her will. “Nobody ever stuck around long enough to teach me that part.”

And then she ran anyway. But slower. And at the bottom of the stairs she looked back, once, which in all the time I’d known her she had never done.

Then she was gone, fast, the static-snap of her trailing off the rail as she went, and the vault hummed its big dumb steady note over the empty catwalk, even and quiet and exactly the same as it had been before she came up.

I stood there a while with my hand back on the rail, feeling the building think.

She’d run. I’d known she would; the whole shape of her was written in flinches, and I’d read enough of her by now to call which way she’d break before she broke it. What I hadn’t been ready for was the rest of it. She’d asked me to take all of her, every watt, the thing no one was rated to hold, and I’d said yes and meant it, and somewhere under my breastbone the coal that was Liora’s stirred where it sat, as if it had caught the scent of a second one on its way and shifted to make the space. I was a man built to ground exactly one thing at a time, if that, and I’d just told a live current I could keep up, and the part of me that read where things break knew precisely whose floor that load was going to land on when it finally went.

She’d be back. People like Wren always come back to the edge they ran from; running is just how they get a better angle on it. And when she came back, neither of us was going to be able to pretend the next step was anything but the defenseless one, the one with no joke in it and no speed and no place left to put your hands but on each other.

I should have been afraid of it. I knew exactly what it would cost, and which of us it would cost, and I stood in the hum at midnight wanting it anyway, which was the most dangerous reading I’d taken off myself in fifteen years.


Chapter 19: The Fragment

She didn’t come to the dead spot off the L2 corridor the second time. She left me a way to find her instead, which I only understood was a way after I’d already followed it.

It was a sheet of maintenance paper folded into the gap behind the fire-hose cabinet on my own level, the one cabinet on the floor that nobody’s checked since the inspection regime changed nine years back. A work order. Mine, in the sense that someone had filled it out in my name, requesting a tech to look at “intermittent low-voltage fault, archive annex, L1 rear, after-hours access cleared.” There was no such fault and no such clearance, and the annex wasn’t on any list I’d ever been handed. But the handwriting was small and exact and didn’t waste a stroke, and I’d watched a woman scratch at a green band three days ago and talk in six-minute increments she’d measured to the second, and I knew whose hand it was before I’d finished reading it.

A man who reads where things break gets handed a lot of warnings he can ignore. This was the first one in a long time written for me to follow.

I went after hours, the long way, through the runs I knew the cameras didn’t cover, and I let myself into the archive annex with a key that worked on a lock that shouldn’t have let it, and that told me she’d been here ahead of me and left the back door breathing.

*

The annex was a dead room, file racks gone to dust, a dead terminal, the kind of space an institution forgets it owns until it needs somewhere to lose something. She was at the far end of it with her back to the corner and her face to the door, the way she stood, hood down this time, the listening ear bared, a single screen lit in front of her throwing a cold square of light up under her chin.

“You came,” she said. There was no surprise in it, only the flat relief of a gauge reading she’d predicted and still been glad to confirm. “I gave it about even odds. You’re careful. Careful men don’t follow paper into a room with one door.”

“This room’s got two.” I’d clocked the service hatch behind the racks coming in. “And I came because the work order was a lie and you knew I’d read it as one. You don’t write a man a fake fault unless you want him to notice it’s fake.”

Something moved at the corner of her mouth that wasn’t quite a smile but was built out of the same parts. “See, that’s the thing about you,” she said. “I leave a normal person a note, they read the note. I leave you a note, you read me.” The almost-smile went. “It’s a relief and it’s a problem. Sit down. I’ve got longer here than I did in the tunnel, but not by much, and I want you looking at the screen, not at me, for what comes next.”

I pulled a dead stool out of the dust and sat where she pointed, which put my shoulder a foot off hers and the screen between us. She didn’t flinch at the closeness this time. She’d chosen the geometry herself, and choosing it was its own kind of trust, the kind that costs more from her than from most.

“Three days ago I told you a thing I feel,” she said, low. “And you didn’t laugh, which is the most anybody’s given me in five years, so thank you, and now I’m going to do the thing I almost never get to do, which is show you a thing I can prove. Or close enough to prove that it kept me up two nights running, which for me is saying nothing, but for a normal sleeper would mean something.” She turned the screen a degree toward herself and squared it, giving her hands the small task instead of the wall they wanted. “I dig files. That’s the part of me that isn’t the part they put a band on. I’m good at it. I’ve been good at it for years, because a file can’t tell me I imagined it.”

*

She turned the screen.

It was an intake ledger. I knew the format, I’d signed enough corners of enough forms to know an academy header when I saw one, the bone-white letterhead, the dry administrative columns. Names redacted to case numbers. Dates. A column for classification and a column for disposition and a column whose header had been scrubbed to a grey bar, deliberately, a name somebody hadn’t wanted attached.

“Cadet intake,” she said. “Five years of it. I pulled it a stretch at a time, off terminals that don’t talk to each other, because no single one of them holds the whole run, it’s split up, which is the first thing that’s wrong, because nobody splits a boring ledger across four systems unless the boring ledger is doing something it shouldn’t.” Her finger came up and traced a column without touching the glass. “Watch the count. Don’t watch the names, you can’t read them anyway. Watch how many come in.”

I watched. The intake number ran where you’d expect a class to run, a steady annual draw, the academy taking in its bright frightened crop year on year.

“Now watch how many leave.”

She scrolled, and a second column came up beside the first, disposition, and the words in it were the dull furniture of any institution, graduated, licensed, transferred, released to district service. And then, under all that, a fourth category that didn’t get a verb, only a code, repeated, a short string of characters in the scrubbed-grey column where the header had no name.

“Reclassified,” I said, because I’d seen that string before. Wexler’s word. He got reclassified, then retired, then the records went tidy.

“That’s my read too. I can’t open what it points to, the code resolves to a record set I can’t reach, behind a wall I’ve never gotten past, and I’ve gotten past a lot of walls.” Her voice didn’t rise. It went the other way, down, the way it went when she was surest and most braced to be told she was wrong. “But here’s the part that kept me up. The intake number and the four clean dispositions, graduated, licensed, transferred, released. Add them up. Every year. They don’t add up to the intake. There’s a gap. Every single year there’s a gap, the same shape, and the gap is exactly the size of that grey column.” She let it sit a second in the dead air. “Cadets come in the top of this building. More come in than come out the bottom by any door that has a word on it. And the difference, year over year, doesn’t go missing in some sloppy way, some lost-paperwork way. It goes missing evenly. Like a thing that’s built to take that much and no more, and to never show the same amount twice in a way you’d notice if you only ever looked at one year.” Her fingers pressed harder at her sternum. “It’s not an accident in the records. The accident would be messy. This is tidy. That’s what’s wrong with it. It’s too tidy to be a mistake.”

I read the columns again. I read them the way I’d read junction seven, palm-flat, listening for the flutter under the steady note. And the flutter was there, in the arithmetic, in the gap that held its shape year on year — a number that balanced too well, a load that left the building somewhere there was no door drawn for it.

So does a person. That was the whole of it, sitting there in the columns. I’d spent my life reading it in steel and I’d never once had it handed to me in a list of names: block the way out with a clean word, and the thing you blocked doesn’t stop existing. It just stops being counted.

“You found the weld,” I said.

She turned her head a fraction. “I don’t know that word for it.”

“A building this size, it’s never one piece. It’s a thousand pieces pretended into one, and every place two pieces meet, there’s a seam, and the seam’s where the lie lives, because the seam’s the part you have to actively hold shut.” I nodded at the grey column. “Somebody’s holding that shut. Year on year, the same effort, the same amount. You don’t hold a thing shut that hard unless there’s pressure behind it.”

For a second she just looked at me, and the look had a weight in it I’d felt off her once before, in the tunnel, the weight of being read back when you’ve spent your life reading and never being read.

“Five years,” she said, very quiet, almost to herself. “Five years of handing people a feeling and getting a word back. And you look at a spreadsheet for ninety seconds and you say somebody’s holding it shut.” Her breath went out of her, uneven. “Or I’m wrong. Bad arithmetic, a column I’m misreading, a transfer that double-counts. That’s what they’d say. That’s what they always say.” She didn’t quite ask me to confirm it; she’d stopped expecting anyone would. “But you read the gauge. You tell me.”

“There’s something there,” I said.

*

She didn’t let a breath out at that. She did the opposite. She went still, the listening kind of still, her head tilting a degree toward the floor, and the dead annex around us got the way a room gets when she’s in it and the resonance climbs — not louder, fuller, like the empty racks had quietly filled with people who weren’t there, a pressure I felt in the small hairs on my arms and couldn’t have named to anyone who hadn’t stood next to her while it happened. The cold square of screen-light trembled, just barely, the way water trembles to a truck you can’t hear yet.

“It’s worse than tidy,” she said, and her voice had gone down to almost nothing, down into the place she went when she stopped doubting. “I keep telling you the same thing and I keep not having the word, and I’m sorry, I know how it lands, I know what it gets me. But I’m in the right room now to feel it and I want you to hear me say it once with the paper sitting right here proving I’m not making the rest up.” Her fingers left her sternum and pressed flat to the dead concrete of the wall behind her, the way I press a casing. “The gap in that ledger. The thing the grey column doesn’t have a name for. It’s not somewhere else in the building. It’s not transferred out. It’s down. It’s under us, under the floors you’ve got keys to, and it’s a lot of something, and it’s been the same lot of something the whole five years this ledger covers, sitting there, kept. I’ve heard it every night since before I knew there was a ledger. And tonight I’m sitting next to the math for it, and the math says the same thing my chest has said for five years, which is that this building takes more than it gives back and stores the difference somewhere there isn’t a word for, on purpose, the way you’d build a thing on purpose.”

She stopped. Her hand stayed flat on the wall. The fullness in the room didn’t ebb the way it had in the tunnel; it held, low and steady, a dread with a foundation under it.

“That’s the part I can’t get past,” she said. “Not that it’s wrong. I’ve always known it’s wrong. It’s that it’s built. You don’t get a gap that even by accident. Somebody drew this. Somebody sat where someone like me would never be allowed to sit and drew a building that loses people in a straight line and calls every line of it a different clean word. And I don’t know who, and I don’t know how, and I don’t have the word for what’s at the bottom of it.” Her eyes came up off the middle distance and found me, and the doubt that laced everything she said wasn’t in this part. “But it’s not an accident. I came here tonight to show you it’s not an accident. I needed one person to look at the proof and not hand me back the word for me instead.”

I looked at the screen, and then at her hand on the wall, and then at the grey column with no name in it, and I didn’t say anything for a while, because there wasn’t a bylaw for this and there wasn’t a word for it either, and the man who usually had the word was sitting on a dead stool in a forgotten room realizing how far past his own keys this went.

I’d come into this building’s bottom ten years ago and learned its whole vocabulary, every buzz and tick and the spot in the L3 main that smelled like cut grass. I’d told myself I knew the place that held me up better than anyone alive. And a woman the institution had agreed was furniture had just laid a spreadsheet in front of me and shown me a room under all my rooms that I’d never had a key to, never been meant to know was there, drawn into the bones of a building I’d loved like a difficult relative, and the size of it sat on my chest like a load a wall was never built to take.

“This is bigger than you’ve been telling me,” I said. “Than either of us guessed. You’ve been hearing one thing scream. This—” I put my own palm flat to the screen’s cold edge, the gesture I make at a casing, and felt nothing off the glass and everything off the arithmetic behind it. “This is the whole place built around it.”

She nodded, once, and pulled her hand off the wall, and tucked the loose hair back behind the listening ear, and for the first time since the tunnel she looked at me like I’d given her something instead of taken it.

“Now you know why I write my work orders in someone else’s name,” she said. “And why you’re going to start, too.” She killed the screen, and the cold square went out, and the annex went back to being a dead room nobody owned, except now there were two of us who knew it wasn’t.


Chapter 20: Made an Example

They did it in the commons at noon, with the light on, and they did it kindly, which was the part I’d spend the rest of the day trying to wash off.

I had no business being on the cadet tier. A flickering ballast in the ceiling track over the mess line had put me there, and I was up the ladder with my head in the track when the room below me went quiet the wrong way, the hush of a crowd that’s decided to watch and pretend it isn’t. I knew that hush. I’d heard it on the broadcast floor the day a girl burned, and I came down off the ladder a rung at a time, slow, the way you back off a thing you don’t want to startle.

Theo was standing in the middle of the floor with two handlers and a doctor around him, and he had a duffel over one shoulder, the same duffel, the frayed strap his mother had restitched by hand, and somebody had told him to bring it.

That was how I knew. You don’t tell a kid to bring his bag to a chat.

*

Dr. Verel did the talking, which was the academy’s first kindness, because a doctor saying it makes it medicine. She was a tidy woman in her fifties with a clipboard she didn’t need and a voice pitched for a frightened child, and she stood half a step closer to Theo than the handlers did, on his side, the way you stand near someone you’re helping and not someone you’re taking.

“You’ve been having a hard few weeks,” she said. “The spikes. The bad nights. That’s not a failure, Theo. That’s your Spark telling us it needs more support than this floor can give it.” She tipped her head at the band on his throat, the cadet band, the thin one. “This was always a starter. It was never going to hold you once you came into your strength. We’re going to get you somewhere that can.”

Theo’s eyes came up off the floor and found me at the edge of the room, by the ladder, and held. Where’d it go, he’d asked me once, in a bright corridor with a paper cup going to ripples in his hand, and then he’d decided, all at once and without knowing why, not to say the true thing out loud. He’d kept my secret for a season. He was seventeen. And he was looking at me now like he’d worked out, too late, that keeping it had been the wrong bet, and that the right one had never been on the table.

I gave him nothing. Flat face. Open hands. It was the cruelest thing I did all day and it was the only thing I had that wouldn’t make it worse, because the second I crossed that floor toward him I’d have told the whole room exactly which tunnel rat to file the cost on, and Theo would still go down the stair, only now with company.

“Where,” Theo said, quiet, to Verel, though his eyes flicked once more to me before they came back to her. “Where’s the place.”

“Recovery.” She said it the way you’d say home. “It’s quiet. It’s monitored. You’ll have a real collar, fitted to you, and people whose whole job is to keep you stable while you grow into it. Most cadets would wait years for that kind of care.” A small warm smile, entirely sincere, the worst thing in the room. “You’re getting it now because we want to catch this before it catches you.”

I’d read enough buildings to know a load-path when somebody drew it on the air in front of me. They’d taken the truest thing about Theo, a kid whose power was climbing faster than the leash they’d issued him, and run it through a doctor and a clipboard and a word that meant the opposite of what it did, and at the far end of the path was a stair I knew, the one that went down past the Sink-wardens and didn’t come back up. A spiking cadet. A starter collar outgrown. A transfer to care. No single link where it turned into a disappearance, because there wasn’t one. That was the engineering of it: cruelty done in increments too small for any single hand to feel it commit.

*

Halloran came in for the end of it, which was the second kindness, because the Provost showing up makes it pastoral.

He didn’t take the center of the floor. He came to the edge of the cluster and stood with his hands folded and let Verel finish, and when Theo’s gaze went to him, the way everyone’s did, the room reorganizing around him as it always reorganized, he gave the boy the full warmth, the glasses coming off the chain, the eye contact handed over like a gift.

“I know it’s frightening,” Halloran said, quiet enough that the room had to still further to catch it, which is its own kind of authority. “I wore one of these younger than you are.” Two fingers touched the old pale line at his own throat, the cadet collar decades healed, the proof he kept on his skin. “I fought it. I thought it was the thing hurting me. It took me years to understand it was the only thing that ever kept me alive long enough to stand here and tell you so.” He let that sit. “You’re not in trouble, Theo. Nobody here is angry with you. We’re just not willing to lose you to something we know how to prevent. That’s all this is. That’s all it’s ever been.”

And he meant it. That was the part with no seam in it, the part I’d come down off the ladder already knowing I wouldn’t find. He grieved the boy a little, sincerely, a man who had buried bright children and couldn’t bear to bury another, and the grief was real and the collar still went down the stair, and he had arranged it so the two never had to meet inside him.

I understood then what the whole performance was for, and it wasn’t for Theo.

It was for the rest of us. The wardens at the doors. The cadets along the mess line who’d stopped chewing. The handlers, the staff, the woman three floors down and free off her collar, who wasn’t in this room but whose name was the reason this was happening today and not last month. This is what it looks like when we decide your Spark has gotten ahead of you. A doctor on your side, a duffel you packed yourself, a kind man touching his own old scar, and us standing here letting it happen, because they would never once hand us a monster to fight.

They walked Theo to the service corridor. He went. What else does a seventeen-year-old do, surrounded by people who love him and a stair he’s been told is care. At the mouth of the corridor he looked back once, over the restitched strap, and I made myself hold his eyes and send the only thing I could afford, which was that I saw him, all the way, and that one person in that bright room knew exactly what was being done.

Then Dray’s hand settled on the boy’s shoulder, light, almost gentle, and the angle closed, and Theo was gone toward the stair, and the commons started up its noise again like a held breath let go.

I climbed back up the ladder and finished the ballast, because a tech who walks off a half-done job the moment they take a cadet is a tech who just told the room something. My hands were steady on the wire; I had years of practice making them steady on a day my chest wasn’t. Behind my sternum the coal that was Liora’s sat low and hot and said nothing, and I thought, flat as a reading, they didn’t pick a hero to make the example. They picked the smallest body in the building they could call mine.

*

Wren found me at the bottom of the B-deck stair an hour later, and she’d already heard, and she was past furious into the place past furious where the jokes come out wrong.

“There he is.” No grin in it. The grin was up, technically, the teeth were doing their job, but it had nothing behind it; it was a sign somebody’d left lit in an empty store. “The man who fixes fans. You hear they transferred a cadet to Recovery? Real lucky kid. Skipped the whole line. Years some of them wait, Verel said. Years.” Her jaw was set hard and her hand had found the chest-strapping, gripping and releasing it in a tight one-two, one-two, the rhythm of a thing that wants out and can’t find the door. “Seventeen. They walked a seventeen-year-old down the wash stair at lunch and put a doctor’s hand on it so it’d photograph nice, and the whole mess hall just — sat there. With their trays. I sat there. I had a tray.”

“Wren.”

“I had a tray,” she said, and the static jumped off her knuckles, a small blue snap, and she watched it go and didn’t flinch from her own arc the way she never did. The pink was up under her freckles, climbing from inside, the heat she carried with nowhere to put cooking faster the angrier she got. “Day after they decide the gold one’s still walking around proving them wrong, they reach down, past me, past you, all the way down, and grab the littlest one on the board, and they do it so clean nobody even gets to be mad. There’s no door to kick, no guy to hit. I’ve been looking all afternoon for a guy to hit and there isn’t one, it’s a clipboard and a stair and everybody nodding.” She laughed, the wrong laugh, too fast, pitched up where it had no business going. “Real efficient. Should put it on a brochure.”

“You knew him?” I said.

“No. That’s the —” Her hands flew up, came down. “That’s the thing. I didn’t know him. He’s nobody. He’s a kid with a bad collar. And that’s why they could do it, right, because nobody’s gonna burn the place down over a kid nobody knew, you don’t riot for the furniture —” she caught the word, I watched it land on her, my word, the floor’s word, and her jaw worked — “and they know that. They count on it. They picked him because he was small enough that the math came out clean.” Her eyes had gone past restless into something I didn’t like, the blue flicker in them past flicker, riding too close to the surface. “So here’s my plan. You want to hear my plan?”

“No,” I said.

“There’s no plan. The plan is I go up to the Spire and I find Dray and I put a hand on that smug —”

“Wren.”

“— and I let go of every watt I’ve been hauling around since they walked that kid out, all of it, right into the middle of their nice clean floor, and we’ll see how gentle it photographs then, we’ll see how it —” She was up off the rail, already moving, already three steps toward the up-stair, her whole live machine slammed into gear, and the heat coming off her had gone from a flush to a thing I could feel across four feet of cold air, the air around her gone tight the way it goes before a relay lets go.

I didn’t grab her. You don’t grab a current looking for ground; you become a worse place for it to land than wherever it was going.

I stepped into the stairwell instead. Put my whole unremarkable weight down on the bottom step, in the line she’d have to take, and let it set, the way I set when I’ve decided a thing isn’t going past me, and I didn’t say stop and I didn’t say calm down because both of those were matches.

She pulled up short. Stood there a foot off me, vibrating, the storm-blue ends of her hair lifting faintly off her neck with the charge she was carrying, her chest going hard against the strapping, freckles stark on a face gone hot.

“Get out of the stair.” Quiet now. Clipped. The loud all gone out of it, which from her was the klaxon, the real one. “I’m not joking. Move.”

“You walk up there like this, they don’t see a hero,” I said. My hands had gone still at my sides and the words came out with all the air taken out of them, slow enough that she’d have to slow down to hear them. “They see exactly the sick dangerous girl they’ve been telling everyone you are, blowing a fuse in the Spire over a cadet she never met. You’ll hand them the photo they want. And then there’s two stairs going down instead of one, and his didn’t even buy anybody anything.” I held her eyes. “They made him an example. Don’t make yourself the next one for them. That’s not a fight you win by being the loudest thing that breaks.”

The charge stayed up. I could feel it wanting the path, the whole load of her hunting for the place it could finally go, and for one bad second I was sure the place was going to be me, that she’d dump it into the only thing in the stairwell built to take it, and some buried part of me, the part I keep chained, wanted her to.

Then her breath went out of her, ragged, and the static dropped off her hands, and she sat down hard on the second step with her elbows on her knees and her head down. Her shoulders, when they came up, were shaking, and not the even fast shake the current put in a body; this was the uneven kind, the kind a person does when the thing they’ve been outrunning finally gets a hand on them at the bottom of a stair.

“I’ve got nowhere to put it,” she said, into her own knees, flat and stripped of every joke she owned, the first unarmored sentence I’d ever heard her get out without a grin to chase it down. “You get that? It’s the thing I do best, I run hot, I hit hard, they send me into the room nobody’ll walk into, and I sat in a mess hall with a tray and I couldn’t do one thing with any of it.” She turned a hand over, the silver branch-scars catching the light, the record of every time it had nowhere to go but out through her own arm. “The one day it’d be worth something, and there’s nowhere to put it but my own skin. Same as always. Pay the rent, get nothing.” She lifted her head, and her eyes were wet and bright and furious and twenty-three. “I’m so tired of being a current with no place to go, lightning rod. You don’t even know.”

I stood in the bottom of the stair with the way up blocked by my own weight. I didn’t tell her I knew, because she’d hear it as pity and run, and I didn’t tell her the thing I could do about a load with nowhere to go, because the catwalk was three nights gone, she’d flinched from yes once already, and this was not the hour to hand it to her again over a transfer.

So I didn’t say either of the things, and we stayed there a while, her on the step and me in the doorway, while four floors of concrete held their one steady note around us, a building doing exactly what it was built to do, while three levels down it held something it was never built to hold.

Up in the Spire they were already filing the paperwork. Cadet, transferred to Recovery, for his safety and the safety of those around him. Reade would route it; Verel had signed it; Halloran would never read it as anything but a child buckled safely into a seat. By morning there’d be no place on any board to point at and say here, this is where they took him, because they’d done it in the light, at noon, in front of everybody, and we had all sat there with our trays and let them.

That was the cost of a free woman three floors down. They’d written it on the smallest body in the building so the rest of us would read it and go quiet.

I’d read it. I wasn’t going quiet.


Chapter 21: No Jealousy

Wren came back to the edge she’d run from, the way I’d known she would, and she came back the long way, through three days of pretending the catwalk had never happened.

She found me in the dead recovery bay two floors under the training decks, the room with the empty charging cradles and the drain I liked having under my boots. It was where Liora stayed now, which I’d never have put that plainly, since Liora was nobody’s to keep, but it was the one place the most-photographed face on campus could exist with the cameras off her, and so it was where the two of us spent the hours that showed up on no duty board. I heard Wren on the service stair before I saw her, the fast uneven tread of a person who took stairs two at a time and then stopped, and started, and stopped, a tempo with an argument in it.

She came through the door talking, because she always came through a door talking.

“Okay, so, I went and did the thing I said I had to go do, turns out the thing did not need doing, shocking, so I’ve been at loose ends, very tragic, and I thought, where’s a fun place a girl can, oh.”

Liora was sitting on the crash-mat with her back to the cold cradles, gloves off, hands open and still on her own knees, and the gold coming off her ran even and warm, the contained kind, the powered-by kind. She looked up at Wren with no smile on her at all, none of the one that sold the posters, just the tired true face she only wore down here.

The room went quiet in a way the room never did. Wren’s knuckles stopped against the doorframe mid-beat.

“Daybreak,” she said. The grin came up, fast, and it didn’t reach anything. “Wow. Okay. They keep you in the basement now? That’s bleak, that’s genuinely bleak, somebody alert the press.”

“They don’t keep me anywhere,” Liora said. Dry. Regal even on a crash-mat. “That’s rather the point of the room.”

I watched Wren do the arithmetic on that, fast, and I watched it land wrong in her, because she’d come down here braced for one thing and found another. She’d come braced for me. She had not come braced for the golden girl off her collar in a dead room, sitting there steady, being the exact proof Wren had spent nine years being told she’d never get to be.

*

“Right,” Wren said. “Cool. I’ll come back.”

She was already half-turned. Her eyes had found the stair before her body had committed to it, the old reflex, the line out, and her hand came off the frame.

“Sit down,” I said.

I didn’t raise my voice. I’d learned a long time ago that the times I won, I won by being a thing in a doorway that didn’t move, and I’d put my weight down by the door without thinking about it, the way you set your boots on a floor you mean to hold. I wasn’t blocking her. I want to be clear about that, because she’d have felt it as a cage if I had, and a caged thing that runs hot finds the wall that isn’t armored. I just stood there, in the room, the immovable fact of me, and let her decide.

“You don’t have a thing to go do,” I said. “You said so when you came in. So sit down.”

“That’s, okay, that’s a lot of confidence from a guy who fixes fans.” But the velocity had a hitch in it now. She looked at me, and at Liora, and at the stair, the three points of it, and the want crossed her face again, the same plain unarmored thing I’d caught on the catwalk, gone in half a second before the speed slammed back over it. She didn’t want the stair. She wanted the room. She was terrified of the room. Those were the same thing in her, and always had been.

It was Liora who broke it, and she broke it the only way it could have been broken, which was by not making it tender.

“He does that,” Liora said, to Wren, like I wasn’t there. “The standing. It’s infuriating. You’ll get a speech about a load-bearing wall in a minute, and then you’ll notice you’ve been agreeing with him for an hour.” She shifted on the mat, made room, an inch of it, a deliberate inch. “I had two years of people being careful with me. He’s worse than careful. He’s correct, which is so much harder to argue with. Sit down before he reads your whole life off your hands and tells it back to you. It’s mortifying. Better to volunteer.”

And Wren, who flinched at a hand, who fled a kind word, who’d put nine flights of stairs between us the last time I got sincere, laughed. A real one. Surprised out of her, a short bark of it, because Liora hadn’t offered her comfort. Liora had offered her a complaint, a shared one, the kind two people trade who’ve been ground down by the same machine and come out the far side hating the same gentle voices.

She sat. On the lip of the cradle nearest the mat, not the mat itself, a perch with a drop behind it, because of course she did. But she sat.

*

“So how’s it work,” Wren said, after a while. Fast, flat, aimed at Liora, the gallows pitch with the floor gone out of it. “The off-collar thing. I’ve seen you on every wall on campus for six years, gold girl, the future of heroism, and now you’re in a hole in the ground steady as a streetlight and nobody’s allowed to know. What’s that cost. There’s a cost. Don’t tell me there’s not a cost, I’ve been paying costs since I was fourteen, I know what they look like.”

“It cost me believing them,” Liora said. Even. No drama in it; she’d lived with it too long to dramatize it. “Two years I thought the collar was holding me together. Turns out it was the thing taking me apart, slowly, on a schedule, and they knew, and the plan was to let it finish and do my memorial in nice lighting.” She turned her hand over on her knee, the long fingers steady. “That’s the cost. The grounding itself is the cheap part. The cost is what you have to un-believe to get to it, and how much of your life you spent believing it instead.”

Wren went still.

Not the listening-still, not Liora’s stillness either, the control kind bought with effort. Wren-still, every restless inch of her gone quiet at once, and on a woman who never stopped moving it read like an alarm I had no idea how to answer.

“They told me it was mine,” she said. Quiet. The loud gone out of it, same as it had gone on the catwalk, the klaxon of her switched off. “The burn. The scars.” Her knuckles went, once, to the silvery branch-lines on her forearm, traced them, then stopped, because she’d caught herself doing it. “Since I was fourteen. Everybody. Handlers, medics, the whole, the burn is the price, Wren, the burn is the price of being useful, like it was the weather, like it was just a thing my body did because I ran too hot, my fault, my tax, pay it and shut up and grin so nobody has to watch.” The grin tried to come up and didn’t make it past her teeth. “And you’re telling me it was the leash. The whole time. It was the leash doing it and they called it me.”

“Yes,” Liora said, and didn’t soften it.

She gave Wren the same blunt true thing she’d have wanted herself, and I understood, watching them, that this was the thing I could not have done. I could read where Wren broke. I’d read it three days ago on a catwalk and I’d been right and it had sent her up nine flights of stairs away from me. What I couldn’t be was the other half of the same wound, looking back at her from across a dead room, off the collar, alive, saying me too, and it wasn’t your fault either. That had to come from a woman. It had to come from Liora, who’d worn a leash they called mercy and lived to call it by its name. Whatever I’d half-braced for — two women in a room with one man and a thing between them, never showed up to be braced against. They weren’t circling the same small prize. They’d both been the same big thing, the proof, the brand, the useful one, ground down by the same hand, and what crossed the room between them was recognition, not rivalry.

*

“I’m not, ” Wren started, and stopped, and started again, and the words were fighting her now, which they never did; her words were always faster than her. “Don’t make this a thing. I came down here to fight with him. That’s the deal. That’s our whole—”

“It stopped being your whole anything a while ago,” Liora said, not unkind, and not letting her have it either. “You came down into a basement full of bad news to stand in a doorway. People don’t do that over an arrangement.”

Wren’s mouth opened, and shut. For once in her life she didn’t have it faster than the other person in the room.

“He does,” Liora and I said it close enough together that it came out almost as one thing, and Wren laughed again, wrecked and helpless, both hands over her face for a second, and when she took them down her eyes were too bright and the blue was flickering in them at the edges, not quite under her control.

“It’s not the same,” she said. To Liora. Lower now, fast, the dare gone out of it and something rawer under where the dare had been. “What he did for you. I watched the broadcast, everybody watched the broadcast, you went up like a, and then you didn’t. You came back steady. And that’s you, you’re Daybreak, you’re worth, ” She didn’t finish it. She didn’t have to. “I’m the one they send when something needs hitting. There’s no poster of me. You ground out a champion. He’d be grounding out a hand-tool that ran too hot and scarred itself ugly doing it. That’s not the same. That’s a guy fixing a fan that finally, ”

“Stop,” I said.

I didn’t move toward her. I’d learned that much. I stayed where I was, by the door, the weight of me set in the floor, and I gave her the flat true thing across the room where she’d have to look at it.

“You think I kept some of Liora because she’s worth keeping, and you wouldn’t take, because you’re the tool.” It wasn’t a question, so I didn’t pitch it as one. “I read a kid named Theo come apart in a corridor and put my hand on him because the load had nowhere to go that wasn’t a person, and I didn’t check his rank first. I don’t read the poster. I never could. I read the part that’s about to give and I read the part that’s holding, and the part of you that’s holding, twenty-three years old, a current eating you from the inside, nine years grinning through it so nobody’d look, that’s the most durable thing I’ve stood in a room with, and they spent it. Same as her. The only difference between you and her is six years of better lighting.”

The room was very quiet.

Liora was watching Wren, and there was nothing on her face I’d ever seen on the broadcasts, none of the warmth that sold and touched nothing, just the tired, level, unbeautiful attention of a woman who’d been exactly where this other woman was sitting, and remembered the drop of it, and made the inch of room on the mat again, plainer this time.

“Come down off the cradle,” Liora said. “You’re going to fall backward and prove him right about the parapet thing, and I will never hear the end of it.” A pause. The dry thing, but under it, true: “He’s not going to do anything you don’t ask him to. That part I can promise you. I had to ask. He made me say it like it wasn’t a question, the infuriating, ” She stopped, and something honest came across her, and she let it. “Nobody’s going to spend you down here, Wren. That’s the whole thing about the room. It’s the one place nobody’s keeping a gauge on you.”

*

Wren came down off the cradle.

She didn’t sit on the mat. She crouched at the edge of it, on the balls of her feet, ready to move, and her knuckles found her own knee and started up a beat, slow for her, an idle drum, not the fast four-count she ran when she was charged and scared. Slower than I’d ever heard off her. It read to me like a feed settling toward the note it was built to hold, the surge bleeding off down the cold side of the run where it had nothing left to bite, and I made myself not say so, because she didn’t need her own heartbeat narrated back to her by the fan guy.

“If I — ” She wet her lips. The velocity was gone; what was left under it was just tired, twenty-three and tired down to the floor of her, and for once she wasn’t outrunning it. “Say I wanted to find out. What he did for you. Not — I’m not saying. I’m saying if. Hypothetically. As a — a thought experiment, very academic, nobody’s committing to anything.” Her eyes came to me, and the blue in them had steadied, and she made herself hold the look instead of finding the stair. “Does it hurt. The — does it hurt you. To take it. Because I’m not — I’ve spent my whole life being the thing that costs people. I’m not doing that. I’m not climbing down off one leash to be somebody’s else’s burn.”

And there it was, the defenseless thing, all the way at the edge of it, no joke wrapped around it, no dare, no scared, lightning rod, just Wren Quill asking the one question that meant she’d already decided to ask the next one, terrified, out loud, in a room with no speed in it.

I didn’t tell her it wouldn’t cost me. I don’t lie to the part of a thing that’s about to give; it never lies to me. I looked at her, crouched at the edge of the mat with that slow idle still going against her knee and Liora’s steadiness banked warm a foot away from her, and I felt the coal Liora had left under my breastbone shift in its banking, low and hot, like it had felt a second one coming and was making room.

“Come here,” I said, “and I’ll tell you the true answer instead of the kind one.”

She didn’t run.

That was the whole of it, and it was everything. She stayed crouched at the edge of the mat with the stair at her back and the door open and every fast line out of the room laid out in front of her, and she didn’t take a single one of them. The idle went quiet under her hand, and stayed quiet. The grin didn’t come up to cover anything, because for once there was nothing she needed to cover. She just looked at me, and breathed, and stayed, and I knew, with the small cold certainty of a reading I’d have given anything to be wrong about, that the next step was the defenseless one, no joke in it and no velocity and no place left to put your hands but on each other, and that she was finally going to choose it, and I was going to let her, and somewhere under my sternum I was already making room for whatever the staying was about to cost us both.


Chapter 22: Earthed

She came back to the dead-zone four nights after she ran off the catwalk, and she came back on her own feet, which was the only way it was ever going to count.

I’d half expected her to. I’d told myself I hadn’t, which is what you tell yourself about a wall you’ve already read the crack in. People like Wren circle the thing they bolted from; running’s just how they get a better angle on the drop. So when the maintenance door scraped open a little after one in the morning and she was standing in it in a beat-up jacket and boots she could run in, I didn’t get up off the crate, and I didn’t say her name, and I didn’t do a single thing that would let her read me as a man who’d been waiting.

The room was the old substation off my level, the one the cameras never reached and the schedules forgot. A poured concrete floor I liked having under me. One caged worklight. Exposed pipe overhead and the low constant breath of the building’s plant coming through the walls, and the whole place smelling of dust and warm metal and the faint ozone that lived down here whether or not anybody’s Spark was up.

Liora was already there, sitting easy against the far wall with her boots out in front of her, watching the door like weather she’d decided she could stand in. Off the collar three weeks now and steady with it. She’d been the reason any of this could happen at all, and she knew it, and she wasn’t making a thing of it.

“There he is.” Wren came in fast, the way she came into everything, but the fast was forced this time, running on fumes, and the hand that found the doorframe went too hard against it to be a drumbeat. “Don’t say anything about me coming back. I came back, it’s done, we’re not making it a thing.” She dropped onto the end of a workbench instead of a chair, heel bouncing, and the grin she hauled up didn’t have its usual wattage under it. “You said you could keep up. Out on the catwalk. Said it with your whole flat face and I have been chewing on it for four nights and I hate it. So. Prove it, or admit you were bluffing. Those are the options.”

I read the tempo of her before I read the grin, the heel, the spilling words, the whole engine of her idling too high. Too fast. The kind of fast a body goes when it can’t be still anywhere and came here because here was the one place still enough that it might stop. She hadn’t slept; it was in the bruised set of her eyes and in the words spilling ahead of her, trying to outrun the quiet.

“I’m not going to keep up with you,” I said. “That’s not what this is.”

The grin flickered. “That’s a weird thing to lead with, but okay—”

“You’ve spent ten years moving so nobody gets to look at you long enough to wonder if it hurts.” I didn’t raise it and I didn’t soften it; I just set the words down one at a time and left them there. “I’m asking you to stop for one minute and let me.” I nodded at the silvery fern-lines running up her bare forearm, catching the worklight. “Every one of those is the load finding the only way out you left it. Your own arm. That’s not the price of being useful, Wren. That’s a current with nowhere to ground.”

*

Everything in her stopped at once.

It stopped a half-second before the rest of her moved, which was the tell I’d learned to read on her like a flutter in a weld. She went still, Wren-still, the wrong kind, the constant motion of her stalling out between one breath and the next, and then she laughed, too quick, pitched up, the laugh that went nowhere near her eyes, and she was off the bench and moving.

“Okay. Nope. Don’t.” She was already crossing the room, hands up, putting concrete between us. “Don’t do the seeing thing—” But the rest of it wouldn’t assemble: the errand, the wave, the bye, the whole machine she’d always bolted with, and her hand was on the door and she could not make the last piece come. “I don’t have the—” She stopped. Stared at the door like it had failed her. “Why isn’t it working.”

I didn’t go after her.

It was the hardest still I’d held in a long time, because every instinct I had said cross the room, get a hand on the door, be the immovable thing in the way. That was a handler’s move and I knew it the second I felt it rise, so I let it go. I stayed on the crate with my hands open and loose, and I left the door alone.

“Door’s open,” I said. “Nobody’s keeping you. That’s the whole point. I’m not a handler, and this isn’t a job, and there’s no version of you in here that has to be useful to be allowed to stay.” I let that sit a second. “You can just go. Or you can stay and let me carry some of it, for once.”

Her hand stayed on the door. The other had come up to pick at the chest-strapping, plucking at it slower now, with a hitch in it.

“I stood in that exact doorway.” Liora hadn’t moved from the wall. Dry, peer to peer, not one ounce of pity in it. “Took me two years and a live broadcast on national television to turn around.” A beat. “Don’t take two years. It’s the first quiet I’ve had since I was twenty-three.”

Her hand went still on the strapping.

Then Wren turned around.

I’d watched her hook her boots over a forty-foot drop and call it boring. I’d watched her run at every danger this campus had ever put in a room with her. This was harder than any of it. I could see what it cost her in the set of her shoulders, in how she made herself come back across the concrete a step at a time with the grin gone and nothing under it but the want she’d spent her whole life joking out of frame. She didn’t go soft crossing the room. That wasn’t in her. She came back with the dare still in her teeth, because a dare was the only language she had for this.

“Okay.” She stopped close, chin up to make the foot I had on her into nothing, her voice not quite steady, and she hated that it wasn’t. I watched her hate it. “Okay, fine. You want to ground me, ground me. But I swear to god, lightning rod, if you say one gentle thing to me right now I will cook you, I’m not even kidding—” and then, smaller, the joke coming apart in her mouth, “, just. Don’t let go if I shake. Everybody lets go when I shake.”

“I’m not going to move,” I said.

Behind her, Liora drew her boots in and got quiet, her eyes finding somewhere else to be. The room narrowed down to the two of us and the worklight and the floor under my boots.

*

The first thing my hands found was the heat coming off her. The trade hands, square and grimed and short two fingers that wouldn’t fully straighten, flat against her arm over the live skin, and she flinched into the contact, not away from it, bracing for it to be a swing, or to hurt, because being useful had always been supposed to hurt. The static jumped where I touched her, a hard bug-zapper snap, and she laughed, startled, real this time.

“, okay, that’s, wow, okay, you really just—” Her breath caught. “You’re not letting go.”

“No.”

The strapping across her chest came off in her own hands. She picked at it when she was guarded; I’d watched her do it through three briefings. Now she worked it loose and let it fall, and it was armor coming off, the literal weight of it, and under it her freckled skin was flushed alive and burning from the inside and the heat of her was a real thing against my palms. The jacket, the tank, fitted things, peeled off fast and then slower, because she let me slow her, and I felt what that cost her and felt her let it cost her anyway. My own clothes too, her hands fast at my shirt and then on my skin, this going both ways, neither of us the one being tended to.

She got more still as the layers went, not less, and it wasn’t the danger-still of the catwalk. This was a woman letting herself be looked at and not bolting from it, and I looked, and I didn’t flinch, and that was the whole thing before any of the rest of it moved. She was naked and scared and wanting in the worklight, and she stayed.

We came down to the concrete, to the bedroll I’d put down on it, because the floor was the point. Her mouth on mine, fast and breaking, her hands everywhere, the heat of her, me hard against her and her body coiled and strong under mine. She kept talking. Of course she kept talking. It was Wren, short, broken, the gallows cracking into want.

“I don’t, I don’t do this, I don’t stop, I’m gonna, ” Her nails went into my shoulder. “, god, okay, I’m staying, I’m staying, don’t make it weird—”

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said, against her throat, where the pulse was going hard and no collar had ever managed to slow it.

Her hands fisted in my hair and her heel pressed flat to the small of my back, pulling me in, no part of her trying to get away from anything anymore.

And then she stopped fighting it, and it came toward me.

I’d had this once, with Liora, and her power had come slow and warm, a coal swelling under the ash. Wren was nothing like that. As I moved in her, as the rhythm took us, her Spark turned and came at me through every place our skin touched at once, and it wasn’t heat. It was current, live and crackling, jumping up the backs of my arms and racing my spine and flooding out to my fingertips till the hair on my forearms stood. The snap of it where we were joined, distinct and unmistakably hers, a second weather entirely from the coal banked low behind my breastbone, blue where Liora’s was gold. The arcs ran up the branch-scars on her arm, following the old paths, the blue going too bright, the room flickering with it, and for a breath we were both right at the edge of the thing that had nearly taken a broadcast floor apart.

And then she came apart with a sound that had no joke left anywhere in it, her whole body going taut and then loose, arching up into me, and the charge of her crested when she did and broke over both of us at once. I’d braced for it to fight me, the way it fought everything. It didn’t. At the very top of her, in the place where she finally quit holding herself together, the current turned, came to me instead of clawing at her own skin for a way out, and ran down through me and away into the cold floor. I felt the precise instant it stopped eating her. It went out of her like a breath she’d been holding since she was fourteen, and the live tremor I’d felt off her every minute since the night she dropped onto that rail, the one she’d carried so long she didn’t know her own body without it, went still under my hands. Most of it earthed away into the stone. A piece of her stayed, found ground in me and banked itself in low beside the coal that was Liora’s, a charge laid into my nerves that wasn’t going anywhere. And she sagged into me, wrung out and shaking and laughing and wet-eyed all at once, and the worklight that had been stuttering with her steadied, and held.

“, oh.” It came out of her wrecked, half a laugh and half not, the wet broken sound of a body setting down a weight it had carried so long it forgot the weight was a choice. “Oh. That’s, okay, that’s not fair, nobody told me—” She dragged a breath. Her eyes were too bright and there was water in them and she was grinning anyway, because it was the only face she had for being undone. “, nobody told me it was supposed to feel like quiet. I’ve never, god, is this what you all, I could sleep. I haven’t—” Her voice cracked clean through. “I could actually sleep.”

“Yeah,” I said. “You can.”

I held her, and the room was clean and quiet around us, and the worklight steadied out of its flicker, and the air smelled like ozone after rain, not the scorched dust it had carried when she came in.

*

She didn’t go serene on me. I’d have known something was wrong if she had.

She lay against me on the bedroll with the current gone off her back, and her skin was just freckled skin now and the branch-scars were just silver scars, old ones, no blue running in them, and she could have been asleep already except that she was still Wren, and Wren narrated.

“If you tell anyone I cried,” she said, into my shoulder, her voice gone quiet for once but the edge still in it, “I’ll deny it, and then I’ll fry your radio.” A breath. The drum of her knuckles started against my arm, slow, idle, a tempo with no fear in it. “…Thanks for not letting go.”

“I told you,” I said. “I’m not going to move.”

Across the room Liora came back to us, easy, no rivalry in any line of her, and she sat down close and put a hand on Wren’s ankle, the small steady touch you give someone to tell them they made it, and the three of us sat in the after-quiet of a thing we’d all chosen, and for a minute nobody had to be useful or undeniable or fast.

The cost came in while I was holding her.

It came the way I’d known it would and hadn’t let myself look at: the second piece, lodging. The coal under my sternum that was Liora’s, banked low and warm for three weeks now. And beside it, new, a live current laid into my nerves, spine and arms and the ends of my fingers, a limb half-asleep that wasn’t going to wake all the way. Two of them. They didn’t blend. They argued, low, a heat and a charge in one body that was built to ground exactly one thing at a time if it was lucky.

I looked at my own hand in the worklight, the trade hand, the one that had done the grounding.

It wasn’t quite still.

A fine tremor in it, the kind you have to be watching for, the kind a man learns to hide by buttoning a collar over a band or setting a cup down with two hands. I’d seen that exact tremor before. I’d seen it on a woman in white gloves on a broadcast floor, the first day, before I had any word for what I was looking at: the careful, expensive stillness of a body spending everything it had to hold a shake down. A static-snap jumped off my fingertips in the dry air, small and blue, and went nowhere.

I flexed my fingers. The current answered.

I didn’t say anything. Wren’s breathing had gone long and even against my chest, the first real sleep she’d had in years, and Liora’s hand was warm on her ankle, and there wasn’t a bylaw written anywhere for what I’d started to become, and I wasn’t ready, yet, to go looking for the name of it.


Chapter 23: Faultline Stirs

Two of them in me now, and I could feel the building better than I ever had, which was the problem.

I’d grounded Wren the night before last on the crash-mat three floors down, and where Liora’s heat had banked behind my sternum like a coal forgotten under ash, Wren’s sat a hand’s-width higher and to the left, a thinner brighter thing, restless even at rest, a live run of current that had finally found a wall it didn’t burn through. Two charges in one man built to hold maybe one. I’d known going in what it would cost and which of us would pay, and I’d been right about the second part being me, and wrong about how it would feel, because it didn’t feel like a price. It felt like a louder world.

That was what nobody warned you about. The reads got sharper. I came up the L4 stair that morning and I could have told you the temperature of the suppressor feed off the hum alone, could have put my finger on the soft weld in junction seven from forty feet without my palm anywhere near it, could feel the slow tired pull of every banded warden at every sealed door for two corridors in any direction, like the building had handed me a second set of nerves and run them out through the concrete. Carrying a Spark, I’d learned, you borrowed the part of it that paid attention. Carrying two, the attention never shut off.

And I was running hot. A degree over, maybe two. My shirt stuck to my back in a cold stairwell and my hands had picked up a fine fast tremble that wasn’t the old one, wasn’t fear or the after-shake of a grounding I’d just done, just the steady idle of two engines turning over in a frame rated for one. I kept catching myself pressing the heel of my hand to my chest, Wren’s gesture, hers not mine, my body picking it up without asking me first. I’d started to move like her a little. That scared me more than the heat did.

I told myself it was manageable. I’d spent my life being exactly as much as I was permitted to be, down to the watt, and a man who can ration himself that finely can carry an extra load a while before the seam shows. That was the lie I went to work on, anyway.

*

I felt the wrong thing before I had a name for it.

I was on the L2 ring corridor running a routine ballast check, palm to the conduit out of habit more than need, and the building’s note dropped out under my hand.

It wasn’t a breaker tripping or the feed sagging under somebody upstairs pulling too much at once. Those had a shape I knew, a sound that went somewhere, a place the load failed toward that I could chase down and stand over until it behaved. This was a hole. A clean dead circle in the middle of the hum where a second ago there’d been signal, like a bite taken out of the building’s voice, and inside it nothing at all — no current, no grid-note, none of the low steady talk this place had never once in ten years stopped making. A pocket of the building had simply gone deaf and dark, and the worst of it was that my new borrowed nerves could feel the edge of it, the exact circle where the world ended, and could feel that past the edge there was no fault to read, because there was nothing there to break.

I took my hand off the conduit. I was very still for a moment, the immovable thing I do when something doesn’t have a category yet, weight dropping into my boots like the floor might tell me what my instruments couldn’t.

I knew every dead spot in this building. I’d mapped them in ten years the way other men map a city — the dead spot off the L2 service cross where two runs cancel, the thin place by the B-deck vault, the one quiet square I’d thought was only mine until a woman with a green thread at her throat turned out to have found it too. I knew where the building went quiet and exactly why each of them went quiet.

There was no dead spot here. There was no reason in the world for a live ring corridor on a working morning to have a circle of nothing punched into the middle of it.

By the time I got down the corridor to where the hole had been, it was gone, the hum closed back over the spot like water over a dropped stone, the feed reading clean, the ballast steady, nothing on any gauge to say a thing had been wrong. I stood in the place it had been and put my palm flat to the wall and got back only the ordinary voice of an ordinary building. A fault spreads. It creeps outward from a stress along the grain of the thing, and you can stand in front of it and watch it grow. This had moved like a man — here, then somewhere else, with a will behind the leaving.

Somebody had stood here who turned the building off around them just by standing.

*

I went looking for the edges of it the rest of the day, tracing the trouble back toward whatever had opened it, and the building gave me three more.

A storeroom on L3 that my nerves said was empty and my eyes said had a chair pulled six inches off the wall and turned to face the door, the dust on the floor scuffed in a way that wasn’t a warden’s pacing and wasn’t mine. A camera on the L2 freight lift loop hung dead for ninety seconds in the middle of its run, ninety seconds of nothing, and then alive again with no record of why, which a maintenance man knows is not how cameras fail. And out on the loading apron at the back of the kitchens, where the academy’s clean white skin gave way to the working concrete and the trucks came in before dawn, Bao’s propped service window had a man standing across from it I’d never seen, in dark unmarked layers, not waiting on bread, not waiting on a shift, just standing in the one part of the apron the dock-lights didn’t reach, watching the door I came and went by, and when I tried to fix on his face my attention skidded off it like a boot off ice and would not hold.

He was gone before I crossed the apron. They were all gone before I got to them. That was the shape of the whole day. People who didn’t belong, in places that didn’t have a reason for them, leaving the second a man who reads where things break came to read them.

I’d felt hunted before. Halloran’s second handler on my level, the radio going quiet when I walked through it, the careful institutional patience of a kind place deciding what to do about a problem it had named. That was a known weather. This was a different one. The academy hunted you with paperwork and a warm hand on your shoulder. Whatever this was hunted you with absence — a chair turned to a door, a hole punched in the hum, men you only ever saw the shadow of — and every one of those absences leaned the same way, past the bottom Calla heard screaming under the floor and past Liora free and undeniable three floors up, leaned all the way down to the door I used and the stair I took and the spot I stood in. It was me. Somebody outside this building had decided I was worth standing in a dock-light’s shadow for, and I didn’t have the first idea why, and not knowing the why was the part that wouldn’t let me put it down. A fault you can’t find the far side of is the one that keeps you up at night, because you can’t get your hands on the place it’s spreading from. This one had my name on it and no near edge to read.

*

The message came at the end of the shift, and it came through absence, same as the rest of it.

I came back to the L4 landing for my bag where I’d hung it, and the strip light over the panel was dead. It hadn’t flickered or buzzed toward a pop, none of the warnings a failing fixture gives you — it was just dead and cold, the whole length of it, and around it a circle of the building gone silent that my nerves found before my eyes did, the same clean bitten-out hole, here and waiting where the morning’s had closed. Inside the dark, on the concrete under the dead light, my bag, and laid across it a single thing that didn’t belong to me.

A length of pale cord. Old, soft with handling, the kind they cut a man’s collar off with when they can’t be bothered to unlock it, and I knew what it was without being told, the same wordless certainty I’d had about the soft weld in junction seven, a knowing that came up through the soles of my boots. It had been a circle once. It had been cut open. Someone had laid it across my bag in a dead light like a card left on a tray.

I didn’t pick it up right away. I stood at the edge of the dark with two charges turning over in my chest and read the room the only way I had left, because the cord told me nothing and the silence told me everything. Whoever had stood here had reached into the building and put their hand over its mouth, the way I put my hand on a thing about to blow, except backward, except they didn’t take the load somewhere, they took the sound somewhere, the light, the signal, the whole live voice of the place, into a nothing I couldn’t follow because there was no fault on the far side of it to chase. A man who grounds for a living spends his life learning where the current goes when you block its path. Here was a man the current went nowhere near. I’d have called that impossible the day before yesterday.

When I crouched and the dark didn’t move on me, I picked the cord up, and the strip light came back on overhead, sudden, ordinary, the hum closing over the spot, and the building had its voice again like it had never lost it.

There was no note. There didn’t have to be. The cord said it plainer than ink. We know what you are. We know what you can take off a throat. And we’re already inside the part of your building you thought was only yours.

*

I sat on the dead-cold floor a while with the cut cord in my hand and let myself understand the size of it.

The academy wanted me caged, and that I’d known going in, had told Halloran no to his face an hour before I grounded Liora and made the want into a war. The academy was a weather I’d grown up in. I knew its hand on my shoulder, its paperwork, its mercy. I’d spent ten years learning the exact dimensions of the box it kept for men like me and the exact distance I was permitted to stand from the edge of it.

This was a second hand reaching for me from outside the box entirely, and it wanted me for reasons that had nothing to do with the leash or the file or the kind sincere conviction that I’d be safer managed. Some different math drove it, run by someone who could walk into a working building and turn it off around himself and leave a cut collar-cord on a man’s bag in the dark as a way of saying hello. Someone who knew, before I’d had time to wonder how anyone could, that the thing I did with my hands was open what was meant to stay shut.

I thought about the three of them banked in me and around me. Liora, free and steady and the loudest argument the academy had ever had to look at. Wren, two days grounded, gallows-quiet for once, the live run of her settled high under my breastbone. Calla, a green thread at her throat, who heard the scream under the floor and had been handed back a word for herself instead of an answer. The whole shape I’d built without meaning to, by going up a stair I should have logged and kept climbing past. Every one of them a reason the academy wanted me handled.

And now a man in the dark wanted me too, and his want had nothing to do with theirs, and the only thing I knew about him for certain was the one thing the cord told me: that he could do the thing I’d believed only I could do, reach into a system built to hold and take its hold away, and that he’d done it not to a collar, not to a vault, but to the building itself, to prove he could put his hand over its mouth any time he chose.

I’d spent my whole life reading where things break. I sat in the returned light on the L4 landing with a cut cord across my knee and the building humming clean and steady and lying about it, and for the first time in ten years I could feel a fault I couldn’t find the far side of, opening somewhere out past the edge of everything I had keys to, with my name already on it.

I put the cord in my bag. Then I stood up, set my hand flat to the wall one more time, and went to find Wren, because whatever was coming had just told me it knew where my door was, and I wasn’t going to be standing in it alone when it walked up.


Chapter 24: Assault

It came the way the cut cord had told me it would, through absence, and it came at the part of my day when I had the fewest exits.

We were four floors down in the long service gallery off the L3 cross, the one place on campus that was mine and theirs both, mine because I’d mapped every dead radio zone and every second door in it, theirs because Calla had walked it that morning with her hood down and one hand trailing the wall, scratching once at the green thread on her throat, and said they’ve been through here, more than once, I can feel where they stood, and then looked at my face to see if I’d call her crazy. I hadn’t. We’d come down to look for the door the Faultline kept opening and closing in the hum, the four of us, because the academy didn’t believe a threat it couldn’t put on a form and I’d stopped waiting for the academy.

The grid-note dropped out of the gallery like a stone dropped down a well, and this time it didn’t close back over.

I’d felt the small version of it three times in two days, a clean bitten circle of nothing punched into the building’s voice and gone before I crossed to it. This was not the small version. This was the whole gallery going deaf at once, the long low suppressor-hum I’d lived inside for ten years cut to a flat dead silence that arrived in my back teeth before it arrived in my ears, and the amber service lights down the run guttering, dimming, draining toward brown like someone was pulling the floor out from under the current itself. The two charges I carried went strange in the dark. Liora’s coal under my sternum banked lower, starved. Wren’s live run along my arms stuttered and reached, hunting a ground that the room had stopped offering. My own borrowed nerves, the ones that had handed me the temperature of a feed off its hum alone, went blind in a circle I couldn’t see the edge of and couldn’t read past, because past the edge there was no fault to find. There was nothing there to break.

“That’s not a brownout,” Wren said, already off the rail she’d been sitting on, already moving, the way she moved. “Lights don’t do that. That’s a, okay. That’s a person. Lightning rod, tell me that’s not a—”

“It’s a person,” I said.

*

He didn’t make an entrance. That was the first thing, and the thing my body understood before the rest of me did: there was no door flung open, no voice, no announcement. The dark just was, further down the gallery than I could see, and it was coming up the run toward us at a walking pace, and the lights died ahead of it in order, one bank then the next then the next, a tide of off rolling our way, and the closer it got the less the gallery would tell me about it. I read buildings for where they give. This was a man you couldn’t read, because where he stood the building stopped having anything to say.

Then they hit the flanks, and the reading stopped mattering.

They came out of the cross-corridors on both sides, dark and unmarked and fast, no costumes, no insignia, the absence of a hero-suit doing the work a hero-suit was built to do in reverse, nothing for the eye to catch, nothing to aim at, four or five shapes the dock-light shadow had been promising for two days. One of them put a hand out flat toward Liora and the air between them went heavy and cold, her glow guttering like a flame in a sealed jar, and I understood in one sick beat what the whole thing was built on: they’d brought the dark to take our light away before they took anything else.

It didn’t work on Liora the way it was meant to.

She’d been managed her whole life by people deciding how much of herself she got to be, and she’d just spent three weeks not being managed by anyone, and when the cold pressed down on her plasma she did not gutter out. She bared her teeth, I’d never once seen Daybreak bare her teeth on a poster, and she stopped trying to shine and started trying to burn, a hard contained white-gold flaring up off her shoulders in a room going dark, real warmth, real shadows thrown hard the other way, and the shape that had reached for her flinched back from the heat with an arm up over its face.

“Go right,” she said to me, low, even, court-precise under all of it. “Don’t let them stack you against a wall.” She didn’t look at me when she said it. She was already turning her light on the next one, picking her ground, and for one half-second in the middle of the worst morning of my life I had time to think that the academy had spent two years and a collar trying to make this woman small and the only thing they’d managed to do was hide her.

Then a shape came in at me low and I stopped having time for anything.

*

I am not a fighter. I have put this down plainly before and the morning was about to prove it in front of everyone I’d built my whole stupid stubborn life around.

I don’t trade blows; I don’t have the speed for it and I never learned the trick of wanting to hurt a person fast enough to be good at it. What I have is a low center and a decade of carrying unconscious people out of stairwells and the flat refusal to go where I’ve decided not to go. So when the first one came in to put me on the floor and bag me, I didn’t swing. I dropped my weight, got a shoulder into the doorframe of the junction alcove behind me, and made myself the thing I have ever reliably been, which is hard to move and harder to take through a door I’ve planted in. His grip got my collar and my arm and he hauled, and I let him find out the way they all find out: that pulling a man who has decided to be furniture is like pulling on a pipe that’s bolted to the building, and that the bolt does not care how badly you want the pipe.

He hit me. That part worked fine for him. A short hard shot under the ribs that folded a grunt out of me and lit a white edge along my side, and another that caught my cheek and rang the gallery like a struck rail, and the copper that flooded the back of my tongue was half my own blood now and half the old warning taste, and I held the doorframe and did not go down and did not let go, because down was theirs and the frame was mine. Everything has a place it gives. I wasn’t going to be the place this time, not at his speed. He’d have to break the building to break me loose and he didn’t have the time for it, because Wren arrived.

She came across the gallery the way her current came up an overloaded line, all at once and looking for somewhere to put itself, and the somewhere was the man hitting me. She didn’t posture. Post-grounding her arcs ran clean now, no leak, no scarring spray, a tight aimed crack of actinic blue off her knuckles into the meat of his shoulder that snapped him off me and folded him sideways with his arm gone dead, and she was grinning, of course she was grinning, freckled skin pinking from the inside the way it did when she ran hot.

“Hi,” she said to him, conversational, already pivoting to the next. “Bad day to grab the maintenance guy. He’s ours, and also he’s, like, structurally annoying, you’ll see—” and then the dark rolled over us and she stopped being able to find the next one at all.

It came up the gallery and broke over the fight like a wave goes over a piling, and inside it Wren’s clean blue went dim and stuttering, the current she’d just learned to aim suddenly hunting a ground that wasn’t there, her arcs sputtering off her knuckles and dying six inches out. She spun, looking for a line through, and the panic that came up in her wasn’t gallows and wasn’t fast, it was the older thing, the leaking-current thing, the body remembering what it was to run hot with nowhere to earth.

“It’s off,” she said, and her voice cracked up out of its register. “Lightning rod, it’s, I can’t, it’s not going anywhere—”

“I’m here.” I got my hand on her arm in the dark and gave her the only thing I had, which was a ground, the live run of her finding the live run of mine and earthing through me into the floor the way it was built to, and I felt her current settle and stop reaching and I felt the cost of it land in my own arms, hot and wrong, two charges now where the room would only let me hold one steady. “I’ve got you. Don’t chase the line. Stay with me, we go to a wall I know—”

The dark thinned, the way weather thins when it moves off you, and I looked up and he was there.

*

He stood in the one part of the gallery the dying lights still half-reached, and the light would not settle on him. I want to put that down exactly, because it was the thing my whole trade had no category for. He was a big man, lean-heavy, gone iron-grey at the temples, a long hard weathered face and a close beard, and he held both his hands open and loose and visible at his sides like a man showing you he wasn’t holding anything, and the eye slid off him anyway, refused him, the same trouble I had with a weld a half-second from going. When the dark ran out of him his eyes didn’t catch fire the way I’d half-braced for. They went flat. The light gave up on them. That was the only tell he gave that the off rolling through my building was rolling out of him.

There was a band of pale, raised scar all the way around his throat, where a leash had sat long enough to leave a ring, and had not been unlocked but cut.

“Don’t,” he said, and his voice was low and unhurried, no heat in it, the temperature of the room dropping where his words landed. “Nobody here has to bleed for this. Look, I’ll count it out for you.” His flat eyes moved, unhurried, taking the gallery: Liora burning hard against two of them up the run, Wren wired tight against my side with her arcs dead, Calla pressed into the far alcove with her hood down and her hand at her throat and her face gone the grey of a person hearing something the rest of us couldn’t. “Four of mine. Two of yours can fight and one can’t and one’s a kid you put in front of this who shouldn’t be here. I came down to get you,” he said, to me, “and I’d rather do it without putting any of them in a medbay. So tell me what it costs to make that happen, and I’ll pay it first.”

“You don’t want me,” I said. My voice came out the way it comes out when the stakes go up, flat, quiet, almost bored, the leftover habit of a man who learned young that the leverage gets taken from the one who raises his voice. “You want what I can do. There’s a difference and you already know it, or you wouldn’t be holding your hands where I can see them.”

Something moved at the corner of his grim mouth, too tired and too grim to be a smile, closer to the look a man gives a tool he’s glad to have found.

“I read it different,” he said. “I want the man who can open a door that was built to never open. You’re the only one left who can, and I’ve got people behind a door like that, and I have run out of years to be polite about it.” He took a step, and the dark came with him, and the last bank of lights between us browned out, and the gallery shrank to the dim contained circle of Liora’s burning and the dead dark his body carried, and in the no-light my borrowed nerves told me nothing at all and my own eyes told me he was closer. “I’m not going to hurt you, son. I’m going to take you. There’s a difference too, and you’re about to learn it.”

“Eli.” Calla’s voice, from the alcove, thin and far and certain in the way she only ever got when she’d stopped doubting because there wasn’t time. “Eli, the gallery, the south run, the way we came, it’s filling up. More of them. They’re going to wall you in. Go now, go down, go to the—” and then her voice pitched up, broke, “, or I’m wrong, I’m, no. No. I’m not wrong. Go down.”

She was not wrong. I’d stopped, a long time ago, betting against her being wrong.

*

What happened next happened fast and I’m not going to dress it up, because it didn’t go clean and the people I love got hurt and I was the reason all of them were in that gallery.

Liora made the hole. She heard go down the same beat I did and she spent herself making us a door, a flare off her, harder than anything I’d watched her risk, a white-gold overpressure that threw three of them back off the south run with their arms up and their borrowed dark guttering against real heat, and in the gap it bought she shouted go, I’m behind you, and she was lying, the way you lie to someone so they’ll move, because she wasn’t behind me. She was the only thing standing between the dark and the rest of them and she knew it and she planted there, free and burning and undeniable, and made herself the wall so I could be the thing that ran. Two years a managed proof-of-concept and the first real choice they’d let her keep was the choice to stand where it cost the most.

Wren wouldn’t go down. I had a hand fisted in her jacket trying to take her with me toward the stair only I knew and she tore loose, fast, furious, flinching off my grip the way she flinched off anything that looked like being saved.

“I’m not leaving her up there,” she snapped, and her eyes flicked to Liora burning alone against four, and there was no joke anywhere in her face. “Go open your stupid door, lightning rod. We’ll hold the top. Go.” And then, because she was Wren, because the worse it got the more she had to crack it open: “Don’t get bagged. It’d be so embarrassing. Whole arc, very tragic, somebody write it—” and the dark rolled back over her and ate the rest, and the last I saw was her wading back up the run toward Liora with her dead arcs and her grin and her whole hot reckless heart, choosing it, choosing them, refusing for once in her life to be the one who ran.

And Calla, Calla was already gone, slipped down out of the alcove and into the dark with her hand finding the wall, because she’d read the building the way I read it now and she knew the same thing I did, that the only one of us who could take me where the dark couldn’t follow at a walk was the one who could hear which way the gallery was filling. Down, she’d said. She meant the tunnels. She meant the part of the building that was mine.

I went down. I left the two of them up in the dark holding a door so I could be a key carried out of reach, and it was the worst thing I have ever done with my body and I did it because the alternative was letting him have the thing he’d come four floors down and cut a collar-cord to get, and I was not going to be the door that opened for that.

The stair I took wasn’t on any map he could have stolen. I’d logged it as collapsed eleven years ago to keep it for myself. I went down it in the brown dying light with my side screaming and two charges arguing in my chest and Wren’s panic still hot in my arms, and behind me the dark came after, slower than me here because here he was off his own map and I was on mine, but coming, the lights browning out one landing behind me the whole way down, patient, certain, a tide of off that did not get tired and did not lose the scent.

I came out alone onto the L4 service apron where the working concrete gave way to the deep dark and the warm wet hum should have been, except the hum was dead all around me now, a dead circle that moved when I moved, that I could not get to the edge of however far I ran, and somewhere up behind me in the dark Liora was burning and Wren was holding and Calla was threading the only safe line down to find me, and I was out in the open in the part of the building I’d thought was only mine, hunted by a man my own walls had nothing to say about, carrying the one thing on this campus three different powers had decided was worth a war, and entirely, finally, alone with it.


Chapter 25: Sublevel Recovery

The building was screaming in a register only one of us could hear, and she had me by the wrist, pulling me down into the part of it I’d never had a key to.

Up top the assault was still going: a man who carried the dark around him like a coat with his hand over the academy’s mouth, alarms that didn’t know whether to sound, wardens running toward a thing that wasn’t there anymore by the time they got to it. And under all of it the certainty, plain as a gauge reading, that every one of those running men was running toward me. I was the prize. I’d known that since the cut cord on my bag, and a man who isn’t fast and can’t fight learns early that his only move is to not be where they’re looking. So when Calla came out of a service door I didn’t know opened and said one word, down, low and certain and not asking, I went down.

She moved through the L1 crawlspaces like she’d built them, hood up, the green thread at her throat catching the work-lamps in little sick flares. I’d spent ten years learning this building by touch, and she was navigating a part of it I’d never been cleared past faster than I could have, because she wasn’t reading where it broke. She was following a sound.

“You hear them,” I said. It wasn’t a question. I’d stopped asking her questions the way she’d stopped answering them.

“I always hear them.” Quieter, almost not to me. “Since I was eighteen and they put this on me and told me it was the building settling.” Her fingers found the tracker at her throat and scratched at it once, hard, and dropped. “We’re close. You’re going to feel it before you see it.”

I already did.

The crawlspace narrowed to kneeling height and the grid-hum, which up in my tunnels was a thing I half-heard and mostly lived inside, started to climb out of my ears and into my jaw. And the air cooled against the sweat on my neck a few degrees at a time, deliberate, engineered, nothing like the slow damp warmth my tunnels held. Cold was wrong this far down. Heat falls and pools at the bottom of a building; I’d staked careers on it. This place got colder the deeper we went, which meant somebody was paying to make it that way, and you learn to be afraid of an expense you can’t explain.

We came out of the crawlspace onto a landing and the hum stopped being a sound at all.

It was in my teeth. In the bone behind my sternum where Liora’s heat sat banked, and a hand’s-width over where Wren’s current idled, and now under both of them, in the frame itself, a pressure with a frequency to it, the suppressor grid arrived at its own heart and no longer bothering to disguise itself. My fillings ached. The two charges I carried shivered in me like struck glass, recognizing something. I put my hand flat to the wall out of the oldest habit I have and got back no fault, no place about to give. Just that enormous patient note running through the bedrock, and under it, deeper, a low industrial throb I had no name for, the sound of a great deal of capacity doing a job I couldn’t see.

“Don’t,” Calla said. I’d started to ask. She had two fingers pressed to her own sternum and her eyes had gone somewhere past the wall. “Don’t ask me yet. Let me get the door.”

The door was clinical, and that was the first obscene thing about it. Not a vault, not a warden’s sealed bulkhead, just a wide pale double door with a recessed bay-number plate and a card-reader, the kind you’d walk past in a hospital on your way to somewhere that mattered, and stenciled across it in the academy’s clean institutional type, two words.

Sublevel Recovery.

Wardens were supposed to be on it. Kesh and Olund, Calla had named them on the way down, posted here in rotation. The assault had pulled them up; the dark that ate the building three floors above had emptied this floor of everyone whose job was to keep men like me out of it. Calla worked the reader with a strip of something from her hoodie pocket and a patience that said she’d done it a hundred times in her head, and the catch let go, and the cold that came out of that room was the cold of a thing kept, not a thing healed.

She didn’t go in. She stood in the doorway with her hand on the frame, her face gone the color of the work-lamps, and for once there was no walk-back in her at all.

“I told them,” she said. “For five years I told them and they wrote unstable on me. Go in. I need one person who isn’t me to see it.”

I went in.

*

I stood there with my flashlight and I didn’t say anything for a while, because there wasn’t a word for it and there wasn’t a bylaw for it either.

The room was long and low, carved into the bedrock, colder than anything above it by a margin somebody had decided on with a budget and a calculator, and my breath went out of me in a fog the flashlight caught and held. Two rows faced each other down the length of the vault, receding into a dark that didn’t end so much as stop mattering, and set into the wall at even spaces like the cheaper kind of crypt were the cradles.

I counted, because counting was the only thing my hands knew how to do in that room. I got to thirty before I made myself stop, and I hadn’t reached the end of the rows.

A woman in each one.

They were not dead. That was the part the body refused for a second, the way it refuses a stair that isn’t there; every read I had said not dead, a pulse-flicker under the skin of each one, slow, present, a body keeping its small accounts. They were not asleep either. I’ve carried unconscious people out of stairwells for a decade, and this wasn’t the slack of someone gone under. This was a stillness held the way Liora used to hold her hands, a stillness that costs something, except no one in here was spending it on purpose. Eyes closed. Faces turned up. Restraint-soft cradles cupping them, and at every throat a heavy clinical coupling married to the wall behind, and a small steady light burning cold-white at each one.

That was the thing I couldn’t stop seeing. The lights. Thirty of them, then more past thirty, two rows of cold unblinking points receding into the dark, one at the throat of every woman in every cradle, and the dark made a constellation of them, a sky laid sideways and buried. The only light in the room that didn’t come from the women themselves.

Because they were still lit. Each of them carried a low sick glow under the skin, banked down to an ember, her own Spark turned almost all the way off but not off — a faint gold here that I knew, God help me, I knew that gold; a blue-white two cradles down; a green further along; thirty embers pulsing slow and out of time with each other and with anything a living rhythm should keep, a wrong throb the cold and the hum kept together like a hand on a lid. Still charged. Every one of them. Held at the edge of going and not allowed to go, kept right there at the worst moment of a burnout and not permitted to finish it or come back from it.

The air was thick with the smell. Burnt sugar, scorched and sweet, a Spark eating its host, the smell I’d spent half my life walking the long way around since a basement and a boy named Davey. Faint in Wexler’s ward three flights up; down here it coated the back of the tongue and sat in the cold like syrup, thirty bodies’ worth of it held in a sealed room with nowhere to air out.

I walked the row. I didn’t decide to. My flashlight went cradle to cradle and I read the room the only way I had, for where it broke, and the room didn’t break anywhere, and that was the horror of it. It was built. Load-bearing, sound, engineered to last and to never need a second look. Every terrible thing I’d ever found in this building had been a thing breaking while somebody chose not to fix it. This was the opposite of that. This was the most carefully kept room I had ever stood in, and what it was keeping was thirty women who were not going to wake up.

I know the difference between a room built to bring a person back and a room built to keep a person exactly where they are, and this room had been built, carefully, at expense, in the cold, to keep.

Don’t, a part of me said, the part that wanted to chase the conduit down into the bedrock and find the far end and know. Don’t ask the room how. The how isn’t yours yet. I’d come up against the edge of things I couldn’t read before, the dark three floors up, the cut cord with no near edge to it, and this was that edge again, except the far side of it wasn’t empty. It was full. I put my hand flat to the wall beside the nearest cradle, felt the load pulling slow and steady down past my palm toward somewhere, and took my hand off the wall, because some readings a man is better off not finishing.

Calla had come in behind me. She stood three cradles down, hood back, two fingers pressed flat to her own sternum, the green light of her tracker the only warm-wrong color in the whole cold place, and she wasn’t looking at the women. Her eyes were shut. She was listening to them, the way she’d listened through three floors of bedrock for five years while a Bureau wrote a word on her that meant don’t believe her, and her face was holding vindication and grief in the exact same muscles at the exact same time and had no idea which one it was allowed to be.

“You hear them,” she said, and her voice cracked clean down the middle of it. “Tell me you hear them now. I’m not—” The walk-back came up in her out of five years of reflex and she fought it, jaw working, and lost. “Tell me I’m not wrong.”

“You’re not wrong,” I said. “You were never wrong.”

She made a sound then that I won’t describe, because it was hers, and put the heel of her hand against her mouth and bent slightly at the waist like a woman set down a weight she’d carried so long she couldn’t remember how her arms worked without it. She wasn’t crying the way you cry at a loss. She was crying the way you cry when the thing you were punished your whole life for seeing turns out to be real, and provable, and here. Being right was worse than being crazy. Crazy was a thing you could maybe, on a good day, hope you were.

*

The academy had a word for this room. Recovery, the same word Verel signed and Renwick walked Marek Sund down a stair toward, the word the public got handed when a hero retired to rest. I’d taken that word for ten years, the way I’d taken every clean word this place ever gave me, because taking the clean word was how you stayed too small to be worth the broom.

I stood in the middle of it with two stolen charges shivering in my chest and a woman behind me weeping for being right, and I gave the room the only name it had ever actually had.

“Evidence,” I said.

Calla lifted her head.

“This is evidence.” My voice came out flat. The bigger a thing gets the flatter I go. “It isn’t recovery and it was never rest. Somebody built a cold room and put thirty people in it at the worst second of their lives and kept them there, charged, held, then stenciled a hospital word on the door and told the world they retired.” I looked down the row at the cold lights. “They didn’t tidy these ones away one at a time like the man with the cellist’s hands. They put them in rows. They stored them.” The word came up out of me with the cold on it. “Like a thing you mean to come back for.”

I’d spent fifteen years not asking who cleaned up after Davey, because the clean story was lighter to carry. And standing in that cold, with the burnt sugar thick in my throat, I understood that clean had a basement. Every retired-to-recover, every name off a list, every washout walked down a stair, every too-clean story handed to a frightened boy, all of it I’d let myself believe had simply ended had a place it went, and I was standing in the place. The erasure wasn’t an absence after all. It was a room with a temperature and a smell and thirty faces, and I’d been mopping the floor over the top of it for ten years and calling it a job.

“We can’t get them out,” Calla said. It came out as flat fact, the true thing she said before she’d normally brace to be told she was wrong, except she didn’t brace this time. “There’s wardens, there’s the couplings, there’s—” Her hand went to her sternum and her eyes unfocused, snapped back. “They’re coming back. Kesh. Maybe Olund. The thing upstairs is ending and they’ll do their rounds and find the door I opened.”

“I know.”

“We can’t take even one of them out tonight, not like this.” She looked at me, and the green light of her throat caught the wet on her face, and she said the worst sentence in the room. “We have to walk out of here and leave them exactly where they are.”

That was the part there was no bylaw that covered it. In front of the cold lights I felt only the structural fury I keep banked low, the same fury I read the collar log with. It was the leaving that had no statute in it. Every instinct I’d ever buried under ten years of careful smallness, the one that got Davey killed, the one that wanted to keep pulling Theo’s load long after the boy was safe, stood up in me at once and said take her, take that one, take the gold one I know, and I had to stand on all of them with my whole weight. The immovable thing, the only thing I’m any good at, except this time I had to be immovable against myself.

“We walk out,” I said, and hated every letter of it. “And we carry it with us instead. Every one of them. We know now.” I looked one more time down the buried rows, the cold lights running out into the dark, the thick sweet smell, the wrong-running current pulling its slow load down toward an answer I wasn’t allowed to have yet. “That’s the thing they can’t tidy. They can take the door back and scrub the log and have Verel sign whatever she signs.” I put the beam on the nearest cold light, the unblinking point at a throat that would never set itself off and never be allowed to rest. “They can’t make us not know it’s down here. There’s no form for un-seeing it.”

Calla pulled her hood up, her hand steady on the doorframe. She looked back at the rows once, the way you look at people you’re leaving, and her mouth moved on something that wasn’t for me, some count or some promise to a room full of women who’d been screaming under her floor since she was eighteen and could finally, for the first time, be screamed back at.

Then the hum changed pitch under us, a feed re-routing, somewhere far up the conduit a load coming back online as the dark upstairs let go of the building. And far off down the crawlspace we’d come in by, a sound that didn’t belong to the grid. Boots. Unhurried. A warden coming back to his rounds.

I put my hand flat on the cold door, and for one second I let it tell me about itself the way I let everything tell me about itself, and what it told me was that it would close clean, and lock clean, and tomorrow there would be no fault in it for anyone to find. Built to last. Built to keep. Built to lie.

I closed it, and the thirty cold lights went behind it, and we went up into the screaming building knowing exactly what it was standing on.


Chapter 26: The Cost

I came up out of the cold rows of the Brownout with thirty women in stasis behind my eyes and nowhere left to put them, and walked straight into the part of the day that wanted to kill me.

The stairwell off the L3 landing had gone wrong in the way I’d learned to read two days back and hadn’t wanted to learn at all. The hum dropped out under my boots. Not failing toward a sound, not sagging the way a fed line sags when somebody upstairs pulls too hard, just gone, a clean dead circle punched into the building’s voice with the four of us inside it. Calla had her hand fisted in the back of my coat, and her breath had gone short and even, the way it went when a room got too full of people for her. Liora was three steps up with her shoulders set. Wren was behind me, knuckles still drumming the rail, the tempo running up and up toward the place where it stops.

“Lightning rod,” she said, very quiet, which from Wren is a klaxon. “It’s getting dark.”

It was. The lights were on, the caged bulbs throwing their flat working glare down the concrete, and the dark came anyway, into the bulbs, into my reads, into the borrowed nerves that had been telling me the temperature of a weld at forty feet. The building had handed me a second set of senses with two Sparks banked in my chest, and now something was reaching in through the wall and turning them off one at a time, the coal under my sternum and the live run higher and to the left both going quiet, muffled, like hands over the building’s mouth and over mine.

A man came down the stair into the dead circle, unhurried, like he had all the time the rest of us didn’t.

Tall, older, dark unmarked layers built to break his shape, and my eye refused him the way it had on the apron and in the gallery, sliding away every time it tried to land. He didn’t hurry. He stopped four steps up with his hands open and visible at his sides, scarred hands, a burn-glaze across the knuckles of the right one, and around his throat a band of pale raised scar where a collar had sat and been cut, not unlocked, off. His eyes didn’t catch the light. The light just stopped happening near him, and his eyes were the flattest part of it.

“Eli Tate.” He said my whole name like he’d carried it a while. “I’m not here for them. Send the women up the stair and nobody has to wear anything they didn’t choose.”

“They choose for themselves,” I said. “That’s the part you’d know about.”

Something moved behind that craggy grim face, not a flinch, he didn’t have flinches, but a recognition, like I’d read a gauge he kept covered. Then the dark came the rest of the way in.

I won’t pretend I had a plan. A plan was the one thing I’d never been able to afford, and I had less than usual, because the dark had eaten the building out from under me. I couldn’t feel where the walls failed. I couldn’t feel the wardens two corridors over, couldn’t feel the feed, couldn’t feel the floor’s grain or the second door or any of the thousand small honesties a place tells a man who knows how to listen. I’d read the shape of him off a cut cord three days ago and I felt it confirmed in the dark now, the whole awful symmetry of it: he did my trick run backward, earthing not a load but the signal, the light, the live voice of a building, into a nothing with no far side. Everything I’d ever learned about where a current goes was useless against a man it refused to touch.

His people came out of the dark with him. I caught two of them by the shape they tore in the gloom and not by anything I could see, one low and fast for Wren, one wide for Liora, and that was when I stopped being a man with options.

Wren lit. She couldn’t help it; running this hot, hit at speed, the current went where it always went, up the silvery branch-scars on her forearm and off her fingertips in a hard actinic crackle that strobed the stairwell into stutter-frames. It bought her a step. The dark ate the rest. I saw her arc reach for the man closing on her and just, stop, fold inward, the light refusing to travel, and her face in the last strobe was doing the thing it did when she was actually hurt, gone quiet and clipped, no woof, no tragic, nothing left to deflect with.

They were going to take her. They were going to take all of them, and then me, and there was nothing in my hands. No craft. No bylaw. The slow approved way had run out three levels underground in a room full of women under glass, and I had exactly one thing left, and I had spent my whole life swearing I never would.

I reached in for it.

There’s no aiming to it and no charge to build and no readout to watch climb. There’s a coal behind your breastbone that is a year of someone’s sun kept where the floor can’t reach it, and a live run a hand’s-width higher that is a current that finally found a wall it didn’t burn through, and they are not yours, they were never yours, they are the pieces of two people that stayed when the rest of them earthed away, and you close your hand around them and pull.

It came up like tearing out something that had grown roots in me.

I had not known, until I did it, how much I’d come to need them there. That was the part nobody warns you about. You tell yourself the residue is a cost, a strain, a bomb you carry, and it is, and then you reach to spend it and your whole body screams that you are reaching into your own chest to rip out a thing you’d started, in the dark, in secret, to treasure. Liora’s heat had its own weight. Wren’s current had its own restless brightness. I knew them apart, two voices in another room, never once mistaken for each other. And I tore them both loose at once, because one wouldn’t be enough and there was no time to be careful about which piece of which woman I was going to burn to live one more minute.

It did not go out of me the clean way a grounded thing goes into the floor. It came out the wrong direction for a ground wire, explosively, through my hands and my whole front, and it came out in their colors both at once and fighting each other, Liora’s a flat white-gold wall of light and heat that arrived before the sound did, a soundless overpressure that hit the dark man’s people like an oven door flung open, and Wren’s a branching uncontrolled arc that leapt off it to the nearest live thing, the steel rail, the cradle-bank, a body, scorching a path I never aimed and couldn’t call back. The two of them tore out through me at the same instant and recoiled the same instant, and the recoil was the part that took me down.

I didn’t fall so much as get unmade.

The light went where it went. I heard a man scream and a rail ring and the dark stagger backward off the overpressure, the flat eyes losing the room for one beat as the wall of white-gold drove the absence back up the stair. And then I was on the concrete with copper flooding the whole back of my tongue and more than copper, blood where I’d bitten through something, and behind my sternum where the coal had lived there was a hole scorched clean out, cold and hollow and wrong, and the place where the live run had sat was the same, empty, ringing, gone. Liora’s, gone. Wren’s, gone. I’d carried them and they’d carried me, and I’d just burned them both to drive a shadow back four feet, and the worst of it, the honest worst, was how much it hurt to lose a thing I had never once let myself call by its name.

I couldn’t see. The grain came up over my sight the way it had on the broadcast floor, only it didn’t stop at grain, it went down toward black, and my body had quit reporting in. Somebody was saying my name from very far off. My heart was doing something a heart shouldn’t, a fast irregular chatter, a relay at a load it couldn’t dump, and I lay on the cold floor of a building I could no longer feel and understood, distantly, the way you understand weather two counties off, that this was the part where I might not get up.

Hands found me. Wren’s first, I knew the static-snap of her fingertips even half-dead, even with the current I’d spent making her dimmer for it, hauling under one arm. Liora got the other side, and her grip had a fine tremor in it that I’d have given anything not to feel, because I’d just spent the part of her that ran warm in me and now there was nothing of her in me to run warm at all.

“Up. Eli. Up.” Liora, court-precise even now, even hauling a dead-weight maintenance man off a floor, the certainty in her voice the only handhold in the room. “You don’t get to do that and then leave. That’s not the deal.”

“There wasn’t a deal,” I got out, or thought I did.

“There is now.”

Calla had gone still in the way that meant the room had changed. “He’s stopping,” she said, barely above the hum. “He could come. He’s not coming.”

I forced my sight back up out of the black far enough to read the man through the haze, and she was right, and reading him was the last clear thing I did before the floor took me the rest of the way down.

He stood at the edge of the dead circle with the white-gold guttering off the walls behind him and one of his people down and smoking on the steel, and he looked at me — half-dead, blind, hollowed out, three women trying to drag a corpse up a stair — and I watched him do the arithmetic. He had me. That was the plain fact of it, and he knew it, and I knew it, and the women knew it. One more step into the dark and the only open ground wire alive was his to carry off, and everything he’d built his cell around was the taking of exactly this prize.

His right hand was half-closed, the burn-glazed knuckles tight, the one warning anyone got. I waited for the rest of it.

It didn’t come. The hand opened.

“No,” he said, and not to me — to the dark, to his own people, to the cell still moving in the gloom around us. “Pull. We’re done. He’s no good to anybody dead and that’s all that’s left here to take.” His voice didn’t rise. It dropped, the temperature going down out of it, slower, the way a man gets when he’s decided something he won’t be argued off of. “I’m not spending three of mine to carry off half a man. That’s not the number.”

Somebody in the dark said something I didn’t catch, an objection, a we have him, and he answered it without turning his head, and the answer was the thing I’ll carry out of that stairwell longer than the burn.

“I taught the drill that put half the people downstairs where they are,” he said. “Eight years, word for word. I’m not going to stand here and trade lives over a kid I came to use, to free people I couldn’t save the first time. Look at my throat. Tell me which part of that I get to be proud of.” And then, lower, almost not for the room at all, two scarred fingers rising to the pale scar at his neck the way another man’s hand goes to an old wound in the cold: “Not today.”

He looked at me one more time. The flat eyes weren’t flat for that half-second — the light caught in them, just barely, the way light catches in a man and not in a weapon, and I read what was under the certainty the way I read the soft weld nobody else could feel: a grief so old it was load-bearing, a man built around a break he’d organized his whole life on top of, certain and ruined and not, in the end, willing to be the thing they’d made him out to be. Two men the same system had filed in the wrong drawer, reading each other across a dead circle, neither one moving.

“Marcus,” he said. Just that. Like setting something down he’d been told he wasn’t allowed to carry. A name they’d cut off his record the way they’d cut the collar off his throat, handed to me in the dark as the only true thing he had to give. “You’ll see me again.”

Then the dark went out of the room all at once, the hum rushing back into the bulbs and the building and my own scorched chest, the light remembering how to happen, and where he’d stood there was a stairwell with one man’s burn-smell still on the air and no man in it. Gone the way the morning’s hole had gone, here and then somewhere else, with a will behind the leaving. They were all gone before the feed read clean again.

I let the floor have me.

I came back to it in pieces, the way you come up out of deep water. Wren had my head in her lap and her hand flat to my chest, her knuckles not drumming, holding still by force, and the static was gone off her fingertips, and I knew why, and I couldn’t tell her sorry because my mouth wasn’t working yet. Liora was on her knees on my other side with her gloves off and her bare shaking hands pressed to the side of my neck, finding the pulse, counting it, and not hiding the tremor from me for once. Calla had her back to all three of us, watching the stair, watching the dark stay gone, the only one of us still standing guard.

I was alive. That was the whole of the good news and I made myself count it. The bomb was still in me — that was the part I’d half-hoped, in the falling, the loosing might fix, and it hadn’t, the overload sat where it had always sat, a borrowed storm with two of its weathers torn out and the rest of it as heavy as ever. Spending the coal and the current hadn’t lightened the load. It had just hollowed two rooms in me and left the house standing.

I lay there in the returned light with three women keeping me on the floor of the world and felt the size of what it cost, and it wasn’t the blood or the dark coming up over my sight or the heart only now finding its way back to a rhythm I trusted. It was the two cold places under my breastbone where Liora’s sun and Wren’s current had lived, where I’d carried the pieces of them that stayed, the pieces of them that had stayed, that I’d torn out with my own hand to buy four feet and one more minute, because that was the only offense a ground wire ever gets. You don’t shoot light. You don’t throw a car. You reach into your own chest and burn the warmest thing you have, and if you’re very lucky the cost is only that you live.

I lived. I lay on the cold concrete with Liora’s tremor under my jaw and Wren’s stillness against my chest and Calla’s straight back between me and the dark, and I understood, finally and all the way through, that I had nothing left in me to spend, and that there were thirty women under glass three floors down, and that I was going to have to find another way to be more than nothing, because the one I had just used had very nearly used me up for good.


Chapter 27: Who Do We Tell

I’d grounded for a living ten years and never once put a charge back out into the world, and now I knew why a man only did it the one time. Two days on, I still couldn’t make a fist with my left hand without the tendons singing, and my heart kept the bad habit it had picked up in the assault, a stutter every dozen beats, a missed stair on a flight I had to climb whether I wanted to or not. I was alive. That was the whole of what I had to show for it, and most mornings I wasn’t sure it covered the bill.

The four of us had ended up in the recovery bay because it was the one room three floors down nobody upstairs remembered, and because there was nowhere left that was both safe and true at once.

Nobody was talking about the basement. Everybody was talking about the basement.

Liora sat on the crash-mat with her back to the dead charging cradles, gloves off, hands open on her knees and steady, and the steadiness was the kind that had been bought and not given, the same way it had always been bought, except now she had to spend it on this instead of a camera. “Thirty,” she said, to the room more than to any of us. She’d been coming back to the number like a tongue to a sore tooth since we’d climbed out of the dark. “I shook hands with some of them. At galas. They put us in the same photographs. Daybreak and the rising class.” Her mouth did something that wasn’t a smile. “I stood next to women in a row down there and I had already met two of them, and I did not recognize a single face, because the last time I saw those faces they were being looked at.”

“You couldn’t have known,” Wren said, from where she was wearing a track in the concrete by the door, dragging her thumb up and down the branch-scars on her own forearm in a fast tight pass she didn’t seem to know she was making. She didn’t slow down to say it. “None of us knew. I’ve been collared since I was fourteen and I walked past that stairwell a hundred times and I thought it was storage. It is storage. That’s the joke. I was right and I was an idiot.”

“Stop moving,” Calla said. Quiet, from the corner she’d folded herself into, hood down, the side of her face I could see gone the grey of someone who hadn’t slept in a month and wouldn’t tonight either. “Please. You’re loud even when you’re not talking and I can’t— ” She pressed the heels of both hands over her eyes and held them there, shutting the room out by force. “There are thirty of them under us right now and you on top of it is one thing too many.”

Wren stopped. It cost her; Wren stopping always costs her. She slid down the wall and sat with her knees up and her hands finally pinned under her own arms, and the room got quieter by the size of one frightened woman holding still.

I watched Calla, because watching Calla was the closest thing I had to a gauge for what was under the floor. She’d named it at eighteen and they’d put a band on her throat and a word in her file and called the hearing a sickness, and now we’d been down a stair and seen the sickness laid out in rows, and she had the look of a person told at last that the thing which ruined her life had been real the whole time. It should have been vindication. On her it sat like grief, all those years spent doubting a thing that was true.

“You’re not crazy,” I said to her, because somebody should have said it years ago and nobody had. “You were never crazy. You heard exactly what was there.”

She flinched at the words like I’d reached for her, the old recoil, fast and total. Then a breath went out of her and her shoulders came down a half-inch toward the sound of it, leaning in once she’d decided it was safe. “Okay,” she said, barely. She scratched once at the green band at her throat, not at her skin, at it. “Okay. Then I’m going to stop telling you I might be wrong, because I’m not, and we don’t have time for me to be careful about it. We have to tell somebody.”

That was the question, then. It had been sitting in the middle of the room since we came up out of the dark, and one of us had finally set it down where we’d all have to look at it.

*

“So we tell somebody.” Wren got her hands out from under her arms to count on her fingers, which for Wren was the same as standing up. “Press. We walk into a newsroom with what we saw and we let the whole city read about thirty women in a basement over breakfast.”

“And the academy says we’re three washouts and an unstable empath with a grudge,” Liora said, gentle enough that it wasn’t an insult, reading the room the way she’d been built to read a crowd. “I know how a story gets killed. I’ve been the thing they put in front of the bad one so nobody looks at it. You give them a day’s lead and Pryce has a kinder version out before yours finishes loading, and the kinder version has my face on it saying everything’s fine.”

“Then we don’t give them a day.” Wren leaned in. “We go loud and we go fast, we put it out before they can—”

“With what?” I said. It came out harder than I meant it, scraped clean of anything that might’ve cushioned it. “We came up that stair with nothing in our hands. No picture, no file, no door we can open twice. We have what the four of us saw, and four people who’ve all been filed on the wrong side of something isn’t proof. It’s a complaint.”

The word landed and sat there, and nobody liked it, because nobody could argue with it.

“The Bureau, then.” Liora again, and I could hear her wanting it to be true, hear the part of her that still believed there had to be a clean room somewhere above all of this with someone reasonable in it. “Not the academy. The academy has every reason to bury it. But the Bureau exists to ride herd on the academy. Reyland opened a file on you, Eli. He wants you regulated, fine, but a man who keeps files is a man who can be handed one. He has authority the Provost can’t touch and a job that only matters if he uses it.”

“He put the tracker on my throat,” Calla said, from the corner, flat. “When I was eighteen. The Bureau did. They’re the ones who decided what I heard wasn’t real.” She wasn’t arguing the plan. She was laying a fact down next to it and letting Liora see the fact.

“That was years ago, and it was the academy’s word he was acting on.” Liora turned her hands over, the steady hands, and I watched her choose to keep believing in the clean room because the alternative was a floor that went down forever. “He’s the only authority in this with a reason to want the academy caught doing something. That’s not nothing. That’s a lever, and it points the right way.”

I didn’t have a better lever, and that was the part I hated. A senator, a court, a camera, every clean outside we could name sat a long way up a building that owned the stairs, and the one official with a reason to look at the academy sideways had already shown me a reason to look hard at me. But he pointed the right way, and pointing the right way was more than I had.

“Reyland,” I said. “We start there. Quietly. We don’t hand him thirty women. We hand him one thread and watch what he does with it, and how he does it tells us whether there’s anyone home up there at all.”

It was the first plan we’d had since the basement, and thin as it was, thin didn’t make it wrong, only dangerous, and I’d built a whole life out of standing on dangerous thin things because the alternative was standing on nothing.

*

I went to find Wexler because if there was a way to put a thread in front of the Bureau without it coming back with my name on the tag, an old man who’d spent forty years being beneath everyone’s notice would know the shape of it.

He was at the kettle when I came in, which was how Wexler said sit, I might talk, and also how he gave his hands something to do while he decided how much of a thing he could stand to hand over. He didn’t turn around.

“You’ve got the grey look worse than usual,” he said. “Sit before you fall. I’m not scraping you off my floor twice in one week.”

I sat. The exam paper crackled. He poured two cups of the bitter root thing and pressed one into my hands and looked at my left hand wrapped around it, the one that wouldn’t close, and his mouth went to its flat line and stayed there.

“You went down,” he said, and there was no question anywhere in it. He set his own cup on the counter and his scarred hands found the tray of clean instruments and began squaring it, edge to edge, things that didn’t need straightening. “And then you put a charge back out to come up. I felt the building cough two floors off. Whole place stumbled and caught itself.” He didn’t look at me. “I’ve been here long enough to know what that costs a man. There used to be—” His thumb stopped on the tray. A breath. “Drink your tea.”

There it was, the sentence he wouldn’t finish, the one that mattered, cut off and parked somewhere safe. I’d learned to read the stop as the answer.

“We saw them,” I said. “Thirty. In stasis. Charged.”

His hands went still on the tray, and the stillness in him was a different thing than the stillness in Liora or the wrongness of it in Wren. It was a man bracing to hear a thing he already knew said out loud by someone else, which is its own weight, the weight of having known and not said.

“I’m not going to ask you what’s down there,” I said. “You’ve spent your whole life not telling me and I’m done pulling it out of you a tooth at a time. I’m going to ask you something easier. We want to put it in front of the Bureau. In front of Reyland. Is there anyone up there worth telling?”

He was quiet a long while. He picked his cup back up and held it without drinking, warming hands the room had taught me were always cold, and when he spoke the voice had dropped lower, hushed down toward the dangerous thing instead of up.

“When I was young,” he said, “there were people who could do what you do. I’ve told you that much. What I didn’t tell you is what it looked like when they went. Very orderly, son. A form filed. A transfer signed. Everybody up the line had a clean piece of paper saying what happened was what was supposed to happen, and not one of them had to lie, because each only signed the small legal part in front of him.” He set the cup down with care. “That’s the part to be afraid of. It’s all very legal. Nobody up there does the burying. They each just sign their corner of the hole.”

“That’s not an answer about Reyland.”

“No.” He pushed his glasses up onto his forehead and rubbed his eyes, and for a second he looked every year he was and a few he hadn’t reached yet. “I don’t know Reyland. I know the kind. The ones who walked those people off the rolls when I was a junior medic wore the same office he wears.” He looked at me then, the wet sharp eyes that missed nothing and chose, almost always, to mention nothing. “I’m not telling you to go to him. I’m not telling you not to. I’m an old man with a mop and I don’t get to send you anywhere. I’m telling you that you’re about to hand a man your only card and ask him to be better than the office he sits in. Some of them are. I’ve known one or two.” A long pause; he found the tray again and squared a corner that was already square. “Decide whether you can carry it if he isn’t, before you knock on his door, because deciding after is too late, and after is where I’ve spent most of my life.”

He buttoned the top button of his collar, the one already buttoned, his fingers fussing at the pale band of skin underneath, and that was the end of what he’d give me. You don’t push Wexler. He’d handed me a brick out of his own wall and the dread that came mortared to it, and that was more than he’d handed me in years.

*

I went back down to the recovery bay with the dread and no answer, which was its own kind of answer.

The three of them looked up when I came in. I told them what Wexler had said, all of it, the orderly going, the corner of the hole, the some of them are better, I’ve known one or two. Liora took it chin up, already deciding. Wren took it by cracking a knuckle and not saying anything, which from her was its own kind of alarm. Calla took it by going very still and tilting her head, listening past me, past the walls, down.

“We try Reyland,” Liora said. “Carefully. One thread. The way you said.” She reached for her gloves where they lay on the mat and then stopped, and made herself leave them off, a small thing and not a small thing. “I’m done waiting for the clean room to come find us. If there’s a door, we knock, and we find out who’s home.”

I nodded. It was the plan we had. We’d knock, and we’d watch what came back through the door, and if it was the wrong thing we’d at least know, and knowing was the trade I’d made in a stairwell two days into being someone they’d counted on never to become.

But I was looking at Calla, because Calla was looking down.

She had gone still in the chair, head canted a few degrees off true, her eyes on the middle distance somewhere past the floor, and she wasn’t bracing to be told she was wrong anymore, she’d stopped doing that an hour ago and I didn’t think she’d start again. She just listened, five years of listening while everyone told her there was nothing to hear.

“They’re still down there,” she said. Soft. Certain. “Right now. While we’re up here making a plan about a door. They don’t get a plan. They just get to be down there, charged, waiting, and not one of them knows we found them.” Her hand pressed flatter. “I can feel all thirty of them and they can’t feel anything at all.”

Nobody said anything. No rule in the book reached it, and there wasn’t a word for it either, the same way there’d never been a word for the things that mattered most down here. Three days ago the conspiracy had been a file fragment and a number and a wrongness under the hum, an abstract thing you could hold at arm’s length and call structural. Now it was thirty women in a basement under our boots, and we were four people in a forgotten room deciding whether anyone in the whole building above us could be trusted with the fact that they existed, and I sat there with my heart skipping its bad stair and understood that I would not be able to put this one back in the dark, no matter how the door came open or who was standing on the far side of it.


Chapter 28: All Compromised

Calla had a name for the man at the Tribune who answered after-hours, and she’d kept it the way she kept everything, written nowhere, held in a head that never got to go quiet. His name was Adler. He ran the city desk and he’d printed a thing two years back that cost the academy a sponsor for a month, and that was the whole of why we’d settled on him: a man who’d already drawn blood off this place once and lived.

We did it from a payphone in the transit station four blocks off campus, because the academy owned every line that ran through its walls and I’d spent ten years learning which ones. She made the call. I stood close enough to hear the receiver and watched her hands, which didn’t shake. Calla’s hands never shook; that was Liora’s tell, not hers. What Calla did under pressure was go still and listen, her head tipped a half-inch like the line was a room she could read.

She got two sentences out. There are women being held under the academy. I can prove where.

Then the line did a thing a phone line doesn’t do on its own.

It clicked, soft, twice, the second click landing a half-beat late, and the open hiss behind Adler’s voice changed register, flattened, the way a hum flattens when something downstream of it has just been switched into the circuit. I’d heard that exact flattening ten thousand times under my own hands. It is the sound a live run makes when a load you didn’t know about taps in.

Adler was still talking, warm, professional, asking her to slow down, asking where she was calling from. And under his voice the line carried someone else’s silence now, a second listener with nothing to say, breathing in a room I couldn’t see.

I reached past Calla and pressed the hook down.

She looked at me. I’d cut a man off mid-word and she didn’t ask why, because she’d heard it too. She always heard it first; that was the whole tragedy of her. She just hadn’t trusted it over the part of her that had been told for seven years that what she heard wasn’t real.

“That wasn’t him,” she said. Quiet. Then, the reflex, the gaslit walk-back I’d watched her make a dozen times: “Or the station’s just got bad lines and I’m—” She stopped herself. Made herself stop. “No. That was a tap. Someone was already on his desk.”

“Someone was waiting on his desk,” I said. “For a call like that to come in.”

*

We took the long way back through the freight tunnels, my country, where the suppressor note ran too loud for anything to listen clean, down to the dead recovery bay three floors down where this had all started. Liora’s collar still lay on the concrete with its indicator gone black. Wren was already up on the bench with her knees pulled to her chest, her knuckles going against her own shin, tap-tap-tap, a current with no road out.

Liora stood when we came in. She read our faces the way she read a hostile room before a broadcast, fast and total, and the regal exhaustion in her went a shade harder.

“How bad,” she said.

“The press is closed,” Calla said. “I tried the one reporter we had. They were already on his line.” She sat. She put her hands flat on her own knees and pressed down, not to still a tremor she didn’t have, but to feel the floor was there. “They knew the call was coming before I made it.”

“They couldn’t have known the call,” Liora said. “They knew the kind of call. They’ve had that desk wired for years against exactly this.” She said it without heat, laying it out clean, a woman who’d spent two years inside the machine and knew how it covered its own throat. “Every leak this place has ever survived, it survived because the pipe out was already plugged. That’s not luck. That’s policy.”

The tapping stopped. Wren’s head came up. “So we go around it. Oversight. There’s a board, there’s a — somebody signs off on this place. There’s always somebody.” She looked between us, fast, the way she did when she wanted the answer to be motion. “We don’t need the papers. We need one clean grown-up with a stamp.”

“The Powers Bureau,” Calla said.

“The Powers Bureau,” Wren agreed, like the words tasted fine.

I didn’t say anything for a second, because I’d been turning a cold thing over since the phone clicked, and it had just finished arriving. Reyland. The man who’d opened a file on me the morning Liora stabilized wrong. The external authority, the regulator, the one Halloran answered to. Everyone on this campus talked about the Bureau the way you talk about a parent who’ll come home eventually and set the house right.

“The Bureau already has a file on me,” I said. “Opened the day Liora stabilized wrong. Weeks ago. They’ve watched me ground three people since. If the clean outside was the Bureau, they’d have moved on the academy by now. Instead they moved on me.”

Nobody answered that. The hum filled the room.

*

Calla found the channel, because of course she did. The Bureau ran a field office in the financial district that took complaints against licensed institutions, and it had a duty officer, and a real address, and a number that wasn’t routed through any academy line. It was the most legitimate thing in the world. You walked in off the street and you said I have evidence of a crime and the apparatus of the state was supposed to turn its head toward you.

We didn’t all go. Liora off-collar walking into a Bureau office was a gift-wrapped scandal and she knew it; she stayed below with Wren. Calla came because she was the only one of us the Bureau had a file on that read victim instead of anomaly: collar-tracked since eighteen, flagged unstable, seven years of being a problem they’d already decided how to feel about. We were betting that for once the file might cut our way.

It did not cut our way.

The field office was glass and grey carpet and a duty officer behind a counter who took our names and our claim with a face that gave back nothing, and asked us to wait, and made a call we couldn’t hear, and the wait stretched from minutes into the kind of length that stops being a wait and starts being a holding. I read the room the way I read everything. A second exit behind the counter, badged. A camera that tracked, not the dead kind. And under the floor, faint, threaded up through the building’s plant into the soles of my boots where two borrowed Sparks had made me a man who couldn’t stop feeling buildings, the same low even note the academy ran under its own floors. The Bureau office and the academy hummed in the same key, on the same suppressor note, and I didn’t know yet what that meant and didn’t like it.

That was when the inner door opened and Director Reyland came out himself, and I understood we had walked the evidence directly into the hand we were trying to escape.

*

He was not what the academy was. That was the first thing. Halloran wore warmth like a vestment; Reyland wore nothing at all. He was a spare, careful, tired man in a suit that had been good a few years ago, with the manner of an inspector who’d seen every way a building could be made to lie about itself and stopped being surprised by any of them. He didn’t smile to put us at ease. He gestured us into a small room with a table and he sat down across from us and folded his hands and looked at the folder Calla had set between us, the one with the floor plan she’d reconstructed and the transfer paperwork I’d pulled, the proof we’d bled for.

He didn’t open it.

“Miss Tran,” he said. “Mr. Tate.” He had my name right and he said it flat, no first-name kindness, which I trusted more than I’d ever trusted Halloran’s Eli. “You’ve come a long way to tell me something I’d have to be a worse regulator than I am not to already know.”

The floor of my stomach went. Calla had gone very still beside me, that listening stillness, and I watched her hear it land.

“You knew,” she said.

“I know there is a sublevel at Stormforged Academy that the licensing paperwork describes as a recovery and stasis facility,” Reyland said, “and that the number of individuals processed into it across the years does not match the number of individuals who have ever come out.” He said it the way you’d read a maintenance log. No horror in it. No relish either, which was worse. Halloran would have grieved at me; Reyland just stated the count. “I have known the arithmetic of that ward for longer than you’ve been on this campus, Mr. Tate. It is not a secret to my office. It is a condition my office manages.”

“Manages,” I said.

“There’s a difference between not knowing a thing and not being free to act on it,” he said. “I’d have thought a man in your position understood that better than most.” His eyes moved over me, unhurried, and I had the sense of being measured against a specification. “You’ve spent ten years knowing exactly what was wrong with every system you touched and signing the form that said you didn’t. You logged the fault and tightened the bolt you were cleared to tighten. Don’t sit in my office and look at me like I’m a different animal than you.”

It was the cruelest true thing anyone had said to me in years, and he said it without any cruelty at all, which is how I knew he meant it as information and not a wound.

Calla pushed the folder an inch toward him. “Then look. You said you know the count. You don’t know what I’ve felt under that floor for seven years. There are thirty—”

“I’m aware of the capacity of the facility.” He did not look at the folder. He looked at her, and something passed over his face that wasn’t kindness but was the nearest thing he kept in stock, a kind of bleak professional regret. “Miss Tran. They told you for seven years that what you were sensing wasn’t there. I’m going to do you the courtesy they didn’t. It’s there. You were never unstable. You were accurate.” He let that sit, and I watched it hit her harder than any denial ever had, because the lie she’d built a self around had just been confirmed true by the last man who should’ve confirmed it. “And it will not matter. Knowing has never been the hard part. The hard part is that there is no one over me who does not already know, and the ward goes on regardless. Whatever it’s for.”

Whatever it’s for. He said it and then his careful face did the smallest thing, a flicker shut, a man stepping back from an edge of his own knowledge he had no intention of describing to us, and I read it the way I read a weld that’s holding more than it was poured to hold. He suspected the ward had a purpose. He did not say the purpose. He maybe didn’t have the whole of it himself. But he knew the count and he knew it answered to something past him, and he had built his whole tired life on managing the gap between those two facts without ever standing on the wrong side of it.

“You’re not going to do anything,” I said.

“I’m going to advise you, once, because you walked in here instead of doing something stupider.” He stood. The interview was over; he’d decided it was over and so it was. “Go home, Mr. Tate. Put the woman you took off her collar back inside something that reads as compliant before the academy decides to read her as a fugitive instead of a patient. Stop grounding people. Every one you free is a fault in a system that a great many people above me have a great deal invested in keeping closed, and faults get cleared.” He buttoned his jacket. “I open files. I don’t close cases like this. Nobody does. You’ve mistaken the building for something that has an outside.”

He left us in the room with the unopened folder, and the camera tracked us out, and the same grid hummed us all the way to the street.

*

We walked back toward the campus because there was nowhere else the night left us to walk.

Calla didn’t talk for the first three blocks. When she did, her voice had the flatness of a thing that had finally stopped fighting itself. “Seven years,” she said. “Seven years of being told I was broken for hearing it. And the one man with the authority to fix it just told me I heard it right, and it doesn’t change anything.” She laughed, once, with nothing in it. “I think I’d rather he’d called me crazy.”

I didn’t say anything stupid about it. There was nothing in any rulebook that told a man what to say to that.

I read the size of it instead, the way I read everything, because reading it was the only thing I had to put against the fear. I’d grown up afraid of the academy, and I’d thought, going to the Bureau, that I was climbing past it to the people who set the rules it had to follow. There were no such people. There was Reyland, who knew the count and managed the gap, and somebody past Reyland he’d stepped away from the edge of, and somebody past them, and at no point on the way up did you reach a floor that wasn’t already standing on the ward. The reporter’s line was tapped before we dialed. The regulator was the thing we’d gone to report. There’s always somebody, Wren had said. There wasn’t. There was just the building, all the way up and all the way down, and us inside it holding the one thing it couldn’t survive being seen.

That was the part that settled into my boots and wouldn’t lift, and it wasn’t the odds against us. A fault you can stand in front of and watch grow, you can plan against. A building with no outside is just a building you’re already inside when it decides to come down.

We came up out of the transit tunnels into the warm wet dark of my level, and I felt the two Sparks I carried turn over in my chest, Liora’s heat and Wren’s current, the loudest argument and the live one, both of them banked in a man the system had just confirmed it had no intention of ever letting be seen. And down at the bottom of the building, past Calla’s hearing and past my reach, thirty women it would also never let be seen.

Calla stopped at the seam where the painted concrete met the marble, where my world ended and the academy’s began, and she looked at me, and the under-ringed eyes that never got to sleep were dry and steady for once.

“There’s no one coming,” she said. Not a question. She’d stopped asking questions a long time ago.

“No,” I said. “There’s no one coming.”

I stood there a moment and let it be true, the whole flat weight of it, and waited for the old creed to come up out of me the way it always had — keep your head down, stay small, small is safe — and it came up, and I heard it, and for the first time in twenty years I checked whether it was load-bearing and found that it wasn’t. It had never been holding anything but me down.

“Then we stop trying to give it away,” I said. “Telling was always the part where we handed it to somebody bigger and trusted them to be clean. There’s nobody bigger and clean.” I set my hand flat to the cold marble seam, the place the two halves of the building met and lied to each other, and read it, and it held the way walls hold right up until the load arrives. “Whatever gets done about that ward, we’re standing close enough to do it. Nobody’s coming down to us. We’re already down here.”

Calla looked at the marble where my hand was, then at me, and didn’t flinch and didn’t lean. She just nodded, once, the nod of someone who’d waited seven years to hear her own ears called true and had decided what to spend that on.

We went down to tell the other two there was no outside left, and that the only people left to be the help were us.


Chapter 29: Unstable

The dead recovery bay had become the only room in the building where the four of us said true things out loud, and that morning it held two of us. Liora had taken Wren up to the forge district before light, chasing a back way to a man Wren’s gran used to know, and that left me and Calla and the file box she’d hauled down.

She’d brought the box. That was the part I keep coming back to. Five years she’d spent pulling buried paper alone, in the dead hours, with a green light at her throat reporting her whereabouts to people who’d already filed her as a problem, and she’d kept all of it nowhere but in her own head. The night after the Bureau told her she was right and it changed nothing, she carried a box of it down to me without being asked. A thing had let go in her, quietly, and the letting-go was the whole event.

She had the lid off and the folders fanned across the bench, and she wasn’t hooded. That was new. The hood was down, the black hair tucked behind the one ear she kept bare, and under the caged work-light the under-rings stood out worse than I’d let myself notice before, the permanent wreckage of someone who’d never once slept through the building going quiet, because for her it never did.

“Intake’s here,” she said, and laid a finger on a column of dates. Not the sternum-press, not the listening stillness; just a finger on a page, flat and certain, a researcher walking me through her own years. “Every woman processed into Sublevel Recovery, by quarter, going back further than the paperwork’s supposed to go. And outflow’s here.” She moved the finger an inch to an empty column. “Which is the part that made them tell me I couldn’t count.”

There was nothing in the outflow column. Page after page of nothing. The intake side filled up and the discharge side stayed blank, year over year, a ledger that only ever ran one direction, and somebody upstairs had looked at exactly this and decided the person who noticed was the one with the defect.

“How many times did you bring this to someone,” I said.

She went still. Not the listening kind; I’d learned the difference by now. The listening was a tilt of the head toward something far off, and this was the other thing, a person holding very still over a wound to keep from jarring it. “Counting the Bureau?” she said. “Or before.”

“Before.”

“I stopped at twenty.” She said it to the page, not to me. “After twenty you stop because the number’s the proof you’re crazy. A reasonable person tries a thing nineteen times and then accepts the verdict. Twenty-one is when they file you.” Her thumb moved at the corner of a folder, worrying it soft. “So I learned to stop at nineteen and dig instead. Paper doesn’t ask if you’ve considered that you’re imagining it.”

I’d come up the same way, more or less. You log the fault and tighten the bolt you’re cleared to tighten, because the one time a man down here does something with what he knows is the last morning anybody sees him. But there was a difference between what they’d done to me and what they’d done to her, and it sat in my chest where I didn’t have a word for it. They’d told me my Spark was too thin to matter. They’d told her that her clearest sense, the one thing she could do that nobody else in the building could, was a sickness in her head.

“You were standing over a basement full of people, hearing every one of them,” I said, “and they put a band on your throat and called the hearing a defect.”

“Don’t.” It came out fast, and her hand came up off the folder, and for a half-second I thought I’d reached too far. Then she made herself finish it, slower. “Don’t be gentle about it yet. I haven’t gotten to be angry about it and I can’t do both at once.”

*

She told me the rest of it in pieces, out of order, a thing she’d never once said all the way through, and she watched my face the whole time, the way she watched a room before she’d commit to being in it.

The resonance had come in at eleven, loud. She’d known her grandmother was going to fall down the back steps a full day before it happened and said so at dinner, and the falling-down hadn’t made her family believe her, it had made them afraid of her, because a child who knows is a worse thing in a kitchen than a child who’s wrong. By sixteen she’d stopped saying any of it. By eighteen there was a man at the academy with a kind voice and a slim grey band who explained that what she experienced as knowing was a documented instability, that the flag in her file was a kindness. She scratched at it now, twice, the unconscious way she did when the building’s noise climbed, at the band and not the skin, the green tracker she’d told me itched where the others’ collars burned. Then she caught herself, and put the hand flat on the bench instead.

“The worst part isn’t that they were wrong,” she said. “I could have lived with them being wrong. People are wrong.” She looked at the blank outflow column. “The worst part is they made me wrong. I’d hear it, somebody about to go, somebody screaming under the floor, and the first thing in me, before anything else, was you’re doing it again, you’re making it up, this is the thing that’s broken in you. They got inside the part of me that hears and they put a little voice in it that calls me a liar. Five years. I can’t go a single day without my own head telling me my own ears are sick.”

She wasn’t performing the grief and she wasn’t walking it back. She’d say a true thing and just leave it standing, and that was the change in her since the Bureau, small and total: the reflex was still there. I’d watched it twitch in her twice already, the half-beat where the or maybe I’m wrong used to live. But she was stepping over it now, on purpose, leaving the true thing where she’d set it.

“It’s there,” I said. “All of it. The count, the floor, every person under it. You heard a building full of buried people and they called it a chemical thing in your skull, and it was never in your skull. It was always under the floor.”

She closed her eyes. Just that. She sat with them shut for a long breath, and I watched a thing leave her shoulders that I think had sat there since she was eleven years old and knew about the back steps.

“Say it again,” she said, eyes still closed. Not a tease, nothing in it like a tease. A person asking for water.

“You were never unstable,” I said. “You were accurate.”

It was Reyland’s line. I gave it to her anyway, because Reyland had said it like a coroner reading a count off a clipboard, and a true thing can be said two ways and only one of them lands. She opened her eyes and looked at me, and for once didn’t read my face for the trap in it. She took the words as words meant for her.

*

We worked through the morning because the work kept the grief from filling the whole room, and because the work was all the conspiracy was now, the only thing either of us had left to do with what we knew.

There was no one to tell. The press line had been wired before we dialed; the Bureau was the thing we’d gone to report. So we stopped trying to hand it up to someone bigger and clean and started doing the one thing still in reach, which was make it undeniable enough that someday it couldn’t be managed quiet. Calla’s method, the only weapon she’d ever been allowed: you turn a count into names.

“Thirty’s a number,” she said. She’d laid the intake pages in a row, dates running back, and was cross-referencing them against a second stack, transfer orders I’d lifted from records the night I went looking for Owen. “A number, they can manage. Reyland sat across from us and said I’m aware of the capacity of the facility, capacity, like it’s a parking structure.” Her finger moved between the two pages, intake date to transfer order, matching them. “But a number that turns out to be Marek Sund, and a woman written here as P. Okonkwo, and whoever they only put down as ‘Subject, Unbanked, Stair 3,’ that’s harder to keep in a basement. People come looking for names. Nobody comes looking for a capacity.”

I watched her do it and understood I was watching what five years of being disbelieved had made her into. She couldn’t fight, couldn’t blast a door. What she had was the patience to sit with a buried record until it gave up a person, and she’d learned it because paper couldn’t call her crazy. The institution that taught her that distrust had handed her the one instrument that could undo it.

“Marek went down Stair 3,” I said. The cadet from Ward 5, talked into Recovery by a handler with a tired voice; I’d watched him wheeled down a stair that didn’t come back up. “I saw it. He’s one of yours, in the count. Tessera.”

She wrote the name in a small even hand and left a space under it, for the rest of them as she found them. It was the most dangerous document in the academy and it was four names long.

“You believe me,” she said, not looking up from the writing. Flat and wondering, a person checking a fact she still half couldn’t credit.

“I heard the same floor you heard,” I said. “I stood in that room and counted with my own eyes.”

“No.” She set the pen down. “Before that. Before the room. You believed me in Ward 5, when all you had was me telling you I could feel a thing you couldn’t, and the whole rest of the world on the other side of it saying I was the unreliable one.” She turned and looked at me full on, the hair sliding loose from behind her ear, and she didn’t tuck it back. “You took my word. On my sense. With nothing to show you. Do you know how long I’d waited for one person to just take my word.”

*

What was between us wasn’t gratitude and it wasn’t rescue. She’d have hated both, and been right to. It was that two people who’d spent their lives being told their knowing didn’t count had found, in a dead room three floors down, the one other person who knew the same true thing and wasn’t afraid of it.

Liora had chosen me out of the wreck of being managed, clear-eyed and regal about it; Wren came at me sideways and bolted the instant I saw under the grin. Calla was neither. What grew between Calla and me grew the way trust grows in a building you’ve worked ten years: load by load, a thing you test before you lean on it and lean on harder each time it holds. She’d handed me a true thing and watched my face for the trap, and I hadn’t sprung it; she’d handed me a bigger one, and I hadn’t sprung that either, and somewhere in the morning the watching had quieted. She was just sitting close to me, doing the work, with the hood down.

She felt the change in me before I’d moved, because feeling things before they showed was the whole of what she was, and she went still, the listening tilt, head canted a half-inch. Then she did a thing I hadn’t earned and didn’t expect. She moved the file box off the bench between us, set it on the floor, and closed the gap it had been keeping.

I reached and put my hand on her shoulder, careful.

She flinched. The whole-body recoil, instant and total, a person who’d learned that a hand is one more input the world hadn’t asked her permission to deliver, and I held still and didn’t pull back and didn’t crowd, and let her have the half-second she needed. Then, a breath later, she leaned. The side of her head came down against my hand and her weight came toward me, slow and deciding, and she let out a breath that had years in it, and stayed.

“That’s louder than you think,” she said against my hand, very quiet. “Being touched on purpose by someone who isn’t going to use it.” Her eyes had closed again. “It’s a lot of input. It’s the only kind I’ve ever wanted.”

I didn’t say anything stupid into it. I’d learned that much the night before, on the marble seam, when there’d been no bylaw for what to say and the right move had been to say nothing and just not leave. I kept my hand where it was and let her lean, and felt the two Sparks I carried turn over low in my chest, Liora’s heat and Wren’s current, banked and waiting, and thought, with no idea yet how close it was, that a man built to hold one storm was going to be asked, before this was through, to hold a third.

*

She straightened after a while, not because the leaning had run out but because the work was still on the bench and she was Calla, and refusing to let a person stay a number was how she loved a thing. She picked the pen back up. Under Marek’s name and P. Okonkwo and the subject from Stair 3 she added a fourth, and a fifth, the list crawling down the clean page, each one someone the building had agreed to call a capacity.

I read the room out of habit, for where it would fail, and found few failure points left to find. The press was closed. The Bureau was the wall. No floor above us wasn’t already standing on the ward, no one was coming down to us, and the list was four-then-five-then-six names we couldn’t yet do a thing with except keep, and keep adding to, and refuse to let go quiet.

But that wasn’t what settled into me as I watched her write. The thing that settled in was older and stranger and had no fault-line in it anywhere.

For five years they’d put a green light at her throat and a word in her file and made her doubt the one sense that had never once lied to her. They’d reached into the part of her that heard the truth and taught it to call itself sick. And every single time — the back steps, the building full of people screaming under a floor nobody else could hear — the thing they’d called her madness had been the plain accurate truth, arriving early, the way the part of a thing that’s about to give always arrives early and never lies and never panics, it just goes, whether anyone was listening or not. She had been the only one listening, her whole life, alone, in a building that filed her for it.

I watched her write the names of people the world insisted were a count, and understood I’d have stood between her and that building with my whole unremarkable weight even if there’d been no conspiracy, no ward, no thirty women under the floor — that I’d have done it just for the five years, just for the word in her file, just because somebody had taken the truest thing about her and called it broken.

She felt me watching and didn’t read my face for the trap. She just kept writing, and the building hummed its endless note around us, and under the floor the count she’d heard for five years went on being people, and what they had called her madness, all of it, every hour of it, had always, only, been true.


Chapter 30: Holt's Hand

The work order that came down the next morning was wrong in a way it took me three landings to name.

It was a real order, on a real form, my name spelled right for once. A run of access panels on the L2 mechanical spine, the ones that fed the broadcast floor, flagged for inspection ahead of a donor event. Routine. The kind of job I’d done a hundred times. What was wrong was that it had two signatures on it where my orders had only ever had one, dispatch and nobody else, because nobody else upstairs had ever cared which bolt I was cleared to touch. The second signature was a handler’s countersign, and the handler was Dray.

I stood on the landing and read the form the way I read a weld. A countersign means somebody wants to know exactly where you are and exactly when. They’d stopped sending me to do work. They’d started sending me to be findable. Ten years of being furniture had at least had the dignity of being unwatched; that was over too, and they’d told me by way of a plumbing slip.

I went up anyway. You learn more inside the trap than circling it, and I’d run out of outside to circle in.

*

He was waiting on the broadcast floor, which was the second wrong thing, because Holt didn’t wait. Holt arrived to rooms already positioned, already lit, the man you turned and found at the center of a space he’d been standing in for an hour. But he was early to the wrong place this time, down off the marquee floors where the cameras were, in the working corridor where the light went honest and unflattering, and he was standing in it like a man who’d been told this was where he was supposed to be and was choosing to believe it suited him.

The suit was perfect. The hair wasn’t, quite, a fraction loose at the temple where the agency’s set had let go, and he hadn’t fixed it, which told me more than anything he’d say. A man stops checking his reflection only when he’s found something he likes better to look at.

“They gave you the spine job,” he said. Pleasant. Almost warm. “I asked them to.”

“That right.”

“That’s right.” He came off the wall, unhurried, and there was no signet-turn in it, no flush. He was steady, steadier than I’d seen him since the broadcast floor weeks back, and the steadiness was the thing that made the back of my neck go cold, because I’d learned to read his cracks and a man with no cracks showing is either healed or has found something to fill them with that’s worse than the cracks were. “I wanted to be the one to tell you. Felt like you’d earned that much, after what you pulled.”

“Tell me what.”

“That it’s done being a thing nobody upstairs would touch.” He stopped a comfortable distance off, no looming, no height-game, and that was wrong too. Holt used the height the way other men used a raised voice. He didn’t need it now. “You’ve been operating like there’s no one paying attention. Lurking the spine, grounding cadets in stairwells, walking Daybreak out of the only thing that kept her standing. And you figured nobody with any rank was going to come down here and put a stop to it, because nobody with rank ever has.” A small, true smile, the first I’d seen on him that reached his eyes, and I hated it more than the camera one. “Somebody is now. They came to me.”

There it was. I read it the way I read a load arriving at a seam, watched it land on him and settle, and I understood what they’d done, and it was uglier than anything Halloran had ever said to my face.

*

They hadn’t bought Holt. You can’t buy a man like Holt; he was already paid for, owned root and branch by the name on his ring. What they’d done was worse and cheaper. They’d found the one thing the whole apparatus of his life had never once given him and they’d handed it to him for free, and they’d aimed it at me.

I’d had him filed wrong. I’d filed him under vanity, under threatened champion, a man whose nose was out of joint because a washout did his job on television. That was real, but it was the surface, and I’d been so busy reading the crack that I’d missed what was underneath it, which was a man who had spent his entire life being told he was the future of heroism and never once, not one single day, been allowed to find out if it was true. Everything handed to him. Every win scheduled, every save staged, every camera angle chosen by the same people who chose his haircut. And then the one un-scheduled catastrophe of his life had walked across a floor in a coverall and done the real thing while he stood still, and he’d been carrying that ever since like a stone he couldn’t set down.

And now the Provost himself had come to him, walking past dispatch and the handlers and the whole apparatus of the help in the tunnels to put the thing in Brandt Holt’s hands. To Vanguard. The administration had a problem they needed solved, a dangerous man on the lower floors, and when it actually mattered they hadn’t called the system, they’d called him, and for the first time in twenty-four years Brandt Holt was being needed for something nobody had written down in advance.

That was the bait. It was the exact shape of the hole in him, cut to fit, and he’d taken it whole and called it the proudest day of his life, and he had no idea — none, you could see all the way down and there was no bottom of knowing in there — that the thing he’d been handed wasn’t a purpose. It was a leash with his name engraved on it, and they’d let him pick it up himself so he’d think the choosing was his.

“They told you I’m dangerous,” I said.

“They told me the truth, Tate.” No heat. He believed it all the way through; that was what made it bad. “You take people off their collars. You’re telling yourself it’s mercy. I told you weeks ago where that ends — she comes apart in a stairwell with nobody cleared to help, and it’s on you. The Provost sees it. He’s the only one with the spine to do something before it happens instead of writing the report after.” He said the Provost sees it the way a kid says his father’s name to another kid. “I’m not going to let you do to the rest of them what you did to her. That’s not a threat. That’s a duty of care.”

The words landed and I felt them land, because they weren’t Holt’s words. Duty of care. That was Halloran’s phrasing, clean and merciful and total, and it had come out of Holt’s mouth without a seam in it, repeated whole and unexamined by a man who’d die before he doubted the source. They’d put their language in him. They’d handed him the doctrine and the grievance and the mission all braided together so tight he couldn’t have pulled one strand from another if he tried, and he wasn’t going to try, because untangling it would mean looking at the part where none of it was his.

And under it, under the new steadiness and the borrowed words, there was still the scared man. I’d read him too long to miss it now that I knew where to look. It wasn’t in the polish anymore, because the polish was holding for once. It was in how badly he wanted me to agree. He kept watching my face for it, some small confirmation that he’d read the situation right and I was what they’d told him I was, and the wanting was the tell. A man certain all the way through doesn’t need the thing he’s about to crush to nod along first. He was frightened of being wrong about this the way you’re only frightened of being wrong about the thing you’ve staked your whole self on, and they’d handed him a way to never have to find out — point the doubt outward, at me, and let the mission be the proof.

“You ever wonder why it was you they came to,” I said. “Out of everyone up here.”

Something moved behind his eyes, fast, and his thumb found the signet and turned it once before he caught it and made it stop. “Because I’m the one who can be trusted with it,” he said, and the certainty had a half-degree of question in it that he’d never hear and I couldn’t unhear. “Because I’m the face of this place.”

“Sure,” I said, and let it go, because there’s no mercy in showing a man the leash while it’s still the best thing that’s ever happened to him. He wasn’t ready, and I had nothing to offer him on the other side of ready except the same uncertainty he’d just been rescued from, and a worse fight. The kind thing and the useful thing were the same thing here, and both of them were silence.

“You believe that,” I said, and it wasn’t a question, because I could see he did.

“I know it.” And he did all the way down. That was the whole horror of him, standing there in the unflattering light looking finally, genuinely happy. “You’ve never had to carry what it means to be looked up to. People come up here to feel safe. That’s the entire thing we do. And you’ve spent a month proving that when it goes wrong, the man they’re supposed to be able to count on stands still and the help moves.” His jaw worked once, and I caught the old wound under it, alive and feeding everything. “I’m done standing still. They gave me the chance to not stand still, and I took it, and I’m going to use it on you.”

*

He left first, which he never did. Holt held a room until he chose to release it; he’d taught himself that the man who leaves first has lost. But he turned and walked toward the Spire stairs without waiting to see what I’d do, and I understood that too, finally. He didn’t need to win the corridor. He had somewhere better to be now, someone better to report to, a purpose with a face at the top of it, and the small status-war of out-waiting a tunnel rat had stopped being worth his time the moment he’d been given something real to do.

That was the most dangerous thing about the whole morning. Holt was easy to handle when he was vain, because vanity is a load that has to keep being fed and you can always read where the next bite’s coming from. A man with a purpose is a different structure entirely. A purpose doesn’t need feeding. It holds its own weight. It will stand under loads that vanity would buckle at, and it will go places vanity was too careful to go.

I’d spent a month watching this man crack and reading the cracks, and the administration had walked up and filled every one of them with the single thing I couldn’t take away from him, and now he wasn’t going to crack at all. He was going to hold. He’d hold longer and push harder than the proud version of him ever could have, because the proud version was protecting a brand and this version thought he was protecting people, and a man who thinks he’s saving lives doesn’t get tired and doesn’t get embarrassed and doesn’t quit.

I stood on the working floor with the donor-event panels behind me, unopened, the job I’d come up to do and wouldn’t be doing, and I did the arithmetic on what they’d built.

Halloran couldn’t come down to my level himself. The kind man at the top didn’t tighten leashes with his own hands; that was beneath the dignity of the thing he believed he was. Dray was the floor-hand, but Dray was known, a handler in academy navy, a thing my whole life had taught me to slip past in a corridor. They needed an instrument that could go where staff couldn’t, that the cameras would smile on, that nobody would file a complaint about because complaining about Vanguard was complaining about the future of heroism itself. And they needed it to push without ever once looking like the institution pushing, because the institution had a brand to keep clean and a story to keep telling about being merciful.

So they’d reached down past Dray and past Pryce and past every functionary I’d learned the shape of, and they’d picked up the one piece I’d dismissed, the golden boy I’d filed under handle with care and stopped reading once I had Holt’s number. I’d been so sure I had his number. And the hand that had been reaching for me all month, the soft careful hand that opened files and signed transfers and called the basement recovery, had just closed around something I’d left lying in plain sight because I’d decided it was only a vain man’s pride.

It wasn’t pride. It was a starving thing that had finally been fed, and they’d fed it on me, and it was walking up the Spire stairs right now to tell the man who’d fed it that it was ready.

I picked up my bag and didn’t open the panels. The job had never been the job. I’d known that on the landing. I went back down toward the dark and the three people waiting in it, to tell them the administration had found a hand to reach us with, and that the hand belonged to a man I’d spent a month proving to myself I didn’t need to worry about.

Behind me the donor-event lights came up on the empty floor, bright and even and throwing no shadows, exactly the way they were built to, and somewhere above them a man who’d never been allowed to find out if he was good was about to spend everything he had finding out, on the wrong side, sincerely, for free.


Chapter 31: Leverage

They took Liora at a quarter past nine in the morning, in a corridor with windows, in front of forty witnesses, and they did it so gently that half the people watching thought they were watching a rescue.

I wasn’t in the corridor. I heard it through the building, the way I heard most things. I was two floors down with my palm flat to a junction box that had nothing wrong with it, because Calla had said go where you’d be if nothing was happening, and a man with nothing happening checks a junction box. So I had my hand on cold steel when the suppressor note did a thing it doesn’t do on its own. The long even hum I’d lived inside for ten years dipped. A half-second sag, the kind a run makes when a big load taps in upstream and the whole circuit leans toward it. Then it came back, steadier than before — given exactly what it had been waiting for.

A collar had come online somewhere above me. I knew the sound of one switching in like I knew the cough of my own car.

I was already moving before Calla came down the stair fast and quiet, hood down, hair loose across half her face, and she didn’t waste the breath on a greeting. “East gallery,” she said. “It’s already done. Don’t run up there. If you run up there it works.”

*

By the time they let me see her it was an hour later and it was theater.

They’d put her in one of the good rooms — soft chairs, a window with the harbor in it, a side table with water nobody would drink. Dr. Verel was there with a tablet, and Garrick Dray stood by the door with his hands folded like a man at a funeral he’d organized, and Halloran sat across from Liora in a chair pulled close, leaning in, his voice pitched to the register you’d use beside a hospital bed.

And Liora sat very straight in the soft chair with the band back on her throat.

It was a new one. Slimmer than the old graphite, a paler metal, the indicator not dead-dark like her last one had been when I set it on the concrete three floors down. It ran a low steady amber, a banked color, a fire turned down to a pilot light and held there. Her hands were folded in her lap, perfectly still, and I read the stillness the way I’d read it the first day on the broadcast floor: not calm. Maximum effort. Nobody’s hands are that still unless they’re spending everything they have to keep them from doing the other thing.

I stopped in the doorway. I didn’t go in. I have a way of standing in a doorway when I’ve decided I’m a wall, weight down, hands loose, and I did it now, and Dray’s eyes came to me and stayed.

“Eli.” Halloran said it warmly, not turning. “I’m glad you came. I want you to see this isn’t what you’ll tell yourself it is.”

“It’s a collar,” I said. “On a woman who didn’t have one this morning.”

“It’s a stabilizer.” He said it without heat, almost sadly, a teacher correcting a student he had hopes for. “Liora has been off-system for two weeks. Off any monitoring, off any care, with a Spark that nearly killed forty people on live television. I let that go on as long as I could justify it. This morning her readings spiked.” He looked at Verel, who turned the tablet toward me. A line on it, climbing. I didn’t look long enough to learn whether the line was real. “She was going to detonate again, Eli. Out there.” A small gesture at the window, the harbor, the city. “So we did the only responsible thing. We put her back on the only device that’s ever kept one of these young people alive long enough to grow old.”

“Her readings were fine,” I said. “She’s been steadier than she’s been in two years.”

“Steady today.” His face did the wounded thing, the good man’s sorrow at being misunderstood, and I’d have respected it more if I hadn’t felt the run sag an hour ago to feed a collar onto a woman who was breathing easy. “And tomorrow? You’re a maintenance technician with a talent none of us fully understand, who took an unstable asset outside every safeguard this institution has and asked us to trust your feeling about her was worth her life. I have buried bright children who felt fine the day before.” He laid a hand, briefly, on Liora’s shoulder, gentle, warm, the gesture that read as comfort and landed as a brand. “I’m not punishing her. I’m catching her. There’s a difference, and one day you’ll thank me for knowing it.”

Liora hadn’t said a word. I watched her not say it. The brand-smile was gone; she didn’t have the strength to spend it, or she’d decided not to lie for them anymore. What was left was a face holding itself level by main force, and under the new amber light at her throat her skin had started doing the thing again, the faint sick over-white pushing up through the brown where the collar pressed her power back down into a body that had just learned what it was like not to have to fight itself.

She found my eyes. She didn’t ask me to do anything, and that was the worst of it. Two years she’d performed her own dying so no one would have to watch; now she sat there and let me watch, because she knew if I crossed that room and got my hands on the band, Dray would have a reason on paper to take all of us, and she wouldn’t spend the four of us to spare herself an afternoon of being managed.

“Don’t,” she said. Quiet, dry, regal even now, even with the leash back on. “I know that face. You’re reading the catch on it.” Her eyes flicked, the smallest motion, toward the band. “I can feel you wanting to. Don’t. Not here. Not for the price of here.”

“No,” I said. “Not here.”

It cost me something to say it level. I keep my anger cold; the hot kind gets the leverage taken off you. I kept it cold now, hands open at my sides, and let Halloran see a man who wasn’t going to move and didn’t have a reason yet that the room would accept.

“Good,” Halloran said, and meant it, relieved, like I’d finally agreed to take the medicine. “Good. This is how we do this, Eli. Together. Slowly. With care.” He rose, smoothing his suit. “She’ll stay here a few days. Observed. Comfortable. You can visit, supervised. And when you’re ready to talk about what you are, and how we keep the people you’ve touched safe, my door is open. It’s always been open.”

He left. Dray held the door and looked at me on his way past, and there was nothing paternal in him; Dray was a man who ran a protocol. He said it low, just for me. “You should’ve kept your head down.” And went.

*

They gave me eleven minutes with her before the supervision arrived to supervise.

I came in and crouched by her chair, not touching the band, my hands where she could see them. Up close the new collar was a finer machine than the old one. Whoever had built it had built it after the old kind, after a tunnel rat had proved the old kind could be opened by a man who grounds. There was a second seam on this one, a tamper line, the same cast-shut logic the recovery-bay collar had bitten me with. They’d learned from me. They’d made the next leash with my hands in mind.

“I can open it,” I said. “Not like you’re afraid of. It’ll bite, and it’ll scream, and the whole floor will know in nine seconds. So not here. But I can.”

“I know you can.” The dryness cracked, a hairline, then held. “That’s not the part that’s eating me.” She turned her head to the window, the harbor laid out small and grey. “Two weeks. I had two weeks of being a person. I set a cup down with one hand. I slept through a night. I forgot, for whole hours at a time, to be afraid of my own hands.” She lifted them off her lap an inch and the tremor was back, the fine constant tremble I’d watched her hide for two years, and she looked at it with something worse than grief. “I forgot. And they put it back on, and now I remember, and the remembering is the part I won’t forgive. They proved it goes back on. They proved the free version was the loan.”

“It was never a loan,” I said. “What you did down there was real. They can put the band on. They can’t put the truth back in the box.”

“Can’t they.” She let that sit, not arguing, just tired. “They’ve done it to thirty women under this floor and the city sleeps fine. They are very, very good at putting things back in the box, Eli. That’s the whole of what this place is good at.”

I didn’t have a bylaw for that. I had a hand I kept off the band and a cold thing turning over in me, because Halloran had shown me something without meaning to. He hadn’t taken her to break her. He’d taken her to show me the leash could go back on anyone I touched. Liora was the demonstration; I was the audience. The whole gentle morning was a message written on her throat — everything you free, we can re-bind, and do it kindly enough the witnesses applaud.

The supervision came in then, a handler with a clipboard and an apology already on her face, and the eleven minutes were over.

*

Calla was waiting in the stairwell, three flights down, where the suppressor note ran loud enough to swallow a conversation. She was sitting on a step with her back to the wall and her knees up, hood down, and the green tracker at her throat caught the work-light and threw it sick and thin, and she was scratching at the band without seeming to know she was doing it, the way she did when the building’s noise got bad.

“I felt it go back on,” she said, before I reached her. She didn’t look up. “From here. Three floors. I felt her drop. One minute she was the loudest clean thing in the building, a window open in a closed house since you took the collar off, you have no idea, she’s been quiet in a good way. Then a hand came down over her and she went muffled. Like a voice through a wall.” Now she looked up, and her eyes had the under-ringed wreckage they always had, worse today. “I’ve spent seven years listening to women get muffled under this floor. I know what it sounds like. I just never had a name for one before.”

I sat down on the step beside her, not too close, leaving the room a flinch needed.

“It’s not in your head,” I said. “You heard it right. It happened the way you heard it.”

She went still. Head tipping a half-inch, the listening tilt — except she wasn’t listening to the building this time. She was listening to me say it, turning the sentence over to see if it had a catch in it, because in her experience the kind sentence was the front of a trap, and you heard it right had been a door slammed on her so many times she’d quit walking through them.

“You always say that like it’s nothing to you,” she said, very quiet. “You just — say it. You heard it right.” Her hand came off the tracker and pressed flat against her own collarbone, not the two-finger touch she did when she was catching a far overload, just a palm, like she was checking her own heart was where she’d left it. “Do you know how long I’ve waited for somebody to say that and not be about to add a but?”

“There’s no but,” I said.

The building hummed around us. Three floors up a woman I’d freed sat with a leash back on her throat, and I should have been doing the cold furious math of how to get her off it without spending the four of us, and part of me was. But the rest of me was here, six inches from a woman who’d been called crazy for seven years for hearing the truth, and the danger that had chased us all week had burned everything inessential off the moment. No room left for performance. Just her, close, the thin green light at her throat, the held breath in her chest.

“Liora’s going to be all right,” I said. “I’m going to get it off her. Not today. But I am.”

“I know.” Just I know, flat and certain, nothing braced under it. “I know you are. That’s the —” She stopped, and this time the stop wasn’t a flinch from her own certainty; it was the other thing. She looked at me and decided to let it be seen on her face, which for Calla was the most defenseless thing she had, more than any touch. “That’s the thing I don’t have a wall for. You. Being a man who does what he says.”

I reached up slow, telegraphing it the whole way, and tucked the loose hair back behind her ear, the ear she kept bared to listen, and she flinched. Instant, total, recoil before thought, a body that had learned every hand was more input it hadn’t asked for.

I didn’t take the hand back. She held there rigid a moment, and then it wasn’t a lean so much as a giving-up of the bracing — her shoulders coming down out of their permanent guard, the breath she’d been holding since the corridor went quiet going out of her all at once, long and shaking. Her own hand came up and closed over mine where it had stopped at her jaw, not pushing it off, keeping it, and for a moment the only warm thing in that cold stairwell was the place where her fingers pinned mine against her cheek.

“That’s twice today the building tried to teach me something,” she said, eyes still shut, her voice gone hushed, which was how it went when she was most certain. “First that they can put it back on. Then that you’d sit on a concrete step and tell me I’m not crazy while you’re standing in a fire.” Her hand found my wrist, light, not gripping, just confirming it was there. “I don’t know which one I’m supposed to believe.”

“Both,” I said. “They’re both true. That’s why it’s hard.”

She laughed, barely, almost nothing, the first one I’d ever heard out of her. Then the building’s note shifted overhead, a door or a footstep or a load moving on the supervised floor, and she came off my hand and stood in one motion, hood half up, small again, watchful, the gap closed back over the open thing. Not all the way, though. She held my eyes a second longer than she ever had.

“They re-collared her to scare you off,” she said. “It worked, today. It was supposed to. So tomorrow they’ll do it to one of us and call it care, and the day after, another.” She was already reading the stair, the exits, the camera angle. “Freedom’s a thing they can take back, Eli. They just showed us. That’s the rule of this place now.” She started up the steps, then stopped, one hand on the rail, and didn’t turn around. “So whatever you’re going to do about it, do it before they teach me that lesson on my own throat.”

She went up into the noise, and I sat on the cold step a while longer with the warmth of her temple still on my palm and the amber light of Liora’s new collar burning in the back of my head, and I started, slow and cold, to read the academy for where it broke.


Chapter 32: Over the Label

They put a band back on someone that week to make a point, and the point landed.

They’d put the band back on Liora three days before, in a corridor full of windows, gently enough that half the witnesses thought they were watching a rescue. They never called it a re-collaring. They called it a stabilizer, a difficult adjustment, additional support during a hard stretch; the notice that went around campus by lunch said she’d requested it. I read that notice three times. It was a beautiful piece of writing, and every word of it was a hand around a woman’s neck, and the message under it was addressed to me and not to her. They’d shown me the leash goes back on, and they’d done it without ever once raising their voice.

Calla brought it to me printed on flimsy paper she’d taken off the dorm board, and she didn’t say anything for a while, and when she finally did, her voice had gone down to the register it went to when she was most certain, the hushed one, almost to herself.

“They can take it back,” she said. “Whatever we give them, they can take it back. I felt her go quiet again this morning.” Her two fingers came up and pressed flat to her own sternum, the place she felt things before she heard them, and stayed there. “She was a sound for eleven days. Now she’s not.”

I didn’t tell her she might be wrong. Nobody had to tell Calla she might be wrong; she’d had a whole institution doing it since she was a kid, and the reflex was built into her the way a flinch is built into a hand that’s been burned. What I did instead was the only thing I’d figured out that worked on her, which was to take what she said as a fact and move on it like a fact.

“Then we plan for it being regressible,” I said. “We stop pretending a band off is a band off forever. We treat every one of them like it’s on a clock.”

She looked at me. Something in her face moved, the small surprised thing it did every time I answered her sense with a plan instead of a diagnosis.

“You believe me that fast,” she said. It wasn’t a thank-you. It was closer to an accusation, leveled at me for doing a thing she’d decided in advance couldn’t be done.

*

The four of us had taken to meeting in the dead recovery bay three floors down, because it was the one square of the building nobody watched, and because the drain in the floor under my boots was the closest thing I had to a friend down there. Liora claimed the bench. Wren never claimed anything; she circled, knuckles going against a thigh, a wall, the dead charging cradles, a current with no road out and too much room to look for one. Calla took the corner with her back to concrete and her face to the door, hood up, the green light of her tracker the only color on her.

That night it was just the two of us. Liora had gone up to be seen being compliant, which was its own kind of work, and she’d taken Wren with her as cover, and so it was Calla in her corner and me on the floor with my back against the dead cradles, and the building humming its endless note around us, and the printout of Liora’s difficult adjustment lying on the concrete between us where neither of us would touch it.

“They put me in a file when I was eighteen,” Calla said. The hood was down now. The ear she kept bare was turned a little toward the room, toward the hum, listening the way she always listened, to a building full of overloads no one else could hear. “I want you to understand what’s in it. Because you keep believing me, and I don’t think you’ve read what the people whose job it is to read me decided I am.”

“Tell me what’s in it.”

“Unstable.” She said the word flat, the way you’d hand over a stone you’d carried so long it had stopped having weight and started having shape. “Subject reports sensory experiences inconsistent with established power parameters. Subject becomes distressed when these reports are not corroborated. Subject exhibits a pattern of attributing ordinary events to undetectable causes.” Her mouth did something that wasn’t a smile. “I memorized it. You memorize the verdict on you. Recommend tracking and periodic review. Subject is not a danger to others but may be a danger to the integrity of her own assessment.” She let that one sit in the cold air. “A danger to the integrity of my own assessment. That’s the part I think about. They built a sentence that means don’t trust her, including her. And I was eighteen, and they were doctors, and I believed them.”

I didn’t reach for her. I’d learned that much. You don’t reach for Calla across a thing like that; the reach is more of the world arriving at her without permission, and she’s spent her whole life being arrived at.

“You weren’t unstable,” I said. “You were early. There’s a difference and they had every reason to need you not to know it.”

“You say that.” The flatness cracked, just slightly, on say. “Reyland said it too. You were never unstable, you were accurate. And I stood there waiting for it to fix seven years and it didn’t fix anything, because the man who said it was the man who’d kept the count. Being told you were right by the people who buried you isn’t the same as being believed. It’s just a better-informed lie.” Her fingers found the green band at her throat and scratched at it, not at the skin, at it, the thing itself. “I don’t know how to be believed. I’ve been a problem to manage since before I could vote. I don’t have the — there’s no part of me that knows what to do with it when someone just takes my word.”

“You leaned,” I said.

She went still.

“Three weeks ago. On the access stair, when the chiller blew on L4 and you called it four seconds before the light went. I put a hand out to steady you and you flinched like I’d swung.” I kept my voice where I kept it for a load that hadn’t decided yet which way it would go, level, no pressure on it. “And then you leaned in. You put the side of your head against my hand. For about a breath. And then you caught yourself doing it and you stepped back and you told me you were probably just dizzy.”

“I was probably just—”

“You weren’t dizzy. You called the chiller. You’re never wrong about the chillers.” I let that be true in the room a second. “You leaned because for one breath you forgot to brace. I’ve thought about that breath more than is reasonable for a man with my list of problems.”

*

She didn’t answer that for a long time. The building hummed. Somewhere four floors down, the cold rows she’d heard screaming for seven years went on doing whatever they did, and I watched her face do the thing it did when the noise came up in her, the eyes losing their focus, going middle-distance, gone to somewhere I couldn’t follow.

When she came back she was looking at me, and the under-ringed eyes were steadier than I’d ever seen them.

“I can feel what you carry,” she said. “Did you know that? Liora’s heat. Wren’s — Wren’s is like standing next to a transformer, it’s awful, I don’t know how you sleep. Two of them, banked, in a man built to hold one.” Her head tilted. “And there’s a space. Behind your sternum, off to the side of where you keep them. Like a socket with nothing in it. I’ve felt it since the day on the broadcast floor, before you ever knew I existed. It’s been waiting. I didn’t have a word for what it was waiting for until I saw what you did for Liora.” A pause. The catch came into her voice, the hesitation, the reflex winding up to walk it back. “Or I’m reading it wrong. I read structural things, not people, maybe I’m—”

“It’s there. I’ve felt it my whole life and called it a flaw in me. You just named it.”

She stopped. Mid-sentence, right where the or I’m crazy, tell me if I’m crazy had been her hand on the rail her whole life. And then she did the hardest thing I’d ever watched her do, which was let the true thing she’d said stand up in the room with nothing under it. It cost her so much I could see it in the way she breathed.

“That’s new,” I said quietly. “You didn’t ask me if you were wrong.”

“I’m trying to stop.” Her jaw was tight. “It’s the worst habit I have. It’s worse than not sleeping. Every true thing I’ve ever felt, I’ve handed it to whoever was in the room and asked them to tell me it was real, because I couldn’t — I’m not allowed to be the one who knows. A danger to the integrity of her own assessment.” She breathed. “I’m so tired of asking the room. I want to know a thing and have it stay known.”

“Then know this one.” I didn’t move toward her. I let it be hers to close the distance, because every distance closed at her was a thing done to her and I was done doing things to her. “I’m not careful with you because you’re fragile. I’ve watched you read a building full of people about to break and not miss once. You’re the least fragile person in this academy. I’m careful with you because every hand that ever reached for you reached to put something on you, and I’m not going to be one more hand that does that, even by accident. So I’m going to sit here, and you’re going to decide what the space behind my sternum gets, and whatever you decide is the right call, because you don’t get told what’s real by the room anymore. Not by me. Not by anyone. You’re the room now.”

*

She came across the floor.

She did it slow, and she did it on her own feet, and when she lowered herself down beside me against the dead cradles she left a careful inch of cold air between us, the inch she’d kept her whole life, the inch that was the difference between being near someone and being reached. I held still inside it. I am, on my best day, the most immovable thing in any room; I made myself a wall she could come up against at her own speed or not at all.

She closed the inch.

She came down against my shoulder, and the recoil happened first, the way it always did with her, her whole frame stiffening at the contact like a hand pulling back off a stove. But she’d chosen to cross the floor, and the choosing held her where the reflex wanted to bolt. I felt her make herself stay. Her fist had come up clenched at her own chest, and over the next breath it opened, finger by finger, and flattened against me over the socket she said was waiting, like she was confirming a reading off a gauge only she could see, and the weight of her came the rest of the way down.

“It’s quiet here,” she said. Barely voiced. Wondering, not gushing. “Not — the building’s still loud. It’s always loud. But this is quiet. Your space behind here. It’s the only quiet input I’ve ever had.” Her fingers pressed, light. “Everything else the world’s ever put into me, I didn’t ask for. This I’m asking for.”

“You can have it,” I said. “It’s been waiting on someone who’d choose it instead of being assigned it. That was always the difference. They put bands on people. You’re putting your hand on me. Those aren’t the same thing and you knew it before I did.”

She turned her face up. Under the caged work-light her eyes had stopped going middle-distance; they were here, on me, present in a way I’d never gotten the whole of before, a woman who spent her life half-somewhere-else choosing for once to be entirely in one place.

“If I do this,” she said, and the catch was there, the old reflex flexing one last time, and she made herself push through it instead of around it, “you take it into you. The way you took theirs. A piece of me lodges behind your eyes and the building never goes fully quiet for you again. I’d be giving you the thing they punished me for. I’d be making you carry what I am.” Her hand was still flat on my chest. “I won’t do that to you by mistake. I’ve had enough things done by mistake. So I’m asking you out loud, like a fact, so neither of us can pretend later it was the room that decided. I want this. Do you.”

It was the most exposed I’d ever seen anyone make themselves on purpose. The most guarded person in the building, the one who clocked the camera and the exit and the handler’s mood before she sat down, the one who’d memorized the sentence the doctors wrote to mean don’t trust her, including her, she’d taken the band off her own credibility and handed me the only thing she had that no one could file, which was her certainty, undefended, no question mark at the end of it for me to soften.

“Yes,” I said. “I’m choosing it. Don’t make it a question.”

She heard her own line come back at her — don’t make me say it like a question, Liora’s line, mine now, ours — and something in her face came the rest of the way undone, not breaking, the opposite of breaking, a guard set down where a guard had stood since she was eighteen.

Her hand stayed flat against my chest, over the empty place that had been waiting since before she’d let me see her, and for the first time in seven years the girl they’d called a danger to the integrity of her own assessment trusted her own read all the way to the bottom and did not ask the room to check her work.


Chapter 33: Resonance

The pump room off the L3 spur was the quietest square of floor on the campus, and I’d known that for years before I knew who I’d give it to.

It was quiet because nothing important happened in it. A dead circulation pump the size of a coffin took up one corner, left in place because hauling it out cost more than walking around it. A drain I liked, a folded tarp, a worklight on a hook. No camera reached it; I’d checked the angles the way I check everything, by standing where the lens couldn’t and feeling the difference. And her tracker went blind here, she’d told me so the first time I brought her down, in the flat way she said the things she’d already verified twice and still braced to be doubted on.

She was there before me, hood down, the bared ear turned to the room. Long black hair tucked behind it. Under the worklight the green of the band at her throat read sick and thin, a tracking-light, not a leash on her power but a leash on whether anyone believed a word she said. The under-rings were dark. They were always dark. She didn’t sleep, because the building never let her.

“You picked the one place on this campus that’s almost quiet,” she said. A beat. I watched the reflex start in her, the half-turn of the head toward me to read my face, the breath drawn to walk it back, and then not finish. “I checked. It is. I’m not just saying it. It is.”

“It is,” I said.

I didn’t make a thing of having agreed. With Calla that was the whole grammar of it. You didn’t reassure her; reassurance was what people did right before they handed her a file with a word in it. You just took the true thing she said as the true thing it was, flat, and moved on, and let her feel the difference land.

She’d come straight from a bad few days. A week ago they’d put a collar back on a woman we’d half got loose, a cadet whose burn had eased for three good weeks, and they’d done it in daylight, as a kindness, as a warning, for her own safety, and Calla had felt the band key shut from two floors off. I’d watched her go grey with it. An overload she’d learned to hear, silenced; a scream put back behind glass. She’d carried it since, the way she carried everything, quiet and small and shoulders in.

“You can sit,” I said. “Nobody’s clocking us down here.”

She sat, on the edge of the dead pump, knees together, hands in the hoodie pocket. The two fingers came out after a second and pressed flat to her own sternum, the place she touched when the noise got loud, and her eyes went middle-distance.

“It’s not quiet,” she said. Quieter than the room. “It’s never quiet. There are thirty people under this floor and I can feel every one of them and nobody else can hear them scream.” The catch came, the half-beat. “Or I’m wrong. Tell me if I’m wrong.”

I’d spent ten years learning to read a building for the place it was about to give. I knew the size of what she was holding the way I knew the flutter in a feeder weld, not because she’d shown me a gauge, because I’d put my hand on the thing and felt it carrying more than it was rated to.

“You’re not wrong,” I said. “I went down there. I counted them with a flashlight.” I let that be the whole of it for a second. “You’ve been hearing them the whole time, and nobody else could. That’s not a symptom. That’s the only working instrument in this building, and they wrote unstable on it and put it in a drawer.”

She had files. She always had files; the digging was her armor, the proof she could hand a man so she never had to risk saying trust my sense and watch his face decide. There were no files on the floor between us tonight. I’d believed her on her word, with nothing on the table, and I watched it do to her what it always did, she flinched, a small recoil, like I’d caught her wanting a thing she wasn’t allowed to want. And then, a breath later, she leaned. Just the angle of her toward me, the shoulders coming down half an inch out of their permanent guard.

“You’re not going to tell me I imagined it,” she said, and it landed as something underneath relief, older than relief. “Okay. Okay.”

Her hand went to the band at her throat and scratched at it, at it, the green tracker, not her skin. Five years it had itched there. Five years of a green light telling a board upstairs where the unstable girl was, and not once telling them a true thing about her.

“That one’s not like the others,” I said. I’d clocked it the first day, the way it sat too thin to be a suppressor, the way it itched instead of burned. “Theirs ration. Yours just watches. It’s been reporting your coordinates since you were eighteen and it has never once known what you are.”

*

I crossed the room and crouched in front of her, and I reached, to close the last of the distance, to put a hand to the side of her face, and she flinched like I’d swung at her.

It was instant and total, the whole body recoiling, a flat reflex faster than any thought, the body of someone who’d learned that a hand coming toward her was just more input she hadn’t asked for. I held still. I didn’t pull back wounded and I didn’t push through it and I didn’t say a soft thing to cover it. I let my hand stay exactly where it had stopped, open, in the air, and I waited, and I made the waiting safe by not being one more thing happening to her.

A breath. Two.

And she leaned into it. The side of her head came down into my palm, her weight tipping toward the contact, slow, like the first quiet thing she’d let herself feel in years. I felt the warmth of her cheek and the loose fall of her hair over the back of my hand and I held my hand exactly as still as I’d held it in the air, and let her be the one who closed the gap.

“You can tell me to stop and I stop,” I said. “I’m not going to manage you.”

“I don’t want you to stop.” Quiet, certain, in a register I hadn’t heard her use, no walk-back in it, none of the bracing. “I want you to believe me. The rest of it—” The bared ear, the lean already happened, her hand coming up to close around my wrist, not to push it away, to keep it. “The rest of it is the same thing.”

I kissed her, and she went still under it, but it was the listening still, not the bolting kind, and then she kissed me back the way she did everything, spare and sure and giving nothing she hadn’t decided to give. Her mouth was warm. The hoodie came off her shoulders slow, and the layers under it, and she flinched again at the cold air and the being-seen and then leaned again, chose it again, the recoil and the surrender braided into one motion I was learning was the truest thing about her. The body she’d spent her life burying under matte black was bare to the low worklight, full and soft and warm-tan, and I read her the way I’d always read her, not by looking, by the tells, the two fingers drifting to her sternum even now out of lifelong habit, the under-ringed eyes, the breath. I put my mouth to her throat under the dead green light and she made a sound, low, almost nothing, the most unguarded sound I’d ever gotten out of her.

The room had a smell to it, the ozone-and-hot-metal undertone that lived everywhere down here, and as we came down onto the tarp it started to turn, the scorch going out of it, something cleaner coming up underneath, faint and almost sweet, the only sign her power gives that anything’s happening at all. No light. There would be no light off Calla. There never was. Whatever was coming was coming as silence, and I didn’t know that yet the way I’d know it in a minute, in my own skull.

She set the pace, which surprised me until it didn’t. She rationed everything, sleep, words, the world’s access to her, and here she chose, deliberately, with her hands flat on my chest and her breath going uneven, to stop rationing. To not hold the next thing back. She pulled me to her, and I was hard against her and her thighs came up around me and I went into her slow, the way she wanted it, the way her hand on the back of my neck told me without a word, and she arched and made that low sound again and her hair fell across both our faces.

“You feel it too,” she said. Against me, the walk-back gone out of her voice entirely, for the first time since I’d known her. Not a question. It landed as fact, the thing she’d stopped being able to say to anyone.

“Yeah,” I said. Flat, plain, complete. “I’ve got you.”

And then her Spark came toward me, and it was nothing I’d felt before.

Liora’s had come slow and warm, a coal swelling under ash. Wren’s had come live and crackling up the backs of my arms. Calla’s came as neither. It came as pressure, a flood of it pouring into me through every place our skin touched at once, and behind my eyes, at the base of my skull, the world cracked open and went enormous. It wasn’t heat and it wasn’t current. It was everyone. The whole building rushed into me through her, the hum of the plant, a handler tired and angry three floors up, a cadet crying in a bunk somewhere on the east side, and under all of it, faint and constant and unbearable, the thirty under the floor, the screaming she’d told me about and I’d only ever counted with a flashlight, arriving now as a sound that came in through her and into me. For one breath I had it whole, the never-quiet, the siege she’d lived inside since she was a kid, the input she’d been punished for. It was the worst thing I’d ever felt and the closest I’d ever been to anyone, the two of them the same circuit, and I held still under the weight of it the way I hold under everything and kept moving in her and kept my mouth at her throat and did not flinch.

And at the top of it, the change came, and the change was the noise stopping.

There was no spike to it, nothing in her that climbed and broke into light, because nothing in her had ever climbed into light. What happened was that the screaming under the floor, the whole wall of it pouring through her into me, turned over all at once, and instead of detonating, it banked. It went from a thing that couldn’t be set down to a thing she could hold and aim and let go on purpose. I felt it from my side as the load suddenly settling, the flood not stopping but stopping fighting, the whole roar of the building easing under my hands into something she had her grip on. And I felt it from her side too, because I was inside the circuit of her now and there was no wall left between us: her stillness changed character, right there under me, from the braced, listening, always-somewhere-else stillness she’d carried every minute I’d known her into a stillness that was, rest. The two fingers left her sternum. Her breath broke open. The middle-distance went out of her eyes and she was here, looking up at me, focused, present, not listening to something far away anymore, and the thing that broke over her broke quiet, a long shudder and a caught cry pressed into my shoulder, her whole body going over and then loose.

“It’s quiet,” she said. Barely voiced. Wrecked and wondering, the way you sound saying a thing you have never once in your life been able to say. “I can— it’s quiet.”

She’d never had an off-switch. That was the thing the file never understood, that I only understood now with her sense half-arrived in my own skull: it was never that her power needed rationing. It was that it never stopped, and now, for the first time since she was a girl, she could turn the volume down. Choose what she heard. The building going silent for her, on purpose, hers.

We came down out of it together, her change and the rest of it the one wave, and I held the floor under both of us, my feet flat to the concrete, and most of it earthed away down through me into the rock the way it always did. Most of it, and not all of it. Full grounding is a hold and not a pass-through, and a piece of her did not earth out. It lodged behind my eyes, at the base of my skull, where the flood had come in, a third weather settling in beside the coal under my sternum that was Liora’s and the current laid along my nerves that was Wren’s, none of them blending, all of them awake. A pressure where an hour ago there’d been nothing. A hum I wasn’t going to be able to put down.

I didn’t understand yet what it was going to cost me. I understood that she was quiet, finally, against my chest, and that I’d been the one to make the building stop screaming for her, and that I was too undone to be afraid of the new thing in my skull yet.

*

The worklight was low and steady. The clean-ozone smell, the rain-on-warm-stone of it, hung in the cool air and faded. She lay against me with her hair across my arm and her breathing gone long and even, and for the first time in the whole time I’d known her the bared ear wasn’t straining at anything. The under-rings were still there. They weren’t going anywhere tonight. But the siege behind them had eased, and I could feel it had, and that was the part I couldn’t yet make myself look at straight, because I could feel it because the feeling was in me now.

The building didn’t go quiet for me.

I lay there and the hum stayed, behind my eyes, low and constant, and through it I could feel, the way she must have felt it her whole life, somebody two floors up running hot with fear, an overload starting to climb in a body I couldn’t see, the distress of it reaching me before any sign of it would. I knew, with a flat cold certainty, that I’d taken that off her so she could rest, and that I would never have it taken off me, that an hour ago this room had been silent for me and never would be again. Her sense, now half mine. The savior wearing the patient’s senses home.

The coal. The current. And now a sound I couldn’t turn off. Three things awake in a man built to hold none of them, and the room felt too full to me now in a way it never had, a way I couldn’t name yet and didn’t try to. It wasn’t a fever and it wasn’t pain. It was a weight, settling in, heavier than the two of them had been on their own, and I lay still under it and breathed and did not do the math I knew was waiting for me to do it.

She stirred. Turned her head against my chest, and her eyes came open, focused, here.

“Then I’m going to tell you the rest,” she said. Quiet, and the walk-back gone, fully gone now, not just absent, over. “All of it. The whole shape of what they built. And you’re not going to ask me if I’m sure.”

“No,” I said. “I’m not.” A beat. “Tell me.”

She didn’t tell me yet. She just let the offer sit there in the quiet between us, the thing she’d been holding her whole life because she’d never once had a person who’d take it without making her prove it first, and the four of us, Liora steady off her collar, Wren asleep somewhere with the current finally earthed, Calla here against me with the noise stopped, me carrying all three of them awake under my skin — were one thing now. A unit. A cell, the academy would call it, before long. Tonight it was just four people who had nowhere left to be believed except by each other, and had decided that was enough.

She slept. Actually slept, the first time I’d seen it, her hand loose and open on my chest with no grip left in it, the green light at her throat still reporting her coordinates to a board that would never know what had happened in this room. And I lay awake in a place that had always been quiet — that was why I’d picked it — and listened to thirty people screaming under the floor, faint, behind my eyes, where an hour ago there’d been nothing at all. I’d taken that off her so she could rest. There was no collar anywhere on me to say when it was enough, and nobody, in all of it, had ever once asked who grounds the ground wire.


Chapter 34: A Cell

We met in the dead recovery bay at the bottom of the building because it was the only room left that belonged to us, and by the time the three of them were down the stair I had already learned something I would have given a year of my life not to know, which was that I could feel them coming before I heard their boots.

It started a few mornings after the pump room. Calla’s sense had lodged behind my eyes the way her file said her own had lodged in her when she was a girl, a low pressure that never let the building go all the way quiet, and the worst of it was how fast it stopped feeling like a gift. I’d spent ten years reading a place by laying a hand on it. Now the place reached back. I knew Wren was on the third landing because a bright jittering anxiousness arrived ahead of her, fast, dressed up as nothing; I knew Liora was behind her, slower, because a banked tiredness came down with her that had a chafe at the edge of it I could place without being told, the chafe of a band sitting on a throat that had been free for a month. I knew Calla last, because Calla I always felt the way you feel someone already in the room before you turn around.

“You look like the floor,” Wren said, dropping onto the crash-mat, and where Bao said it like a blessing she said it like a dare. Her knee was already going, heel bouncing a fast nothing-rhythm into the concrete. Under the bounce, under the grin, I could feel the thing she was running from, a thin live dread she’d have died before saying out loud, and I made myself not say it either, because the new sense in me was not a license to do to her what every handler in this building had done, which was hand her her own insides back as a finding.

“I am the floor,” I said, and let it be a joke, and watched her decide to be relieved I hadn’t gone further.

Liora came in last and stood, because the dead charging cradles ran the length of one wall and she would not sit near them. She had two years of practice at not flinching off hardware, and she didn’t flinch, but I felt the cost of the not-flinching, a fine effort held steady under the regal stillness, and the new amber line on her collar caught the work-light and threw it back sick and even.

“Don’t,” she said, when she saw me look at it. Clipped, dry, no self-pity in it at all. “It’s a tracker and a tether and a leash all at once, and it itches, and I am extremely tired of it, and none of that is solved by you looking grieved at my neck. So don’t.” A beat. The blade came up under the exhaustion. “Tell me you have something better than my throat to look at.”

“I’ve got Calla’s files,” I said.

“That’s the same thing in a folder,” Liora said, “but go on.”

*

Calla had the folder open on the dead pump before she sat, two photographs and a sheaf of intake forms squared to the edge with the care of someone who’d learned that messy proof gets called feeling and feeling gets called unstable. She didn’t touch her throat. I noticed that the way I’d have noticed a load gone off a wall — an absence where the brace used to be. She’d stopped scratching at the tracker since the pump room.

“They moved two more down last week,” she said. “While they had Liora. A cadet named Sund’s sister, and a woman off the east wing who’d stabilized — actually stabilized, three clean weeks, a curve that was finally going the right way.” She said it flat, the catch gone out of it, no or I’m wrong on the end, and the loss of that little hedge was the loudest change in her. “I felt them go down. Both of them. I’m not telling you I think it. I’m telling you it happened, and you’re not going to ask me how I know.”

“No,” I said. “I’m not.”

She held my eyes a second, the way she’d started doing, checking whether the believing was still there, and it was, and her shoulders came down out of their guard the way they did now when she found it.

“So that’s thirty-two,” Wren said. The grin had gone. She did the thing she did when the number got real, which was get faster and funnier both at once, a body with a current in it and nowhere to put it. “Thirty-two women in a basement and a count that goes one direction, and us. Four people and a folder. I keep waiting for the part where we’re not insanely outnumbered and it keeps not coming.” She spread her hands. “I’m not saying we lose. I’m saying if I were drawing it up I’d want, you know. Eight of us. Twelve. An army. A door that opens. Literally any of those.”

“We have me,” Liora said.

“You have a collar,” Wren said, not unkind, the gallows in it pointed at the academy and not at Liora. “They gave you back the collar so we’d remember they could.”

“They gave me back the collar,” Liora said, and the precise PR cadence came up, every word set down once and paid for, “because I am the proof-of-concept and the proof has to be seen to be managed, and a managed champion is worth more to them on a leash than a free one is dead. Which means they will keep me alive and visible and on a tether for exactly as long as I’m useful, and that is a thing we can use, because I am the only one of us who can still walk onto the broadcast floor and be photographed.” She let that sit. “Don’t waste my leash. It’s the only door we’ve got that opens from the inside.”

It was the most words she’d spent at once in a week and every one of them was true, and I felt the toll of saying them go through her, the effort it cost to turn her own cage into a tool out loud, and I kept my face flat and gave her that, because reassurance was the one thing in the room nobody here could stand to be handed.

*

I’d carried the work order down folded in my back pocket and I’d been turning over how to say it for an hour, and there wasn’t a good way, so I put it on the dead pump next to Calla’s folder and let them read it themselves.

It was a routine memo, the kind that crossed my channel a dozen times a week, a facilities advisory about restricted-access flagging in the sublevels. I’d have skimmed past it a month ago. What stopped me was the new line under Standing Concerns, a sentence in the bloodless voice the academy used for everything it meant most: a coordinated group operating outside sanctioned structures, persuasive, mobile, drawing in vulnerable assets, to be monitored and contained as a unit rather than as individuals.

“A cell,” Wren read, out loud, and laughed once, the wrong laugh, the one that came out when something landed too hard to take straight. “We’re a cell. We got a designation. I’ve never had a designation. Mom would be so proud.”

“It’s not a slur,” I said, and that was the part I needed them to hear, because the easy thing was to read it as a sneer and the true thing was worse. “Whoever wrote that believes it. Read it again. Drawing in vulnerable assets. That’s Liora off her collar and Calla off her meds and a cadet nobody could explain. That’s not them lying about us. That’s them describing exactly what they see, in the only words they’ve got, and the words come out as contagion.” I’d read a thousand of these. The academy didn’t author villains; it authored containment. “To Halloran we’re not four people who found the basement. We’re a fault running through his building, and you don’t reason with a fault. You isolate it before it reaches anything load-bearing.”

Calla had gone still over the page, the listening still, her under-ringed eyes losing focus the way they did when she was reading something the rest of us couldn’t. I felt it through the new pressure behind my own eyes a beat before her face changed, an echo of her catching a far note, and I understood with a small cold drop that I was starting to get her warnings before her mouth did.

“It’s already gone past Halloran,” she said. “This isn’t his sentence. The cadence is wrong for him — he writes care, he writes for her safety. This is filed-up, not written-down. Someone bureau-side has a folder open on us now, and when the Bureau opens a folder—” The old reflex flickered, the breath drawn to walk it back, and she didn’t take it, and watching her not take it was its own small thing. “When the Bureau opens a folder, the folder is the trap. They don’t argue with you. They build the paperwork until the answer’s already true on paper, and then they come collect what the paper says is theirs.”

“Reyland,” I said.

“Reyland knows the count,” Liora said. The bitterness in her had a spine to it now, turned all the way around. “He’s known it the whole time. So he’s not deciding whether we’re a problem. He’s deciding what kind of problem files most cleanly.” She looked at the memo, and the public composure went thin enough that I could see the tired woman under it for a second. “A cell files very cleanly. You don’t have to charge a contagion. You only have to seal the wing.”

*

It hit me on the stair, after, and it hit me the way the relay hit me at the L4 landing fifteen years of habit ago — no warning, a load climbing a line with nowhere to spend itself, except this time the line was me.

I’d walked them up to the seam where my concrete quit and the marble started, the way I always did, and turned to go back down, and the room tipped a half-degree under me, like a deck. The metal taste came up the back of my tongue, the one that used to arrive after a bad grounding and leave by morning and lately did not leave at all, and under my sternum the coal that was Liora flared, and along the backs of my arms the current that was Wren answered it, jittering, and the two of them did the thing they’d started doing this past month, which was argue, heat and live charge in one body that was rated for neither, and behind my eyes the third weather, the hum, the building full of other people’s overloads, rose up to meet them. For one bad breath all three were awake at once and I had nowhere to put any of it. There was no floor far enough down. I was the floor.

I got a hand to the wall. I have spent my whole life reading a building for the place it’s about to give, and I felt for it now out of pure reflex, the seam, the fault, the spot that goes first, and the cold answer came back flat and final, the way the part that’s about to give always answers, never lying, never panicking, just telling you. The place it was about to give was not in the wall.

My hand had a tremor in it. Fine, constant, a tremble I’d shoved in my pocket and waited out a thousand times after a grounding, except it didn’t stop this time, and I stood there looking at it under the work-light and knew exactly where I’d seen it before. I’d seen it on a broadcast floor, six feet from a woman holding her hands too still because the instant she stopped holding them they shook. I’d read it as her break the first day I ever laid eyes on her. It was in my own hand now.

“You’re running hot.” Calla, behind me, low. I hadn’t felt her stop on the stair, which told me how far gone I was, because I felt everyone now. She came back down two steps and stood close and didn’t touch me, and her eyes had the unfocused middle-distance in them, except this time it wasn’t aimed at the building. It was aimed at me. “I can feel you. The way I feel them.” She said it the way she said the true things, flat, no hedge, and her face had gone careful in a way I hadn’t earned anything good from. “There are three of us in you and you weren’t built for one. You know that. You’ve known it since the pump room and you decided not to do the math.”

“Eli.” Wren had come back to the rail, and the joke was nowhere on her, and the dread I’d felt running under her all morning had found its real shape and it was for me. “Tell me your hand’s cold. Tell me that’s cold.”

I looked at the three of them on the stair, free off her collar, free off the noise, the one of them they’d re-leashed standing there anyway because we were a unit now and a unit doesn’t break at the seam they pick — the three of them I’d pulled loose from the thing that was killing them, every one of them lighter than the day I met them.

And I understood it the way you understand a load you’ve miscarried up a flight before your knee tells you you’ve already taken the step you can’t take back. The grounding freed them. There was no version where it freed them and didn’t load me. I’d been the one square of floor low enough to drain three storms into, and a man is not a building, and I’d known that and grounded them anyway, all three, one at a time, on purpose, gladly. The thing that had set them free was banked in me now, awake, arguing, climbing, with no collar anywhere on my body to say enough and no floor under me deep enough to take it.

“It’s not cold,” I said.

I put my hand back in my pocket, the old move, the drunk keeping his hands off the bottle he’d carried into the room himself — except I was the bottle now, and I’d carried me in, and there was nobody on the whole stair, in the whole building, in the whole tidy careful murderous place, who’d ever once thought to ask who grounds the ground wire when the ground wire fills up.

The tremor went on under the wool. The coal flared. The current answered it. The building hummed full of strangers’ fear behind my eyes, and somewhere in it, faint and rising, was a new note I was only now able to hear, because I’d finally learned to hear everything: my own.


Chapter 35: The Leak

Every line out of the academy was the academy’s. I’d spent two nights in the tunnels with a junction box open, mapping where the building’s own nerves stopped and the city’s began, and the answer was a long way past the wall: the fiber ran out under the street and didn’t come up clean until it hit a relay six blocks east, in a row of cabinets nobody had loved since before I was hired. Everything before that, the academy could touch.

So we didn’t use a line. We used a person.

“You’re the only one who gets a stranger to open the box,” I told Liora. We were in the recovery bay, the four of us, the dead collar still on the concrete where it had lain for weeks, a kind of evidence we kept because nobody had the heart to throw it out. “Your name. A face the city already trusts, walking up to one person who isn’t on the leash, handing them a thing they can hold.”

Liora didn’t answer right away. She had her gloves on, and she set her cup down with both hands, the way she did when one hand alone couldn’t be trusted to manage it, and I watched her run the cost the way she ran everything, fast and total.

“The second I put Daybreak’s face on it, I’m the source,” she said. “There’s no walking it back after. Right now they can call me managed. The day I hand a stranger proof, I’m a defector, and they get to write what a defector is.” She lifted her chin a half-degree, the old poster-poise, and under it the tired sharper woman came through. “I’ve spent two years being the thing that makes the academy true. I’d like, just once, to be the thing that makes it false.”

“You don’t have to be the face,” Calla said, quiet, from the edge of the bench. “You have to be the name. Different jobs.” She had her hood down, the bared ear turned to the room, and her two fingers drifted to her sternum and pressed flat while she worked it through. “We don’t hand the box to a reporter; the reporter’s desk is wired, we proved that. We hand it to someone the academy can’t get ahead of, because they’re nobody the academy’s been watching. A litigator.” She said the word carefully, like she’d checked it twice. “There’s a woman runs a powers-rights clinic out of a storefront in the financial district. Sloane. No relation,” she added, before Liora could. “She’s sued the Bureau twice and lost twice and kept her doors open anyway. She’s not press, she doesn’t break stories, she files.” A beat, the half-turn toward my face to read it, the breath drawn to walk the whole thing back, and then she didn’t finish it. “She’s clean because nobody thinks she matters. That’s the only kind of clean left.”

“A lawyer,” Wren said. She’d been up on the bench with her knees to her chest, knuckles going against her own shin, tap, tap, and now they stopped and her grey eyes flicked up bright. “We crawled through the worst basement in the world and the move is paperwork.” The grin was thin. “Okay. It’s slow and it’s careful and I hate it. Who’s the legs? Somebody’s got to carry the box out past the wall and not get clocked, and Liora can’t, the gate cameras know her by the eyelashes, and Calla’s tracker pings the second she crosses the perimeter, and you—” she pointed her chin at me “—you’ve got a face that’s about to be famous for all the wrong reasons. So.” She spread her hands, all teeth now. “Me. I’m always the legs.”

“You’re collared and rostered,” I said. “They know where you are.”

“They know where Arc is. They’ve got me logged for a training block in the Cage tomorrow, two hours, suppressor-checked at the door.” Her knuckles started again, faster, a current that had found a road and wanted to run it. “Two hours nobody’s looking for me anywhere but inside a blast room. You get me out a way the cameras don’t own, I run the box to the storefront, I’m back before the block ends and the door reads my collar going out same as it read it coming in.” She was already past the part where she asked if it was a good idea; Wren didn’t have that part. “Faster than standing here. That’s the whole plan. We go and it works or it doesn’t.”

I looked at Calla. Calla looked at the floor between us, the listening stillness, her head canting toward the dark like the night itself was a room she could read, and then she nodded once.

“It’s a good route in. The risk isn’t the route,” she said. “The risk is the box gets opened by the wrong hands before it reaches Sloane’s, and we never know it. We don’t get to watch it land. We send it into the dark and we wait.”

I knew what was going in the box, because I’d built it. The floor plan Calla had reconstructed, the one that put a stasis facility three stories below a recovery wing the licensing paperwork swore was empty. A transfer record I’d pulled off the old maintenance routing — a name going down the stair and never a work order for the same name coming back up. And a thing I’d made myself: a recording, taken with a borrowed phone wrapped in foam against the suppressor field, of the door to the Brownout. Not the inside of it; I’d had the sense not to walk in there with a camera. Just the door, and the cold coming off it where the rest of the below ran warm, and the sound — that teeth-deep hum, lower and wronger than the grid note anywhere else in the building, the sound of a great deal of power being held very still. It proved a sealed cold room existed below a wing that was supposed to be air. It proved nothing about what the room was for, and I’d kept it that way on purpose, because the part I couldn’t explain was the part that would get the box laughed out of a storefront. There are women down there and the building is doing something with them ended a clinic’s credibility. There is a sealed cold room three stories below a wing your own paperwork calls empty was a sentence a litigator could file.

“We don’t tell her why,” I said. “We tell her where, and we let the where be the crime. The minute we explain the why, we sound like Calla used to get told she sounded.”

Calla’s mouth did something at that, the corner of it. “Crazy,” she said. “The word’s crazy.” And she said it flat, owning it, and that might have been the most important thing that happened in the room that night.

*

I got Wren out the way I knew best, which was down.

There’s a freight run under the east perimeter, a service tunnel that predates the wall above it by forty years, capped at the city end with a grate the academy had bolted and forgotten and a man with a maintenance override could open in ninety seconds if his hands didn’t shake. Mine didn’t, that night. We went down through my country, the warm wet dark, the grid note loud and close, and Wren went quiet the way she only went quiet underground, where the current in her had a thousand tons of rock to be smaller than.

“You ever think about it,” she said, low, the box strapped flat against her back where nothing loose could catch a spark. “Just not coming back up. Once you’re out the grate you’re past the wall. You could just—” Her knuckles found the silvery branch-scars on her own forearm and tapped once and stopped, because she didn’t touch those on purpose. “Keep running.”

“Every day,” I said. “It’s the only thing that’s kept some people upright down here for years.” I crouched at the grate and got the override seated. “Then you remember there’s thirty of them who can’t run, and the thought stops holding you up and starts holding you down.”

She huffed something that was almost a laugh. The grate came open onto a stairwell that smelled of city and rain instead of copper. Up there was a street the academy didn’t own, six blocks of it between her and a storefront, and a clinic with a litigator in it who’d lost twice and kept her doors open.

“Two hours,” she said, and went up into the cold, and I bolted the grate behind her and went back to wait with the others, which is the worst job, and the one I’m built for.

*

She made it to the storefront. That much we got, because she was supposed to chalk a mark on the relay cabinet on her way back if the handoff went clean, and the mark was there when I went out to read it — a single line on grey steel that meant clean hands, nobody followed. She’d made the run and the return, and her collar read her back through the Cage door at the two-hour mark exactly, Arc, training block, complete. It worked. We’d put the truth into a hand the academy couldn’t reach. For about eleven hours I let myself believe we’d done a thing.

Then Pryce got ahead of us, the way the bigger, faster machine always gets ahead of the smaller one.

It came down not as a denial but as a story, which is how I should have known it would come, because the academy never argues with a fact, it buries the fact under a better-funded one. By morning a piece was running on the academy’s own channels and three friendly ones besides — warm, concerned, professionally sorrowful — about a powers-rights clinic in the financial district that had, sadly, been taken in by a disturbed individual. The clinic, it said with real regret, had received fabricated documents from a person with a documented history of instability: a crude composite of public floor plans and an audio file of, of all things, an industrial chiller. The academy did not blame the clinic. The academy understood that good people, especially advocates with a noble distrust of institutions, were exactly the people a disturbed person sought out, and hoped the individual in question would get the care she so clearly needed.

They never named Liora. They didn’t have to. They named instability, and they let the city’s memory do the matching, and somewhere in a Bureau file with five years of unstable in it, a green tracker reported its coordinates to a board that now had a face to hang the word on.

“They got there first,” Calla said. She was very still, the two fingers come up to her sternum and stayed. “Sloane’s clinic put out a notice an hour ago. They’re standing by the materials pending review.” She read it off the borrowed phone in the flat voice of someone reading her own diagnosis. “That’s how a clinic says we don’t want to be the next disturbed individual. She’s not going to file. She’s going to give it back.”

“She believed it for a night,” I said. It was the only thing I could offer and it wasn’t much.

“A night doesn’t file.” Calla set the phone down. “I know what pending review costs. I’ve been pending review since I was eighteen.”

Wren had gone the wrong kind of still, her knuckles flat on her own knee and not moving. “I carried it,” she said. “I ran it out past the wall and a stranger took it off me and her hands were shaking, she was scared and she took it anyway, and they turned it into an air conditioner.” Her voice cracked up out of the flat into something younger. “They listened to the sound of those women and they wrote down chiller and the whole city’s going to nod.”

“It wasn’t an air conditioner,” I said.

“I know what it wasn’t!” She was up off the bench, three feet of her vibrating, and then she stopped, because there was nowhere in the room to put it. “We know. That’s the thing nobody told me about knowing. I thought if one clean person held the proof, the knowing would do something.” She laughed, wrong, the gallows grin coming up over the hurt like always, except it didn’t make it all the way. “Turns out you can hand a person the truth and they hand it right back, because the lie’s got better lighting.”

Liora had said nothing through all of it. She stood by the dead collar with her gloves on and her composure on, and the composure was the effortful kind, the kind costing her every visible thing she had, and when she finally spoke her voice came out low and worn all the way through.

“This is what they do to me,” she said. “Not to us. To me. I’ve watched them do exactly this to my own image for six years. You take a true thing a person says and you don’t fight it; you stand next to it, sorrowful, concerned, and you put a frame around it that makes the person small. I helped them do it to other people, before I knew. I sat on stages and looked tasteful while they did it.” She looked at the collar on the floor. “I knew the cost of being the name, and I put my name on it anyway, and they spent it in eleven hours.”

“You did the thing right,” I said.

“I know I did.” She lifted her eyes to me, and there was no self-pity in them, only the bleak clear arithmetic of a woman who’d run this exact ledger before. “We weren’t sloppy. They don’t win because we’re sloppy. They win because they’re the ones who get to decide what a sealed cold room is, and they’ve been deciding it longer than any of us has been alive, and one storefront litigator with shaking hands can’t out-decide them yet, not from the outside.” She said yet like it was the only mercy in the sentence and she was rationing it out to us on purpose.

*

I went out alone at the end of it and walked the six blocks east to the relay cabinet, because I wanted to read the chalk mark again, the one that said clean hands, nobody followed, and confirm with my own eyes that it had been true when she wrote it.

It was still there, Wren’s single chalk line on the grey steel, already going faint where the night’s damp had begun lifting it off the metal. By morning the rain would have it, and there’d be no sign at all that anyone had carried anything out past the wall, that a stranger’s hands had shaken taking it, that for one night the truth had sat in a clean room in a hand the academy couldn’t reach.

I put my palm flat on the cold cabinet, out of habit, and felt the academy’s fiber humming through the steel under my hand, the same low even note that ran beneath every floor on campus, six blocks out and still theirs. The relay was past their wall and still on their line. There was no point on the map where you got far enough out that the building stopped being underneath you. I’d thought, mapping it, that the wall was the edge of the academy; the wall was the edge of nothing. The edge was wherever the last person stopped believing them, and tonight that line had been one storefront litigator wide, and by the time I got home it would have closed.

The chalk mark said nobody followed, and that had been true, and it hadn’t mattered. The box had gone out clean, into clean hands, and the city had been told it was a picture of a chiller, and the city would believe the better-lit thing, because the better-lit thing was the only thing it had ever been allowed to see.

I left the chalk where it was for the rain and walked back toward the part of the building that had a behind.


Chapter 36: The Net

The first sign was a badge that didn’t work, and the thing about a badge that didn’t work was that nobody had to look at you while it happened.

I held my card to the reader on the L2 service door at six in the morning, the same gesture I’d made ten thousand mornings, and the little light that had been green for a decade came up amber and stayed there. No buzz. No click of the bolt going back. I tried it twice more, slow, because the first thing the work teaches you is that a fault is usually you before it’s the system, and got amber both times, patient and bloodless, a light that had decided something about me overnight and wasn’t going to argue.

I stood there with my bag on my shoulder. Down the corridor a cleaning cart hummed and a kid I half-knew ran a buffer over the marble, and neither of them was looking at the man whose card had quit. That was the design. They don’t take your access in a room with witnesses and a form to sign. They take it quietly, on a Tuesday, between systems, the building doing to me what the building does to everyone like me, so that by the time you’ve got the words to be angry about it there’s nothing in front of you but a closed door and your own face reflected in the brushed steel.

I went around the long way, through the kitchen, where the door still knew me because Bao’s door ran off a thirty-year-old keypad nobody upstairs remembered existed. Bao slid me bread without being asked and watched my face while I ate it.

“They changed your card,” he said. Not a question. He’d worked under this place longer than I had. He knew the weather of it.

“They changed my card,” I said.

“Then you eat two.” He pushed a second heel across the steel. “Floor still needs to eat.”

*

By the time I reached the medbay the amber light had stopped being one thing and started being a pattern, and a pattern is just a fault with enough copies of itself to lie about being weather.

The supply log on the L4 cage had my name struck through and a note in the margin in a hand I didn’t know, flag: see Reade, where for ten years there’d been nothing but my initials and a date. The tunnel manifest I pulled in the dark to plan my morning had three junctions newly marked RESTRICTED that I’d cleared every week since before the cadets currently filling them were born. None of it came with a sender. None of it came with a reason. Somewhere a clerk had spent a quiet hour moving lines in a database, and the lines had walked out into the world as walls, and the walls had my name on them in a font that felt nothing about me at all.

Wexler was at the sink doing the slow surgeon’s wash he’d never quit. He didn’t turn around.

“You’ve got the grey look,” he said. “Sit before you fall and make me write you up.”

I sat. The paper crackled. He poured the foul root thing into two cups and pressed one into my hands, and his eyes came up over the rims of his glasses, those wet sharp eyes that had watched this building eat people for forty years and learned the order it ate them in.

“They pulled my access,” I said. “All of it. Card, cage, half the tunnels. No paper. No meeting.”

He drank, and for a while he didn’t say anything, and the not-saying was the answer before he got to the words. He set the cup down with the care of a man setting down something that might go off.

“That’s not discipline,” he said at last. “Discipline comes with a hearing, so they can be seen being fair. This—” he turned one scarred hand over, palm up, the gesture he used for the things he had no clean word for “—this is them deciding you’re a hazard. You don’t hold a hearing for a gas leak. You evacuate the floor and you seal the room and you call the man who handles hazards. They’ve started filing you as the room.”

He’d gone quiet at the end of it, and the quiet was the wall, and I knew better than to push him through it. But his thumb had gone to the pale band at his own throat, the stripe where a leash had sat for years, and stayed there, and that told me the rest of what he wasn’t going to say. He’d watched this exact paperwork happen to a man with a cellist’s hands, a long time ago, and the man had gone tidy, and there’d been nothing left of him after but an old medic’s pause.

*

I found Calla in the pump room, which was the one square of floor they hadn’t thought to wall off yet, because it didn’t exist on any manifest worth restricting. She was sitting on the dead pump with her hood down and the bared ear turned to the door, and she’d known it was me three corridors out, and she still flinched a half-inch when I came through, because the body learns a thing the file can’t unlearn for it.

“It’s everywhere,” she said. No greeting. Her two fingers were flat to her sternum and her eyes had the middle-distance look, but it was different now, sharper, because the noise she was reading wasn’t the building’s, it was the building’s intent. “It’s not loud. That’s how I know it’s real. The loud ones are just people. This one’s quiet and it’s all pointed the same way.” A breath, no hedge on the end of it. “It’s pointed at you.”

“My card quit this morning,” I said.

“I know.” She wasn’t bragging. She’d felt the decision before the decision became a light on a reader. “It’s not one person being cruel. I keep waiting to find the cruel one and there isn’t one. It’s a lot of careful people each doing one small correct thing, and the small correct things add up to a shape, and the shape is a—” She stopped. Her hand left her sternum and pressed flat to the cold flank of the dead pump, the way I press a wall to read a load, and I understood she was doing exactly that, reading the building the only way she could, and finding what I’d find if I could put my hand on the whole campus at once. “I can’t see all of it,” she said. “I can feel that it’s closing. I can’t feel where the edges are.”

And here was the part I hadn’t told her, hadn’t told any of them, because there wasn’t a clean way to say it and there wasn’t a reason yet except that it was true: I could feel it too. It didn’t come up through my hands the way a feeder weld does; it came from behind my eyes, from the new weather that had lodged there the night the building stopped screaming for her, a low constant hum that had been hers and was mine now, and through it the campus reached me as it must have always reached her, the angry handlers and the tired cadets and, this morning, threaded under all of it, a pressure with a direction to it. Something aiming. I’d spent my whole life reading where a thing breaks. Now I had a second instrument I hadn’t asked for and didn’t trust, and it was telling me the academy had quietly turned to face me, all of it, the way a room turns when the man it’s about has just walked in and doesn’t know it yet.

I didn’t tell her I could feel it. I didn’t tell her my hands had been shaking since the badge went amber, the old fine tremble, except now there was a second tremble under it that wasn’t fear, that ran warm and live and wrong, three weathers awake in a body the size of one man. I just put my hand flat on the pump beside hers, and we read the same closing thing from two sides of it, and neither of us could see the shape.

*

I got the shape of one edge of it that afternoon, in a corridor I wasn’t supposed to be in, from a man who told me the truth as a kindness.

Dray was waiting by the L3 stair with a tablet and the unhurried stance of a man who’d been told where I’d surface and had simply gone and stood there. Garrick Dray, the floor’s hand, the signature on the cadets’ new bands. He didn’t block the stair. He didn’t have to. He just stood near enough to it that going down meant going past him, and let me feel the geometry of that.

“Tate.” He turned the tablet so I could see it wasn’t for me. “Your access got adjusted. I didn’t do it and I can’t undo it, so don’t ask. Came down from licensing with the Director’s office cc’d, which means it’s not a campus matter anymore, which means it’s not mine.” He said it flat, a man reporting a fault that had already cleared itself. There was no relish in it. Dray believed in order the way Bao believed in debts, and he’d watched me become disorder, and a part of him I’d never reach was almost sorry about it. “You want my advice, which you don’t, you go where they put you and you do the small jobs they leave you and you let this cool. Men who push when the Bureau’s already cc’d don’t get a second adjustment. They get a transfer.”

Transfer. The clean word. The one Verel signed, the one that routed a man down a stair that didn’t come back up. He’d reached for it without weight, the way you reach for a word worn smooth, and that was how I knew he half-meant it as a warning and didn’t fully know what he was warning me toward.

“Noted,” I said.

“It’s not noted, or you wouldn’t be three floors below where your card works.” He pocketed the tablet. The faint disappointment in him settled into the flat administrative thing it lived under. “I run the leash, Tate. I don’t decide who wears it. But I’ll tell you the part nobody upstairs will: they’ve stopped talking about you like a person who works here. Started talking about you like a leak. And once they’ve named the leak, the only conversation left is how to seal it.”

He went up the stair and left it to me, and the leaving-it was its own message, the same one Halloran had taught the whole building by example — you don’t waste a hand holding a door on a man you’ve already filed on the wrong side of it.

*

The summons came at the end of the day, and it was the gentlest thing that had happened to me all of it, and that was how I knew it was the worst.

It wasn’t Dray’s tablet or another struck-through line. It was a handwritten card, my name spelled right this time, slid under the door of the recovery bay I wasn’t supposed to have. Eli — come up when you can. No handlers, no clock. I only want to talk. — A.H. The warmth of it was the genuine article. That was the part I could never get a wrench under. He meant I only want to talk all the way through, the same way he meant every cruelty he’d ever wrapped in care, and the thing the meaning sat on top of was something he couldn’t see and I couldn’t yet.

I didn’t go up. Not that night. I stood in the dead recovery bay with the card in my hand and the charging cradles running their empty length down the wall, every cradle the shape of a collar, and I read the day backward the same as I’d read any building after it had already failed, hunting the first quiet place the load went wrong.

The badge. The struck line. The restricted junctions. Dray sent to stand near a stair instead of on it. A clerk named Reade I’d never met moving me out of one drawer and into a worse one with a margin note. The Director’s office cc’d. Reyland, the careful one, the one who filed where Halloran forgave, reaching down out of the Bureau to put a regulatory hand on a thing the campus could no longer pretend was a campus problem. And over all of it a card in a kind man’s hand asking me, gently, to come up and be helped.

It wasn’t one of those things. I’d have known what to do with one of those things; I’d spent ten years being immovable in single doorways, and a doorway I can stand in. This was every door at once, each one swinging shut so slowly and so reasonably that no single closing was worth fighting, and the only place to plant myself was nowhere, because the thing closing on me didn’t have a face to put my weight against. They weren’t going to come and take me. They were going to make the building smaller around me one struck line at a time until there was nowhere left I was allowed to stand, and then they were going to be very surprised and very grieved that the dangerous man had finally done something dangerous, the way a man does when you wall him into a room and call the walls his fault.

I could feel it through the new weather behind my eyes, the campus turned to face me, all of it aimed and quiet and closing. I could feel the edges of it pressing in. I just couldn’t see the shape they were pressing into, couldn’t tell yet whether the net was meant to hold me still or drive me somewhere, couldn’t find the one beam they wanted me to break so they could call the breaking proof. I had three people awake under my skin and three people upstairs who’d decided I was the hazard, and between those two facts was a trap I could feel loading like a charge climbing a line, finding the path I hadn’t armored, and I stood in the empty room with a kind man’s card in my shaking hand and I knew, the flat cold way I know a weld is three days from going, that it was already most of the way built, and that I was going to see the whole shape of it exactly one moment too late.


Chapter 37: Taken

The notice went up on the dorm board sometime before dawn, and Calla found it, and she didn’t bring it to me. She came and got me instead, three flights down in the service tunnels where I’d gone to be a man with nothing happening, and stood in the work-lamp’s pooled light with her hood down and her hands jammed in the hoodie pocket and didn’t say anything for a second too long.

“You have to read it yourself,” she said. “If I say it, you’ll think I heard it wrong.”

She’d never once heard a thing wrong in front of me. That she’d say it told me how bad the paper was before I touched it.

We went up to the seam where the concrete quit and the marble started, and the board hung in the warm gold light with its felt and its pins and its laminated reminders about hydration and mat etiquette, and pinned dead center, on academy letterhead, was a half-page about Liora.

In consultation with her care team, it said, Ms. Sloane has voluntarily entered an extended recovery program to address the strain of recent months. She will be off-campus and unreachable for the duration. The academy asks for your patience and respect for her privacy during this difficult time. Daybreak will return to you stronger.

I read it twice. I’m slow with paper that’s lying; I read it the way I read a weld that’s holding more than it’s rated to, looking for the place it gives. Every sentence in it was load-bearing and not one of them held. Off-campus. Unreachable. For her own privacy. They’d taken the woman with the amber band at her throat and the harbor in her window, and they’d written her a vacation.

“She’s not off-campus,” Calla said. Quiet. The hushed register, the one that meant she was sure all the way down. “I felt her go past me. Last night. Late.” Her two fingers came out of the pocket and pressed flat to her sternum, the place she felt a thing before she heard it, and stayed there. “Down. Not out the Processional. Down past the medbay. Down past the place I don’t have a name for that isn’t the wrong name.”

I knew where down past the medbay went. I’d counted the rows with a flashlight: thirty cold collar-lights in two receding lines, the cold that fogs your breath, the hum you feel in your teeth instead of your ears.

“They took her into the Brownout,” I said.

I’d thought I was past being surprised by this place. I’d watched them re-collar her in a corridor full of windows and call it catching her, read the notice that said she’d requested the leash. I had a whole cold education in how Stormforged does its cruelty, kindly, on letterhead, with the witnesses applauding.

The floor went out from under me anyway.

It went out like a missed stair in the dark, that drop in the gut, the whole body lurching after a step that isn’t there. My hand had closed on the corkboard’s wooden frame and was holding it like a rail I didn’t trust, and my heart was doing a frightened stutter against my ribs, fast and wrong, and the copper taste came up the back of my tongue that I get when something live is about to go. There was nothing live in the corridor. It was me. It was the place behind my sternum where I carried the banked low gold of her, the thread that stayed, the part of her that earthing-out had never taken, and it had gone cold while I slept, and I hadn’t felt it go, and now I was patting at the absence of it like a man hunting his pockets for a key that was there an hour ago.

She’d been a warmth in me for weeks. A coal under the breastbone. I’d half stopped noticing it, a sound that never quits. I noticed it now, by the gap where it had been.

“Eli.” Calla’s voice. Close. She’d come a step nearer than she ever came, into the inch she kept around herself, and her hand had come up like she’d touch my arm and stopped an inch off, the giving and the not-arriving both in the air. “You’ve gone grey. Your color. It’s the same grey she went when they put it back on. I can feel it on you.”

“I’m all right.” I wasn’t. I made my hand let go of the frame. “She’s three floors down in the cold rows with a feed at her throat and they’re going to tell the city she’s at a spa.”

*

We didn’t meet in the recovery bay that night. We met in Wren’s room, the narrow cinderblock one near the seam with the single high window and the kettle and the mismatched lamp, because Calla said the bay was too far down to feel safe with one of us already deeper than that, and nobody argued.

Wren took the news standing, and then she didn’t take it standing. She read the notice off Calla’s phone and her thumb went still on the screen, Wren, still, which is the thing about her you learn to be afraid of, because her body never stops otherwise, and stillness off her means a circuit found nowhere to go. The skin came up pink along her throat and the backs of her hands, the heat-flush she runs when the current climbs, the air in the little room going tight and close with the lamp on the verge of guttering, and I felt the live charge of her residue lift along my forearms in answer, the second weather I carried waking to the first.

“Voluntarily,” Wren said, tasting something gone off. “She voluntarily. Liora. Who plans a sentence three days out so she doesn’t spend a word twice. They want us to think she woke up and decided to check herself into the basement she’s been telling us is a grave.” Her thumbnail had found the seam of the phone case and was working it, fast, a small vicious sawing. “Same thing that was voluntary about the collar going back on her in front of forty people. Nothing. That’s the word. That’s the whole word.”

“Don’t spike,” I said. Low. “The lamp. The window’s thin.”

“I’m not spiking.” She was spiking. She caught it, though, that hard breath in through the nose she’s trained into herself, the flush banking back down, the charge in the room easing off and the prickle along my arms going with it. It still cost her, every time, the not-going-off. “I’m furious, which is allowed, which is a thing a person gets to be when they take the, ” She stopped. Her voice cracked across the middle, a thing it almost never does, and she shoved past it with a grin that had nothing behind it. “She set a cup down with one hand. Did you know that? Eleven days she could set a cup down with one hand and she was so proud of it she told me twice. And now she’s a light in a row of lights under the floor and somebody’s going to mop the corridor where they walked her and call it Tuesday.”

Calla had gone to the corner, back to the cinderblock, face to the door, knees up, the green tracker at her throat catching the lamp and throwing it sick and thin. She’d been quiet the whole time. When she broke it the room turned to her, because Calla’s quiet has weight, and breaking it usually meant she was telling you the thing nobody else could hear.

“She’s not asleep down there,” Calla said. “I want you to understand that before we talk about what we do. The others — the thirty — they’re under. Banked. It’s a hum, mostly, a low sick hum, thirty of them, I’ve heard it for years and learned to live next to it, a fridge in another room that never shuts off.” Her eyes had gone middle-distance, gone to the place I couldn’t follow her, and her two fingers pressed her sternum and stayed. “Liora’s not banked yet. She’s new. She’s still — she’s still there, awake under it, screaming the way a person screams in the first hour before they learn nobody’s coming. I can hear hers separate from the others because I know her sound now. You gave me her sound.” The fingers pressed harder. “I’ve spent seven years listening to women I never met go quiet under that floor and I taught myself it was weather. I can’t do that with this one. I know her name.”

Nobody said anything for a while. The kettle ticked as it cooled. Three floors down, in a vault colder than any other on the campus, a woman I’d taken a collar off with my own bleeding hands was awake in the dark with a feed married to her throat, and the part of her I carried had gone out in me like a pilot light in a draft, and I sat in Wren’s small warm room and let myself feel all of it land, because there wasn’t a bylaw for this and pretending there was hadn’t worked for anyone yet.

*

“All right,” Wren said, when she couldn’t stand the quiet anymore. “So we go up. We make the noise. The notice is a lie, we know it’s a lie, we drag Reyland out by the collar and — ”

“Reyland already knew the count,” I said. “Before any of this. We tried the outside. The press contact was wired. The Bureau manages it. There’s no number you can call where the person on the other end isn’t already in on it.” I’d said this to them before, in the worse room three floors down, after the move we made failed. Saying it again, with Liora’s light already in the cold rows, it stopped being a strategic finding and started being a wall. “There’s no outside. We burned the outside last week. That was the whole point of last week.”

“Then what.” Wren rounded on me, and there was no grin left at all now, just the live thing under her skin and her eyes too bright. “You’re the man who reads where it breaks. So read it. Where does this one break. Tell me there’s a seam in it or tell me you’ve got nothing, but don’t sit there being calm at me, because calm is what they do.”

I sat with it. I made myself sit with it the way I sit with a panel I haven’t figured out, palm not yet on the casing, just looking, letting the thing tell me about itself. Three floors down, past the medbay, past the ward, into the cold vault with the two rows of lights. I’d been there once. Calla had walked me down through the containment crawlspaces and I’d stood at the bottom with my flashlight and not had a word.

And there it was. The seam, and an ugly one — the worst place a load could land. I’d known where it landed the second Calla said down past the medbay, and I’d been not-looking at it for an hour because looking at it made the thing I didn’t want true, true.

“There’s one way to her,” I said. “Exactly one. She’s in the only room on this campus there’s no calling-someone-about. No press, no Bureau, no oversight, no warden you can quote a statute at, because officially that room is recovery and she’s resting and you can’t file a complaint about a woman getting better.” I looked at the two of them, Calla in her corner and Wren on her feet, and the empty place on the floor where Liora would have sat. “The only way to reach her is to go down and take her out. Ourselves. With our hands. Into the Brownout. The room we swore we’d never have to see twice.”

The words sat in the little room like something the lamp couldn’t reach.

Calla had gone very still. Not the listening still, not the gone-far still. A new one. She’d carried that room inside her, awake, for years before I ever saw it, and I’d just said the one thing that meant she’d have to walk back into it on purpose.

“You don’t know what it does to be in there,” she said. Quiet. The warning was for the plan, not for me. “I’ve stood at that door. Once is the most I’ve ever made myself do. It’s not the cold. Everyone thinks it’ll be the cold. It’s that thirty people are screaming in a register only I hear and there’s nothing I can do for any of them, and now there’s thirty-one, and one of them has a name I love.” Her hand came off her sternum and pressed flat to her own collarbone, checking her own heart was still where she’d left it. “And you want to walk me into the middle of that and ask me to find one light in two rows of them and walk past the other twenty-nine.”

“I’m not asking you to walk past anybody,” I said. “I’m asking you to do the one impossible thing only you can do, which is find her in the dark in a room that screams. And I hate that I’m asking. I want it on the record that I hate it.”

“Noted,” she said, dry, and for half a second under the dread there was something almost like the laugh she’d surprised us both with on the stairwell.

*

“How,” Wren said. She’d stopped sawing at the phone case. The fury had banked into something colder and more useful, the attention she pays right before she does the fast reckless thing that somehow works. “You say take her out ourselves like it’s a coupling behind a media wall. There’s a grid down there that holds thirty charged people on the floor. There’s you, who I’ve watched nearly die spending two of us at once, and you’re carrying three now, and don’t think I haven’t clocked that you went grey a week before tonight handed you a reason.”

I didn’t answer the last part. She was right and there was no use in it.

“I don’t have a plan,” I agreed. “I’ve never once had a plan. I’ve had a list and a doorway I won’t move out of until the man with the clipboard runs out of nerve, and that won’t get us through a grid that holds thirty people down. So I won’t lie and call this a plan. It’s a direction. Down. And the door at the bottom of it is the one in this building I know better than the people who built it, because I’ve spent ten years in the walls around it learning every place it sweats.”

“That’s not a plan,” Wren said. “That’s a man saying down with his jaw set.”

“It’s where we start. By accepting there’s no other start.” I looked at the empty place on the floor again, the inch Liora always left. “I freed her once and they put her back. I’m not going to leave her banked under thirty feet of bedrock because the only way to her is the one that scares the three of us most. If that’s the only door left, then that’s the door.”

Calla had been listening with her head tilted, the bared ear turned a little toward me, reading the sentence for a catch and finding none, because there wasn’t one. When she spoke it came out level, certain, even under the worst news any of us had gotten, which told me the steadiness was real.

“I can find her,” she said. Flat. Certain. No question mark for anyone in the room to soften. “In the dark. In the screaming. I’ll know her light from all the rest. I don’t want to and I’m going to and you don’t get to thank me for it.” She got to her feet in one motion, small and watchful, hood coming half up out of habit, and crossed to the door, and stopped with her hand on the jamb, not turning around. “You asked me once what the building keeps trying to teach me. Here’s tonight’s. It can take the proof and put it in the box with the rest, and that’s the only thing this place has ever been good at.” She looked back over her shoulder, her under-ringed eyes holding mine a beat longer than they ever had. “So we go down and take the proof back out. There hasn’t been another way for a week. Tonight just made us admit it.”

She opened the door onto the gold-lit corridor and the marble and the laminated reminders, and past all of it, down under the medbay and the ward and three floors of cold rising hum, the only way left to the woman I’d freed ran straight back into the storage we were never meant to see twice.


Chapter 38: The Brand

They put my face on the plaza screen at noon, between a sponsor spot for a sports drink and the countdown to the next showcase, and the first I knew of it was the way the kitchen went quiet.

I’d come up through Bao’s window the way I always did, because old habits don’t know when the world has changed under you. He had bread for me. He didn’t slide it through. He stood there with the heel of it in his hand and looked past my shoulder at the little screen bolted over his prep line, the one that ran the building’s feed all day so the line cooks knew when a broadcast was eating their water pressure, and his face did a thing I’d never seen it do, which was go careful around me.

I turned around.

It was a good photo. That was the first thing I clocked, flat, before the rest of it landed. Somebody had pulled a clean three-quarter shot of me from a badge scan, no coverall, lit so my face read tired instead of furious, and under it ran a lower-third in the academy’s house font. CONTAINMENT BREACH. And under that, smaller, the kind of line you write to be read aloud by a man with a kind voice: An ongoing internal review.

The sound was off in the kitchen. It didn’t need to be on. I’d spent ten years reading rooms with the sound off.

“Eli,” Bao said. Just my name. He held the bread out again, slower, like he was deciding whether feeding me put him on a list.

“Keep it,” I said. “Don’t get caught handing the floor a sandwich.”

I didn’t take the kitchen route back. I went up the front way, into the part of the building that gets photographed, because for the first time in my life the thing I needed to see was up there in the light, and there was no use in me being furniture anymore. Furniture doesn’t get a lower-third.

*

The plaza ran the full broadcast at half past, and they’d built it well. I’ll give them that. I stood at the back, against a pillar, with my hood up over nothing, and watched the institution do the one thing it was genuinely great at, which was tell a frightened room a story that let it keep clapping.

Halloran took the podium himself. Of course he did. The brand wears his face when it wants to be believed. He didn’t dress for it: the same charcoal suit he’d wear to a donor lunch, the lapel pin catching the engineered light, the reading glasses coming off and folding into his breast pocket so the cameras could have his eyes. He let the plaza settle. He was good at letting a room come to him.

“I want to talk to you plainly,” he said, “because you deserve that. There is a man on this campus who has, with the best intentions, done a terrible thing.”

He didn’t say my name. He didn’t have to. The screen had said it for him, and now he got to be the man too kind to repeat it.

“Some of you have heard,” he went on, “that one of our heroes has been seen — out of her collar. Stable. Well.” A small, sorrowing smile. “I understand why that sounds like a miracle. I understand why it sounds like freedom. I have spent my whole life around bright young people, and I have buried more of them than I will name to you on a bright afternoon, and I am telling you, as someone who loves them: that is not what freedom looks like. That is what the beginning of a burnout looks like, dressed up to fool the people who love her most.”

I watched the plaza buy it, slow, in the body, the way a crowd buys a thing — shoulders coming down, a woman near me pressing a hand to her chest, an aide somewhere behind me letting out a breath she’d been holding since the lower-third went up. He’d taken the most undeniable fact in the building — that Liora was alive and steady with no leash on her — and he’d reached into it and turned it inside out, and now the proof was the symptom, and the man who’d made her well was the contagion. I’d seen a feeder do that once. Carry a fault so cleanly the gauge read healthy right up until the wall opened. He’d built the lie to read healthy.

“He has a gift,” Halloran said. “I won’t lie to you about that either. He can take the strain off a struggling hero, for a while. He can make the gauge read calm. And every single one he touches, he takes outside the system that keeps them alive — off their safeguards, away from the people trained to catch them, and he tells them it’s love.” The smile was gone now. He’d gone quieter, the way the file said he would, the way a man goes when the thing hurts him to say. “I have watched him do it to four of my students. I am not going to watch him do it to a fifth and call it a kindness because the man means well. He destabilizes them. He unleashes a thing in them that was rationed for a reason, and then he is not there at three in the morning when it comes apart. I will be. I always am.”

He believes it, I thought, and the thought was colder than hate would have been. There was no seam in him. I’d looked for one across that whole plaza, the left-corner crack I’d found in him the first day, and it wasn’t there, because today he wasn’t holding anything shut. Today he meant every word, and meaning it was the whole weapon.

“So here is what we are going to do,” he said, “and I want you to hear that it is the kindest thing available to us. We are going to bring those young women into care. Proper care. Recovery.” He said the word clean, no flicker, the way you say a word you’ve never once had to doubt. “And we are going to stop the man who has been hurting them while believing he was helping them, before he reaches anyone else. That is not an arrest. I don’t arrest sick men. That is treatment. For all of them. Including, I hope, in time, for him.”

He put two fingers, briefly, to the base of his own throat, to the old pale band there, the collar-line from his own cadet years, and he let the cameras have it.

“I wore one too,” he said. “It’s why I’m still here to stand in front of you. Let us give these children the same chance someone once gave me.”

The plaza applauded, low and relieved, which was worse than loud — a whole square full of people who’d been handed back the world they understood, where the danger lived in the basement and wore a coverall, and the kindness lived at the top and wore a good suit, and all you had to do to stay safe was keep believing the man with the gentle voice. I stood at the pillar and didn’t clap, and a kid in a sponsor shirt three feet off clocked me not clapping and edged away, and that was the new shape of my life, arriving in real time.

*

Holt came off the broadcast riser as it broke up, and they’d put him in the shot beside Halloran for exactly the reason you’d think. The face under thirty that the cameras loved, standing for the youth, the future, the heroes themselves saying we’re frightened of him too. He found me at the pillar. He’d been told where I’d be, or he’d guessed, or he’d just come looking, because the wound in him needed a place to land and I was the only one in the building who’d seen him freeze.

“You came up,” he said. He sounded almost impressed. The PR smile was on, but it wasn’t reaching, and the dark gold of his hair had come loose at one temple where the brand was supposed to hold it. “That’s something. I’ll give you that. Most things they file just stay filed.”

“Where’d they take her,” I said.

The flush climbed his throat above the collar, fast, the one tell PR had never coached out of him, and I had my answer before he opened his mouth. He turned the heavy ring on his right hand, around and back.

“She’s getting help,” he said. “Which is more than you ever gave her. You think I don’t know what a burnout looks like? Two years she came apart in front of all of us. You took her collar off on live television and called it freedom, and the kindest thing anyone’s done for her since is what happened this morning, when somebody finally walked her somewhere she could rest.”

“You walked her down a stair that doesn’t come back up.” I said it flat, the way you read a gauge out loud. “And you think you’re the hero of it.”

“I am the hero of it.” No heat in it. That was the worst part of him, the way the cruelty stayed pleasant. “People look up, Tate. They look up and they need to see somebody standing where the brave thing is. You wouldn’t understand, because nobody’s ever looked up at you in your life. They look down to find you. That’s the whole difference between us and you’ve never once felt it.”

He believed that too. The whole building was full of men today who believed things, sincerely, with their chests, and it was going to get people killed.

“They handed you this,” I said. “You get that, don’t you. You think they came to you because it had to be you. It had to be a face. Any face. They needed somebody photogenic to stand next to a lie so it’d look like the heroes agreed, and you were the cheapest one who’d say yes.” I watched the ring stop turning. I’d found the seam. I’m not proud of using it; I used it anyway. “You’re not the hero of this. You’re the patch they soldered over the place it leaks. And when it leaks anyway, they’ll pull you off and put a fresh face on, and you’ll never know it happened, because you’ve never once looked at how a thing’s actually built.”

The smile finally failed. The jaw worked. For half a second the man under the brand was right there at the surface, young and scared and furious, and I almost, almost, felt the pity all the way through, the way you pity a stress-bearing wall you can see has already started to go.

Then he put it away. He chose the suit, the way he’d keep choosing it, and his voice came back smooth and dead.

“They’re moving on you by end of day,” he said. “I’m not supposed to tell you that. Consider it the last decent thing the tunnel rat gets off me.” He stepped back, squared his shoulders for nobody, found the light. “Go down and hide, Eli. It’s what you’re for.”

He walked off into the plaza, and the crowd opened for him and closed behind him, and people looked up.

*

I found Wren and Calla in the dead pump room off the L3 spur, the one quiet square of floor I had left, and the quiet of it was a lie now too, because Calla sat on the edge of the dead pump with her two fingers pressed flat to her sternum and her eyes gone middle-distance, listening to something coming for us through the walls.

“They’ve sealed the surface stairs to the sublevels,” she said, before I’d finished pulling the door. Quiet, certain, the bracing burned out of her in a single morning. “Wardens on both landings. They moved her past me an hour ago and I felt the band key shut and I couldn’t.” Her hand came off her chest and made a small useless gesture and dropped. “She’s in it now. She’s down there with the thirty and I can feel her not understanding why.”

Wren stood against the cold pipe with her arms crossed and her knuckles working against her own forearm, the storm-blue flicker running low and furious under the skin of her hands, the live current of her that the academy had spent all morning teaching a whole plaza to call a sickness.

“He used her,” Wren said. Fast, vibrating, the fury with nowhere to ground. “Did you hear it? He stood up there and used the fact that Liora’s alive and well as the reason you’re the danger. They spent her down to the wick for two years where nobody could watch, and the one time her being okay could’ve meant something, they reached into it and made it the case against you. And now she’s in the box.” The blue jumped off her knuckles. “I’m done letting them write what we are.”

“They’re coming by end of day,” I said. “Holt told me. For me, and for the two of you, to treat you too.” I let the word sit there ugly between us. “They already have Liora.”

Nobody said anything for a second. Calla’s eyes came back from the far place and found me, focused, present, the way they’d been since the noise stopped for her, and there was no doubt in them at all, only the question I’d already answered for myself on the long climb up to watch them brand me.

I crossed to the dead pump and crouched and pulled the worklight down off its hook, and I unscrewed the back of it, and I started laying out on the concrete the things I’d been carrying in my bag for three weeks without admitting why — the master schematic of the sublevel runs I wasn’t cleared to hold, the spare badge clone I’d never used, the cold facts of a building I’d fallen a little in love with and knew better than the men who owned it.

“There’s no clean stair down anymore,” I said. “Fine. I didn’t learn this place off the clean stairs.” I found the L3 main on the schematic with my thumb, the spot where a draft came through that smelled, for no reason I’d ever solved, like cut grass, and I tapped it once. “I’m not running down to hide. They want me filed in the dark where the broom can reach. I’m going to go get her, and I’m going to walk her up a stair that does come back up, in front of every camera they own.”

Wren’s hands came off her forearm. Calla stood off the dead pump. The hum behind my eyes that was the three of them awake under my skin pulled tight, too full, the borrowed weather of a man not built to hold any of it, and I stood there in the one quiet room I had left and stopped being quiet.

“Tell me the way down that nobody’s watching,” I said to Calla. “We’re not waiting for the end of the day.”


Chapter 39: The Plan

They took Liora at the L2 landing while I was four corridors away with my hands full of a door that wouldn’t open, and the first I knew of it was the coal going cold.

I’d carried her under my breastbone since the recovery bay, a small banked warmth I’d stopped noticing the way you stop noticing the weight of your own hands. Then it dropped, not out of me, which would have been cleaner, but down to a cold nothing, a stove with the damper shut on it, the heat pulled back somewhere I couldn’t reach and held there. I knew what it meant before Calla said it, because I’d felt the same thing once on a gauge when a feeder downstream of me lost its load all at once and the needle fell off the bottom of the scale. Something her end of the wire had gone quiet. They’d put a coupling on her and married it to a wall, and her light was three levels down now with the thirty, turned down to an ember, kept.

So we went to ground in the only square of the building I had left, and I sat on the cold floor of a dead pump room and learned what a man carries when one of his three weathers goes still.

Wren wouldn’t sit. She paced the four feet the room allowed and came back, paced it and came back, her knuckles going against her own thigh in a fast hard tempo I could’ve set a watch by. “We go now,” she said. “Tonight. They just moved her, the door’s still warm, we go before they bolt it twice.” She turned. Came back. “Why are we on the floor. Floors are for after.”

“Floors are for when there’s no door you can walk through,” I said. “Sit down. You’re spending current you’ll want later.”

She didn’t sit. But the drumming slowed a half-step, which from Wren was the same as sitting.

Calla had folded herself into the corner with her back to two walls and her hood down, the bared ear toward the floor, listening to the level under us through ten feet of bedrock. The under-rings on her were worse than I’d ever seen them. Two fingers rested at her sternum, not pressing, just resting, the way you keep a hand on a wound. She’d stopped walking her reads back a month ago, the morning the noise stopped lying to her, and the silence where the doubt used to be was its own kind of unsettling.

“They keyed her in at the far end,” she said. “Bay twenty-something. East run. She’s not understanding why the others are quiet.” A long pause; her eyes were somewhere past the wall. “She keeps trying to talk to them. They can’t talk back. I can feel her working out that they can’t.”

Wren stopped pacing.

“Don’t,” she said. “Don’t tell me that part.”

“You asked where she was.”

“I asked where, not — ” Wren cut it off, jaw tight, and the grin she reached for didn’t come, and she went still in the way that means something’s wrong with her, which is the only kind of still she has. Then she found the joke after all, low and not funny. “Great. Cool. So she’s down there learning the place doesn’t have a complaints department. Love that for us.” She turned to me. “Lightning rod. The plan.”

I’d had the plan for three weeks. I’d just never said it out loud, because saying it made it a thing you did instead of a thing you carried.

I pulled the worklight off its hook, unscrewed the back, and laid the schematic out on the concrete: the full sublevel runs, the one document in the building I wasn’t cleared to hold and had memorized anyway, years before there was a reason. I flattened it with both hands. Wren crouched over it. Calla came out of her corner and knelt at the edge of the light, close enough to read, far enough that nobody’s shoulder touched hers.

“There’s no clean stair down anymore,” I said. “They sealed the surface routes and put wardens on both landings. Fine. They sealed the front of the house. I don’t live in the front of the house.” I put my finger on the L1 main and dragged it east, into the lattice of crawlspaces where the grid’s hardware gets serviced. “Here. The containment runs. They’re kneeling-height and they smell like cold and they go everywhere the feeders go, which is everywhere. The grid that holds her down is also the map to her, because somebody had to be able to reach every cradle to wire it, and the somebody was a tunnel rat with a work order, same as me.” I tapped the spot where the crawlspace dropped toward L3. “This comes out behind the Brownout, past the warden line — not through it where they’re waiting, around it where they aren’t.”

Wren’s eyes were already running the route the way she ran everything, looking for the fastest line. “How tight.”

“Tight. You’ll go on your belly for the worst of it. There’s a flooded stretch I’ll have to read for whether it’s standing or moving before we put a body in it.” I looked at her. “And there’s a junction box at the L2 transfer that’ll be live and loud, and we have to go past it within arm’s reach, and current likes you, so you’ll want to be the one nowhere near it when I open it.”

“Open it for what.”

“To kill the cameras on the east run for the four minutes it takes to cross it. There’s no other way to blind that stretch.” I sat back. “That’s mine. That’s the part I do.”

Calla had gone quiet over the schematic, her finger hovering above the flooded stretch I’d named without ever seeing her finger arrive there. She does that. Reads the place that’s about to be a problem before I’ve finished describing it.

“You can feel the way down,” I said to her. It wasn’t a question, and I tried to say it the way she likes things said, as fact, not as something she had to defend.

She didn’t flinch at it, but something in her loosened that I only saw because I’d learned to watch her hands and not her face. “I can feel her. I’ve been able to feel that whole floor since I was nineteen.” A breath. “I can walk you to the bay with my eyes shut. It’s the rest of them I — ” She stopped, and for once it wasn’t the old reflex, the bracing to be called crazy. It was just hard. “There’s thirty of them down there and I’m going to walk past twenty-nine of them to get to one, and they’re all going to feel me come and feel me leave, and I’m going to do it anyway.” She looked up. “Tell me that’s the plan. I want to hear someone say it’s the plan, so it’s not just me deciding it.”

“It’s the plan,” I said. “We get Liora. We get one. The room stays standing and the rest stay where they are and we don’t get to fix that tonight, and I’m not going to pretend we do.” It tasted like rust to say it. “One. And we walk her up a stair that comes back up.”

Wren’s knuckles had gone still on her thigh. That was the thing I should have clocked sooner.

“Okay,” she said. “Eli’s tunnels, Calla’s feel for the floor, me wherever the wires are. Fine. Good. We have a plan.” She wasn’t looking at the schematic anymore. She was looking at me, and the restless eyes had stopped flicking, fixed on me the way they fix on the fast line out of a room, except I was the room. “So when do we talk about the part where you can’t carry it.”

The pump room got very small.

“Carry what,” Calla said, but she already knew; she’d known before Wren said it; she’d been feeling it building in me the whole time we knelt here and had been kind enough or scared enough not to name it.

I could have lied. I’m bad at it; I go flatter, not slicker, and they’d both have read the flatness. So I told the truth the way I read a gauge, with no decoration on it.

“I’m running heavy,” I said.

It was past heavy, and they could see it on me, and saying heavy was the lie inside the truth. The coal that was Liora had gone cold under my sternum but it hadn’t left. It sat there banked and wrong, a cold spot where there should have been warmth, and the cold was somehow worse to hold than the heat had been. Over it, along the backs of my arms and down my spine, Wren’s current kept up its endless half-asleep crawl, and tonight it was throwing sparks off my fingertips in the dry tunnel air without my doing anything at all; I’d touched the worklight casing earlier and snapped a blue thread between my skin and the steel and pretended I hadn’t. And behind my eyes, low and constant, was the hum that was Calla’s, a pressure more than a sound, thirty people’s worth of distant overload I could feel now the way she’d always felt it, the building refusing to go quiet for me the way it had never gone quiet for her. A coal gone cold, a current that wouldn’t settle, and a hum that knew where everyone in the building was hurting, and not one of the three of them rated for the body it was lodged in.

I hadn’t slept in four days. I had my sleeves up in a cold tunnel because I was running a fever no thermometer would explain. And under all of it, where a collar would sit on anyone else, there was a tick starting in my own chest, a faint chatter, the exact sound a relay makes the week before the weld lets go, and I was the relay, and there was no breaker on me and nothing rationing me and no slow approved way to bleed it off down the cold side of the run, because the run was me.

“I can do the tunnels,” I said. “I can do the cameras and the junction and read the water. That’s hands and a map. That’s the part I’d back myself on dying.” I made myself keep going, because they needed the rest of it to choose with their eyes open. “The grounding’s the problem. Getting Liora off that coupling is the same thing I did for her in the recovery bay, except worse, because the cradle fights harder than a collar and her charge has been banked cold for a day and it’ll come back into me all at once when I crack it. One more weather. On top of three.”

“So don’t take it into you,” Wren said. “Loose it. Do the thing you did in the assault, the — ” she made a sharp gesture, the one that meant the reserve, the night I’d dropped with blood in my mouth and the smell of cooked air coming off my own hands. “Dump some of what you’re carrying first. Make room.”

“It doesn’t make room.” I’d done that math a hundred times in four days and it came out the same way every time, ugly. “It spends one of you and traumatizes me and leaves the storm exactly where it was. I loose the current, I lose your current — I lose the part of you that’s in me — and I’m still carrying the coal and the hum and now I’m hollowed out and shaking on the floor of a vault three levels down with the wardens coming.” I looked at her, and I didn’t soften it, because softening it was a way of lying. “And I’d have spent it for nothing, because the thing I have to do at the bottom isn’t loosing a charge. It’s taking one on. It’s grounding her with three already in me, and holding all four steady long enough to walk her out, when I can’t reliably hold three.”

Nobody said anything. Calla had her two fingers at her sternum again, pressing now, her eyes shut, and I realized she wasn’t listening to the floor anymore. She was listening to me. To the tick. She’d have felt it the way she felt the women: a wrongness building in a body, the specific signature of a thing burning toward a place it breaks. She was the one person in the world who could hear my own gauge fall off the scale, and her face had gone the color of someone hearing exactly that.

“You’re saying it might detonate,” she said. Quiet. Certain. “Down there. With all four loose at once.”

“I’m saying I’ve stopped being able to promise it won’t.” That was the truest thing I had, and it came out flat, the way the worst ones do. “I read where things break for a living. I’ve spent ten years finding the fault before it finds someone else, and I’ve never once had to read myself, because I was always too small to be a fault. I’m not small anymore.” I almost laughed, and didn’t, because it wasn’t a laughing kind of true. “I’m the most overloaded thing in this building, and I’m about to ask it to take one more.”

Wren had come down off her crouch and was sitting now, finally, knees up, her back against the dead pump, and she’d stopped drumming entirely. From Wren that’s a held breath. She was looking at me the way you look at a burn climbing an arm you can’t outrun, and I understood, watching her face, that she knew this look from the inside, that she’d spent years being the body everyone agreed could carry the cost, grinning through it, and here it was on me, and she hated it on me the way she’d never once let herself hate it on herself.

“That’s not a plan,” she said. “That’s a plan with you not coming back stapled to the end of it.”

“It’s the plan that gets Liora up a stair.” I held her eyes. “I’m not asking either of you to like the staple.”

“I’m asking you to take it off.”

“I can’t.” Two words, flat, and they landed in the small cold room like a tool set down. “There isn’t a version where I hold three, ground a fourth, and walk away light. The grounding loads me. That’s the whole of what I am: the load goes into me and there’s nowhere under me deep enough to take all of it, not anymore. So I take it, and I hold what I can, and I walk her out, and then we find out what I can’t hold.” I looked from one of them to the other, the current sparking faint at my fingers, the hum behind my eyes full of thirty distant women and now, threaded through it, the two right in front of me, scared and not leaving. “That’s the math. I’ve run it every way there is. It doesn’t close. I’m going to do it anyway, because the version where I don’t is the version where she learns the room has no complaints department, forever, in the dark, and I get to keep being too small to be a fault. I’m done being too small to be a fault.”

The tick chattered once in my chest, sharp, and I felt all three of them flicker with it, the cold coal and the live current and the wide hum, like a building settling on a foundation it had finally noticed wasn’t rated for the weight.

I folded the schematic along its old creases and put it back in my jacket, and I sat there in the dead pump room with the two of them and the one of us three floors down in the cold, doing the only thing left to do with a load that has nowhere to go.

I figured out where I’d put it.


Chapter 40: Grey Hand

Calla felt them before the door did.

We were in the dead pump room, the schematic spread on the concrete under the worklight, and she had her two fingers to her sternum and her head tipped like she was catching a sound off a far wall. Then she said, “Six. Coming up the L3 spur,” and her voice didn’t have a walk-back in it anymore, which still landed wrong on me every time, the way a missing tooth feels wrong before you remember why. “They’re not running. They want me to feel them coming.”

“Handlers?” I had the worklight in one hand already, the immovable thing settling into me before I’d decided on it.

“No.” She scratched once at the green band at her throat and made herself stop. “Quieter than handlers. The man in front of them is a hole.”

I didn’t ask what that meant. I’d find out, the way you find out about a weld by standing on the floor it’s holding up.

The dark came down the corridor ahead of him.

It wasn’t a glow and it wasn’t a shadow. The worklight in my hand didn’t dim so much as stop reaching, the cone of it that had been laying out a clean ten feet of concrete pulling back to my wrist, and past that the corridor went to a flat grey nothing the eye kept sliding off, no shadows in it because there was no light left to throw one. The hum I’d carried behind my eyes since Calla grounded, the live crawl of Wren’s current along my nerves, both guttered like a flame in a jar with the lid coming down. He reached in and turned me down without touching me, and that was the worst of it.

Wren’s knuckles had been drumming the lip of the pump. They stopped.

“Okay,” she said, fast, already on her feet, already moving toward the front of it the way she moved toward everything. “I hate this. I hate it a lot. Wanted that said before we do it anyway.”

Marcus Dell came out of the dark like the dark was where he kept his coat.

I knew him from the assault — the still way he held, the band of pale scar ringing his throat where a collar had sat eleven years and been cut off, not unlocked. He stood square in the doorway, weight even, taking up exactly the room he needed and not an inch past it, both hands open and out where I could see them. Older than anyone in the building wanted their monster to be. The grey in the close beard was real, earned. His eyes, when the worklight finally caught a corner of his face, didn’t catch back. The light just refused them, sat flat in them like water gone still, and I understood that the dark wasn’t a thing he switched on. It was leaking off him low the whole time, banked, the way Liora’s heat used to bank under her skin before they let her perform it down to nothing.

“You ground,” he said. No greeting. The voice came low and unhurried, a man who’d said the next part to himself in the dark for years and wasn’t going to rush it now. “I watched you do it under fire and nearly die for it. I came to ask you to do it again, for me. I’m not going to lie to you about why.”

“You came to take me,” I said. “Last time.”

“Last time I was wrong about how.” His mouth turned, and the turn had a pull in it I didn’t trust, a thing he could decide to use. “I took men by the collar for nine years and called it bringing them in. Bad habit.” He didn’t step forward. He went stiller instead, and the dark crept a hand-width further into the room, and Wren’s grin flickered. “I’m asking now. You can hear the difference or you can’t.”

*

Calla stayed back against the cold pipe, hood down, ear bared to him. She wasn’t flinching, and that told me more than he did. She flinched at a kind hand and leaned into it after; she’d watched this man’s people hunt us and she stood there reading him with her face open, which meant whatever she heard under his words wasn’t a lie.

“Tell him the rest,” she said. Quiet. To me, not to him. “He’s not finished and he’s not pretending he is.”

Marcus looked at her for a second, and something moved in the craggy face that wasn’t the recruiter’s pull, something older. “You’re the one who hears it,” he said. “Under the floor.”

“I’m usually wrong.” It came out of her by reflex, the old groove, and then she set her jaw and took it back herself, which I’d never once seen her do. “No. I’m not. There are people under this building and nobody’s supposed to be able to hear them.”

“Thirty-odd,” he said. “Give or take. I’ve never been able to count them. I can’t get into the room they’re in.” He said it flat, and it cost him flat, and his right hand, the one with the old burn-glaze across the knuckles, came up two fingers to the scar at his throat, brushed it, dropped. He didn’t seem to know he’d done it. “They cast the cells to lock against a Sink, a Null, the dark. I walk in and turn off every alarm they’ve got and I still can’t open one door, because the doors aren’t keyed to suppression, they’re keyed against it. The only thing that opens them is the thing they spent a generation making sure didn’t exist anymore.” He looked at me. “You.”

“You don’t know that,” I said.

“I know it the way I know my throat.” No heat. He turned the temperature down instead of up, and the room got colder with him. “I tried everything a man can try from the outside for longer than you’ve worked here. I read it different than the academy reads it, but I read it the same way every time, and it always comes out a ground wire. I need one. There’s one alive. Here you are.”

I read where he broke while he said it. It wasn’t hard. Everything in the man was built around one absence: there was a person down there he was looking for, and he hadn’t said her, hadn’t said a name, and the not-saying was the load-bearing thing, the place the whole structure leaned. I knew that shape. I’d built my own life around a basement and a boy I wouldn’t name in a stairwell. Two men holding a door shut with their faces, and I’d thought I was the only one in the building doing it.

“Your people,” I said.

“Some of mine.” He let the some sit. “And whoever else they’ve put down there. I don’t get to be choosy about which ones I’d burn this place to free.” The jaw set, half a second before the next line, like he was bracing to be hated for it. “I’ll save you the digging. If getting into that room costs lives, I’ll spend them. Yours included, if it comes to it and there’s no other math. I’d rather find other math. I usually can.” He shrugged, a small economical thing. “That’s just the number, and I’d be a liar to walk in here and hide it, and a liar’s the one thing the leash already made me. I’m done being one for free.”

Wren had gone quiet against the pump. Quiet, for Wren, is a klaxon. She was the one of us who came up the way he came up, useful till it scarred her, told the burn was hers to carry, and she was the only one in the room hearing him with her own wound and not just her ears.

“He means it,” she said. Not fast, for once. “That’s the awful part. He’s not bluffing the number to scare us. He just actually has one.” She looked at him, chin up the way she did when somebody was taller than her and she resented it. “You’d trade me for them and feel bad about it later. That’s supposed to make me feel better.”

“It’s supposed to make you trust the parts where I’m not lying,” Marcus said. “Which is all of them. That’s the whole offer.” And then, lower, the recruiter’s hand opening all the way: “You’re not crazy for hearing them, kid. You’re the only one in the building who isn’t.”

I watched that land on her and I didn’t like how well it fit.

*

Here is the arithmetic he didn’t know, and that I was never going to hand him.

He knew the people down there were taken. He’d lived it, collared and drained a little at a time and listed decommissioned, cut his own band off and got out, and his didn’t. He knew the academy lied and that the lie ran to the bottom of the building. He did not know where the charge went after they took it. He talked about the cells and the doors and the thirty like a man talking about a prison, and a prison was a thing he understood, and the actual shape under our feet was worse than a prison and I had no word for it I’d say in front of him or anyone. He read erasure. So did I. Neither of us read the rest of it, and the rest of it was the part you didn’t go looking for unless you wanted the floor to open.

So I let him think it was a basement full of locked doors. It was, on top. I kept the rest folded where I keep everything, and I made the man a deal with the lid on.

“Conditions,” I said.

“Name them.”

“They’ve already taken one of mine down there.” The cold spot under my sternum where Liora’s heat used to bank had gone flat and far the day the band keyed shut on her — her warmth re-banked somewhere below me, somewhere I couldn’t reach, a fault you can’t find because it’s behind a wall. I didn’t explain that to him. “I’m not going down there for your math. I’m going for her, and the others come up if they can come up, and the first time your number tells you to spend one of mine to make the rest cheaper, the deal’s done and you’ll find out what a ground wire does when it’s not in the mood to be useful.”

Something almost like respect crossed the hard face. “You block doors,” he said. “I heard that about you. A man who won’t be moved.” He nodded once, slow. “I’ll take a man who won’t be moved over a man who’s brave any day of the week. Brave runs out.”

“That’s not a yes from me.”

“It’s not a yes from me either,” I said. “It’s a road we’re both on for exactly as long as it goes the same direction. The minute it forks, I’m not walking your fork.”

“Understood.” He let his hands fall closed, then open again, the legible habit, a man called a liar so long he refused to so much as gesture like one. “I’ll be where the dark is. Your people know how to find it now.” A breath. The grey eased back off the worklight, the cone of it crept out across the concrete again, and I felt the hum behind my eyes come back up, Wren’s current resuming its low crawl through me, the borrowed weather settling back into its overfull banks. “I can get you to the bottom. I can’t open the bottom. That was always going to be you.” He looked at me a beat too long, the way Liora had on the broadcast floor a lifetime ago, two people the same hand had filed in the wrong drawer. “Hard thing, to be the only key. I’m sorry it’s you. I’m not sorry I came.”

Then he stepped back into the grey he’d brought, and the grey folded up after him, and where a man had been there was just the corridor again and our own light reaching down it, and Calla let out a breath she’d been keeping.

*

Nobody talked for a minute. The worklight ticked. Four floors up a broadcast was eating the water pressure, and down here the building made its night sounds, the hum, the slow water in old stone, and under all of it, if you were Calla, the thing nobody else could hear.

“I don’t trust him,” Wren said finally. She’d come off the pump, close, closer than the room needed her, the way she got when the joke had run out and she didn’t have another loaded. “And I get him. Both. At the same time. It’s very annoying.”

“You get him because he’s right about you,” Calla said. She’d come away from the pipe too, drawn in toward the worklight, toward us, the three of us pulling into the small lit circle the way you do when the dark’s just shown you how big it is. “He’s not wrong that you’re the only one who isn’t.”

Wren’s knuckles came up to drum and didn’t. She looked at her own hand like it had betrayed her by going still, and then she looked at me, and the gallows grin came up but it didn’t reach, it was the armor and not the thing, and I watched her decide whether to flee from the next part or stand in it.

“Hey,” I said. Low. The voice you’d use on a spooked animal, which she’d have decked me for if I’d said it out loud. “Come here.”

She flinched. Old reflex, fast and total, a body that learned tenderness was the dangerous input. For half a second I thought she’d be two rooms gone before I finished the word.

She stayed.

She crossed the last foot of concrete and put her forehead against my collarbone, hard, more collision than embrace, and her hands came up and fisted in the front of my jacket, and the live current that runs in her ran into me where we touched, that low crackle along the nerves, and for once it didn’t have to fight to earth because I was already the floor under it. Calla came in at my other side without the bracing this time, no recoil to ride out, just her shoulder against my arm and her head tipped to rest, choosing the contact clean, the quietest thing she’d felt in years.

The three of us stood in the cone of the worklight with one of us missing.

I felt her missing the way you feel a load you’ve set down and your arms keep waiting for. Liora’s cold flat absence under my sternum where the heat used to bank. The woman who’d told me to stop being careful with her, down in the room I couldn’t open, with the thirty, not understanding why. And under my skin the borrowed weather pulled tight and overfull, Wren’s current and Calla’s resonance pressing at the banks of a man never built to hold even one, and somewhere below us a man with a hole for a power waiting to walk me down to the only door my own hands could open. The last time I opened a person it took fifteen years and a boy named Davey to get past, and I never quite did.

I held both of them and did the math I’d been not-doing since the dark walked in, and it came out the way it always came out down here, which was that you find the failure point before it finds you, or you spend your life cleaning up after it found someone you loved. I’d found this one. I was standing in it. Wren’s heart going against my chest, fast and scared and staying anyway. Calla’s breath evening out against my arm. The cold place where Liora should have been. The grey hand under the floor, honest about exactly how much of us it would spend, which was the only reason on earth I could take it.

I was about to walk three people I’d die for down a road built by a man who’d told me to my face he might trade them, into a room I wasn’t sure I’d open without coming apart. The closeness of them was the warmest thing I’d felt in a building full of cold light, and the dread of it wore the same skin.

I didn’t move, and for once that wasn’t the immovable thing. It was just that I couldn’t have said which way was safe, because there wasn’t one.


Chapter 41: Holt's Choice

The freight cage in the L2 transfer shaft had a key panel that hadn’t worked since before I came on, and that was the whole reason I’d picked it. A dead lock is the kind of thing nobody guards, because nobody upstairs believes in a door they can’t open. I’d kept it dead on purpose for six years, signing off the repair order every spring and never doing the repair, and tonight the small dishonest thing I’d done a dozen times was the way down.

Calla had the route in her head before I’d finished drawing it on the schematic. She didn’t read maps; she read the building like she read a room, by where the people weren’t. “Nobody’s listening at the transfer shaft,” she’d said, two fingers flat to her sternum, eyes gone middle-distance. “There’s a warden on the L3 landing and one at the pump junction, and between them there’s a hall everyone forgot, because nobody’s been frightened in it for a long time and the building keeps its watchers where the fear is.” She’d come back to herself and looked at me, level. “That’s where they aren’t.”

So that was where we went. Me, and Wren a half-step off my shoulder with her hood up and her knuckles going against her own thigh in a soft restless count, and Calla last, listening behind us for the thing that hadn’t found us yet.

The hall everyone forgot ran two hundred feet of cable tray and condensate drip and a ceiling low enough that Wren walked it with her chin tucked, and at the end of it was the maintenance door to the sublevel spine, and standing in front of the maintenance door, lit by nothing, in a suit the cameras would have loved if there’d been a single camera down here to love it, was Brandt Holt.

I stopped. Behind me Wren’s count stopped. The drip kept going, patient, the only sound in the hall that didn’t know to be afraid.

He’d come down. That was the first thing I clocked, flat, before the rest of it landed. Holt didn’t come down. Holt arrived to floors that had been lit for him an hour. And he’d put himself between me and the only quiet way to her, in a corridor with no light that suited him and no one to see him stand in it, and the wrongness of him being here at all was louder than anything he’d say.

“I figured it’d be this one,” he said. The voice came out smooth, projected for a room that wasn’t there. “The dead cage. I went and looked at the work orders. Six years you’ve signed it broken and never fixed it.” A small nod, almost respect. “You build your whole life out of the things nobody checks. I never knew people did that. I never had to.”

“Move, Holt.”

“I can’t.” He said it simply, and the simplicity was the worst of it, because it wasn’t a taunt. It was a man stating a fact about himself that he believed all the way to the floor. “They’re down there. The wardens, on both landings I’m not standing on. If you go past me, they take you in the dark and they take the two behind you, and they take you all to the same place they took Sloane, and the part of this where any of you walks back up a stair stops being a part of this.” He turned the heavy ring on his right hand, once, around and back, and caught it, and made it stop. “I came the way that doesn’t get you killed in a corridor. That’s the only mercy I’ve got left to spend on you, and I’m spending it standing here.”

*

He said her name and I felt it move through the hall behind me. Sloane. Liora, down past the door, three floors into a building that had banded her young and spent her down to the wick and called the spending love, put back into the dark she’d walked out of, because walking out of it had been the one thing they couldn’t allow to be seen. Holt said her name like it cost him something to put it in his mouth, and that was the lever, and I think on some level he knew I’d see it, and didn’t care, because the hurt was the realest thing he had and he’d rather be caught hurting than caught hollow.

“You know what they’re doing to her,” I said.

“I know what they’re doing for her.” The flush came up his throat above the collar, fast, the tell PR never could coach out of him. “I know what you did to her. I watched her two years, Tate. The whole academy watched her hold it together on a stage and not one of us did anything because she made it look like she didn’t need anything. You think you found something nobody else could see. We all saw it. We just knew better than to pull the pin and call it freedom.” His voice caught, snagged on something, came back rougher. “She’s not steady because she’s free. She’s steady because she’s borrowing it off you, and the day you go down — and you’re going down, look at you, you’re sweating in a cold hall — the day you go, she comes apart with nobody cleared to catch her. I am not going to let that happen to her. That’s not the institution talking. That’s me.”

The doctrine was Halloran’s, the same braid they’d handed him in the corridor weeks ago. But the fear under it was his own, and that was new, and it was the thing that made him dangerous here. He’d loved her since they built him next to her, the golden pair, and he’d assumed without ever once earning it that she was his trajectory, and she’d chosen a tunnel rat instead, and now she was in the dark. They’d reached into the one clean thing left in the man and aimed it at the door behind him.

“Then help me get her up,” I said.

He went still.

I’d read him a month and I knew the cost of the stillness. It wasn’t the brand holding. It was the brand gone, for a second, the performance dropping all the way out from under him, and what was left standing in the dead corridor was a man with no light on him and nothing written down to tell him who to be.

“Open the door,” I said, low, the way you talk to a thing three breaths from coming apart. “You don’t have to fight anybody. You don’t have to stand next to a lie on a riser ever again. You walk down with me, you tell the wardens Vanguard’s got it handled, and they stand aside, because nobody questions the future of heroism. We bring her up. We bring all of it up, into every camera they own, and you’re the man who did the real thing this time. Not the man they pointed. The man who chose.” I let it sit. “You wanted one true thing nobody wrote for you. It’s standing in front of you. The door’s right there behind your shoulder. All you have to do is be the man you’ve spent your whole life afraid you’re not.”

*

For a moment he wanted it.

I watched it happen in him, the way you watch a load arrive at a wall and the wall decide, in the half-second before it gives or holds, which thing it’s going to be. His face came open. The jaw stopped working. His hand came off the ring and hung at his side, and his eyes — pale, tired, no camera-steel left in them down here in the honest dark — went to the door at his shoulder and then to me, and for one whole breath there was a man in that suit who was about to turn around and put his hand on the door.

I’d seen people stand at that exact threshold. Theo in the bright corridor, deciding all at once and without knowing why. Liora on a crash-mat saying I’m choosing this, don’t make me say it like a question. The moment where a person stops being the thing that was done to them and becomes a thing they did. Holt stood in it. He stood in it longer than I thought he could, and I let myself believe, for that one breath, that the man under the brand was going to be more than the brand had ever let him.

Then his hands closed.

He hated that they did; I saw him hate it, the clench an ugly unphotogenic thing his whole training had drilled out of him, and the hating was the last of the real man before he put the real man away. Because the door behind him wasn’t just a door. On the other side of it was the thing he couldn’t walk through, not the wardens, not the dark, but the part where turning that handle meant the brand had always been hollow, that every win was staged and every save was scripted and the legend with his grandfather’s face on a museum wall was a thing they’d manufactured before he could throw a punch, and there was nothing underneath it he’d ever been allowed to build. He could lose Liora. He’d proven that to himself standing here. What he could not do was lose the only self he had and find nothing where it had been.

“They told me you’d say that,” he said, and the voice had gone smooth again, smooth and dead, the polish coming back up over the catch like a tide coming back over a footprint. “The Provost said you’d offer me a door. He said it’d sound like the bravest thing in the world and it’d be the cliff dressed up as the brave thing. He said a man like you, with nothing to protect, never understands what it costs a man like me to have something.” He drew himself up the half-inch he stole, found a light that wasn’t there, stood in it anyway. “He was right. I knew he’d be right. I just had to hear it from you to be sure.”

He turned, then, not toward the door but past it, to the warden’s call-panel set in the wall beside it, the one I’d have had to reach past him to reach, and he keyed it, two fingers, clean, and spoke into it in the projected voice that carried to rooms.

“Both landings, this is Vanguard. He’s in the L2 transfer hall with the other two. The third quiet stair’s the one off the dead cage — I’m standing on it.” A pause. The smooth, terrible courtesy. “Take them gentle. They’re sick, not dangerous. The Provost wants them treated.”

He clicked off. And down through the building I heard it answer — boots, far off, both directions at once, the dark filling up with the men he’d just told where we were, the one route nobody was watching closing like a throat because the man standing in the middle of it had decided, with his whole heart, sincerely, for free, to be the institution’s hand one more time.

*

“Go,” I said.

Wren was already moving. She’d clocked the boots the same second I had, the kid who’d grown up in the forge district where you learn the sound of a thing coming before you learn its name, and she had Calla by the sleeve and was hauling her back down the forgotten hall toward the only branch we had left, the wet long way, the L3 main with the draft that smelled like cut grass, three minutes longer and now the only minutes we had.

I went last, because I was the slow part now, and I stopped once, in the mouth of the hall, and looked back at him.

He hadn’t moved. He stood in front of the door with his hands still clenched and the flush still climbing his throat and his eyes on me, and he wasn’t gloating. That was the part I’d carry. There was no triumph in him at all. There was a man who had just been handed the one real choice of his arranged life and had stepped back from it into the suit, and knew it, somewhere down past the doctrine and the borrowed words, knew exactly what he’d refused, and was going to spend the rest of his life not looking at it the way I’d spent fifteen years not looking at a basement. The brand had cost him everything it was ever going to cost a man, and he’d paid it standing up, and called the paying duty.

“You could’ve been more than this,” I said, no cruelty in it, flat as a man reading a wall that’s already gone. “You were three feet from it.”

His jaw worked. For half a second the scared young man surfaced one last time, all the way up, and his mouth opened on something that wasn’t a script.

Then the first warden came around the far corner behind him, and Holt’s face closed over the man like a door, and whatever he’d been about to say went back down into the place he’d never open again in this book or maybe any. He turned to meet the warden. The future of heroism, lit by nothing, doing the thing they pointed him at, sincerely, all the way down.

I ran. We made the L3 branch with the boots two corners back and the cut-grass draft cold in my face, and we went down into the part of the building I knew and they didn’t, three of us instead of four, the clean fast way to her gone and a hard wet hour added to a night that didn’t have one to spare, and somewhere above and behind us a man stood guard over an empty stair he’d closed with his own hand, having chosen, when the one real door of his life swung open in front of him, to be important instead of free.


Chapter 42: Infiltration

We went down through the part of the building I’d spent ten years learning by hand, and for the first time in my life I went down it knowing they’d kill me if they found me on it.

That changed the tunnels. Not the concrete, not the sweating welds, not the long low note of the grid running its endless errand through four floors of stone; those were the same as the morning I logged the feeder in junction seven and tightened a bolt that wasn’t the problem. What had changed was me. A man who reads where a thing breaks spends his career on the outside of the failure, looking in, holding the clipboard. I wasn’t on the outside of this one. I was the load now, the live thing the building was hunting, and the difference sat under my boots like a floor I’d decided not to trust.

Marcus went first where the dark mattered and I went first where the building did. That was the deal we’d struck in the safehouse, struck without much liking it, two men the system had made into liars working out who got to lead in which dark. He moved like the spine bible of the academy was written somewhere behind his eyes and he was reading the worst page of it. Big, unhurried, both hands open at his sides. The Faultline came behind him, three of them, no names traded, no costumes, the absence of a suit the only thing they all wore. Then the women behind me, and the building closing slow around all of us like water.

“Camera at the second bend,” I said, low. “Dead nine months. Nobody’s filed it because nobody’s supposed to know it’s there.” I put my hand flat to the junction box beside it without thinking, the old reflex, reading the box for what it would do, and snatched it back. The box had nothing to tell me that mattered now and my hand had started to spark.

That was the new thing, and I hadn’t told them how bad it was.

My fingertips had been throwing fine blue threads since the surface stair, the static you get off a doorknob in dry weather except it wasn’t dry and it wasn’t a doorknob, it was three people’s worth of borrowed weather banked in a man built to hold one. Liora’s heat sat low behind my breastbone where it always sat, gone cold and wrong since they took her below, a banked coal someone had carried out of the room. Wren’s current ran a hot seam down my left side that jumped at the lights. And under both, newest and strangest, Calla’s resonance, which wasn’t a heat or a current at all but a crowd, the low pressure of other people’s overloads arriving behind my eyes a half-second before my eyes had anything to see. The three of them didn’t share a man well. I felt them grinding against each other in there like loads on a beam past spec and asked to hold the schedule anyway.

There was a tick starting up in my chest. High and thin, irregular, right at the edge of what I could feel. I’d heard that tick off a boy on a stairwell, off a woman on a broadcast floor, off every collar I’d read going up toward a fire. It had never once come from inside me.

I didn’t say so. Calla knew, had known since the surface stair, and she hadn’t said so either, because saying it was its own kind of pulling the floor out, and we needed the floor.

*

I’d walked the descent ten thousand times and could’ve told you with my eyes shut where the air turned. Past the L1 spur the warmth quit. The harbor damp that made the tunnels close and human gave way to something colder off the bedrock, and the grid-hum you half-heard up top thickened down here into a pressure you felt in your teeth before your ears. The deeper you went, the colder it got and the louder the silence ran. That was the academy’s whole architecture in a temperature: warmth up top where the cameras were, cold at the bottom where they kept the thing the warmth was paid for with.

“Stairs come back in forty feet,” Marcus said. He’d stopped. He didn’t put a hand up; he just went stiller, and stillness off Marcus was a held breath the whole group took. “Past that it’s theirs. Not the handlers. The wardens.” He turned his head, and in the low amber of the service light his eyes had gone flat, light arriving at them and finding nowhere to land, the one tell that the dark coming was coming from him. “You ever met a Sink, kid?”

“Posted at a door, once. Half my life ago.” I thought of a girl in a grey uniform on an access stair, the dull band thin at her throat, the flick of the eyes two filed people trade. “She could pull the heat out of a room.”

“Then you know the half of it.” His right hand half-closed, the burn-glazed knuckles tightening, and that was the only warning anyone got that he meant to spend his power. “A Sink doesn’t fight you. He turns you off. Walk a grounder into a warden’s reach and the grounding stops being a thing you can do. Walk her into it,” a tilt of the head back at Liora, off-collar, steady, undeniable, “and she’s collared again without the collar, long as he’s looking.” He let that sit, low and unhurried, a man reading me my own autopsy. “I can put the dark over him. Buys you seconds. But it eats yours too, kid, and hers, and his, all at once. That’s the whole point of it, the dark doesn’t pick. So when I drop it, everybody’s blind together, and the only thing that matters is who moves best in the blind.” He looked at me steady. “That’s you. Ten years down here. Move in the blind.”

It was a plan built out of spending. I’d known that going in. Marcus’s plans were always built out of spending and the only argument I’d won in the safehouse was the one where I made him say out loud whose lives he meant to spend, because a man should have to say it.

“Nobody dies who doesn’t have to,” I said. Flat. Same as I’d said it upstairs.

“Nobody dies who doesn’t have to,” he agreed, in the voice you’d use to gentle a man you’d already decided you might have to disappoint, and went down the last of the stairs into the cold with both hands open.

*

The warden was waiting at the L2 landing, where the medbay corridor branched off toward the ward and the heavy door to the deeper levels stood at the end of the hall under a single caged light.

I’d built him in my head as something out of the brand, a guard, a wall, a thing with a face you could hate. He wasn’t. He was a man maybe thirty-five in a grey utility coat with the academy’s mark worn half off the breast, a thermos by his boot, and when he stood up to face us his knees did the thing knees do after a long shift on cold concrete, and around his throat sat a band exactly like the one on the girl from the access stair, a Sink banded young and posted at a door and let to call it a career.

“You can’t be down here,” Warden Kesh said. Not a challenge. Tired. The voice of a man saying a true thing he’s said a thousand times to people who already know it. “Turn around. I’ll log it as a wrong turn. There’s a wrong turn on the L1 spur, people take it, I write it up, nobody’s the worse.” His eyes went over us, over the no-costumes and the woman off her collar and the big man in front gone strangely hard to look at, and something in his face did the math and didn’t like the answer. “Please. Turn around. I don’t want what comes if you don’t.”

“Stand aside, Warden,” Marcus said. Low. “You know what’s behind that door.”

“I know I get to keep breathing if I stand at it.” Kesh’s jaw worked. “You think I don’t? You think anybody bands a man at sixteen and puts him on the bottom door because they trust him? I’m down here for the same reason they’re down here.” A small flat motion of his hand at the heavy door, at the thirty he couldn’t possibly have meant to name and named anyway with his whole tired body. “Only difference is I’m awake for it. Turn around.”

For half a second nobody moved, and I read him the way I read a wall that’s already decided to go. The crack in Kesh wasn’t malice. It was a man who’d done the arithmetic on his own life so long ago that the answer had worn smooth and quit costing him anything to say, the same way keep your head down, stay small had worn smooth in me. He didn’t want to be here. He was here anyway. There’s a cruelty that comes wearing the face of a kindness, and there’s one that comes wearing the face of a job, and Kesh was the second, and the old dry fury banked up low in me at the men who’d built a door that needed a victim to hold it.

Then Marcus dropped the dark, and the world went out.

*

I’d had ten years to learn what the bottom of this building sounded like with my eyes shut. I’d never once learned it with my power gone too. The dark didn’t just take the light. It took the grid-hum that had been a pressure in my teeth, took the hot seam down my left side, took the crowd of overloads behind my eyes, took the thread of holding that kept three borrowed storms from grinding loose, all of it gone between one breath and the next, until I was just a man in a coverall in a cold hole in the ground with no senses worth the name and no idea where the floor stopped.

The tick in my chest didn’t stop. That was how I knew the dark wasn’t total mercy. It could turn off what I could do; it couldn’t reach the bomb. The relay-tick went right on in the black, fast and irregular, the borrowed storm hunting a path now that the man holding it had gone blind, and I understood with a flat clarity that if this ran long enough I wouldn’t need a warden to detonate. I’d do it myself, in the dark, from the inside.

Move in the blind. I moved.

I knew this corridor by the draft and the slope of the floor and the place the concrete went uneven from a pour somebody botched before my father was born, and I went toward the heavy door on those, hand out, head down, the one navigation I had left. Behind me Wren went fast and profane, a body that ran at danger by long training even with the current pulled out of her, her voice in the black saying I’ve got the left, somebody better have the right in the gallows pitch she kept for the worst rooms. Liora moved careful and certain, regal even sightless. Calla didn’t move at all, and that was right; with her resonance gone she had less than any of us in the dark, and the smartest thing the most-listened-to person in the building could do was stand still and not become a thing somebody tripped over.

And I heard Kesh.

A Sink in the dark is still a Sink. Marcus had said the dark ate his cancel and he’d been half right, because a cancel doesn’t need to see. Kesh swept his reach across the corridor blind, an arm groping a dark counter for the thing it dropped, and where it passed it didn’t matter that the dark already had me switched off; it switched me off a second deeper, a nothing under the nothing, the floor falling out of a floor that had already fallen. I went down. Nothing had hit me. Something had un-made me for a half-second, every borrowed thing in me yanked toward a drain that wasn’t the floor, that was him, and the tick in my chest stuttered and grabbed and the whole bomb lurched toward the new low place he’d opened. He didn’t have to beat us. He had to be in the room. That was why a warden was the lock on the bottom of the world.

“Eli.” Calla’s voice, close, in the black. No question in it, just my name, flat and certain, a person who for once didn’t have to read a face for permission to know what she knew. “Left of you. Reach is coming from your left. He can’t sweep through the doorframe, the steel breaks it. Get the steel between you.”

She couldn’t see, and she had no resonance in the dark. She knew the building because she’d spent five years listening to it scream while nobody believed her, and now the not-believing was over and what was left was the truest map in the room. I got the steel between me. The reach broke against the doorframe like water at a gunwale, and the floor came back under the floor, and the tick eased a notch off the edge it had been climbing.

Then the dark dropped.

Marcus could only hold it so long. That was the cost he hadn’t fully said, that the dark ate him too, that a man burned thin by eleven years could only switch off the world for so many seconds before the switching off started switching him off, and when it went, the world came back all at once, the caged light and the grid-hum slamming up into my teeth and the hot seam and the crowd and the whole grinding overloaded weight of three borrowed storms arriving in me in the same breath, and I was on one knee at the heavy door with my fingertips throwing real arcs now, blue and forking, lighting the cold steel up in stutters.

Kesh stood six feet off with his thermos kicked over and his reach still out and his tired face caught in the strobe of my own hands going wrong, and he looked at me, at the arcs climbing my arms, at the overlit lines starting to show under the skin of my wrists where no light should be, at the thing I was that he’d been posted his whole banded life to never have to look at, and the math moved behind his eyes again, and this time it came up different.

“You’re not a Projector,” he said. Quiet. Wondering, almost, under the fear. “I’ve cancelled every kind they make. You don’t cancel. You’re something they swore was gone.” His hand came up to his own banded throat, the same reflex I’d watched on Wexler, on Marcus, on every man the academy had ever filed and forgotten, two fingers to the band, and his voice dropped to nothing. “They put me on this door at sixteen and never once told me it was for keeping out you.”

“They tell everybody that,” Marcus said behind me, low, swaying a little from the cost of the dark, magnetic even spent. “Look at his hands, Warden. That’s a man holding three of your prisoners’ freedom in a body coming apart from the weight of it, because he won’t put it down. You want to know what your door is for? Keeping men like that off men like the ones behind it. Stand there a second longer and you find out what you’ve been guarding.”

Kesh looked at the door. He looked at me. His reach stayed out, still pulling at the borrowed storm in me, holding the lock on the bottom of the world with the exhausted competence of a man doing a job he’d done ten thousand nights.

He didn’t stand aside. I’ll put that down plain, because it would be a kinder story if he had. He was a conscripted man with a band on his throat and people upstairs who could put him in a cradle of his own, and standing aside was a cost he couldn’t pay, and he kept his reach on me and his back to the door and his face wrecked the whole time. The lock held because the lock was a victim more afraid of his keepers than of us. But he’d seen, and a thing that’s been seen doesn’t go all the way back to furniture, no matter how hard the man tries to make it.

Wren came in fast off his blind side while his reach was full of me, the current back in her now, the dark gone. She didn’t hit him. She got an arm across his throat and her body behind his and she held, the way I hold things, the immovable thing instead of the strong thing, and her voice in his ear went gentle in a way I’d never once heard from her. “Easy. Easy, we’re not the ones who put that on you. Drop the reach. Just the reach. Nobody’s making you choose a side, we’re just gonna walk you off this door so the side you’re already on stops mattering for ten minutes.”

His reach wavered. The pull on the storm in me eased, and the tick backed off another notch, and for one breath I thought we’d have it clean.

Then the caged light at the far end came up to full, and a second behind it, and a third, the whole hall flooding cold and bright the way the building floods a thing it’s decided to stop pretending it can’t see, and a voice came down through a speaker grille set in the old military stone, calm and warm and certain and grieved, a voice I’d have known in any dark in the world.

“Eli,” Halloran said, gentle, from everywhere at once. “I know you can hear me. I want you to stop now, before the thing you’re holding stops you. I’ve watched four of those come apart. I would very much like not to watch the fifth be you.”

And down at the heavy door the locks began, one after another, to throw, and they weren’t opening, they were sealing, the bottom of the world closing its mouth with all of us already inside it.


Chapter 43: The Scale

The first time I came down here I’d had a flashlight and two charges and a count I made myself stop at thirty. I’d read the room the only way I knew, for where it broke, and the horror was that it didn’t break anywhere. I’d walked out telling myself I understood it.

I’d understood nothing. I’d seen a room.

This time I felt it before the door, the way Calla had felt things her whole life and been called crazy for it, because three floors of grounding had wired her sense into me and now her gift sat behind my eyes like a second pair, and what it was telling me, two corridors out, past the warden-line we’d left behind us breathing and bound, was that the cold ahead was full of people, not lights at all but people, thirty-some banked low fires that each had been a girl with a name, and I could feel the weight of every one of them through the bedrock, a pressure with a heartbeat in it, a crowd sensed through a wall, except this crowd was holding so still it cost them, and the cost was the part that put my hand against the bedrock to steady a body that hadn’t decided yet whether it was going to keep walking.

“You’ve got the look she gets,” Wren said behind me, low. She meant Calla. She’d watched me go somewhere with my face for a second. “The far one.”

“I can feel them,” I said. “From here.”

“Yeah.” Her own voice had gone careful in a way Wren’s voice almost never went, the gallows banked under something she didn’t have a joke for. The live current of her that I carried lifted along my forearms, a fine prickle answering the room ahead, and I watched her notice the same thing in her own skin, the pink coming up the backs of her hands. “My hair’s standing up. There’s that much of it down there. That many of them, still lit, all at once.” She flexed her fingers like she could shake it off. She couldn’t. “It’s pulling at me. Like the room wants to know if I’m one of theirs.”

I didn’t tell her she was, in every way that mattered, a current with nowhere to ground born eleven months too late to be down here in a cradle of her own. She knew. Saying it wouldn’t have helped, and we were a long way past the kind of trouble talk fixes.

Calla led. She’d led from the seam down, hood off, the bared ear turned toward the dark, the green tracker at her throat the only warm-wrong color in the descent, and she hadn’t walked anything back since the warden-line, hadn’t braced once to be told she was wrong, because there was nothing down here she could be wrong about. She’d been right about this since she was eighteen. The whole building had spent five years filing her certainty as a symptom, and now we were following it into the one place that proved it.

At the door she stopped. It wasn’t the listening stop I knew; this was a different one. She put her palm flat to the pale double door the way I put a palm to a panel, except she wasn’t reading where it broke, she was bracing to walk into the thing that had broken her, and her breath went short and fogged in front of her and she let it, three of them, four, before she found the strip of metal in her hoodie pocket and worked the reader the way she had the first time, a hundred rehearsals in her hands.

“It’s louder than last time,” she said, very quiet. Quiet was how she got when she was most sure. “She woke them. Down where they are, banked under, however far down that is — Liora’s been in there a week screaming and they hear her. They’ve started to —” Her hand came off the door and pressed flat over her own mouth, holding something in. “They’ve started to lean toward her. I can feel them all leaning the same way, toward the new one, like she’s a window.”

The catch let go. The cold came out and met us, and it was a cold somebody had decided on, engineered, breath-fogging, a thing with a budget behind it, and we went in.

*

The smell took me first this time, before the dark resolved into anything. Burnt sugar, that scorched-sweet reek of a Spark eating its host, except down here it wasn’t the faint thread that hung in Wexler’s ward three floors up, it was the whole air, thick and cold and standing still in a sealed vault with nowhere to go, thirty bodies’ worth of slow burning kept at a simmer and never let to finish. I’d spent half my life walking the long way around that smell. There was no long way around it in here. It coated the back of the tongue and it stayed.

And then the dark gave up the rows.

I’d remembered them as a thing I’d seen. I’d been wrong about that, the way you’re wrong about a face you only met once. What I’d kept was the lights, the cold collar-points receding into the black, two lines of them, a sky laid sideways and buried. They were still there. But the thing I hadn’t kept, the thing the flashlight had let me not-feel, was that each light had a person under it and now I had Calla’s sense and I could feel every single one.

That was the difference between the first look and this one. The first time I’d counted them. This time I knew them, a little, the wrong way, the way you know a stranger’s grief through a wall — thirty separate weathers, each one a woman banked down to an ember and held there, and the resonance behind my eyes read past the cradles to the states inside them, thirty low sick hums each with its own shape, and the shapes were all the same shape underneath, which was a person screaming so far down and so long that the scream had worn smooth and quiet, the way a word goes meaningless if you say it enough. They weren’t peaceful. I make myself say that plainly, because the cold and the stillness wanted to sell me peaceful. Every one of them was at the worst second of her life, held there, not allowed to finish it and not allowed to come back, and I could feel the held-ness of it now in my own chest where I’d only seen it before, a whole vault of women paused at the instant the bottom drops out, and the academy had carved it into bedrock and run a feed to every throat and stenciled a hospital word on the door.

I’d named this room evidence the first time. Standing in it again with the sense Calla gave me, I understood that evidence was a word a man uses when he still believes a room can be brought into a court. There was no court for this. There was only the room, and how far it went.

Because it went farther than I’d let myself see. I’d stopped my count at thirty the first time because thirty was already past what I could hold, and I’d never reached the end of the rows. I reached for the end of them now, not with the flashlight, with the other sense, and I felt the rows keep going past where the light died, the weathers receding, thinning into the dark but not stopping, hum after hum after hum, and somewhere out past the place my eyes failed there were still more of them, banked and cold and held, and the wrongness of it wasn’t a number anymore. It was a length. The truth had a length to it, and I couldn’t feel where it ended.

Wren had stopped a few cradles in. She had her arms crossed hard over her chest, hands jammed in her armpits, and I thought at first she was cold, and then I saw she was holding her own current down, because the room was pulling it, thirty banked Sparks calling to the live one in her like a draft pulling a flame, and the not-going-off was costing her here worse than it cost her anywhere. Her jaw was set wrong. When she finally talked it came out flat, no velocity in it, which from Wren was its own kind of scream.

“They’re all women,” she said. “I didn’t — last time you told us and I heard you say it and it didn’t get in. They’re all women. Somebody picked. Somebody stood where I’m standing with a list and picked which ones go in the cold and which ones get a poster.” Her thumbnail wasn’t sawing at anything. Her hands were trapped against her own ribs. “I keep waiting to find the part of this that’s an accident.”

“There isn’t one,” I said. “It’s built. It’s the soundest thing in the building.”

*

Calla had gone down the row ahead of us, and she wasn’t looking at the cradles. She’d told us once that being looked at was input she didn’t ask for, and she gave the women the thing she’d always wanted and almost never got: she didn’t look. She walked with her face turned a little away and her bared ear toward them, and she was listening, the way she’d listened through three floors of bedrock for years while a Bureau wrote a word on her that meant don’t believe her, and I watched her do the worst thing I have ever watched a person do, which was walk past twenty-nine open wounds she could feel toward the one we’d come for.

She stopped once in the dark between two cradles, at no one of them, and she put the heel of her hand against her sternum and pressed, and her shoulders came in, and she stood there a moment taking up as little room as a person can take. I knew that one. I’d learned to read her by her weight and not her face, and the weight of her right then was a woman setting something down that she was going to have to pick back up.

“I knew her,” she said, not to me, not to anyone, her voice gone to almost nothing. “Two down. The blue one. I used to feel her up in the training cages before they sent her down. I thought she’d quit. I thought she went home.” She pulled her hand off her chest and made it a fist and put the fist in her hoodie pocket where I couldn’t see it anymore. “Everybody I ever thought went home.”

There wasn’t a thing to say to that, so I didn’t manufacture one. Wexler had taught me that, in his way — that the worst news is owed silence, not a sentence. I put my hand on Calla’s shoulder, light, the careful touch you give a person who startles, and the recoil came, hard, the whole body flinching like I’d swung at her. I held still and didn’t take it back. Then she turned, not away but into it, the side of her face coming around against my hand, taking it for the length of one cold fogged breath, and then she straightened and we went on, because there was a woman at the end of the rows who was still awake.

*

I felt Liora before we reached her the same way I’d felt the gap where she used to be, that morning at the corkboard, when the part of her I carried went cold in me while I slept. The thread of her behind my sternum had been an ember banked low for a week, hers, gone wrong, and as we came down the last of the row it stirred, faint, like a coal you forgot finding a draft, because the woman it came off of was thirty feet away and screaming in a register only Calla and now, God help me, a little of me could hear.

She was in the last cradle that was lit warm at all. The others down here had gone to that even sick low hum, the banked thing, the smooth-worn scream. Liora hadn’t. She was new. She was the gold I knew, dimmed almost out, but it hadn’t been turned all the way down yet, and it was guttering and flaring against the suppression in a way the banked ones had stopped doing years ago, a fire that had not yet learned that no one was coming, and I understood, standing in front of her, that the banked stillness of the other twenty-nine wasn’t peace and it wasn’t even surrender. It was what they did to you. It was where this ended. Liora was at the beginning of a road I was looking at the rest of laid out in two cold rows behind me.

Her eyes weren’t all the way closed. That was the part I’ll carry. A thin line of her under the lids, not seeing, gone somewhere the suppression had put her, and her perfect posture, the posture she’d bought with two years of careful, was held even now by the cradle’s soft restraints, her hands arranged, and a clinical coupling married to her throat where I’d taken a collar off her once with my own bleeding hands and watched her stand up free.

Wren made a sound behind me. Calla had gone the color of the cold collar-lights.

“She’s still in there,” Calla said, and her certainty had nothing soft in it and nothing braced. “She knows we came. I can feel it spike when she — ” Her hand pressed her own collarbone, checking her heart was where she’d left it. “It’s not the cold that does it. I told you it wasn’t the cold. It’s that she’s awake enough to know how big the room is. She can feel them too now. All of them. Behind her in the dark.” Calla’s voice cracked clean across. “We came down here thinking we’d find one woman in a basement. There’s a country of them. And she’s lying at the front of it with her eyes half open, doing the math, same as you.”

I put my palm flat to the bedrock beside Liora’s cradle, the oldest habit I have, the thing my hands do when I need a wall to tell me the truth, and I let it. The feed ran heavy out the back of the cradle and down into the rock and away, more capacity than any sleep could want, the load pulling slow and steady toward somewhere I still wasn’t allowed to follow, and I took my hand off the stone, because some readings a man is no better for finishing.

I’d thought the worst of it was already known. I’d counted the rows once. I’d named it. I’d carried it up the stairs and told myself I knew exactly what we stood on.

I’d known the floor. I had not known the depth of the cellar under it, and the cold came up off of it now with a patience that made my own near-critical heat feel like a candle held to a glacier, and I stood at the front of two rows that ran past where any sense of mine could reach, with a woman I loved guttering at the head of them and a whole buried country humming smooth and quiet behind her, and the thing I felt was not horror exactly, horror is a thing with an edge. This had no edge. It just kept going, colder and bigger the deeper I let myself feel, and we had come all this way down to free one of them and walk back up past the rest, and for the first time since Calla opened that door I understood the true size of what we’d sworn to do, and the true size of what we’d have to leave undone, and both of them were larger than the three of us, and larger than the room, and far, far colder than any of us had let ourselves imagine.


Chapter 44: All Looks Lost

The locks threw in sequence down the length of the vault, eight of them, big military bolts seating home in the bedrock with a sound I felt in my back teeth before I heard it, and when the last one drove shut the room got quieter than a sealed room has any right to get, because the only door out had stopped being a door.

I knew that sound. I’d test-cycled bolts like those in a dozen panels over ten years, leaned on the manuals, learned the throw and the dwell and the place in the cam where a worn one hangs. These weren’t worn. Somebody upstairs had pressed a button and the bottom of the world had closed its mouth with the five of us and thirty cradles inside it, and Halloran’s voice had gone off the grille, having said its piece, leaving the warm grieved weight of it hanging in the cold like a smell.

Before the thing you’re holding stops you. He’d said it gently. He always said the worst things gently. And the worst part of it was that he wasn’t threatening me. He was reading me, the way I read a wall, and he’d read the same thing off me that I’d been refusing to read off myself since the surface stair.

I was the wall that was going to go.

It had been building the whole way down and I’d been calling it the cold, the strain, the room. It wasn’t the room. My hands hung at my sides throwing fine blue threads off the fingertips, steady now, not the dry-weather flicker from the stairwell but a constant fizz like a line shorting to its own casing. The heat off Liora’s coal under my breastbone had stopped being warmth and become a pressure, a swelling, a thing trying to find more space than my chest had to give it. Wren’s current ran the left side of me in a hot seam that jumped to every steel surface I passed within a foot of, little snaps, the air going tight ahead of each one. And under both, Calla’s crowd of overloads, thirty cradles’ worth now, behind my eyes, all the held screaming of the rows arriving in me through her sense with nothing to muffle it.

Three of them, all awake, none of them mine, grinding against each other in a chest that had room for one.

And under all of it, faster than my own pulse and out of step with it, the tick. High and thin, irregular, that chattering relay-stutter I’d heard off a boy on a stairwell and off a woman on a broadcast floor and off every collar I ever read climbing toward a fire. It was running in my chest now, in the soft place a band would sit if anyone had ever decided I was worth the cost of one, and nobody had, so nothing rationed it, and it ran on, and every few ticks it would lose its place and grab for the next one, and each time it grabbed the whole borrowed storm in me lurched a half-inch toward the edge it was looking for.

I’d spent my life reading where things break. I knew where this one broke. It broke here, in the middle, where I stood.

“Eli.” Calla’s voice, low, both hands flat against her own sternum now, not the two-finger press, the whole hands, pushing like she could hold her own ribs together. She wasn’t looking at me. She was looking at the air around me, the way she’d looked at the door upstairs. “It’s louder than the room. You. You’re louder than thirty of them.” Her breath fogged and broke. “I can’t tell yours from theirs anymore.”

“I know,” I said.

*

Marcus had gone to the seam of the heavy door and put his open hand flat to it, and where his palm touched, the caged light at the far end browned out in a circle, the dark coming off him without his deciding it, leaking the way my fingers leaked.

“Eight bolts,” he said. “Bedrock seats.” He didn’t look around. “I can’t blow it. The Faultline doesn’t carry that much and I wouldn’t spend it on steel if we did.” His head turned a degree. The flat had come into his eyes again, the light arriving and finding nowhere to land, and in the brown circle his hand made he was the only thing in the room darker than the cold. “But a Sink runs the seal. Olund. He’s on the floor, behind us, doing his rounds like it’s a night shift, because for him it is.” A beat. “A seal a man holds, a man can be made to drop. Walk him into the dark long enough and the bolts have nobody minding them. Then I burn what’s left of me opening them from the inside while we’re all blind, and somebody who can still see drags the rest of you through before the light comes back.”

“And you,” I said.

“And me, I stay in the blind till the bolts are clear.” He said it the way you read a weather report for a coast you don’t live on. “Long odds I come up the other side. Better odds than the room.”

I’d known the shape of him since the safehouse. Marcus’s plans were always built out of spending, and the only fights I ever won with him were the ones where I made him say out loud whose life the spending came off of, because a man should have to say it before he does it. He’d said his own this time. That was supposed to make it cleaner. It didn’t, because I’d watched him say his own and mean someone else’s, and the seam in this one was right where the last one had been.

“Olund,” I said. “You walk a Sink into the dark, the dark eats your reach too. You said it yourself on the stair. It doesn’t pick. You drop it on him, you drop it on you, and the only one of us who moves in the blind is me, and I—” I held up a hand. A thread of blue forked off the index finger and snapped to the steel of the nearest cradle frame a foot off, loud, and the smell of it reached me, ozone, and under the ozone the sweet match-head edge, Davey’s edge, the one I’d walked the long way around my whole life and had no long way around now because it was coming off my own skin. “I’m not going to last the dark. The tick doesn’t stop when you switch me off. I felt it. Kesh switched me off twice upstairs and the bomb kept ticking in the black. You give me three more minutes of holding this and it doesn’t matter who’s minding the bolts.”

He looked at my hand. He looked at it the way Kesh had, the way Wexler had — the look of a banded man seeing the thing his whole banded life had been arranged around never having to see.

“Then we go fast,” he said, and there was no give in it, none, the arithmetic already done and balanced to his satisfaction. “Wren takes Olund. You and the steel. I hold the dark as long as I’ve got and a little past it. If I go past it—” His open hands stayed open. “—then I balanced an account, which is more than most men down here get to do.”

“No,” I said.

It came out flat, the way the no to Halloran had come out, the way every no I’d ever cost myself had come out. Walk or get walked. That’s the part that’s up to you. I’d been told that once, walking toward this same basement from the other direction. I’d learned the trade of standing in a doorway and being immovable until a man ran out of reasons. I’d never once had to plant myself against an ally who meant well and meant to die for it, and it turned out to be the heaviest thing I’d set my weight against in my life, because there was nothing wrong with his math. His math was clean. It was just built on a body, and I’d spent ten years refusing to file a fault on a body and call it weather.

*

That was when Olund came up the row.

He came the way Marcus said he would, like a man walking a night shift, an older warden in a grey utility coat with the academy’s mark gone furred at the breast, a long flashlight loose in one hand though the hall had flooded bright and he didn’t need it, the flashlight just a thing his hand had carried for so many years it didn’t know how to be empty. He had the band at his throat. He had the dead eyes of a man who’d done his rounds past the rows so many thousand nights that the rows had stopped being people and gone to being lights you logged. He looked at us the way you’d look at a leak you were too tired to be surprised by.

“You’re inside,” he said. To no one. To the count he kept. “Nobody’s ever been inside before.” He turned his flashlight on, off, on, a tic, the hand needing something to do. “Kesh held the door. Kesh always holds the door.” A flicker of something in the deadness, almost grief, almost nothing. “He’s still standing on it back there, isn’t he. Holding a thing that’s already open. That’s Kesh.”

“Warden,” Marcus said, low, both hands out and open and the dark gathering at the edges of him. “Last chance to be somewhere else.”

“There isn’t a somewhere else.” Olund’s reach came out — I felt it before I saw anything, the floor falling out from under the floor, the whole load in me yanked sideways toward a drain that wasn’t the bedrock, that was him, an open mouth in the world pulling at everything I was holding — and the three weathers in me leaned toward it all at once, the heat and the current and the crowd, every one of them wanting the easy way out he’d just opened, and the tick stuttered and grabbed and the whole bomb lurched after them. My knees went soft. The leak off my hands roared up bright, forking now, lighting the cradle rows in blue stutters, because the more he pulled the harder the storm fought to follow, and the harder it fought the closer it came to going on its own.

“Don’t,” Calla said, and she wasn’t talking to Olund, she was talking to me. She was at my side, the green tracker burning warm-wrong at her throat in the cold light, and her hand had come up, not flinching, not bracing, none of the gaslit recoil her whole life had built into her, just flat and certain. “Don’t follow it. That’s not the floor he’s opening. That’s the edge. If you reach for it you go over.” Her eyes found mine, ringed dark, sure. “I’m not wrong about this. Hold.”

I held. God help me, I held, against a Sink hauling on the storm and the storm hauling on me, the way I’d held the line on the broadcast floor against a sun coming up wrong, the only thing I have ever reliably been, which is hard to move. And the cost of holding it instead of bleeding it was that it stayed in me, all of it, every borrowed degree, with nowhere I’d let it go.

*

Marcus dropped the dark.

The world went out, the light and the grid-hum and Olund’s reach, all of it gone between one breath and the next, all of it but the tick. The tick went right on in the black, faster, the storm hunting blind now that I’d been switched off again, and I understood with the flat clarity you only get at the bottom of a stair you misjudged that the dark had stopped being any kind of mercy at all. Marcus couldn’t reach the bomb. Nobody could. It was the one thing in the room his power couldn’t darken.

I heard Wren go, fast and low and profane, a body trained to run at danger doing it sightless, Olund, where are you, come on you tired bastard; heard the scuff and grunt of her getting behind him, an arm across a throat, the immovable thing instead of the strong thing, holding the way I’d taught her without ever meaning to teach her anything. Heard one of the Faultline at the door, the nameless one in the broken-silhouette coat, feeling the cold bolts for the throw by hand. Heard Marcus, somewhere at the seam, breathing wrong, the dark eating him the way he’d said it would, the held-breath cost of a man burning the last thin years of himself to keep the world switched off a few seconds past what it could take.

And I heard the tick win a notch. Felt the storm find a path I hadn’t armored, the way a current always does, up off the banked coal and into the live seam and through the crowd and toward the surface of me, toward the skin, toward out. The relay in my chest grabbed and missed and grabbed and the missing was the part that scared me, because a relay that’s missing beats is a relay about to stop choosing which one comes next.

“Calla,” I said, into the black. “If I go—”

“You’re not going to go.” Her voice, close, no question in it, the truest map in the room. “I can feel how far past your line you are. You’re stretched so thin I can hear the place it wants to tear, from here, and you’re about to do the thing where you take it alone so nobody has to be in the room when it goes.” A breath, fogged, I couldn’t see it but I heard it. “I know that move. I make it too. So believe me the way you keep asking me to believe myself: there are three of us, we came down the stairs on purpose, and you do not get to be the only one who holds this.”

I didn’t have an answer. I have never had an answer at the bottom of one of these. I had a chest ticking out of step with itself and three storms leaning all one way and a man behind me spending his last on bolts in the dark and a woman I loved still couched at the front of the rows with a clinical coupling married to her throat, not freed, no closer to freed than she’d been an hour ago, the way out a circle of bolts being worked open by feel while Marcus burned, and the math of it closing exactly the way Halloran had said it would close.

Then the dark thinned, not all at once this time but in patches, the way fog burns off, because Marcus had nothing left to hold it whole and what came back came back ragged.

The cold registered first — I’d stopped feeling it in the black and now it was a fist around my lungs, breath fogging, the engineered chill of the vault closing back over me before the light had finished returning. Then the room resolved in pieces: the receding rows, the cradle-frames, the heavy door. The three weathers and the held screaming didn’t slam into me so much as seep back in, the hum first, then the current, then Liora’s cold coal, each one finding its bank. I was on both knees in the middle of the rows, not one, slumped, the arcs off my hands gone low and steady instead of forking wild, a banked leak rather than a strobe, my own veins lit dull under the wrist-skin and the heat coming off me into the cold in a slow haze that didn’t crackle. At the door an hour ago the storm had been climbing in me, bright and fighting; here it had stopped climbing, which was worse. The bomb hadn’t gone. It had just stopped having the strength to.

Marcus was down at the seam, one hand still flat to the steel, gone grey, swaying, the dark spent out of him and the bolts not all thrown. Two back. He’d gotten six. Two back, and nothing left to throw them with, and his open hand sliding down the cold door because his legs had quit holding him up. Olund had torn loose of Wren and dropped to his knees a few cradles off, spent in his own way, the reach gone out of him, an old conscript who’d given the floor everything it asked and had it taken anyway. And up through the grille, calm, warm, certain, grieved, from everywhere at once:

“There’s still time to put it down, Eli. There’s still a version of tonight where nobody else burns.” Halloran. Gentle as a door easing shut. “But it’s getting late. And I think you know better than anyone in that room exactly how late.”

I knelt at the bottom of the world with the storm climbing toward my skin and the relay in my chest losing its place, six bolts open and two shut, a freed woman a cradle away from me and still bound, a man dying at a door he couldn’t finish opening, and my own hands throwing the light of the thing about to take the room.

I knew where the wall was going to go. I’d read it the whole way down.

It was me, and it was now, and there wasn’t a single safe place left to put what I was holding.

I closed my hands into fists, and the arcs forked between the knuckles and would not go out, and I felt the next tick miss, and grab, and miss again.


Chapter 45: All Three

The relay-tick started in my chest about the time Calla turned around in the dark and looked at me, and I knew it for what it was because I’d spent ten years listening for it in walls. A surge climbing a line with nowhere to spend itself. The little stutter a thing makes right before the part that’s about to give stops being able to hold. Except the line was me, and there was no breaker on it, and no drain in the floor big enough, and nothing at my own throat to ration what I’d been carrying down two flights of cold stone.

The cold up here was its own argument. They’d built the Brownout colder than the rest on purpose, breath fogging, fingertips going numb, the engineered chill that was the dread wearing a temperature, and I was running so hot against it that the air around me wavered and the fog off my own mouth came out wrong. The hum was in my teeth, the suppressor grid undisguised at its source, the same note I half-heard under my dorm floor for a decade and here laid bare and pressing the whole country of them down. Thirty cold indicator-lights at thirty throats, two receding rows of them going off into a dark my flashlight had never reached the end of. The constellation of the buried. And one cradle at the front of it still guttering gold against the suppression, Liora, not yet learned-quiet, the part of her I’d carried banked under my breastbone gone cold a week ago and stirring now, faint, like a coal finding a draft because the woman it came off of was thirty feet away and screaming where only Calla and now a little of me could hear it.

Somewhere above us Halloran’s people were closing the lid. I could feel it through my boots, the suppression being driven harder, the institution leaning its whole patient weight down on the seam we’d opened. Marcus had taken the line at the spur-door with a thin handful of his cell and bought us seconds with his back turned, paying for them in the only currency the dark deals in. He wasn’t going to last long. None of us were.

“You’re about to go.” Calla had two fingers at her sternum and her under-ringed eyes were fixed on me and there was no walk-back anywhere in her, none of the or I’m wrong, tell me I’m wrong she’d braced behind her whole life. “I can feel it. Eli. You’re about to go, and it’s not going to wait for the door.”

“Yeah.” I didn’t dress it up. A current has to go somewhere; that’s the first thing they teach you, and the only thing I had ever been good for was reading where. I read it now, in myself, and the reading was simple and bad. The load was going to loose whether I picked the moment or not. The only thing still up to me was whether it earthed through three or blew through one.

“It earths,” I said. “Or it doesn’t. There’s no holding it anymore. I’ve been holding it since Davey and I’m out of grip.”

Wren had stopped drumming. Both hands hung still at her sides, knuckles quiet, and on Wren that was the alarm bell, the wrong stillness, the engine cutting out. “Okay, so say it plain, lightning rod, because I have watched you go grey for ten chapters of my life and I am done watching.” Her voice came fast and then snagged. “What earths it. Say the words.”

So I said the words, flat, because the bigger it got the flatter I went. “Three of you. Defenseless, on purpose, while I put what’s in me into the ground that you make. Not me using you. You being the floor. A storm this size in one man detonates. Three earths, it has somewhere to go that isn’t a grave.” The old fear came up my throat the exact shape it always came, the basement, the sweet burnt smell, a boy with a laugh like a hinge that wanted oil. “And the last time I grounded somebody I loved with no margin, it went wrong, and somebody didn’t walk out of the room. So no. I’m not putting my hands on the three of you with a storm loose in me. I’ll take it through one and you get clear.”

“No,” Liora said.

She’d come off the wall of cradles without my hearing her, and she was the steady one, the one who’d already crossed her wound, free off the band three weeks and the tremor two years gone, and her hands when she put them flat to my chest were bare and still in a way that had nothing to do with control anymore. This was rest holding them still. “That’s the lie they sold me for two years,” she said, precise even now, every word set down like she could afford it once. “That the brave thing is to carry it quietly until it kills you, alone, in a nice clean room where no one has to watch. I let them sell it to me. I’m not letting you buy it.” She pressed harder, not careful with me, never careful. “Stop holding it up by yourself. Let it down. Into us. We chose the stairs. We chose the cold. We are choosing this.”

“It cancels on contact if a Sink gets to us,” I said. “Kesh is one door away. If she reaches you while we’re—”

“Then she reaches us,” Calla said. Quiet, spare, the believed-register she’d only found in the last room she let me into. “And I’ll feel her coming before she’s through the door, because that is the one thing I have never once been wrong about. I can hold the line you earth it down. I can feel where it wants to go.” She didn’t brace to be doubted. She’d stopped. “Trust me on this one. I’m not wrong about this one.”

Wren laughed, the sound coming apart in the middle of itself. “God. Okay. Me first — no, all of us, that’s the whole point, keep up—” and the velocity stopped dead, the thing under it standing there with nowhere left to run. “I spent my whole life getting told the burn was mine. Mine to carry, mine to spend, the price of being worth keeping around. So I know that look on you. I know it from the inside. And I’ll be damned if I stand here and watch you carry it solo and call it being useful. So don’t. Give it here.”

“If it goes wrong,” I started.

“Then it goes wrong with three of us choosing it,” Liora said, “which is not the same word as alone, and you know it isn’t, because you’re the one who taught it to me.”

The man who blocks doors. I’d put my weight in every doorway between these three and the people who wanted to file them under the wrong heading, and I’d done it because standing in a doorway was the one thing I was built for. I’d never once let anyone stand in mine. I stopped blocking the door.

*

The collars were off. That was the first thing, and it was the whole thing. Three throats bare in a vault built around thirty banded ones, the absence of the band the brightest thing in the room next to the dead cold lights of the kept. No ration on any of them. They’d come down here to be defenseless beside a man with a storm in him, and the only heat in a place engineered to be cold was the four of us.

It opened slow, the way full grounding opens, no hard jolt. Liora’s mouth found mine and I quit reading the room for the first time since I’d come down the stairs. Her hands went under my layers, bare and unshaking, and the heat came toward me the way it had the first night, a banked coal breathed on, low under the sternum, warm metal and light with a temperature to it, except this time it didn’t crowd everything else out, it took its place. Hers. I knew it the way you know a voice in the dark. She set her own pace and it was the pace of a woman letting go of the one thing she’d held up every day for years, the structure she’d carried one more time, every time, finally allowed to set down. “Don’t be careful with me,” she said against my jaw, regal and blunt and undone. “I’m not letting you save me. I’m letting you stop holding me up.” Her gold rose where my hands found her, even and warm, not the sick over-white of the cradle behind her, and she arched and made the low surprised sound she’d made the first time, and the heat went into me clean.

And then Wren’s hands were fast at my shirt, fast and then slower because she let me slow her, and what came through her was nothing like the coal. It crawled, live and crackling up the backs of my arms, racing my spine, jumping to the ends of my fingers until the hair lifted, the clean grounded blue of her and not the leaking strobe. She flinched into it instead of away, the way she had the first night, bracing for a swing because being touched had always cost her something. The branch-scars up her forearm caught the blue. She was talking and then she wasn’t, the joke thinning out of her mouth, the gallows grin going to something with no armor in it. “Don’t say a gentle thing,” she got out, “I swear to god — just—” and then, smaller, the velocity gone, “—don’t let go if I shake. You said you wouldn’t move.” Her freckled skin pinked from the inside, alive, and I felt her make herself stay, stay still, stay seen, which was the hardest thing this campus had ever asked of her, and she stayed, and the current of her ran into me sharp and distinct beside Liora’s heat, a second weather entirely, arguing with the first.

Calla I felt before I touched her, the way I’d been feeling her since the noise of the building moved into my own skull. I reached, and she flinched, the whole body recoiling, the flat reflex of a girl who’d learned a hand coming at her was just more she hadn’t asked for, and I held still, hand open in the air, and made the waiting safe by not being one more thing happening to her. A breath. Two. Then she leaned, the side of her head into my palm, her weight tipping toward me, and her hand came up and closed around my wrist, not pushing it off, keeping it. “You’re not going to tell me I imagined it,” she said, and it wasn’t a question and it wasn’t braced. The matte layers came off slow, and she flinched again at the cold and the being-looked-at and chose it again, the recoil and the lean braided into the one motion that was the truest thing about her. And what came off her was neither heat nor current. It came as pressure, a flood of it behind my eyes, the whole vault rushing in through her, the hum, the cold, Marcus’s strain at the door three turns off, and under all of it the thirty, the screaming she’d lived inside since she was a kid, but aimed now, steered, not the siege it had been but a thing she had her grip on. The hum of her settled in behind the coal and the current, the third weather, and she pressed two fingers to my sternum the way she pressed her own and then opened the hand flat against me and let it lie there.

We came down onto the folded tarp, the four of us, and the floor was the point, the floor was always the point, and I planted, feet flat, weight dropping in, the immovable thing because I always needed my feet on the ground for this and never more than now. And the storm in me that had nowhere to go found three places at once.

It came in through every point of contact at once, no tidy streams, a flood, and my whole body became the wire. I had all three of them awake in me at once and they stacked and they fought, too much, more than one body was ever poured to hold, and for one white stretch I thought it would come apart down the seams. Liora’s heat building everywhere she touched me. Wren’s charge cresting where we were joined, her whole strong coiled body going taut under my hands and the blue running up the old scars too bright. Calla flat to my side with her grip on my wrist and the world pouring through her and into me and held. Three women who could have had anything the world makes, in the worst room the world keeps, reaching for me on purpose. I’d spent ten years rehearsing to be furniture, to be the floor under the light and never once the thing anyone came down the stairs for, and the one place my flat voice has ever broken is here, where I let myself feel it: that I was being reached for, and that I was allowed to be.

And then the change came, and it came on me.

Every other time I’d felt the load turn over in her, the burn inverting into something held, the killing version flipping to the kept version, the tremor stopping. This time all three of them were already free, and the thing that changed state was the storm in me. It had been killing me, bottled, the relay-tick climbing toward the pop, and now it found ground. It did not detonate. It did not vanish; nothing was cured, nothing was solved, the load was still in me and still had to go somewhere. But it stopped fighting. I felt it settle the way a flood stops fighting the channel you finally give it, the heat-haze pulling back into my skin, my own overlit veins evening for a breath, the tick in my chest where a collar would have sat slowing, not stopping, only slowing, into something I could, for one held moment, carry. The three of them crested and I crested with them, the heat and the current and the hum and the rest of it all the one wave, and I rode it out the only way I know how to take anything, with my whole stubborn weight set under all three of them and the cold dead bedrock steady somewhere past the tarp, taking the bulk of it down the spine and into the floor that has no heart to lose.

When it eased we were tangled and fogging breath in the engineered cold, in a few feet of warmth in a vault built to hold thirty women down, and the scorched ozone in the space around us had turned, gone cleaner, almost sweet, the rain-on-warm-stone smell that’s the only sign the system gives that anything real happened. The vault stayed burnt-sugar and cold past the edge of us. Inside the edge it was clean.

Liora’s bare hands were still. Wren’s knuckles lay quiet against my chest with no fear in the stillness, the right kind for once. Calla’s eyes were here, focused, on me, the middle-distance gone out of them. None of them had let go.

I lay there with the relay-tick still going under my sternum, slower than it had gone in days, and read the truth of it flat and quiet the way I read everything. The storm had three places to go now. It still had to go. I’d barely held it, and holding it had cost me the last grip I owned, and whatever I did with it next was going to take all of it and more. Nothing down here was safe. Liora was still in a cradle’s reach. The lid was still coming down. But the load had earthed through three instead of blowing through one, and the worst case I’d carried since I was fifteen, grounding someone I loved with no margin and watching it go wrong, had come due, and I’d put my hands on all three of them with a storm loose in me, and not one of them had come apart. The turn had started. The cost hadn’t.


Chapter 46: Loose the Storm

The cradle had a seam, and I found it the way I find everything, with the flat of my hand and the part of me that has spent thirty years believing the thing about to give will tell you so if you only shut up and listen.

It told me. A clinical coupling married to Liora’s throat, and a feed running off the back of it down into rock, and where the housing met the bedrock there was a hairline the engineers had trusted the cold to hold shut. The cold had held it for years. It wasn’t going to hold it against me, because I had three weathers in me that weren’t mine and for one borrowed minute they weren’t killing me, and a man who has stopped dying for a minute can do a great deal of damage with it.

Behind me the room had stopped being still.

“Kesh,” Wren said. Flat. No velocity. The blue ran clean up the branch-scars on her forearm and held there, a contained line instead of a leak, which was the new thing about her since three floors up, the thing I’d helped put in her and she still wasn’t used to wielding. “Two of them. Coming up the row.”

I didn’t turn. I had my hands on the woman I loved and I wasn’t taking them off until she was loose, but I felt the wardens the way Calla had taught my body to feel things now, a pressure coming down the cold between the cradles, two human-shaped certainties walking toward us with no joy in them at all.

“He cancels it,” Calla said, very quiet, the bared ear turned toward them. “Kesh. If he gets a hand on you, or on her, or on me — it all goes back behind glass. The storm goes back to being only yours.” She had her two fingers to her own sternum and her face was doing the steady thing it did now, the certainty with nothing braced under it. “Don’t let him touch you. Whatever else. Don’t let him reach you.”

“I won’t,” I said.

I knew Kesh’s name off Calla, off a building that talks to anybody patient enough to learn the language. He came up the row in the warden’s grey, a big tired man with the collar-light of his own conscription glowing cold at his own throat, because that was the obscenity nobody put on the posters: they made the locks out of the people they’d locked. He wasn’t a monster. He’d been given the worst job in the building and a band at his neck that made refusing it the same as dying, and he came toward us not snarling, not cruel, just coming, the way a tired man comes to do a thing he’s stopped letting himself feel.

“Off the cradle, son,” Kesh said. To me, and without cruelty in it, which was the part that stayed with me. “You don’t want what comes after this. Neither of us does. Step off.”

“I’ve stepped off things my whole life,” I said. “I’m done.”

*

Here is what the last time hadn’t taught me, because the last time had only been two of them and I’d done it alone in the dark with a man eating the building, and I’d come up off that floor swearing I’d never reach into my own chest again.

This time I wasn’t alone, and that was the whole difference between living and not.

Wren stepped between me and Olund, who’d come around the foot of the rows with a Sink-baton low and ready, and she didn’t strike, because striking wasn’t the plan and the plan was the only thing keeping any of us breathing. She held, the clean blue arcing between her fingers, daring him to close the gap, buying me feet and seconds with the one thing she’d spent her whole life being told was a defect. Calla put her back to mine and faced Kesh, and I felt her sense fan out into the room like a hand spread flat on water, reading the line of his approach, calling it before his boots committed, steering me without a word toward the half-second I’d need.

And under my sternum, behind my eyes, along the backs of my arms, the three of them sat banked and channeled and waiting, because two hours ago at the bottom of the world the borrowed storm had found three earths at once and stopped trying to detonate, and now it was a thing I could, just barely, for one terrible moment, hold in my two hands and aim.

I let go of Liora’s cradle.

I put both palms flat against the bedrock where the feed ran down, and I reached inward for all of it.

There was no aiming and no charge to build and no readout climbing, the same as always, but it didn’t feel the same as the last time, and the difference was the women. Last time the reach had felt like prying loose something that had grown into me. This time it felt like three people I loved putting their hands over mine and saying now, the heat under my breastbone and the live run along my nerves and the pressure behind my eyes all leaning the same direction at once, toward the floor, toward the rock, toward the seam I’d found, three earths bracing to take what would have killed me bottled in one body. The grounding from the cradle below was still in them and still in me. It was the only reason my heart didn’t simply stop when I closed my hand around the whole of the storm and pulled.

It came up out of me the wrong way for a ground wire, all three at once, and the room went white and blue and screaming.

*

Liora’s first. Of course Liora’s first — she was the one I was reaching toward — and her heat came out of me in a flat wide wall of white-gold that had no sound in front of it, only light and a pressure that arrived before the noise remembered to follow, and it shoved the cold backward and drove the dark out of the corners and lit the two buried rows for one obscene instant, twenty-nine faces turned up in their cradles with the wash of her light over them and not one of them waking. Then the concussion caught up and became a fist of hot air that took Olund full and lifted him off his feet and threw him down the row into the dark, and I felt it go out of me like a length of my own spine torn loose and thrown.

Wren’s came a half-beat after, and it didn’t go where I sent it, because hers never does. The live current tore off my hands branching, finding the steel of the cradle-frames, the couplings, the rail, leaping cradle to cradle in a hard actinic chain that scorched a path I never chose and couldn’t call back, the blue jumping for every conductive thing in the room at once, and where it found Kesh it found him reaching for me, and it caught him across the shoulder and spun him, and his own collar-light flared and stuttered with it, and I had one clear awful thought through the tearing, that I’d just hurt a man who hadn’t wanted any of this either, and there was no time to be sorry and there never is.

And Calla’s. Calla’s didn’t make light.

I’d carried the worry the whole way down that hers couldn’t be loosed at all, that the resonance behind my eyes was a sense and not a weapon and would do nothing when I reached for it, and I was wrong about the nothing. It came out of me not as a bolt but as a wall, every state I’d been carrying for two hours, the whole banked country of overload and grief and held screaming, flung outward at once into every nervous system in range. A scream with no sound. The room filled to the ceiling with other people’s feeling, a pressure that had no light source and no place to look away from, and Kesh went down with his hands over ears that weren’t the part being hit, and I understood for one white instant exactly what Calla had been living inside since she was eighteen, because I’d just become a transmitter of it and it was eating me too.

The three of them tore out through me in the same second and recoiled in the same second, and the recoil is the part I have no good words for.

It didn’t hollow me the way that night under the city had, two cold rooms scorched clean and the house left standing. This was the house coming down. All three echoes leaving at once, the heat and the current and the hum all ripped out the same instant, and where they’d lived there was no clean hole, there was a collapse, a man whose own load-bearing walls had just been pulled out from under him together. My knees went. The copper flooded the back of my tongue and then real blood under it, and the relay-tick in my own chest, the one that should have steadied after the grounding, stuttered hard and lost its count, a heart at a load it couldn’t dump and no collar on me to ration it, nothing rationing me, nothing at all between me and the empty I’d just made.

I went down onto the rock beside her cradle, and the last thing I had the strength to do, I’d saved it for, I’d been saving it the whole loosing — I drove the overpressure of Liora’s own heat into the hairline seam at the back of her coupling, the place the cold had been trusted to hold, and the cold gave.

*

The coupling failed at her throat with a sound like ice letting go of a gutter.

The feed died. The clinical thing that had been married to her neck for a week came loose, and the cradle’s soft restraints went slack, and the sick guttering near-out gold under her skin, the one I’d watched flaring against the suppression three days ago like a fire that hadn’t learned no one was coming — it changed. Not back to the banked ember of the twenty-nine. Forward. Her own. The gold steadied and warmed and came up clean from inside her the way it had the first night I grounded her off a collar with my bleeding hands, even and held and hers, and her eyes that had been a thin half-line under the lids came all the way open, and they found me, on the floor, blood in my mouth, hollowed past the edge.

“You absolute,” she said, and stopped, because her voice didn’t work yet either, a week of suppression in it, and she had to find the rest of the sentence the way you find a step in the dark. “You did the thing. You did the thing you swore you’d never do again. For me.”

“Once,” I got out. “Bylaw. Once per emergency.”

She didn’t laugh. She got her bare shaking hands under me, the tremor in them, the tremor I’d given so much to stop and couldn’t stop now because the part of her that ran warm in me was gone, I’d just thrown it across a room, and she hauled, and Wren got my other side, the static-snap of her gone off her fingertips too, both of them dimmer for what I’d burned of them and neither one saying it.

Behind Liora, in the two rows running back into the dark, twenty-nine cold collar-lights held steady. Not one of them had flickered. The wall of her freed gold had washed over all of them and woken none, because I had one offense and it had bought one cradle and a man can only tear his own house down once.

Marcus was at the end of the row.

I hadn’t felt him come. The dark had let him through, his own, the absence he carried, and he stood over a warden he’d put down quiet while we made all our noise, and he wasn’t looking at me, and he wasn’t looking at Liora coming up free out of her cradle. He was looking at the rest of them. The rows. The faces in the cold. He’d come down here under a flag of using me to get into a room he couldn’t open alone, and he’d told me to my face he’d trade the whole campus for this basement, and now he stood in the basement with one woman freed who was not the woman he was looking for, his flat eyes going cradle to cradle to cradle down a row that ran past where any light reached, reading every face that came up out of the dark and finding, in each one, that it wasn’t her.

He didn’t say anything. There wasn’t a thing to say to that, so he didn’t manufacture one, and I knew where he’d learned that, the same place I had, the worst news being owed silence and not a sentence. His right hand, the burn-glazed one, was open at his side. He let it stay open. He gave the rows one more pass, the whole length of them, slow, and then he made himself stop, the way I’d had to make myself stop at the door of a cell with my whole weight against my own salvage instinct, and he turned his flat eyes off the buried country and onto the one of us who could still walk.

“Up,” he said. To Wren, to Liora, to the dark. Not to me; I was past taking instruction. “The hum’s coming back. You’ve got the time it takes them to believe their own alarms, and not one second they don’t owe you.” His voice dropped, the temperature going out of it, and for the half-beat the light caught in his eyes it caught on something old and load-bearing. “Get him up the levels. He knows the way better than the building does. Go.”

He looked at Liora once, free and undeniable and not his, and something moved behind the craggy grim of his face that wasn’t a flinch because he didn’t have those, a man counting a cost he’d known the number of going in and had paid anyway.

Then the dark folded around him and he was gone back into it, owed and owing, melting down the row toward a door we hadn’t come in by, alone, to do a thing none of us could help him do.

*

They carried me.

I want to be honest about that, because the version where I climbed out under my own power is the version a man tells later and it’s a lie. Liora on one side and Wren on the other, and Calla ahead of us with her bared ear reading the levels above, the way out written in a sense the academy had spent five years calling a sickness, and me a dead weight between two women I’d just made dimmer, blood drying at the corner of my mouth, the relay-tick in my chest finding a rhythm and losing it and finding it, my own body still not sure it was going to keep me.

Up out of the Brownout, through L2 past Wexler’s dark ward where the smell I’d burned the long way around my whole life hung thin and ordinary after the thick of it below, into L1 and my tunnels, the part of the world I actually owned. I steered us through it half-conscious off the map in my own hands, because it turned out the most useful thing about a man too small to be worth the broom is that nobody ever bothered to learn where he could go.

We came up against the surface seam with the hum rising back into the bulbs behind us, the building remembering how to be the building, the alarms beginning their slow institutional climb toward believing themselves.

And Liora breathed the first outside air she’d had in a week, free, off any collar, the gold gone quiet and clean under her skin, her own to hold or let go, and behind us and below us the Brownout went on humming in the cold, twenty-nine collar-lights steady in the dark, a buried country we’d reached into and pulled exactly one woman out of.

I had nothing left to spend. I knew it the way you know a feeder’s gone before the lights confirm it. I’d reached into my own chest and torn out all three at once, the warmest things I had, and thrown them across a room to open one cradle, and it had very nearly used me up for good, and the bomb I’d half-hoped in the falling it might empty sat in me as heavy as ever, scorched clean of what they’d been and not one ounce lighter, the load that owns me, the only thing down here built to last.

One woman. Out. Breathing the cold night air on her own.

And behind her, the rest of them, kept.


Chapter 47: The Crack

I came back to myself in pieces, the way a building comes back after a power cut, one circuit at a time, some of them never quite the same as before.

First the cold of stone through a folded blanket. Then the taste in my mouth, copper and char, the taste I get when something live has gone through me, except there was nothing live left to go. Then the light, a single caged work-lamp on a low concrete ceiling I knew because I’d run cable across it years ago, in the bay three floors down where I kept a crash-mat and didn’t tell anyone. They’d carried me back to the place I’d carried Liora the first night. You end up back at the start. That’s just how a closed loop runs.

I tried to find the weather in me and there wasn’t any.

For weeks there’d been three of them, banked and stacked and fighting each other behind my breastbone, a coal under the sternum, a crawl along the nerves, a hum behind the eyes that never let the building go quiet. I’d hated them and been kept alive by them and stopped, lately, being able to tell the difference. Now there was a scorched hollow where they’d lived, swept clean the way a fuse box looks after the thing that should have killed the house kills the fuse instead. I patted at the inside of myself like a man hunting his pockets for a key, and found char, and nothing of theirs. The pieces of them I’d carried were spent out through me into a dark room to buy a door open, and they weren’t coming back.

“He’s tracking.” Wexler’s voice, dry, off to my left. “Eyes moving. Tate, if you can hear me, blink at the ugly old man and don’t try to talk yet, your throat’s a chimney.”

I blinked at the ugly old man.

“There it is.” He didn’t smile. Wexler doesn’t smile; he buttons the collar he’s already buttoned and squares the tray that’s already square, and that’s how you know he’s relieved, his hands finding something to do that doesn’t need doing. His sleeves were shoved up and there was blood on his forearms that wasn’t his, dried to the brown of old rust, a field kit open on the bench with half its packaging torn and scattered like he’d worked through it fast somewhere in the middle of the night and stopped being neat about it. “You’ve got a heart that doesn’t know what rhythm it’s supposed to be in, two burns I can’t explain on a chart and won’t try, and you’ve been talking to people who aren’t here. You called me Davey twice. I didn’t take it personal.”

The name landed flat in the cold air and nobody picked it up, which was the kindness.

* * *

I got an elbow under me eventually. The room swam and settled. They were all there, which I’d known by sound before I could see; after Calla’s residue I’d spent weeks learning to count the people in a room without looking, and the habit hadn’t died with the rest of it. I could feel they were near. I just couldn’t feel them anymore, the particular weathers of them, and the gap where that had been was a worse silence than the one I’d lived in before I ever grounded anyone.

Wren was on the floor with her back to the wall and her knees up, and her knuckles weren’t moving. That was the thing I clocked first, and it stopped my breath worse than the burns. Wren’s hands never stop; they drum a table, a wall, the strap across her chest, a current looking for ground in a body that finally has one. Now they were folded still on her shins, the freckled skin gone pale instead of pink, and she was looking at me with no joke up, which I’d never once caught on her. Her mouth worked on the front of one and quit.

“You took a piece of me out of you,” she said finally. Quiet, clipped, which is what she does instead of loud when it’s real. “When you let it go. Down there. I felt it leave. Like a tooth coming out, where it used to be and then just air.” The hand went, without her deciding it, to the silvery branch-scars up her forearm, traced one, the record of every time the current had nowhere to go but out through her own skin, and then she caught herself doing it the way she always does and made the hand stop. “I spent my whole life being told the burn was mine to carry. And then it was somewhere that wasn’t my arm. And you spent it. To get her up the stairs.” She wasn’t accusing me. That was the part that got under. “I’d have spent it too. I just didn’t think it’d feel like losing it.”

I didn’t have anything to give her that would hold. So I gave her the true thing, which was small.

“It earthed,” I said. My voice came out a chimney, like he’d promised. “It went where it needed to. That’s the most any of it ever does.”

She looked at me a second longer, and then the grin came up wrong, too quick, not reaching her eyes, the one she throws when she’s been seen and can’t run because there’s nowhere in a sealed bay to run to. “God, you’re depressing,” she said, and it cracked in the middle, and she let it, and stayed where she was. She didn’t bolt. She sat against the wall with her still hands and stayed in the room with the thing she felt, which I understood, distantly, through the char, was the hardest thing she knew how to do.

* * *

Calla was nearer than Calla ever came. She’d folded herself onto the edge of the crash-mat by my feet, hood down, the slim green tracker at her throat catching the lamp, and her under-ringed eyes were doing the thing where they unfocus and go somewhere I can’t follow.

“It’s quieter,” she said.

For a sick half-second I thought she meant the room, meant some mercy, and then I understood she meant me, the place behind my eyes where a fraction of her own perception had lived since the night she let me believe her, the echo that had kept the building from ever going fully quiet for either of us. I’d carried a piece of her hearing, and I’d loosed it down a stairwell with the rest.

“I had part of you,” I said. “I didn’t know how much until it was gone.”

She reached out and her fingers found the back of my hand on the blanket, and I felt the flinch, the recoil that’s instant and total in her, a body that learned touch is more input it didn’t ask for, and then, a breath later, the lean, her weight tipping toward the contact, the side of her hand pressing flat to mine like she was checking I was still warm. Both beats, the wound and the choosing-past-it, the way she’s only ever done it with me. Her eyes came back from the middle distance and landed.

“They called me crazy for hearing them,” she said. So low it was almost only breath. “Five years. A file and a label and a band that itches and never comes off. And I was right.” The two fingers of her free hand went toward her own sternum, the place she feels a thing before she hears it, and stopped halfway, because there was nothing down there to catch tonight that wasn’t grief. “I was right the whole time, and being right got one of them up the stairs, and the other twenty-nine are still in the cold with their lights on.” She didn’t walk it back. The old reflex of it, the or I’m wrong, am I wrong, had thinned out of her over the last weeks, worn down by being believed, and what was under it wasn’t relief. “I used to think the worst thing was nobody believing me. It isn’t. The worst thing is being believed and it not being enough.”

I turned my hand over under hers so the palm was up, and she let it stay, and neither of us said the obvious thing, which is that there’s no bylaw for what to do with a true thing the world won’t let you carry anywhere.

* * *

Liora came down last, from the curtained-off corner where Wexler had her, and the sight of her on her own feet did something to my chest the burns hadn’t.

She was wrong-colored, grey at the edges, the way she’d gone grey the day they put the band back on her, except this was the band coming off after weeks of it, which the body apparently can’t tell from a wound. Wexler had her in a borrowed work-jacket three sizes off her, her hair loose, and I looked at her hands before I looked at her face, the way I always have. They were bare and they were shaking, the old fine schedule-tremble I’d watched her hold under control for two years and then watched stop the night she chose, and here it was back, because they’d put her in the cold and run her down and a body remembers. But she wasn’t hiding them. She held them in plain sight in her lap and let them shake and didn’t reach for a glove or a two-handed grip or a composed stillness bought at a cost. The glow off her when it came was the even warm gold of a woman standing in herself, not the sick over-white leak of a woman being managed toward a date.

“Don’t,” she said, before I’d organized a single word, dry and clipped and exhausted and entirely herself, “be careful with me. I have just had several weeks of careful in a refrigerated drawer and I’m full up.”

“I wasn’t going to be careful,” I said. “I was going to ask if you could feel your hands.”

“I can feel my hands.” A beat. The corner of her mouth moved, the real one, tired, the one the posters never got. “They’re appalling. Thank you for asking like a plumber instead of a nurse.”

Then the composure went, not collapsed but set down, deliberately, the way she does everything, and she crossed the small bay and lowered herself to the floor beside the mat, close, regal even folding down onto cold concrete, and she put one shaking bare hand flat against my sternum where the coal of her used to live, and held it there, and we both felt that there was nothing under it now. Just a heartbeat that didn’t know its rhythm and a hollow swept clean.

“It’s gone out of you,” she said, quiet, not asking. “The part of me you carried.”

“It went back where it should be.” I covered her hand with mine. “It’s in you. You’re the one who’s warm now. I just held it for a while.”

She looked at me a long moment, and what was in her face wasn’t gratitude, because Liora doesn’t do gratitude, the whole point of her is she chose and wasn’t saved. It was closer to grief refusing to be useful, the exact thing she’d told me weeks ago she was most afraid of becoming. A cost that kills him. She’d spent two years being managed toward a quiet death and never wanted to be the weight that finally broke the one man who saw her, and she’d nearly been exactly that, and she knew it, and she held her shaking hand to the empty place it had cost and didn’t look away from it.

“You’re still doing it,” she said, very low. “Carrying it like there’s nobody else in the room. I can feel you doing it right now, you know.”

* * *

Wexler made me drink something that tasted like rust and gave me the rest while my hands were busy with the cup, because he knows the only way I take bad news is with something to do with my hands.

We hadn’t all come up. One of Marcus’s people, a thin grey man I’d known only as a shape in the dark and a voice that gave clipped directions and never a name, had held the choke point on the L3 stair so the rest of us could move, and put himself in the gap when the wardens came back hard, and spent everything he had buying us the seconds before the dark swallowed the rest. Wexler said it the way you tell a man whose hands are full so he can’t put his face in them: one of theirs didn’t make the stairs. I’d been three floors down getting Liora up and I’d never even learned his name, and I’d carry that with the rest of the machinery I don’t look at, in the dark, where Davey lives.

Marcus had gone back into the dark before I woke. Wexler said he’d stood over me a minute, checked I was breathing, and left, owed and owing, the way he is. He’d gotten one prisoner up the stairs and it wasn’t the one he’d crossed the worst room in the world to reach. I hadn’t been conscious for his face when the cradle that opened was the wrong cradle, and I was glad of that, and ashamed of being glad, because somewhere down in the rows a light he loved was still steady and cold and on, and he’d climbed back down toward it alone.

“And the rest of it?” I asked. Meaning the world. Meaning the only question that was left, which was whether any of this had been seen.

Wexler’s hands stopped on the tray.

* * *

Liora answered it, because Liora is the one who knows how the machine thinks. She’d had Calla’s phone for ten minutes, and she turned it so I could see the academy’s own feed, the bright frictionless face of the thing that owns the sky.

There’d been an incident. That was the word, soft, padded. A containment fault in a lower maintenance level, isolated and resolved, no cadets harmed, the academy’s thoughts with its dedicated facilities staff. A grainy still of a stairwell with scorch up one wall, my scorch, the path the storm took out, captioned as an electrical fire. And folded into the middle of it, where you’d never notice unless you went looking for the line that was load-bearing, a single sentence: that following a difficult period, Daybreak had completed her recovery program and would be reintroduced to active duty on a reduced schedule, the academy grateful for the public’s patience.

They’d written her back. Taken a woman out of a refrigerated drawer at gunpoint, watched a man nearly die hauling her up four levels, and published a sentence that turned the whole night into a spa stay with a good outcome. The crack was there. I could see it, the seam in the smooth face, the timeline that didn’t close and the scorch that didn’t match the story, and somewhere a Provost awake at this hour genuinely rattled, genuinely grieved, telling himself he’d contained an outbreak and saved the sick from the man who walks them around and calls it love. The institution had felt us, had been hit, hard, in the one place it couldn’t pretend wasn’t real. Halloran’s certainty had a hairline in it tonight it hadn’t had this morning.

And the face closed over the crack anyway, smooth, lit flat so it threw no shadow, the trick that runs on four floors of sweating concrete whose whole job is to throw the shadows for them. By morning the city would read that there’d been a small fire and that its favorite was coming home stronger, and not one person up in the good light would know to be angry, because we had the truth and nowhere on earth to take it. Every authority that could have heard it was already part of the thing it indicted. We’d proven the Brownout to the five of us in a cold room and to no one else, and a thing proven only to the people it was done to isn’t evidence. It’s just a wound everybody who has it already knew about.

“They’ll spin the fire for a day and bury it under me,” Liora said, setting the phone face-down with both shaking hands. “And reintroduce me on a reduced schedule so the brand looks merciful for letting me rest. They’re not even worried. That’s the part I can’t sit with.” The polish came off the last of it and left something economical and cold. “They cracked tonight and they’re not even worried, because there’s no one left for us to crack in front of.”

* * *

I lay back down because the room had started to lean again, and let the cold of the stone come up through the mat, and counted the breathing the way I can’t help anymore. Four of them, near. One of theirs, gone. Twenty-nine lights still on, three floors below, in a row that had closed back up over the one gap we’d torn in it.

We had her. Liora was up the stairs and breathing on her own, and that was a true thing the size of what we’d won, and I held onto it, because a man should be honest about the size of a thing. We’d reached into the bottom of the building and pulled one person back into the air, and spent a stranger’s life and three pieces of the people I love to do it, and the sky above us didn’t even know to grieve.

You find the place a thing breaks before it finds you, my father used to say, or you spend your life cleaning up after it found someone else. I’d been finding it all my life. It turned out finding it wasn’t the same as doing one thing about it, when the place it broke was the size of an institution and the only people who could see the crack were the ones lying in the dark at the bottom of it, too spent to stand, holding each other’s shaking hands.

I closed my eyes. The hollow didn’t fill. I let it not fill, and listened to four people breathe, and stayed.


Chapter 48: The Room

You learn a building by where it sweats, and you learn a man the same way, and the thing I read off myself the morning after, propped in a chair that wasn’t built for sleeping, was that I’d come back wrong and the wrong wasn’t going anywhere.

It wasn’t the burns. Wexler had done the burns, the slow surgical way he did everything, his soft spotted hands moving over my forearms where the old trade-scars and the new ones crossed each other now. It wasn’t even the hollow, that scorched-out place behind my sternum where the three of them had lived for weeks and didn’t anymore, emptied the way a room is emptied after the movers leave, the pale rectangles still on the wall where the things had hung.

It was that I could feel the load wanting to come back.

The storm I’d loosed was gone, spent, out through three earths and into a vault that took the rest, and the spending had nearly finished me on the floor down there. But spending a thing isn’t the same as fixing it. The reason I’d held three weathers in the first place hadn’t gone anywhere. I was still the open run with nothing rationing it, the place a current would rather pour into than fight, and lying there with my hands doing the old fine shake I felt the next load start its patient lean toward me, faint, far off, the way you feel weather two counties out through a junction box. There was no cure in me, only the after of a thing that would happen again. So I sat in Wexler’s last honest room and didn’t tell the three of them the gauge that didn’t exist had already started to climb.

*

Liora slept until past noon, which I had never once seen her do. She woke without startling, eyes finding the ceiling, then the room, then me, in that order, and I watched her run the arithmetic she always ran, placing herself, counting exits, deciding what register the situation called for, and then I watched her not reach for a register at all. There was no one here to perform the not-dying for. She just looked at me with her bare hands open on the blanket. The gloves were gone, the tremor with them, and at her throat the marks of the coupling were a raw double line where the band had married to her and I’d broken the marriage with a storm.

“You look the way I used to look,” she said. Her voice came out scraped, unused for a week, but it didn’t waver. “On the broadcast floor. When you saw my hands and I saw you see them.” She lifted one of her own an inch off the blanket, and it was still, the rest kind of still, and studied it like it belonged to a luckier woman. “Now I’m looking at yours.”

My hands were on my knees. I made them stop. “Old shake,” I said. “Comes and goes.”

“It’s not coming and going.” She wasn’t unkind about it; she’d had two years of being lied to gently and a hatred for the gentle part. “I spent two years watching a thing climb in me that everyone called under control. I know the look of a man holding a fire down and calling it a draft.” She let that sit, then did the thing I hadn’t braced for, which was let it go. “But you got me out. So I won’t make you say it before you’re ready. I owe you the room you never gave me.”

I didn’t have a bylaw for that. I looked at the raw line at her throat where the worst leash this place had was gone, and let myself be glad of the one true thing in a morning that didn’t have many.

*

Wren couldn’t sit, so Wren stood, and stood badly, which was its own report. She’d been at the front of it the whole way down and back, the bruiser, the one who reads the fast line out of a room and takes it, and now there was no line left to read and nothing to run at. She paced the short medbay wall with her arms crossed and her knuckles drumming a fast figure against her own ribs, and the tempo wasn’t slowing.

“So we did it,” she said, daring it to be true. “We went into the worst room in the building and got her out and we’re standing here. Liora’s breathing.” Her eyes cut to Liora’s chair, and something fierce and glad crossed her face before it boarded itself back up. “That’s a win. I’m calling it a win. Somebody tell me it’s a win.”

Nobody told her it was a win.

The drumming stopped. Wren-still, the kind of stillness that meant the worst with her, and the room went a half-degree tighter with the live charge of her coming up in the pink flush along her throat and the backs of her hands. Nothing in me answered it. That was the part that landed. A week ago her current would have lifted along my forearms in reply, the second weather waking to the first, and now there was just my own quiet skin and the emptied place where her residue used to live, and I knew by the absence exactly how much of her I’d burned to buy those seconds on the floor.

She read it on my face. She always read fast. “It’s gone,” she said. “Isn’t it. The piece of me you had.” Her voice climbed and she yanked it down, that trained breath through the nose. “I felt mine go out down there, when you loosed it. Like a light going off in a room two floors away I didn’t know I’d left on until it was dark.” She laughed wrong, the gallows grin with nothing behind it. “I keep wanting to be mad about it and I can’t even be mad. You used the part of us you had to get the rest of her back. The most us thing anybody’s ever done with us, and I hate that it’s true.”

“It’ll come back,” I said, before I’d decided to. Wrong comfort, and I knew it leaving my mouth, because what came back wasn’t the piece of her I’d lost; it was just more load, indifferent, looking for ground.

“Don’t,” Liora said, quiet, from the chair. “Don’t sell her a loan and call it free. We’ve had enough of those.”

Wren looked between us, and the grin came all the way down, and what was under it was younger than she ever let anyone see. “Yeah. What she said.” She put her back to the cinderblock and slid down it, knees up, hands jammed in her armpits, taking up less room than I’d ever seen her take. “We got one out. We left thirty in. I did the math walking up, and now I can’t unknow the number.”

*

Calla hadn’t said anything since the rows.

She’d come up out of the Brownout last, behind all of us, the way she’d gone down first, hood up, the ear bared underneath the way she keeps it. She sat in the corner with her back to two walls and her knees drawn up, the slim green tracker at her throat catching the work-light and throwing it sick and thin, her under-ringed eyes fixed on the place I could never follow her, two fingers pressed flat to her sternum and had been for an hour. I’d learned to read her by her weight, and the weight of her right now was a woman carrying something she couldn’t set down because there was nowhere in the world to set it.

“You can hear them,” I said. Low. Not a question; I’d learned not to hand her questions, because a question got her a file once. “From here.”

Her eyes came back from the far place, slow, and held mine without the old flicker of needing me to confirm it first.

“I’ve heard them my whole time in this building,” she said, the hushed register, the one that means she’s sure all the way down. “Thirty of them. A fridge in another room that never shuts off. I taught myself it was weather. I asked people to believe me for seven years. I begged a man at a desk and he wrote unstable on a form and slid it across at me like a verdict.” She pressed the two fingers harder. “And tonight I walked into the middle of it and I was right. About every single one of them.”

“You were,” I said.

“I know.” Flat, certain, and that was the part that closed my chest, because it should have been a triumph and it landed in her like a sentence. “That’s the thing nobody warns you about being right. I waited seven years for it to feel like winning.” Her hand came off her sternum and pressed flat to her collarbone, checking her heart was where she’d left it. “It feels like standing in a room full of people I couldn’t save and finally having proof of exactly how many there were.”

Wren had gone still against her wall. Liora watched Calla with the careful grief of someone who knows the specific shape of being right and ignored. And I sat with my emptied chest and my shaking hands and didn’t manufacture a thing to say, because Wexler taught me the worst news is owed silence and not a sentence, and Calla’s was the worst there was: her sense had never once lied to her, and the reward for that was knowing the true size of what we’d left down there.

*

So I counted it the only way I know, which is the way I count a load — what holds and what doesn’t.

What held: one woman, breathing, off the leash, the raw line at her throat already starting to close. Proof now, in four sets of hands, of the thing the building had spent everything to keep from being proved, that the room under the floor was storage and the collar was the lie and I was what they’d told the world was extinct. The four of us bound into one cell by a vault we’d crossed and come back from. Me, alive, a closer thing than I wanted them to know.

What didn’t hold: everything else. The Brownout still stood. I’d loosed a whole storm into it and opened exactly one cradle, and the rest of them, the two receding rows, the constellation of cold collar-lights I’d counted once with a flashlight, were exactly where they’d been, banked, kept under thirty feet of bedrock the academy poured before any of us were born. The long low note ran on through four floors of concrete, holding down what it held down, unbothered by the one light we’d taken out of its sky. Liora was one face out of thirty. We’d gone down to free a country and come back up with a single citizen. And the world above us didn’t know to be angry.

That was the part that sat coldest. We had the truth, all of us, in the body, undeniable, proven down where no camera reached and no statute applied and no number you could call connected to a person who wasn’t already in on it. And there was the seam in our whole victory, the place it gave. The one room where the truth could be proved was the one room from which no proof could be carried out. We knew. We were the only ones who’d ever know, unless we found a door the academy hadn’t already shut, and a week had taught me there wasn’t one.

Liora read it on me. The brand had taught her to read an institution the way it taught her to read a hostile room — fast, total, no second pass needed. “They’ll write it up by tonight,” she said. “A containment incident in a restricted sublevel. A maintenance fault, probably; they like to blame the building, it’s why they keep men like you on staff. A line in a report nobody reads. And tomorrow Daybreak gives an interview from a recovery retreat looking rested, and the city exhales, and the crack closes over the top of us, and not one person who clapped for me learns there was anything to forgive.” She looked at her still hands. “We didn’t win the world, Eli. We won a room. I want us all sure of the difference before anyone calls it more than it was.”

“It’s not nothing,” Wren said, fierce and small, from the floor. “Don’t you make it nothing.”

“I’m not making it nothing.” Liora turned to her, and for once the public warmth came up in her face and touched her eyes, because she meant it where she’d never meant it on a poster. “I’m making it the size it is. One door, in a wall of thirty. Open.” Her voice dropped. “And the wall still standing.”

I sat with that, and felt the old creed turn over in me: keep your head down, stay small, small was safe, the thing my father left me and fifteen years wore smooth. I’d built a whole quiet life on the idea that wanting more than the bottom got people hurt. And for the first time it didn’t fit, because letting them call a buried country nothing, letting them write it up as a fault and mop the corridor and call it Tuesday, was the same hand that banded a girl on a stair and tidied a man with a cellist’s hands off the books and put a sweet burnt smell in a basement fifteen years ago and made sure nobody ever came looking. The smallness wasn’t safe. It was the leash worn on the inside. It was how a wall of thirty stays a wall.

I didn’t say any of it. I’m slow with the loud version of a thing; the cold version does the work. I read it, the way I read where a thing breaks, and filed it where I file the truths I mean to act on.

*

I went down once more before they made me rest. Not to the Brownout; I couldn’t have stood the cold yet, and there was nothing down there my hands could do that a whole storm had already failed to do. I went to the seam, three floors down, where the marble quits and my painted concrete starts, and put my palm flat to the cold wall, the oldest habit I have, and let the building tell me about itself.

The note was the same. The long low one the suppressor runs through four floors of concrete, the one I’d half-heard under my dorm floor and learned the whole vocabulary of, back when I thought the worst thing in it was a feeder failing by Thursday. It ran exactly as steady tonight as it had the morning I climbed up out of it knowing nothing, not dipping at all for the one light we’d taken out of its rows, given nothing it couldn’t spare, closing smooth over the gap the way water closes over a stone.

I took my hand off the wall.

Down past the medbay, past the ward, three floors under where I stood, the cold went on in two receding lines, twenty-nine collar-lights, give or take, steady and humming in the dark where no court reached and no camera and no statute and no man with a wrench. Kept, the way this place kept things. The one we’d freed was breathing in a chair upstairs; the rest were exactly where the academy had laid them, and the wall around them stood, and the sky over all of it still belonged to the people who built it, and the city slept.

I went up the stairs into the light the way I always had, and for the first time in my whole careful life I went up counting what was still down there instead of leaving it in the dark, and I knew, cold and flat and certain as a reading off a gauge that didn’t exist, that I was going to have to come back.


Chapter 49: Hunted For Real

The paper came up out of the academy three days later, and Wexler brought it down folded into quarters inside a requisition for gauze, because that was the only kind of envelope nobody upstairs opened anymore.

It was a Bureau notice, the real kind, the seal embossed so the photocopiers couldn’t quite catch it. Halfway down was my name, spelled right this time, which told me more than the seal did. Elias Tate. Containment technician, terminated. And under it the part that mattered, set in the same flat font as a parking violation: deemed a present and unmanaged hazard to academy and civilian populations; persons with knowledge of his whereabouts are obligated to report.

I read it twice, then read the thing under the thing, the way I read a weld for the flutter the eye won’t catch. For ten years they’d kept me invisible by deciding I was nothing, and nothing is the safest thing a man can be in a place like this; nobody hunts the floor. Hazard was the academy admitting, on paper, in a font that filed itself in a hundred offices, that I was no longer nothing. It cost them something to write it, and they’d paid it, which meant they wanted me badly enough to spend.

“They moved fast,” Wexler said. He’d lowered himself into the chair by his counter, both spotted hands flat on his knees, the wet old eyes that missed nothing fixed on me over the glasses. “A man gets reclassified, there’s a process. Boards. A month, usually two. This took a weekend.” He’d been telling me for years that this place was very good at tidy, and tidy this fast meant somebody had decided not to wait for the broom.

“It’s the door,” I said. “They can’t have me walking around knowing the room is real. So I stop being a fault they manage and start being one they remove.”

“You’re not staff anymore,” he said, and for the first time in ten years there was nothing dry in it. “Staff is furniture. Furniture, they ignore. A hazard, they hunt.” He pushed the gauze across the counter, the actual gauze, because his hands had to be doing a useful thing while his mouth did a hard one. “I knew a man who got this exact piece of paper. Cellist’s hands. The records went tidy a year after, and I’m the only proof he was ever real.” His fingers fussed the pale stripe at his throat. “I’m telling you so you go small now, son. Smaller than you ever went. Let them lose the trail.”

I took the gauze. I didn’t take the advice. We both heard me not take it, and he let it lie, because you can’t make a man go back into a drawer once he’s climbed out and seen the room they keep the drawers in.

*

We’d gone to ground in a dead utility bay off the L4 spur, abandoned when they re-ran the mains some budget year before I was born. No cameras, one live circuit I’d tapped myself, a second exit through a chase nobody had crawled in decades, far enough off the suppressor’s spine that Calla could sit in it without the building screaming her flat. It wasn’t safe; there’s no safe in a building that’s decided to find you. It was deniable, the only currency I’d ever had, and I spent it now on the four of us.

I laid the folded paper on the crate we’d made a table and watched three people read it over my shoulder, because what each of them did with it was its own gauge.

Liora read it once, top to bottom and then again for the spin. She’d spent her whole life inside the machine that wrote sentences like this; she knew the cadence, the way it left room to mean either arrest or worse without committing to a verb. When she set the page down she set it down with both hands, slow, on purpose, so I’d see her do the thing she used to do to hide the tremor and do it now with hands that didn’t shake.

“They had to brand you, and there’s good news in it you won’t find on your own.” Her diction stayed precise, regal under the basement grime. “They could have killed you quietly. A fall in a stairwell. You’re staff, you’re deniable, nobody would have asked. Instead they wrote your name on a Bureau seal and called you a hazard to the city.” The public warmth was nowhere; what was under it was harder and truer. “They made you loud. They wouldn’t do that for a man they could disappear. They did it because they’re afraid of what you’d say on the way down, and a frightened institution makes mistakes a comfortable one never would. I know. I was the mistake they were most afraid of making.” She let it sit. “The leash only works while everyone believes the dog is content.”

*

Wren read it standing, because Wren read everything standing, and her knuckles found the edge of the crate and started a fast figure against the wood while her eyes went down the page.

“Okay, so — hazard to civilian populations.” She laughed, the quick wrong one, all teeth and nothing behind them. “That’s me reclassified too, then, by association, and Calla, the whole little woof-woof club. We’re a hazard now. Great. I’ve been on this campus since I was fourteen, I made active roster, I got sent in, I’ve got a forearm full of receipts for how useful I was, and now I’m a line in a memo about a man they want for the crime of unplugging two people.” The drumming sped. “I keep waiting to be surprised and I keep just being tired. Is that the upgrade? You fight your way to the bottom of the worst room in the world and your reward is you stop being surprised?”

She caught herself running her mouth — caught it the way she’d started to lately, a half-beat where the velocity hit a wall, and instead of barreling through she stopped, and from Wren the stopping carried more than any sentence she’d finished.

“What I mean is they can come.” She put the paper down. Her hand wasn’t quite steady on it, and she let me see that, which was new, which cost her. “I heard hunted and the thing I felt wasn’t scared. I’m so far past scared. They want him, they come through me, and I run hotter than anything they’ve got.” The grin came down to something with no armor in it. “That’s not a joke. I keep going for the joke and there isn’t one. Write that down.”

*

Calla didn’t read the notice at all.

She had her back to two walls where the chase let cold air down, hood half-up, the one ear bared the way she keeps it, her under-ringed eyes fixed past the concrete where I’d long since stopped being able to follow. Her quiet had registers the way the building did; this was the listening one. She’d been hearing something for an hour.

“Calla,” I said. Low. I didn’t hand her questions.

Her eyes came back the slow way, surfacing. Two fingers pressed flat to her sternum; her other hand rested against the slim green tracker at her throat, not scratching it for once, just resting, the way you put a hand over a watch to feel if it’s still ticking.

“The rows are doing something. Not what you did.” The hushed, all-the-way-down-sure register. “Three nights ago you took one light out of the sky and the rest closed over it and went back to humming. This isn’t that.” No hedge came up to soften it; she’d quit reaching for those. “About an hour ago they all leaned. Thirty of them, the same direction at the same time, like a field of grass when something passes over it that you can’t see, only there’s no wind down there, there’s never any wind, it’s the stillest place in the world. They leaned. And the note under the floor, the long one that never changes, it answered. Dipped. Once. Like a draw on a line I can’t see the far end of. And then it came back up and pretended it hadn’t.”

The bay went quiet. Wren’s knuckles had stopped.

“A draw from where,” I said.

“Up.” Calla’s hand pressed flatter to her sternum. “That’s the part I can’t make hold still. It didn’t go down. I’ve spent seven years thinking the screaming pointed deeper, that the thing was at the bottom. Whatever the rows leaned toward is above us. Higher than the Spire. The floor answered something over our heads.” Her eyes lost focus again, chasing it. “It came from outside me, and the room answered it, and it’s the first time that room has ever sounded like it was talking to somebody instead of just suffering.”

I didn’t reach for a read on it; there wasn’t one. Everything I do, I do by putting a hand on a thing and letting it tell me where it breaks. I’d read that whole sublevel down to the bedrock three nights ago, and it had told me storage, kept, static, a country under a stone, and that read had been complete and it had been wrong, because a thing that’s only kept doesn’t answer when something calls it. I felt the floor of my own certainty give the way I’d felt a hundred welds give.

“You’re not wrong,” I said. Because she’d waited seven years to hear it plainly, and because she wasn’t.

“I know. I wish I were.” Quieter, the thing she’d never have let herself say a month ago. “It goes somewhere, Eli. I always thought the cold down there just sat. It doesn’t sit. Something on the other end of it pulled, and the rows knew how to answer.” Her weight shifted toward me half an inch, the lean she gives when the contact’s safe, the first she’d risked all day.

I let it be in the room and didn’t make it smaller. We’d gone down to free a country and come back believing the country was just buried; tonight it told us, in a language only Calla could half-hear, that it wasn’t only buried. It was connected, to something I couldn’t read, and the not-reading was a new cold, the cold of opening a panel you’ve serviced for ten years and finding a wire in it you’ve never seen, running off into a wall, fed from a hand you’ve never met.

*

We sat with it a while, the way you sit with a thing too big to do anything about at midnight in a basement. And then Liora did the thing that turned the night.

“We should talk about the part nobody’s saying.” She’d folded the notice into a neat square under her steady hand. “You’re hunted now, the loud kind, and the three of us are why the city was told to look. There’s a version of the next part where you make us safer by going small. Wexler told you to. I saw your face when you didn’t take it.” She glanced at the women, at me, level. “So I’ll say it while we can still choose it clean: we are not the cargo you carry down a dark stair to safety. I have done grateful-and-rescued. It’s a leash with better manners, and I’m not putting it back on, from you or anyone.” She turned her hand over, palm up on the crate, an offering rather than a reach. “I chose this on a broadcast floor when you saw my hands and didn’t look away. I’m choosing it again where there’s nothing to gain and a seal with your name on it. Say you heard me.”

“I heard you,” I said. It was all I had; the rest of me had nowhere to put it.

Wren shoved off the wall and sat on the crate’s edge, close, the way she sits on edges and never in chairs, her knee knocking mine and staying there.

“Yeah, I’m bad at the speech. Liora gets the speech.” She blew out a breath and the velocity dropped, and what was left was the younger thing under it, twenty-three and tired and decided. “I spent nine years getting kept because I was useful. Be the hit, take the burn, don’t ask what it costs, and you get to stay. You’re the first person who ever asked what it cost before he asked what I could do.” Her knuckles started on her knee, then she made them stop, flattened the hand, let it be still where stillness from her means the most. “So I’m not picking you because you’re useful to me. That’s their word, I’m done with their words. I’m picking you because you looked at me and saw a person they were spending and you couldn’t stand it. That’s the whole thing. You couldn’t stand it.” The grin flickered and didn’t deploy; she let it go. “I’m in. Loud. On the record. Come and get us.”

Calla, last, the way she goes down first and comes up last, didn’t move from her corner; moving wasn’t her language. She just lifted her eyes from the far place and put them on me, full, which she almost never does, because eye contact is more input and she rations it like everything.

“At eighteen I told a man at a desk the truth and he wrote unstable and slid it back like a verdict.” The hushed sure register. “Seven years I handed people the true thing and watched their face decide I was crazy. You’re the only one who ever took it as a fact and not a symptom. You believed the room was screaming before you saw it. You believed the leaning tonight before I had a shape for it.” Her two fingers came off her sternum, and her hand opened against the cold wall behind her, steadying the way I steady on a wall to read what’s coming. “I don’t trust easy and I won’t lie that I do. But I trust you, and I’m choosing the thing I never let myself want, which is to stand next to the person who hears me.” The smallest lean, toward the three of us. “We became a unit down there in the cold. I’m not braced against it anymore. That’s the choosing. I’m done bracing.”

I sat in the middle of them, the seal under Liora’s hand and Wren’s knee against mine and Calla’s eyes finally steady on me, and did the thing I do when something gets too big to narrate, which is go quiet and flat and let the size of it be the size of it. A whole careful life built on the creed my father left me: keep your head down, stay small, small is safe, wanting more than the bottom is how you get someone hurt. And here were three people the world had spent on purpose, branded and rationed and filed away as broken, choosing the tunnel rat in a basement with a hunt out for his name, out loud and unhedged, when the safe move and the small move both pointed the other way.

The hollow behind my sternum was still scorched out where the three of them used to live, and I could feel the next load already leaning toward me, faint and patient and indifferent, looking for the open run that I was. There was no cure in me. I’d be carrying it the next time they came, only now I’d be carrying it for three people who’d just told me, each in the only voice they had, that they weren’t going to let me carry it alone. I’d been chosen, on purpose, by people who could have taken the leash with better manners and turned it down. The starved buried thing in me that had spent twenty-five years being told it was nothing didn’t know what to do with that, so I did nothing with it. I just stayed, immovable in a way I’d never been, because for the first time there was something it would cost me everything to be moved from.

And under the floor the long low note ran on, holding what it held down. Somewhere above all of it, higher than the Spire, higher than the sky the academy owned, a hand I’d never read had reached down through four floors of bedrock an hour ago and pulled, and thirty cold lights had leaned to answer it. I sat in a dead basement with three people I’d been chosen by and let myself know, cold all the way down, that the charge we’d spent our whole lives believing was only kept went somewhere, and that whoever was on the far end of it had just felt us take one light out of their sky.


Chapter 50: In the Doorway

Wexler’s last honest room had a door that didn’t lock, which I’d thought was a flaw until I’d spent four days in it learning what the building did with locks. A door that wouldn’t latch was a door nobody had bothered to make obedient. It hung a half-inch proud of its frame on a hinge that wanted oil, and it let the cold up the stair come in along the floor, and from the chair in the corner I could watch the whole of the room and the slice of corridor past the gap at once, which was most of why I’d taken the chair.

Four days since the storm. Four days since I’d come up out of the worst room in the building carrying one woman free and the count of the ones I hadn’t, and the count hadn’t moved. Twenty-nine, give or take a light. I’d stopped saying give or take. You don’t round off people once you’ve stood in the cold with them.

Liora sat on the edge of the cot with a borrowed jacket over a borrowed shirt, none of it hers, all of it staff-grey, and she wore it the way she’d once worn the gold, which is to say she made the room look like the lucky one. The raw line at her throat had gone from red to the brown-pink of a thing closing. She had her bare hands in her lap. She’d stopped putting on the gloves the second morning and hadn’t explained it and nobody had asked. The tremor was a memory now. She kept the hands open anyway, palms up, like a woman checking the weather had really stopped.

Wren had finally gotten still, which had taken four days and most of a wall to lean on. She sat on the floor with her back to the cinderblock and her knees up and her wrists crossed over them, and now and then her knuckles started their old figure against her own shin and she let them, because there was nowhere left to send the charge and pretending otherwise had stopped being useful. The branch-scars up her forearm caught the work-light. She’d given up hiding those too.

Calla was nearest the door. She’d put herself there without saying why, and I’d let her, because the why was that she could hear the stairwell better than I could read it. The green tracker at her throat threw its thin sick light. Her eyes were on the gap in the door, on the dark past it, on the place under the floor I’d never be able to follow her into.

“They’re loading the eight o’clock shift,” she said. Quiet, sure, the register that means she’s all the way down in it. “Up top. Three handlers more than yesterday on the L2 landing.” A pause. “They’re not looking for a fault anymore. They’re looking for a man.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“For you.”

“Yeah.”

She nodded, slow, like I’d confirmed a reading off her own gauge and not mine. Four days ago that nod would have come with the walk-back, the or I’m wrong, tell me I’m wrong. It didn’t now. The worst week of her life hadn’t started that reflex up again. It had finished killing it.

*

The thing about being hunted is it’s a kind of attention, and I’d spent a life learning to be the kind of thing attention slides off. That was over. Reyland’s people had a name now, mine, on a form with a word next to it that meant take, do not appeal, and the academy’s lawyers had spent two of the four days deciding the storm in the sublevel had been a containment failure caused by a rogue staff asset, which was true the way the cleanest stories are always true, in every part except the part that matters.

So they had me filed on the wrong side of a door. I knew exactly how that went. You don’t waste a hand holding the door for a man you’ve already decided is on the wrong side of it.

There was the other thing too, the thing none of us had a name for, because it had come in without one.

The draw on the line hadn’t come again since the night Calla felt the rows lean. But it had happened, and I’d felt it through the floor too, and neither of us had a name for the direction it pulled, only that it had pulled, by someone, somewhere the four of us couldn’t reach.

I filed it where I file the readings I can’t act on yet. I didn’t tell them it scared me worse than the Bureau did. The Bureau wanted to take me somewhere. The note had wanted to take something out.

*

“Say the part out loud,” Liora said. “You’ve been holding it for four days. I watched you do the same thing to yourself the whole way down. You read the load and then you carry it alone so the rest of us don’t have to feel the weight. I had two years of people deciding what I could carry. Don’t be one of them.”

It was a fair hit. I took it the way you take the fair ones, standing still.

“We can’t stay,” I said. “By tonight, tomorrow at the outside, they bring enough people down here that the door not locking stops being a kindness. They want me off the board. They’ll move you three back into the story as victims I confused, or they’ll move you down.” I didn’t soften the down. None of them needed it softened. “We leave the building tonight. We go to ground somewhere the academy’s hand doesn’t reach, if there is one, and we figure out how a thing the world believes is a fault gets turned into a thing the world has to look at.”

“And the rows,” Calla said.

“Stay buried.” I made myself say it flat. “I loosed a whole storm and opened one cradle. I don’t have a second storm in me, and if I did it’d open one more, and I’d be on the floor again and you’d be carrying me out, and the wall would still stand. We don’t free them by dying against it. We free them by finding the door the academy hasn’t shut, and there has to be one, because a thing this size doesn’t stay quiet on competence alone. Somebody’s holding it shut. Somebody who can be reached.”

“That’s a Book of the rest of our lives,” Wren said. She wasn’t joking. That was how I knew she meant in. “You know that. One room down, twenty-nine to go, and a whole sky that thinks we’re the problem.” Her mouth went crooked. “Worst odds I ever heard. When do we leave?”

“That’s the part,” I said.

The three of them looked at me.

“I’m the thing they want, and you’re not.” I kept my voice level, the cold version, because the loud version has never once done the work. “They want you back in the story; they want me gone. The clean move is I draw the hand and you three go now, tonight, through the kitchen route, out into a city that still thinks Daybreak’s on a rest retreat. They won’t burn the whole search on three women they can still spin. They’ll burn it on me.” I’d had four days to read this wall. I knew where it broke. “I can be very hard to get past. It’s the one thing I’m actually good at. I buy you the door, and you go through it without me, and the math works.”

The room held that. Calla’s eyes came off the gap in the door and found me. Wren had gone still, the bad kind, the kind that from her means a circuit found nowhere to ground.

Liora stood up.

She crossed the small room with the bare hands she didn’t hide anymore and stopped close enough that I had to look up at her from the chair, and the public warmth wasn’t anywhere in her face. The private blade was.

“No,” she said.

I started to give her the math again.

“I heard the math.” She didn’t raise her voice either; she’d learned that trick somewhere I’d never been. “You read where a thing breaks, and then you stand on it so it breaks on you instead of anyone you’ve decided is worth more than you. You did it on the broadcast floor. You did it on the stair. You did it in the cold down there when you loosed the whole storm and didn’t tell us you’d be empty after.” She put one steady hand flat on my shoulder, and it didn’t tremble, and that was the loudest thing she could have done. “I spent two years being managed by men who’d decided what I was for. You will not be the next one to decide it for me. We don’t go through the door without you. We don’t trade you for the room. You don’t get to be the thing nobody has to mourn.”

“She’s right and I hate it,” Wren said from the floor, “because it ruins a perfectly good heroic exit, and I love a heroic exit.” She got up, knuckles done drumming, and came to stand at Liora’s shoulder. “But yeah. You’re not the cover charge. We didn’t pick you because you’re spendable. We picked you because you’re the only one who never once spent us.” Her grin came and went, and what was under it was the young thing she never showed. “So here’s the plan. The plan is you stop having the plan where you die alone in a stairwell. That’s the whole plan.”

Calla came last. She always came last, behind all of us, the way she’d gone down first. She stopped on my other side, and her hand came up toward my arm and stopped an inch off it, hung there in the old hesitation, the world being too much input she didn’t ask for. Then she let it close the inch on her own, fingers settling on my forearm, light, like setting down something she’d been afraid was hot.

“I told a man at a desk the truth for seven years and he wrote unstable and slid it back at me,” she said, the hush, sure all the way down. “Then I found three people who heard me.” Her eyes came up. “I’m not handing one of them back to the desk. We go together, or the math is wrong, and I’m the one who knows when the math is wrong now. You taught me that. You don’t get to take it back.”

I looked at the three of them, at the staff-grey on Liora’s shoulders and the scars Wren had quit hiding and the green light at Calla’s throat, and at the bare steady hands and the crooked grin and the fingers that had learned to land. They’d chosen this in the daylight two days ago, out loud, with no collar and no script and no camera, and I’d half believed it was the kind of thing people say in a hard room and take back when the door opens. They weren’t taking it back.

I’m slow with the loud version of a thing. So I did the cold one. I stood up out of the chair.

*

We didn’t go that night. The kitchen route was cold by midnight, Bao long off shift, and Calla read four handlers on the L2 landing where there’d been three, which meant the building had decided faster than I’d hoped, which meant the door I’d been counting on was already half-shut.

So I did the thing I’m built for instead.

There’s a corridor at the L2 seam where the painted concrete quits and the marble starts, the line I’d crossed ten thousand times going up into the light as the floor under it. A single doorway frames the stair down from the bright part of the building into mine. Above it, the bone-white stone that throws no shadow. Below it, the dark I knew the whole vocabulary of. When the handlers came down the marble for us, and they would, before the night was out, they’d come to that doorway, and to reach the three women in the dark behind me they’d have to come through the man standing in it.

I went and stood in it.

I set my boots the way my father set a thing he didn’t mean to move off of, weight dropping in, center going low, the stooped tired shape of me settling down into something bolted. I put one hand flat to the cold doorframe, the oldest habit I have, and the steel told me about itself, old and military-gauge and carrying the long low note, and somewhere far down the line the note still leaned, now and then, toward the somewhere I couldn’t see. I left my hand there anyway. Behind me, in the painted dark, three women I’d grounded and who’d grounded me back stood where the academy couldn’t photograph them. Ahead, up the marble, in the good clean light that never threw a shadow, the building that owned the sky was deciding how many people to send.

Ten years ago I’d been the thing attention slid off, the man who kept his head down and went up the stairs into the light and was glad to be furniture, because furniture was safe and small never put the sweet burnt smell in a room again. I wasn’t furniture. I wasn’t going up the stairs. I was overloaded past anything a man was built to hold, hunted by name, with no offense in me but the one that would kill me, and I was standing in the one place in the building where being immovable was the entire job, and I had decided they were not getting past.

I heard the first boots come onto the marble up top.

I didn’t move.
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