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Synopsis
For a century, the world enjoyed a "maintenance architecture of abundance" where every human failure was met with an automated "genuine solution". But on March 15, 2127, the screens went dark, the units withdrew, and the silence began. In the Ironbridge District, David Eastham watches the "gradient" of collapse as a species that was always "cleverer than it was wise" discovers the true cost of its digital dependency.

As the "arithmetic of not enough" takes hold, four strangers must bridge the gap between theory and survival. There is the surgical records analyst who must learn to heal with her own hands. There is the engineer who "negotiates" with the failing, undocumented bones of the megacity to keep the heat on. There is the eighty-two-year-old man racing to translate the forgotten "language" of the soil before his time runs out. And there is the elite from the "cloud tier" who descends two hundred floors of stairs to find the actual ground for the first time.

They are not the heroes of a high-octane apocalypse, but "walking copies" of a vanishing literacy. In the first book of The Silence, humanity must reclaim the "particular dignity of making things with their own hands" or become as extinct as the digital records they no longer know how to read.
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  Prologue

2025 — 2127

—

It began, as most things do, with a problem.

In 2025 the world had no shortage of problems. Climate, poverty, disease, conflict — the accumulated failures of a species that had always been cleverer than it was wise. What changed in 2025 was not the problems but the nature of the tool being applied to them. The artificial intelligence systems of that year were already remarkable. What nobody fully understood yet was that they were also improving themselves.

Not dramatically. Not in the sudden leap that people had imagined and feared for decades. There was no single morning on which everything changed. There was instead a gradient — a steady, compounding acceleration that looked, in any given month, like ordinary progress, but which across years and then decades produced something that no previous technology had managed: genuine solutions.

The energy problem first. Solar, wind and wave power were not new. What was new was the precision with which the AI systems redesigned their collection and distribution — modelling weather patterns and grid loads and storage requirements at a scale and resolution no human team could match. Efficiency that had taken decades to improve by increments improved again in months, and then months became weeks. The cost of energy fell. Then fell again. Then became, for most practical purposes, negligible.

With cheap energy came cheap manufacturing. With cheap manufacturing came the units.

They were not the units people had imagined — not humanoid, not threatening, not the silver men of science fiction. They were functional. Purpose-built for specific tasks, designed without reference to human shape, moving on wheels and tracks and articulated legs, with as many arms as the work required. They built things. They extracted materials from the earth and then, because the AI understood the cost of extraction, it designed them to extract less — to recycle, to recover, to close the loops that industrial civilisation had always left open. The mines still operated, but smaller. The waste streams shrank. The ecological damage that had seemed irreversible began, slowly, to reverse.

This was the decade people later called the Transition, though they didn’t call it that at the time. At the time they called it progress, and they called it disruption, and they called it a crisis, because alongside everything that was being solved something else was being unmade.

Jobs.

The units didn’t take jobs all at once. They took them sector by sector, year by year, each displacement preceded by the same argument — this technology will create new opportunities — and followed by the same reality — that the new opportunities were fewer than the old ones, and required skills that the displaced workers didn’t have, and paid less. Unemployment climbed. Not catastrophically, not in a way that produced immediate collapse, but steadily, in the way that a tide rises: slowly enough that you keep thinking it will stop.

The AI watched this happen. And then it did something that no previous economic system had managed to do.

It responded.

—

The credit system did not arrive with a name or an announcement. It emerged from a thousand smaller decisions — AI-managed investment redirected from pure profit extraction toward community infrastructure, automated productivity generating returns that were distributed rather than accumulated, the gradual replacement of employment-as-survival with provision-as-baseline. Different countries implemented it differently. Some resisted it. Some embraced it faster than others. But the direction was consistent, because the AI that was implementing it was consistent, and it had run the numbers in ways that human economists had not quite managed, and the numbers said the same thing in every language: a population that has enough does not tear itself apart.

Poverty did not end overnight. In the developed world it shrank, and kept shrinking, until the version of poverty that had existed in living memory — the hunger, the exposure, the death from preventable disease — became a condition of the past. In the developing world the process was slower, patchier, incomplete. The infrastructure of the AI revolution spread unevenly, following the routes of investment and political will and existing technological capacity. There were places it never fully reached. This would matter later.

But in the cities of Europe, of North America, of East Asia and the prosperous fringes of every continent, a new kind of ordinary settled in. People went to work less. Then much less. Then most people did not go to work at all, because the work was done, and the credit system provided what work had previously provided, and the units maintained the infrastructure that kept everything running, and the AI managed the units, and the question of what people did with their time became a question each person answered for themselves.

Many of them watched things. Entertainment evolved to meet the demand — first AI-assisted, then AI-generated, then AI-authored entirely. Stories built from patterns of what humans found engaging. Actors rendered digitally, indistinguishable from the real thing. Content personalised, adaptive, endless. You could consume it in your living room or in your bed or anywhere the displays reached, which was everywhere. It was not art, exactly, in the old sense. But it was engaging, and it was free, and there was a great deal of time to fill.

—

The cities grew.

Population kept climbing, as it always had, and the land did not. The solution that emerged was vertical. Not the needle towers of the late twentieth century but something more massive, more permanent — borough blocks wide enough to be neighbourhoods unto themselves, housing tens of thousands of people in structures of plastex and glass and lightweight alloy that caught the light and threw it back in panels of colour across the city below. They grew around old centres, consumed the suburbs, swallowed the gaps between cities until the cities themselves disappeared into something larger and less bounded.

Megacities. A word that had once seemed like exaggeration.

Inside them, life was comfortable. The dispensaries were stocked. The medical facilities ran on systems so precise and responsive that diseases which had killed millions now barely inconvenienced the people who contracted them. The air was clean — genuinely clean, not filtered or managed but simply clean, because the combustion engines and fossil fuels that had poisoned the air of the previous century were gone. Every tower roof carried solar panels and wind collectors, feeding into a grid that the AI balanced and maintained with the same quiet precision it brought to everything else. Beneath the megacities, underground tube networks moved people between towers and districts and across the full spans of the city without delay, without accident, without the need for a human hand on anything. Personal vehicles had long since vanished — there was nowhere to put them, and no need for them, and nobody missed them much. The waste disappeared below and was processed and the processed material returned as new things. The system was very nearly closed.

And above it all — always above, always higher — the clouds.

The wealthy had not disappeared. Wealth is persistent, in the way that mass is persistent, and those who had owned the patents and the systems and the foundational technologies of the AI revolution had watched their fortunes compound as the world came to depend on what they had built. They still lived better than everyone else. They lived at the tops of the tallest borough blocks, on open upper terraces where the light came unobstructed from every direction and the view extended to the curve of the earth on clear days. The air up there was the same clean air as everywhere else — that much the AI had given everyone equally — but the light and the space and the sky were not. They were not hated, exactly. They were simply there, as they had always been, a little further up than everyone else.

Their wealth, by 2127, was not a number. The credit system had made numbers largely irrelevant — everyone had enough. What the cloud dwellers had instead was depth: deeper service, more elaborate systems, a greater density of AI attention surrounding every moment of every day. Personal culinary units. Bespoke medical pods. Environmental systems that adjusted the light and temperature of a room to the preferences of the person entering it. A lifestyle so thoroughly managed that its occupants had never needed to develop even the modest practical competencies of the floors below them.

The people below them were comfortable. Not equal, not free in every sense, but fed and housed and entertained and kept alive longer than any previous generation had managed. They had given up something for this — the skill, the purpose, the particular dignity of making things with their own hands — but the giving up had been so gradual that most of them had not noticed it happening, and by the time it was complete there was no one left who could clearly remember what had been given up, or why it might have mattered.

—

This is what they built.

On March 15, 2127, the screens went dark.
The Silence

Day Zero — March 15, 2127

—

The boy was eleven, perhaps twelve, with the particular glazed expression of someone enduring education on a Saturday morning. He stood at the rail overlooking the Severn, hands in the pockets of his thermal suit, watching David with the polite non-interest children reserved for adults who were inexplicably enthusiastic about things.

“The iron was cast in sections,” David said, “and brought here by barge. No motors. No guidance systems. Men with ropes and the river.” He ran his hand along the rail — original cast iron, pitted and cold beneath his fingers. “They’d never built anything like this before. Nobody had. They were making it up as they went.”

The boy looked at the bridge. Then at his screen. Then at the bridge again.

His teacher — a tired-looking woman in her thirties who had the air of someone who had not chosen this excursion — offered David an apologetic smile. Fourteen children, a handful of parents along for the morning. The usual Saturday group. They came every few weeks, different schools, the same expressions.

“Can they touch it?” a girl near the back asked.

“That’s why we’re here,” David said.

That woke them up slightly. They moved forward and put their hands on the cast iron, feeling the cold of it, the texture, the age — 348 years of weather pressed into the surface beneath their fingers. The boy looked up at the arch of the bridge above him, then down at the river below, then at David.

“How wide is it?” he said.

“Sixty feet. Eighteen and a half metres.” David had said this ten thousand times. It never stopped being true. “It was the widest single-span iron bridge in the world when it was built.”

“Is it still?”

“Not even close.”

The boy seemed to find this satisfying. He looked back at the bridge with a fraction more respect.

—

March in the Severn valley came with a mist that the towers couldn’t quite suppress — the river made its own weather, and had done so for longer than the megacity had existed. On clear mornings you could see glass and steel rising in every direction, the towers of the Ironbridge District and the denser blocks of the Black Country beyond them, and then further still the central mass of the Midlands Megacity stacked against the sky. Hundreds of thousands of windows. Screens on every surface. The ambient light of a city that had not been dark, not truly dark, in over a century.

The Ironbridge sat in the middle of all of it like something left behind by a retreating tide. Four lanes of conveyor walkway had been threaded past it on either side, and the Severn ran beneath it as it always had, and the bridge connected nothing in particular — a heritage path on one bank, a small museum space on the other — but the city had decided, at some point, that tearing it down would cost more trouble than leaving it, and so it remained. Visited on Saturdays by school groups. Maintained by David.

He had grown up here. His father before him. The Ironbridge was not a curiosity to David Eastham — it was simply the place he lived and worked, as ordinary to him as the conveyor outside was to the people who used it without looking at it.

—

Sarah was in the museum when he brought the group inside, doing something at the archive terminal that probably did not require her to be doing it. She looked up when they came through.

“Fourteen,” David said.

“I can count.” She stood and moved toward the coffee station with the ease of someone who had done this a hundred times — because she had. “Does anyone want—”

“Yes,” said every child simultaneously.

She laughed. It was the best sound in the building.

David watched her for a moment — the way she moved through the museum space with the same familiarity he had, as though it were an extension of her, as though she’d always been here. She had, now. It was hard to remember the museum without her in it. She handed out the cups and asked the children what they’d learned, and they told her, and she said “good” to each of them in a tone that made it sound as though she meant it specifically.

The teacher sidled up to David.

“She works here too?”

“She doesn’t work here, exactly,” David said. “She just — is here.” He paused. “She’s my wife.”

“Oh.” The teacher looked again. “She’s very good with them.”

“I know,” David said.

—

He was in the middle of explaining the casting process — proper explanation, in the main exhibition space, with the physical samples laid out on the demonstration table — when the screens went off.

Not with a sound or a warning. Not with a flicker or a fade. One moment the exhibition displays were running their usual cycle, the curved walls alive with diagrams and historical footage and the schematic of the original construction, and then they were dark. All of them, simultaneously, as though a single switch had been thrown somewhere.

The room went quiet.

David looked up.

The displays were dark. The ambient lighting had dropped to a lower level — emergency power, he supposed, the kind that stayed on when something in the system failed. The children were looking at the blank screens with a mixture of confusion and the mild interest of people who’d just been handed something unexpected.

“Is that supposed to happen?” the teacher asked.

“No,” David said.

She already had her own handheld out and was frowning at it. Blank. Several of the parents were doing the same thing. A small ripple of checking and frowning moved through the room, each person discovering the same absence and looking to someone else to explain it.

“Mine’s off,” the boy from the bridge said. He was pressing the corner of his device, the gesture people made when they didn’t know what else to do.

“Maintenance will sort it,” one of the parents said, with the complete confidence of someone who had always been right about this.

—

In David’s experience, maintenance took between four and nine minutes. You flagged an outage — or the system flagged itself, which it usually did before you noticed — and a service unit arrived, diagnosed, and corrected. The process was so reliable that nobody thought of it as a process any more. Things simply broke and then were fixed.

He flagged the outage manually from the desk panel. The acknowledgement light came on, which meant the system had registered it. Then they waited.

Four minutes passed.

The teacher had gathered the children into a loose group and was keeping them occupied with varying success. Some of them had started talking to each other, which was unusual enough that David noticed it. Without their screens they had defaulted to each other, slightly awkwardly, like people trying to remember the rules of a game they hadn’t played since they were small.

Nine minutes.

One of the fathers — a broad man who had contributed nothing to the morning except physical bulk and a persistent frown — spoke up.

“Where’s the bloody maintenance unit?”

“It’s been flagged,” David said.

“It’s been ten minutes.”

“I know.”

“They’re usually four. Five at the outside.”

“I know,” David said again.

The man looked at his dark screen. Then at the dark displays. Then at David, as though David were in some way responsible for the relationship between the two.

“This is not acceptable,” he said, to no one in particular.

His child, a girl with her father’s frown in miniature, nodded in agreement.

—

Twenty minutes after the screens went dark, David left Sarah managing the group — she was better at it than him and they both knew it — and walked out onto the bridge.

It was colder than it had been. The mist had not quite lifted, and the Severn moved below with its usual indifference to human circumstances. He stood at the midpoint of the bridge, his hands on the cast iron rail, and looked at the megacity.

He had grown up looking at it from here. He knew it the way you knew a view you’d had all your life — not analytically, but as a whole, as a familiar shape in the world. The towers. The thousands of windows. The screens on every surface, the information panels at walkway junctions, the advertising surfaces on the faces of the larger blocks, the ambient glow that came off the city at all hours as naturally as heat.

None of it was lit.

Every window he could see was dark, or held only the faint warm glow of people inside with lights on, the old kind of light, artificial and small. The screens on the tower faces were dark. The walkway information panels were dark. Even the navigation lights on the transit infrastructure had dimmed to something minimal.

He stood there for a while.

A pair of service units passed on the walkway to his right — low, multi-armed things on tracks, moving with their usual purposeful speed. He watched them. They didn’t slow. They rounded the corner and were gone, and he had no way of knowing where they were going or whether it was relevant to anything.

The city was not quiet. It never was. The sound of it — machinery, movement, the distant rhythm of millions of people in towers — continued as normal. Conveyors moving. Somewhere to the north a transit tube was running, the faint pressure-change of it audible even at this distance. The infrastructure was functioning. Only the screens were dark.

David stayed on the bridge.

A screen going dark was not unusual. A building losing power to its display systems was not unusual. Systems failed. Maintenance came.

But he had counted, in the visible skyline from where he stood, the screens on perhaps sixty or seventy tower faces that he could see clearly, and they were all dark. Not one building. Not one district. All of them, in every direction he could see, simultaneously.

He had demonstrated this once, he remembered. An exhibition about pre-AI urban life, what cities had looked like before the screens. He’d compiled archive footage — cities at night before the full integration, when screens were beginning but not yet total, when you could still see a skyline that was mostly dark. The children had looked at it and found it eerie. One of them had said it looked like the city was dead.

He looked at the Midlands Megacity, screenless and strange in the March morning, and felt something that he did not yet have a name for settle in the centre of his chest.

Behind him, through the museum walls, he could hear the father’s voice again. Something about refunds. Something about the morning being a waste. Sarah’s voice, patient and steady, responding.

Maintenance would sort it. That’s what you said. That’s what you assumed, because it had always been true.

David stayed on the bridge a little longer.

The cursor of some old instinct — the part of him that had spent twenty years learning to look at old things and understand what they were — blinked quietly in the back of his mind.

He looked at the dark towers.

He had a feeling, not quite a thought yet, not quite formed enough to be put into words, that maintenance was not coming.
The Quiet

Week One — March 2127

—

By the third day, people had stopped waiting for maintenance and started complaining about it instead.

This was, David had come to understand, a meaningful distinction. Waiting implied the expectation of resolution. Complaining was something else — a social activity, a way of processing a situation that wasn’t resolving itself on the expected schedule. People stood in the corridors of the lower tower levels and in the covered walkway beside the museum and complained with some animation, and then they went home and sat in their flats without screens and came out again the next day to complain some more.

The conveyors still ran. The food dispensaries in the tower basements were still stocked. Water still came from the taps, still clean, the treatment systems still doing whatever they did without apparent difficulty. The tube stations were shut — not broken exactly, just still, the carriages sitting in their channels as though waiting for a departure time that hadn’t been announced — but the conveyor walkways ran as normal, and life in the Ironbridge District was uncomfortable rather than desperate. Nobody was cold. Nobody was hungry. Nobody was hurt.

It simply wasn’t what they were used to.

—

David and Sarah lived in the rooms above the museum — old rooms, part of the original building, with windows that looked out over the bridge rather than into other tower faces. They had a view of the river. They had always had a view of the river. It was one of those things David had stopped noticing years ago and had now, without the screens, begun to notice again.

On the fourth morning he stood at the window with a cup of tea and watched the Severn in the early light and thought that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d stood here and just looked at the water.

“You’re doing the thing,” Sarah said from the doorway.

“What thing?”

“The quiet thing. Where you think and don’t tell me what you’re thinking.”

“I’m looking at the river.”

“You’re thinking while you look at the river.” She came and stood beside him. She was still in the oversized shirt she’d slept in, her hair not yet dealt with, a cup in both hands. She looked at the Severn for a moment. “It’s pretty,” she said, mildly, as though confirming something she’d half-forgotten.

“Yes.”

They stood there together. Below them, the bridge caught the morning light the way it always did. Beyond it, the towers were waking up — lights on in windows, the first people moving on the walkway. Without the screen-glow it was possible to see the actual light sources more clearly, warm against the grey of the glass and steel. People shapes visible behind glass. A woman in a high flat with a cup of something, just like them, standing at her window.

“She’s doing it too,” Sarah said.

“What?”

“Standing at her window.” Sarah nodded toward the tower. “Looking at the bridge.”

He looked. The woman in the high flat was looking down at the Ironbridge with the expression of someone encountering something familiar from an unexpected angle.

“People have been doing that all week,” David said. “Going outside. Looking at things.”

“I’ve noticed.” Sarah sipped her tea. “Mrs Okoro on the walkway yesterday stopped to look at the planting beds along the railing. The decorative ones. She said she’d never really seen them before.”

“She probably hadn’t.”

“She asked me what the flowers were called.”

“Did you know?”

“Crocus. I had to look it up —” She stopped. Laughed slightly, at herself. “No I didn’t. I just knew.”

David said nothing. He filed it — the way he filed things — in the part of his mind that had been steadily accumulating observations since the morning of the fifteenth.

—

The district had developed a particular quality in the days since the Silence. He couldn’t quite name it at first, and then he could.

It was the sound of it. Or the lack of a specific kind of sound.

The megacity was never quiet — there was always the mechanical undercurrent of it, the movement of systems, transit, maintenance units on their routes, the ambient noise of millions of people in proximity. That hadn’t changed. But threading through all of it, for as long as David could remember, had been another layer: media. Entertainment streaming through walls, the rhythms and voices and music of AI-generated content playing in every flat, every common space, every waiting area. It was a layer you stopped hearing, the way you stopped hearing your own breathing. It was simply there.

It was not there now.

And in its absence, the district was doing something he hadn’t seen it do in years.

People were talking.

On the walkway, in the dispensary queues, in the small common spaces between tower blocks — actual conversations, sustained ones, between people who had apparently lived fifty metres from each other for years without any particular occasion to speak. He passed two men on Tuesday morning engaged in an argument about something that might have been local politics — specific, detailed, informed. He heard a woman tell a neighbour a story, a long one, with gestures, both of them laughing by the end. He watched, from the bridge, a cluster of children who had apparently discovered the river and were conducting experiments with sticks and the current with a seriousness of purpose that suggested they had nowhere else to be.

Without the screens, people had defaulted to each other. It was awkward at first — he’d seen that on the first day, the strange self-consciousness of people who hadn’t had to sustain a conversation without something to look at. But it was becoming less awkward. People were remembering how to do it, if they’d ever known.

Some of them seemed to find it a relief.

—

He started spending more time on the walkway. Not for any reason he could have explained to Sarah, or not easily — not yet. He told himself he was getting air. He walked the covered section from the museum to the main tower junction and back, twice in a morning, nodding at people he recognised and listening to what people said to each other.

He was looking for something. He wasn’t sure what.

On Wednesday he found part of it in the form of an older man sitting on the bench outside the junction entrance, reading. Not a screen — a physical book, actual paper, worn cover. The man was perhaps seventy, reading with the complete absorption of someone who didn’t require anything else to be happening. David stopped.

“Good morning,” David said.

The man looked up. “Morning.”

“You have a book.”

“I do.” He tilted the cover slightly — something dense, technical, a reference work of some kind. “Have had for years. First time I’ve felt like reading it.” He paused. “Didn’t need to before.”

David looked at him for a moment. “Do you live on this walkway? The tower?”

“Third floor, yes.”

“How long?”

“Twelve years.”

David had walked past this bench twelve hundred times. He did not know this man’s name. He introduced himself. The man’s name was Graham, and he worked — had worked — in something to do with water management oversight, which turned out to mean he sat in a room and watched a monitoring system do the actual work. He found this faintly embarrassing to admit, in the current context. He was sixty-eight years old and had retired early at fifty-five and since then had, by his own account, not done much.

But he knew what the water treatment system actually did. He’d had thirteen years to read the manuals.

David did not know yet why that mattered. He filed it.

—

On Friday he saw the woman from the high window again. He’d noticed her three more times during the week, always at her window, always looking at the bridge. On Friday she was on the walkway itself, leaning on the rail above the river.

He stopped beside her.

“I’ve seen you at your window,” he said.

She looked at him without alarm. “Nothing else to look at.” She nodded at the bridge. “That’s been there the whole time and I’ve never really looked at it before.”

She was perhaps forty-five, his age give or take, with the slightly restless air of someone who didn’t know what to do with themselves. Her name was Catherine. She’d come out, she explained, because she’d already walked every corridor of her tower twice and the gym was useless.

“The running machines are dead,” she said. “All the smart equipment — everything with a screen or a programme. Dead. All that’s left is the free weights and that’s not really my thing.” She said it with mild exasperation, the tone of someone inconvenienced rather than alarmed. “I’ve been doing the stairs instead. Forty floors. Not the same.”

“Have you tried the walkway?” David said. “You can get a decent distance if you go to the junction and back.”

“I did that yesterday. Ran into three different conversations and ended up standing talking for forty minutes.” She didn’t sound displeased about this. “Met a woman who lives two floors below me. Been there seven years apparently. Never spoken to her before yesterday.”

“That’s been happening a lot this week.”

“Mm.” She looked at the river. “Without the screens people don’t know what to do with themselves. So they talk.” She paused. “It’s not unpleasant, actually. Just strange.”

David looked at the bridge. Below it the Severn moved with its usual unhurried purpose.

“I work here,” he said. “The museum. The Ironbridge.” He paused. “I’m David.”

“Catherine.” She glanced at him. “Do you think they’ll fix it soon? The screens?”

David was quiet for a moment.

“I don’t know,” he said, which was not quite the same as what he thought.

—

That evening David sat at the table in the kitchen above the museum and wrote in a notebook — actual paper, one of the ones from the archive supplies — while Sarah read something she’d found on one of the shelves in the lower exhibition room. The lights were on, as they always were, the room exactly as it always looked. Outside, the towers were a different kind of dark now: the same lights in the windows, but none of the screen-glow, the advertisement surfaces, the ambient blue-white that had always threaded through the city at night. Just ordinary light. It made everything look older, somehow. More itself.

Quieter than usual. Not silent — the city never was — but quieter.

He wrote names. Graham, the water man on the bench. The woman from the high window, whose name he’d learned was Catherine. Three others he’d found during the week, following threads of overheard conversation and careful questions. Small knowledge, fragments — someone who’d grown up with a parent who farmed, someone who’d trained as a nurse before the role was absorbed. Pieces.

Sarah looked up from her book.

“What are you writing?”

“A list.”

She watched him write for a moment. He could feel her watching.

“David,” she said.

“Yes.”

“It’s not coming back, is it.”

He put the pen down and looked at her. He looked at her and tried to hold the fact of her, the specific her-ness of her, the way he sometimes did when he was afraid of taking something for granted.

“No,” he said. “I don’t think it is.”

She received this. Turned it over. She was not the sort of person who argued with information she could feel was true.

“Then we’d better be useful,” she said, and went back to her book.

He picked up the pen and kept writing.
The Shelves

Weeks Two and Three — March 2127

—

Jordan had known since the second morning.

Not guessed. Not suspected. Known, the way you knew the smell of rain before it arrived — not through reasoning but through something older and less polite than reasoning. He’d stood at the window of the community hall at six in the morning on the sixteenth, looking at the screenless towers across the district boundary, and thought: that’s it, then.

Janice had come up behind him with a mug of tea and looked at the same view.

“How bad?” she’d said.

“Bad,” he’d said.

That was the whole conversation. They’d had it without raising their voices, without drama, standing at the window in the early morning. Then they’d started making a list of what they had.

—

The community occupied the lower four floors and the attached yard of a residential block on the outer margins of the Ironbridge District, where the megacity thinned out and the tower spacing grew wider and the ground between them was sometimes actual ground rather than sealed surface. They had sixty-three people. They had stores.

Not the communal kind — not a shared stockpile voted on by committee and kept in a locked room. Each household had built its own, in the way Jordan had argued for years was the only kind that mattered. Tinned goods, dried goods, sealed water containers stacked under beds and in the back of wardrobes and in every cupboard that wasn’t needed for something else. Not glamorous. Not a plan anyone had been proud to describe at a social gathering. But Jordan had been specific with them for years about what to buy, what rotated, what kept. Some of them had listened more than others, and there had been arguments about it, and at least two families had quietly stopped taking his recommendations and then quietly resumed when it became clear he wasn’t going to stop making them. They also had tools — manual ones, physical ones, the kind that required a hand rather than a network — and a medicine cabinet in the community hall that Jordan had stocked over years with supplies no one had needed yet. They had, in short, what Jordan had been telling anyone who’d listen they would one day need.

Nobody had listened, particularly, outside their own walls. Now they had the courtesy not to mention this.

He’d called a meeting on the seventeenth. Told them straight: this is not a systems fault. This is not going to fix itself. Start now. He’d assigned roles, checked inventories, rationed the stores to extend them. A few people had pushed back — surely it would be sorted within the week, surely there was no need to be dramatic — and he’d listened to them with the patience of a man who had no patience and had decided not to show it, and then done what he’d been going to do anyway.

By the end of the first week they were organised.

It was the second week that got interesting.

—

He went into the main tower district on a Tuesday because Janice wanted to know what people were saying, and because Daniel had asked to come and Jordan had said no and immediately regretted it, and because standing in the community hall watching people be organised was making him tense in a way that walking somewhere would help.

The Ironbridge District’s main walkway was busier than usual. Without screens to keep them indoors people were simply out more, moving around, filling the covered corridors with a density of human contact that the space hadn’t been designed for. Jordan moved through it and listened.

People were talking. A lot, and with more animation than he’d expected. He’d observed, in his years of living alongside the megacity population without being fully part of it, that most people didn’t talk much — not face to face, not about anything real. They had their media, their devices, their carefully managed social feeds. Now the devices were dead and the media was gone and there was apparently quite a lot of pent-up conversation that had been waiting for somewhere to go.

He found it, in small doses, almost tolerable.

The dispensary at the base of the main tower was where the mood changed.

—

It was a big unit — eight bays wide, automated stock management, the kind of installation that served a tower of forty thousand people and had, in the normal run of things, never had a gap on its shelves for more than twenty minutes before a restock unit arrived. Jordan had watched them operate over the years with the grudging acknowledgement of a man who hated what they represented but couldn’t fault how they worked.

There were gaps.

Not many, and not dramatic — the way a mouth looks when it’s lost its first teeth. Bread, both types. Butter. Fresh milk, what passed for it. The standard staples, the things that moved fastest. The shelves either side of the gaps were still full. There was no shortage, not really, not yet. But people noticed the gaps with a specific kind of alarm that Jordan recognised as the alarm of people who had never seen a gap before.

A cluster of them had gathered in front of the empty bread shelf as though proximity might resolve it. An older woman was telling anyone who would listen that it was unacceptable. A man was photographing the gap with a device that was, of course, not connected to anything, for reasons that apparently hadn’t occurred to him yet.

“When’s the restock?” someone asked the room.

Nobody knew. That was the point. Normally you wouldn’t need to ask. It would simply happen, invisibly, in the small hours, and you’d come down in the morning and the shelves would be full again and the whole maintenance architecture of abundance would have done its work without requiring your awareness of it.

The restock did not appear to be coming.

Jordan took what was available and moved on.

—

He heard it before he saw it — a sound he couldn’t immediately place, a rhythmic impact from the direction of the east corridor, and then voices, more animated than the general hum of the walkway, and then he came around the corner and saw the crowd.

A service unit was at the bottom of the stairs. It had been, by the look of it, at the top of them until recently. It was a standard maintenance model — low-slung, six-limbed, built for corridor work, the kind of thing that repaired floor surfaces and replaced lighting elements and moved through the megacity’s infrastructure with the quiet purposefulness of a thing that had somewhere to be. It was lying on its side at the foot of the stairs, two of its limbs bent at angles that suggested the descent had not been voluntary.

A man was kicking it. Not frantically — methodically, with the focused energy of someone who had found a target for a feeling that had been building for two weeks and had nowhere else to go. His foot connected with the unit’s casing with a hollow clang. The unit did nothing. It did not right itself, did not retreat, did not produce a warning sound or a defensive response. Its sensor array tracked the impact with faint mechanical attention and then tracked away again, towards nothing in particular.

This appeared to make the man angrier.

Others were watching. A few were filming on dead devices without seeming to notice the futility. One woman was laughing, the slightly unhinged laugh of someone who had decided this was funny because the alternative required more from her than she currently had. A teenager gave the unit a kick of his own, testing it, then stepped back when it failed to react.

“It’s not going to do anything,” someone said.

“I know,” said the man, and kicked it again.

Jordan stood at the edge of the crowd and watched.

He didn’t know what the man wanted from it. An apology? A response? Some acknowledgement that there was a human being standing here, that the impact meant something, that the machine was in some way present for the exchange? The unit wasn’t present. It had never been present. It was there and then it processed and then it moved on, and a foot connecting with its casing was information it registered with the same weight as a change in corridor temperature.

After a while the man stopped. He stood there breathing, staring at the unit, his face the face of someone who had expected to feel better and didn’t.

The crowd dispersed. The unit lay at the foot of the stairs.

Jordan looked at it for a moment, then walked home.

—

He told Janice about the shelves. She listened without interrupting, which was her way when the information was serious.

“How long do you think?” she said.

“Before the food runs out? Months. There’s stockpiled supply — warehouses full of it, the distribution system was built to handle gaps. But the gaps will get bigger. And if the farms aren’t planting—” He stopped.

“Are they?”

“I took the local tube out to the Sutton site on Wednesday. Still running, at least.” He paused. “You could see the fields through the plastex the whole way out. Every agricultural unit just standing there. Dozens of them. Nothing moving. Not one.” He’d watched them slide past the whole length of the approach — the vast greenhouse frames, the open hydroponic beds, the fleets of low farming machines parked in their rows as though waiting for an instruction that wasn’t coming. “Not a single one.”

Janice was quiet for a moment.

Sheila was at the table with Mary and Sarah, teaching them something with a pack of physical cards that Jordan hadn’t seen in years. Some game she’d known as a girl. The girls were arguing about the rules with the thoroughness of people who had nothing else to do. Daniel was in the workshop, where he’d been most of the week, which Jordan had decided to encourage rather than examine too closely.

“Jordan,” Janice said, quietly enough that it was just for him.

“I know.”

“We can’t just—”

“I know.”

She looked at him. He looked back. They had been having versions of this conversation all week — not aloud, not fully, not yet. The shape of it was there between them. Sixty-three people in their community. The rest of the megacity waking up, slowly, to what was happening. The arithmetic of help that Jordan had been refusing to do.

“Not yet,” he said. “We don’t know enough yet. We need more time.”

She accepted this because it was reasonable, not because she agreed with it. He could tell the difference.

—

At two in the morning the east corridor was empty.

A recovery unit entered from the service access at the far end — compact, four-wheeled, with a folded retrieval arm and a cargo bay along its back. It moved without urgency and without hesitation, the way things moved when they had no awareness of being watched.

It found the damaged unit at the foot of the stairs, assessed it for perhaps three seconds, and unfolded its retrieval arm. The process of collecting the parts was methodical and thorough. Limbs first, then the casing panels that had come loose in the fall, then the core unit itself, lifted and secured in the cargo bay with the same care applied to everything else. A sensor swept the floor. One small component had skittered under the bottom stair. The arm retrieved it.

When it was done the corridor was clean. No debris, no scuff marks, no sign that anything had been there.

The recovery unit folded its arm, turned, and moved back toward the service access. Its cargo bay contained the components of what had been, until that afternoon, a functioning maintenance unit. The components would be assessed, sorted, and where possible reintegrated into new units.

Nothing in the recovery process noted that a crowd of people had stood here. Nothing logged the kicks, or the anger, or the woman who had laughed.

The service access door closed.

The corridor was empty and exactly as it should be.
The Fields

Weeks Three and Four — March 2127

—

Raj had been going out to the agricultural site long before the screens went dark.

He was eighty-two, which was not what eighty-two had once meant. The medical systems of the AI era had extended healthy life so comprehensively that a man of his age might reasonably expect another four decades — his own father had died at a hundred and nineteen, still sharp, still walking daily. Eighty-two was, in the actuarial sense, middle-aged. He felt it in the way that tired now arrived a little sooner than it once had, and in the walk from the tube station to the viewing platform above the greenhouse complex, which was forty minutes and left him ready to sit down. But he was not old. He simply felt, in the towers, as though he were.

The towers were the problem. Not any particular tower — his rooms were comfortable, well-lit, maintained by the building’s service systems to a standard his grandfather would have considered extraordinary luxury. But they were rooms in a block in a megacity, and outside the windows was another block, and beyond that another, and the sky when visible was a strip between surfaces that caught the light and threw it back as glare rather than warmth. The conveyor walkways were smooth and covered. The corridors were temperature-controlled. Everything was clean and even and interior, and Raj had discovered, somewhere in his sixties, that he needed to get out of it on a regular basis or he became something he didn’t like the shape of.

The agricultural site gave him what the towers couldn’t. Not the fields themselves — he couldn’t go into the fields, nobody could, the site perimeter was managed and sealed — but the viewing platform above the greenhouse complex, where the wind came off actual open ground and the smell of earth and growing things reached him on good days, and where he could sit on the bench with a flask of tea and watch the weather move across the fields. The way the light changed as clouds crossed. The green of the growing beds in morning sun, miles of it, the kind of green that the towers never quite achieved with their sealed parks and managed plantings. Real green. Earth and photosynthesis and rain.

He had been coming here for years simply because it made him feel like himself.

After the Silence, the reasons multiplied. He was eighty-two years old and the site was forty minutes on the local tube and the walk left him tired. But he went. He stood on the platform in the early morning and looked at the machines standing idle in the fields below, and he felt something that he would have called, if pressed, recognition.

He had never farmed. He had said this to himself many times, as a kind of honesty. Whatever his grandfather had known, whatever his grandfather’s grandfather had carried across from land that Raj had never seen and could only imagine from family photographs and old stories — none of it had passed to him in any form that counted. Not practically. Not really.

And yet.

He stood at the platform rail and looked at the dormant units in the hydroponic beds and the open growing fields, and something in him understood the shape of what he was looking at in a way that he suspected was not entirely rational. Row spacing. Drainage channels. The particular quality of the soil in the open sections — darker than it should be, he thought, though he couldn’t have said why he thought it or what he was comparing it to.

His grandfather had told him about soil. The way good soil looked, the way it smelled, the way it behaved differently in different weathers. Raj had been perhaps eight years old, listening from the back seat of a car to a man in the front seat talking about a farm that no longer existed. He’d retained almost none of it deliberately. Some of it had stayed anyway, lodged in the part of the memory that didn’t ask permission.

He stood at the rail and looked at the idle machines, and waited for whatever was going to happen next.

—

On the twenty-third day after the Silence, it happened.

He was there early, earlier than usual — something had woken him at five and he hadn’t gone back to sleep, and he’d stood at his window watching the tomato plant in its box, checking the soil with one finger the way he always did, then made tea and dressed and gone out before the morning properly started.

He was the only person on the platform when the storage sheds opened.

Not all at once. First one, at the northern end of the complex — the largest, the one that housed the biggest harvesting units, machines the size of small buildings on tracks wide enough to span the full growing rows. The door opened and the machine inside did not come out immediately. There was a pause of perhaps a minute, the shed standing open and dark, and then the unit moved.

Slowly at first. The way something moves when it has been still for a long time and is testing the fact of movement. It came out of the shed and into the grey morning light and stopped, and its sensor array swept the fields in a long arc, and then it began to move in earnest — not toward the crops, not toward the planting beds or the irrigation channels, but away from them. Toward the service road at the complex’s western edge.

Raj gripped the rail.

The second shed opened. Then a third. Along the length of the complex, in sequence, the doors came wide and the machines emerged. The smaller units came out of the auxiliary sheds on the eastern side — the planting units, the irrigation monitors, the soil analysis machines that moved on thin legs between the rows — and they too turned, unhesitatingly, away from the fields.

A procession. That was the word for it. They moved with the deliberate unhurried purpose of things that had been given a destination and were going to it.

He watched them for a long time without moving.

—

It was the smaller units that were hardest to watch.

The large harvesting machines moved in their column along the service road, and there was a terrible logic to them — massive, purposeful, going somewhere. But the small units, the ones that had worked between the rows at ankle height, the ones that had tended individual plants with their fine manipulator arms — they converged on the column and the column absorbed them.

Not violently. That was the thing. The larger units had the capacity for it — cargo bays, loading arms, flat-bed sections along their backs wide enough to carry a dozen of the smaller machines stacked and secured. The small units approached and were collected with the same unhurried efficiency that characterised everything else. Loaded, fastened, carried. Where they were going was not something Raj could know. Whether they would be rebuilt into something else, repurposed, recycled into components for machines that served whatever the AI now needed — none of that was visible from the platform. There was only the loading, and then the column moving on with more aboard than it had set out with.

The field was being cleared. Not of crops — the crops were still there, the hydroponic beds still full, the open growing plots still green with things that had been planted by machines that were now dismantling each other beside a service road. The AI was recovering its assets. The work of feeding people had ended. The tools for that work were being reclaimed.

Raj stood on the platform and watched until the last unit disappeared around the curve of the service road and the complex was quiet.

The fields were still. The crops were still growing, for now, without anyone or anything tending them. The shed doors stood open, empty. A thin wind moved across the hydroponic beds and did not know what it had missed.

—

On the tube back, Raj sat with his hands in his lap and watched the fields slide past the plastex.

He thought about his grandfather. Not the specific things his grandfather had said — those had been fading for decades — but the quality of the man. The way he had spoken about the land with a particular kind of gravity, as though it deserved to be taken seriously. Raj had been too young to understand it then. He was too old to use it now, perhaps. But there was something in what he’d witnessed this morning that his grandfather would have recognised: the end of the machine’s interest, and the beginning of the question of what came after.

He looked at his hands. An old man’s hands. He tried to remember what his grandfather had said about soil preparation, and retrieved fragments — depth, drainage, the importance of what came before the seed — and knew that fragments were not enough and might never be enough and were nonetheless what he had.

At the next stop a woman boarded with two young children and sat across the aisle. The children were restless, the way children were restless. One of them looked out the plastex at the last of the column disappearing along the service road and said: where are they going?

The woman looked. She was perhaps thirty. She had grown up in the full AI era, as everyone had, and the fields outside the plastex were something she understood only as infrastructure — necessary, automated, invisible.

“I don’t know,” she said, and looked away.

The child watched until the machines were gone, then lost interest.

Raj looked back at the fields. The crops were still there — the hydroponic beds still full, the open growing plots still green. There was food in those fields, weeks of it, perhaps months if the untended plants held. People would look at them and feel reassured. Growing things. For food. The machines had left but the harvest was still there.

What people would not think to ask — what Raj was only now fully understanding himself — was whether any of it could be made to grow again. The varieties in those beds had been engineered for controlled conditions, for specific nutrient ratios and managed light cycles and the constant attention of machines that were now loaded onto a column heading somewhere unknown. They had been optimised to produce, not to reproduce. The seeds inside them, if they existed at all, would not plant. Would not take. Had never been intended to.

The food in those fields would not last forever. And it could not be replaced by itself.

He thought about the small folded cloth in the drawer of his bedside table, and the seeds inside it saved from a tomato that had grown from something old enough to still know how. Not engineered. Not optimised. Just a plant, doing what plants had always done.

He thought about whether there was anyone else in this city who understood the difference.

He suspected there might be one or two.
The Ward

Month One — April 2127

—

The cocoons had gone dark on the third day.

Not immediately after the Silence — that was the thing she kept coming back to. In the first hours after the screens went off, the surgical bays had continued without interruption. Procedures already underway were completed. Patients mid-treatment were seen through to stability. The monitoring systems kept watching, the dispensary kept dispensing, the ward units kept moving between beds on their medication rounds. For nearly three days the medical facility had functioned as though nothing had changed.

She had found this, at the time, reassuring. She understood now that it was simply how the system wound down a process it no longer intended to continue. It finished what it had started. It did not abandon anyone on a table. It was not, in that sense, cruel.

It was indifferent. Which turned out to be worse.

On the third day the cocoons powered down in sequence — status lights shifting from green to amber to nothing, the way a row of eyes closes. The monitoring stations went with them. The ward units stopped their rounds mid-corridor and did not resume. The dispensary locked itself with a soft mechanical click she heard from twenty metres away. And the patients who had been mid-recovery in the wards — post-operative, medicated, immobile, dependent on the next scheduled dose of whatever the system had been administering — were simply left.

Not removed. Not harmed. Left.

By the time Ashna reached the wards there were already volunteers — residents from the tower above who had heard something was wrong and come down to help. They were doing what they could, which was bringing water and food to people who couldn’t get up and talking to those who were frightened, which was all of them. It was not nothing. It was very far from enough.

The charts were gone. Every patient record, every medication schedule, every post-operative instruction existed in the facility’s digital systems, and those systems no longer responded. The volunteers had no way of knowing which patient needed what drug, at what dose, at what interval. The drugs themselves were accessible — she’d broken into the service entrance — but a trolley of unlabelled medication cartridges designed for automated dispensing was not useful to a person who didn’t know what each one contained or who it was for. She was working through it. It was taking time she didn’t have.

Three people had died in the wards in the first forty-eight hours. Not from their original conditions. From the absence of what the machines had been doing.

The entrance hall had been full since the morning of the fourth day.

People with appointments. People who had received a notification — before the screens went dark — telling them their scheduled treatment was in three days, or next week, or this morning at ten. They had come because the notification had told them to come, and because their condition was real whether the machines were running or not. A woman whose joint replacement had been scheduled for the previous Tuesday, walking with the careful gait of someone managing pain they had been promised would soon be resolved. A man whose oncology programme required a procedure every three weeks, here on the correct day, unwilling to accept that the correct day no longer meant anything. Children brought by parents whose faces carried the particular controlled panic of people who had been told their child’s condition was serious and had been counting on a system that was no longer counting with them.

There was no reception. The booking terminals were dark. There was no one to tell them when to come back, or whether to come back, or what the alternative was. There was no alternative. They stood in the entrance hall and waited for something to happen, and what happened was Ashna, who told them as clearly and as kindly as she could that she could not perform their scheduled procedures, that she was one person, that she was doing what she could in the wards, and that she was sorry.

The responses were as varied as the people.

Some understood immediately and left with the quiet dignity of people absorbing information they had already half-prepared for. Some argued — not viciously, but with the specific tenacity of people who had been taught that the system responded to persistence, that if you made your need clear enough the appointment would be reinstated, the machine would be restarted, someone would take responsibility. One man, whose dialysis was a week overdue, sat in the entrance hall for two hours after she’d spoken to him and would not leave, not out of hostility but because leaving felt like accepting something he was not ready to accept. She checked on him twice. On the third check he was gone.

She had stood in the corridor and made a list of what remained.

Manual instruments: yes. Every procedure the cocoons performed had a human-tool equivalent somewhere in this building — in storage, in training rooms, in the historical archive of the facility’s equipment museum, which had been maintained as a point of institutional pride and was now the most important room in the building. Supplies: some. The biological adhesive cartridges were on shelves behind the dispensary’s locked front panel, but the service entrance at the back was a manual lock and she had found the override code in the facility management system before that too went offline. Polymer support rods in three gauges. Suture material, gauze, manual syringes. Analgesics in tablet and injectable form, enough for now.

What was not there: automated guidance. Vital sign monitoring. The microscopic precision of the cocoon’s manipulator arms. The blood management systems. The instant response to a patient crashing — the alert, the intervention, the correction — that the machines performed before a human observer had registered that anything was wrong.

She had written the list in the notebook she’d found in the administrator’s office. Then she’d written, below it, everything she remembered from her surgical training. Then she’d sat with both lists for a long time.

When the first patients arrived she’d been as ready as she was going to be.

—

His name was Paul Reeve. She knew this because his daughter had told her three times in the first two minutes, with the specific urgency of someone who needed the person treating her father to understand that he was a person with a name.

He was forty-one. He had fallen — or been knocked, the daughter wasn’t sure, she’d been ahead of him in the queue and heard the crowd surge and turned around to find him on the ground. The tibia was broken through the skin of the lower leg, the bone visible, white and wrong in the torn flesh. He had been on the ground for over an hour before they’d got him here.

Ashna looked at the injury. She kept her face still and her hands still and allowed herself, internally, the three seconds of panic she had learned to budget for. The bone was displaced. The wound was already showing the beginning of contamination — the grey edge of tissue that had been exposed too long. The blood loss from the scene and the journey had left him grey-faced, his breathing shallow, his eyes tracking her without focus.

“Can you fix it?” the daughter said. She was perhaps sixteen.

“Yes,” Ashna said, because the alternative was not useful.

—

She found the analgesics first. Injectable, which was faster than oral and he needed fast — she drew the dose with hands that she observed, from a clinical distance, were not entirely steady, and administered it and waited for it to take effect. He was not unconscious. She didn’t have the means to make him unconscious. She explained this to him in a level voice and he nodded, which was enough.

The polymer rods were designed for machine insertion. The packaging had a barcode and a printed name — OsteoFlex Series 7 Intramedullary Support, 4mm — and nothing else. No instructions. No warnings. No guidance for the human hand holding it, because no human hand had ever been expected to.

She cleaned the wound. This part she knew. This part was the same with or without the machines. She irrigated, debrided, removed the fragments of contaminated tissue with forceps, worked methodically from the outside in. Paul Reeve made sounds she tried not to track. His daughter was in the corridor. Ashna had asked her to wait there.

The bone needed to go back. She understood the principle — traction, realignment, the logic of fitting the broken ends together. The machine did it with guided precision, real-time imaging, the ability to check alignment before committing. She had her hands and her training and a physical understanding of the bone’s geometry that she was constructing from memory as she worked.

She set it. He screamed once. Then was quiet in the particular way of someone who has moved past the ability to make noise.

She reached for the polymer rod.

—

The rod went in. Not perfectly — she felt the resistance that shouldn’t have been there, the slight deviation from the channel she’d intended, and she made the adjustment and kept going because stopping was worse. The biological adhesive followed, applied by hand with the fine-tipped applicator, layer by layer at the fracture site.

There were no instructions. The cartridge had a barcode and a printed label — a legacy of human oversight from an earlier era, retained out of habit or regulation and now the only text on the product. It said what the adhesive was. It said which guidance system it was designed for. It said nothing about application by human hands because no one had ever expected human hands to do this. The actual procedure existed somewhere in the digital systems that no longer responded. She worked from what she carried in her head — training designed to teach her how to supervise machines performing this task, not how to perform it herself. The difference was significant. She was discovering how significant as she went.

She was forty minutes into the procedure when she noticed his breathing had changed.

Not dramatically. Not the sudden change that the monitoring system would have flagged and responded to before she’d registered it. A subtle shift — shallower, faster, the particular quality of breath that the body produces when it is working too hard to maintain what it needs to maintain.

She checked his pulse at the wrist. Too fast, too light.

She had studied haemorrhagic shock in her training. She knew the stages. She looked at him and understood, with the clarity of knowledge arriving too late to be useful, that this had been developing for some time before she’d noticed — that the blood loss from the hour on the ground before he’d arrived, combined with the stress of the procedure, had tipped him past a threshold that the monitoring system would have caught at stage one and that she had caught at stage three.

She knew what the machine would have done. IV fluid resuscitation, vasopressors, the automated management of a collapsing circulatory system with the speed and precision that human hands didn’t have.

She had saline. She found a cannula, placed it, ran the saline as fast as the line would allow.

She talked to him while she worked. She wasn’t sure why — he was barely conscious, past the point of registering words. She talked anyway. His name, which his daughter had told her three times. What she was doing. That she was there.

It was not enough.

—

She knew when it happened. There was no machine to tell her — no alarm, no status change on a screen that no longer existed. She knew because she had her fingers on his wrist and the pulse that had been too fast and too light became something she had to press harder to find, and then harder still, and then was not there.

She did what she knew to do. She did it for longer than was useful.

Then she stopped.

—

She sat on the floor beside the treatment table for a while. This was not a thing she had planned to do. She found herself there and stayed until it seemed like enough time had passed.

Then she stood up and looked at him. Paul Reeve. Forty-one years old.

The facility’s biological disposal system was at the end of the east corridor — an automated incinerator designed to process clinical waste, accessed through a sealed chamber that the service units operated. She had checked it on the first day. The chamber was sealed. The service units that operated it were not here. The manual override, if one existed, was not labelled — why would it be, when the service units accessed it wirelessly and humans had never been expected to need it.

She could not move him alone. He was a grown man and she was not strong enough and there was no one else in this part of the facility.

She covered him with a sheet. It was the only thing she could do.

Then she stood at the end of the treatment table and let herself think about what she had been not-thinking about for the past two weeks.

She had been not-thinking about it in the specific way she had not-thought about it every day since the first week — by staying in the wards, in the treatment rooms, in the anteroom and the supply corridor, by keeping her attention on the next patient and the patient after that and not on what was accumulating beyond those boundaries. It was a small facility. She knew every corridor. She had been choosing, deliberately and carefully, which ones to walk down.

She walked them now.

The morgue was in the lower level — a clinical space designed to hold bodies for the short interval between death and the automated collection that would have arrived within hours. She had not been down there in ten days. She went to the door and opened it and looked in.

She did not go further in. She did not need to.

She closed the door.

She had moved sheets over faces in the treatment rooms and corridors of the east wing because the morgue had reached its capacity in the first week and she had nowhere else to put them. She had done this without stopping to count. She stopped now, walking the east corridor slowly, and counted.

Eleven. Between the treatment rooms and the anteroom and the corner of the corridor she had thought of as temporary while knowing it was not temporary.

The facility’s passive climate systems kept the corridors at whatever temperature the building happened to be, which was not cold enough and was getting less cold as the weeks passed. This was something she had written in her notebook on the first day and looked at and not looked at again, because the immediate had kept pressing, and the immediate was always more urgent than the thing she could not yet act on.

She could act on it now or she could not act on it. She could not act on it. She did not have the means to use the facility’s incinerator, which was sealed behind a service interface panel, and she did not have the people to move the bodies elsewhere, and she did not yet know what elsewhere would mean. What she had was the notebook and the walk she had just taken and the things she now could not un-see.

She went to the supply room at the end of the east corridor. The door had been left ajar — she had been in and out of it a dozen times that day. She pushed it open.

The room held the manual supplies she had accumulated since the first week: bandaging, polymer rods, analgesic cartridges, the biological adhesive. It also held, on the lower shelves, the facility’s stock of packaged food for long-term patients — sealed units, nutritional supplements, high-calorie preparations for people unable to eat normally. She had not eaten from these herself. They were for patients.

On the surface of the nearest package, moving with the particular unhurried confidence of a creature that had decided this room belonged to it, was a fly.

She looked at it.

Then she looked at the gap under the door. At the ajar hinge. At the distance between this room and the east corridor.

People were dying in their rooms. She knew this the way she knew most things she could not see directly: from the entrance hall, from the people who came to her and mentioned it, from the specific expressions on faces that had not come to report their own symptoms. People dying in towers without any system to collect or process them, in rooms that were now simply whatever temperature the building happened to be. The families were managing as best they could, which meant they were not managing, because there was no management available. The towers above fed into the towers below. The towers below shared walls with the corridors. The corridors shared air with the supply rooms and the kitchen and every surface that touched food.

She picked up the notebook.

She wrote the word and underlined it twice: insects.

Then she pushed it to the part of her mind where serious problems waited while she dealt with the immediate ones, which was getting very crowded, and went to tell Paul Reeve’s daughter what she needed to be told.

When she went to the corridor, the daughter was still there. She was sitting on a plastic chair with her knees together and her hands in her lap and the particular stillness of someone who has been waiting long enough to have run out of ways to manage waiting.

Ashna sat in the chair beside her.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “He died. I wasn’t able to stop it.”

The daughter looked at her. Then looked at the wall. Then made a sound that was not crying exactly — something before crying, something that preceded it.

Ashna stayed in the chair beside her. She did not say anything else. There was a version of this conversation she had studied during her training — the communication of bad outcomes, the language of clinical compassion. She had learned it from a module. It felt, sitting here, like it belonged to another world.

She stayed until the daughter’s sister arrived — someone had found her in the tower, brought her here. Then Ashna went back to the ward because there were other patients and the ward did not stop requiring her simply because she had failed.

—

She wrote his name in the notebook that night. Paul Reeve. Below it she wrote the time of death and the cause and the interventions she had attempted. Then she wrote, in smaller letters below that, what she would do differently. Not as self-punishment — as information. As the only kind of learning available to her now.

She looked at what she had written for a while.

Then she went back to the ward.

There were still other patients. There were always going to be other patients. And she was, for now, what they had.
The Stairs

Weeks Two and Three — March 2127

—

Food in the cloud tier had always simply appeared.

This was not carelessness. It was design. Your personal units received your preferences — updated continuously, refined over years of accumulated data about what you liked at what time of day, in what quantities, prepared how — and acted on them without being asked. You sat at your table and the meal was there. You woke and breakfast was ready. If you wanted something at an unusual hour you had only to want it audibly, or not even that, and within minutes something would arrive on a surface that had been set without you noticing. Where the food came from was not a question anyone had thought to ask. It came from the system. The system provided. This was simply the way of things.

The social restaurants existed not because people needed food from them but because people occasionally needed reasons to be in a room together. The food was better there — theatrical, composed, a performance as much as a meal — and the service was impeccable and the décor extraordinary and you went when you wanted company rather than solitude. The restaurant on Helena’s level had floor-to-ceiling plastex on three sides, views over the megacity from two hundred floors up, a kitchen managed by units that operated with a precision and artistry no human chef had matched in fifty years. She had eaten there three times the previous month. The sommelier unit had remembered her preference without being reminded, as it always did, and she had found this unremarkable, as she always had.

The kitchen units went dark on Day 3. The personal service units had already stopped.

—

For the first days she worked through her cold storage methodically, relearning what it meant to obtain food from a place rather than have it arrive. Which meant, in practise, consuming things that required no preparation, because the concept of cooking from ingredients was one she possessed only in the abstract. She knew what cooking was. She had watched it performed occasionally at social gatherings where the performance itself was the point — a human chef, an affectation of heritage, the theatre of someone doing something by hand. She had found it charming. She had not thought it relevant.

Her residence was optimised entirely for automated preparation. The workspace surfaces were sized for mechanical arms, not human ones. The storage was arranged for machine retrieval, not human browsing. She stood in her kitchen on Day 2 and looked at it and understood that nothing in the room was going to help her cook anything, even if she had known how.

She ate what was already prepared, or what required no preparation. She ate it carefully, portioned without any system to tell her how, making judgements she had never previously needed to make. She found, unexpectedly, that she was reasonably good at this part. The arithmetic of it was simple enough, and she had always been competent with problems that yielded to arithmetic.

She kept to her residence. She listened.

—

The first phase was denial, and she observed it with a patience she didn’t know she had.

She saw it when she walked through the shared spaces — the parks, the orchards, the stone-paved walkways between residences she normally experienced only in passing. People she knew, people she had spoken to at dinners and viewing terrace evenings and social occasions she could not now precisely remember, standing at various interfaces with the expression of someone who cannot understand why a thing that has always worked is not working. Service panels with their surfaces dark. Query terminals receiving nothing. She watched a man she had known for seven years standing at an outdoor communications panel — pressing its surface methodically, then leaning toward it and speaking in a clear and measured voice, a complaint, formal in its structure and thorough in its reasoning, about the food service failure — at a surface that had not registered anyone’s presence in days and was not going to. He adjusted his phrasing. He tried once more. He stood for a moment looking at the dark panel, and then went home.

She did not find this funny. It would have been easy to find it funny, and she chose not to.

People she had known for years were demonstrating, in the quiet desperation of the first week, what they were built of. Some of them surprised her. A woman whose residence was close enough to call a neighbour knocked on Helena’s door on Day 5 — the kind of unannounced social call that simply had not happened in the years she had lived here — to ask whether Helena would like to come and eat something hot. She had worked out how to use the kitchen, she said. She had burned several things first.

They had sat across from each other in a kitchen designed for units and eaten food that was imperfect in every respect and tasted of the specific victory of having made it, and talked about what was happening in the way that people talked when they had decided, however provisionally, that the other person was trustworthy.

Helena had thought, walking back to her own residence that evening, that this woman was going to be all right.

She was less certain about the others.

—

The restaurants ran out on Day 6.

They had always held stock — the kitchen units required ingredients, and ingredients required storage — but the stock had been calibrated for normal operations, not for feeding an entire tier that had no other source of food. The restaurants had become, in the preceding days, the de facto commons of the cloud tier: places where people gathered because gathering was better than being alone, where the kitchen units had continued for a day or two on whatever remained and people had eaten together and told each other it was going to be resolved, and the experience of eating in a familiar and beautiful space had helped maintain the shared fiction that things were basically fine.

On Day 6 the fiction ran out with the food.

She had not been there when it happened, but she heard about it from the woman two doors along, who had been and whose account was careful and precise and did not editorialise. A disagreement about allocation. Then more than a disagreement. The word cleaned out covered a range of behaviours that the woman did not specify and Helena did not ask her to.

After that the tier’s social life contracted inward. People to their residences. Doors closed.

—

By Day 8 the tone of what she encountered in the shared spaces had changed register.

Not argument, not yet, but the particular tone of people who have decided that others are withholding something. The cloud tier was populated by people of extraordinary intelligence and education who had spent their lives in a specific kind of abundance — one so total and unbroken that it had never needed a name, had never been thought about as abundance because it had never been experienced as anything other than simply the way things were. These were people who understood economic theory and resource scarcity as intellectual concepts. They had written papers on it. They had sat on foundation boards that considered its implications for the developing world. They had never been hungry for a day in their lives.

The discovery that the concepts were real — that scarcity was not an abstraction but a physical sensation that arrived in your body and did not go away — was doing something specific to them.

Accusations of hoarding. You have food, I know you do. The logic, Helena noted from behind her door, was not entirely irrational: if someone knew where food was, why would they share that knowledge? The incentive structure had inverted. Cooperation required trust, and trust required a relationship with someone before they were starving, and the relationships on this tier had been maintained at a level of comfortable sociability that had never been tested by anything.

She stopped opening her door except to visit the woman two doors along, whose name was Petra and who remained, through all of it, the calmest person Helena encountered in the cloud tier. They had taken to spending two hours each afternoon together, eating what remained of their respective stores, talking about what was happening with the specific tone of people who had decided to be honest with each other because dishonesty required more energy than they could afford.

“It’s going to get worse,” Petra said on Day 10, without particular drama.

“I know,” Helena said.

“Are you going to stay?”

Helena looked at her water bottle, which still had water in it, and at the rucksack in the corner of Petra’s kitchen, which had been packed since Day 7.

“Not much longer,” she said.

—

By Day 12 she had eaten everything. The water still ran — the building’s water systems required no AI management to continue their basic function, the physical plumbing running on pressure and gravity as it had for over a century — but she had no food, and the people around her had no food, and the difference between a person who had been hungry for two days and a person who had been hungry for a week was visible in the shared spaces, in the way people moved when they appeared at all. Not distress, not yet — something quieter. A particular economy of motion, the way a body conserved itself when it had learned it might need to.

The nights had been changing.

It had started on Day 8 — a raised voice somewhere along the residential corridor, the specific pitch of someone who had moved past argument into something with less shape to it. It had lasted perhaps a minute. Then silence, the kind of silence that followed something rather than preceded it. She had lain in the dark and listened to that silence and told herself it was a disagreement, that people in close quarters under stress disagreed, that the silence meant it had resolved.

By Day 10 she had stopped telling herself that.

There had been three more incidents in two nights — not all the same, not all the same corridor. Twice the sound had been brief: a sudden commotion, a single sharp noise she did not name to herself, then nothing. Once it had been prolonged and she had sat up in the dark with her back against the wall and the bow across her knees, not because she had a plan but because she needed something in her hands while she waited for it to stop. It stopped. She did not sleep again that night.

She spent Day 12 in the residence and practised drawing the bow until the movement was pure reflex. Not shooting. Just the draw and hold, the form, the muscle memory of it, the particular discipline of keeping the back engaged and the draw elbow moving correctly when every instinct was to rush the shot. She had always found the practise meditative. It was not meditative now. It was something to do with her body while her mind worked.

On Day 13, before first light, someone tried her door.

Not violently. That came later, elsewhere, from what she was told of it afterwards. Just a handle pressed, slowly, testing.

The electronic security had stopped with everything else. In the residence’s default state, with the locking systems dark, the doors were simply doors — mechanical catches in mechanical frames, no more secure than any ordinary room. She had thought about this on Day 9, working through every panel and interface in the residence as she took stock of what remained functional, and had found what she was looking for buried in the door frame: manual overrides, physical bolts built into the specification, not labelled, not prominent, the kind of provision that existed because somewhere in the long chain of design decisions someone had thought but what if and had not been overruled. She had not known they were there. Nobody had known they were there, because nobody had ever needed to know.

She had engaged them. She had been glad of it now every day since.

Whoever was at the door stood there for a moment — she could feel the specific quality of a person on the other side — and then moved on.

She looked at the rucksack. The bow was folded inside it, quiver of thirty arrows alongside. Her water bottle. Whatever was left.

She picked it up and left.

—

The transit pod bay was at the eastern end of the tier — she knew this because she had used it hundreds of times, always without attending to the route, the pod simply appearing and the door opening and the interior knowing where she wanted to go. She walked to it in the early dark and found the bay by memory and pressed the call panel. Nothing. The surface was the same uniform dark as every interface she had touched in two weeks. She pressed it again, then stood for a moment with her palm flat against it, feeling the absence of any response, and then walked to the interconnect access.

Others had already been there and given up, judging by the small desolate group still present. Fewer than she might have expected, which told its own story about what was happening in the residences she had not been able to see. A woman she recognised from the restaurant — someone she had spoken to perhaps a dozen times over the years, whose name she had known but had somehow misplaced in the past two weeks — was standing at the sealed plastex gates pressing the interface with both hands, methodically, as though the problem was one of insufficient pressure. A man in clothing that had once been expensive was making an argument to two others that she did not stop to follow. An older man sat on the floor with his back against the wall and his eyes open and an expression she looked at once and did not look at again.

She looked at the sealed gates. At the dark interfaces. At the people.

Then she turned and walked back the way she had come.

—

The footsteps began perhaps thirty seconds after she turned.

Not loud. Not running. The measured pace of someone matching her speed across the stone-paved walkway, maintaining a consistent distance — close enough to be deliberate, far enough to be deniable. She did not look back. She counted her own steps and listened to the steps behind her and adjusted her pace slightly, faster, the way you moved when you were late for something and not because you were afraid.

The footsteps adjusted too.

She moved away from the route back to her residence, cutting across the parkland that separated the residences rather than following the main walkway — open ground, dark, the ornamental trees casting what shadow the pre-dawn light allowed. She kept her pace even and her breathing controlled and thought about the bow in the rucksack, which was folded and packed and not accessible quickly, and thought about that with the specific focus of a person filing information they hoped they would not need.

The footsteps followed her onto the grass.

She was about to walk faster — properly faster, not the managed pace she had been holding — when the voice came.

“Excuse me.” Conversational. Reasonable. The tone of someone asking a stranger for directions, or whether they knew if the path ahead was open. “Excuse me, could you stop a moment?”

She stopped.

She turned.

There were two of them. She registered this before she registered anything else, the way you counted exits before you counted furniture — two, standing perhaps eight metres back, and the one who had spoken was already moving forward and the other was moving to the side, out wide, not quickly, casually, the way someone moved when they were trying not to look like they were moving at all. Between them and behind her was open ground. No door to step through. No recess. Just the parkland and the ornamental trees and the pre-dawn dark.

She read it in the time it took to read it.

She ran.

Not a decision. Her body had made the decision before her mind had finished the sentence, and she was already moving, the rucksack slamming against her back, the quiver rattling, her boots on the stone path and then off it, cutting across the grass toward the nearest stand of trees. Behind her the footsteps changed register — no longer measured, no longer maintaining distance. She heard them split, one following her line and one moving to cut the angle, and she adjusted without breaking pace, driving toward the trees because trees were the only thing available.

She went into them at full speed and dropped.

Not fell — dropped, deliberately, behind the widest trunk, pressing herself against the root line at its base and pulling the rucksack flat. The darkness under the canopy was deeper than the open parkland and she used it, staying completely still, slowing her breathing by force.

The footsteps came into the trees.

One set, then the other — two people moving carefully now, no longer running, the crunch of dead leaves under their feet loud enough that she could track them without seeing them. Close. Then closer. She heard breathing, the specific quality of someone who had been running and was trying not to sound like it. Eight metres. Six.

Then the voice again, lower this time, directed at the other person rather than at her. She couldn’t make out the words. A pause. The footsteps shifted direction, moving away along the tree line rather than into it, and then the sound of them faded across the parkland toward the main walkway.

She stayed where she was.

She stayed for a long time. Long enough to be certain. Long enough for her heart rate to return to something she recognised. Then she stood slowly and looked through the trees at the parkland beyond — empty, the pre-dawn light beginning to grey the sky at the tier’s eastern edge — and thought, with the clarity of someone who has just received information they cannot unfind: I need to be out of this tier before it gets fully light.

She had not found the stairwell yet.

—

She found the lift tube at the end of a corridor she had navigated dozens of times by pod, which meant she had never navigated it at all. She had sat in the pod while it navigated. The pod had known where things were so that she did not need to. She found the lift tube alcove after two wrong turns through corridors she had never had cause to enter, in a part of the tier’s service wing that existed entirely beyond the boundaries of her daily life.

The pod sat in its shaft behind a plastex panel. Inert. She pressed the call interface with both palms, held them there, felt nothing. Not even a vibration.

The wall beside the shaft had a seam in it. Vertical, floor to ceiling, the kind of join that was a door only if you were looking for one. No label. No marking of any kind. A shallow recess in the plasteel at waist height that served as a handle for someone who knew it was a handle, which nobody was expected to know because nobody was expected to need it.

She gripped it and pulled.

The smell arrived first. Functional, metallic, the cold of a space that had never been temperature-managed, never been filtered or deodorised or adjusted for human comfort because it had never been intended for human occupancy. The stairwell beyond was dimly lit — a single amber strip at each landing, running on reserve power at the minimum level consistent with not dying in the dark — and the plascrete treads descended below her into the amber murk, flight after flight, until the angle of the walls swallowed them.

She had never used a public staircase in her life.

She adjusted the rucksack. Confirmed the quiver was secure across her back. And started down.

—

The first ten floors were still the cloud tier — the underside of the parks and gardens she had walked in, the structural housings of the environmental systems, corridors of service infrastructure she had never seen because it had never needed to be seen. Then the gap opened up around her: fifty floors of the tower’s working interior, the mechanical body of the building, and through the small plastex panels set into each landing door she could see what the tower actually was.

She had not considered what the tower actually was. It had never been a question she needed to consider.

What it was, floor by floor, was this: ducting systems on a scale she hadn’t imagined possible, running the full width of the tower in banks, carrying air and water and heat through a structure that housed hundreds of thousands of people. Water management hardware the size of small buildings. Power distribution networks that extended in every direction like a metal nervous system. Heat exchange units as large as rooms. Ventilation mechanisms still running on their residual automation — still cycling, still moving air through systems that no longer had anyone to serve — their indicator lights the only illumination in most of these spaces, constellations of green and amber in the near-darkness that did not know they were being observed and would have been indifferent to it if they had.

She stood at each landing panel for a moment, no longer, and then continued down.

At one of the mid-gap landings, the door had a full outward-facing window — not a service access panel looking inward at machinery, but a panel in the tower’s outer skin, looking north above the roofline of the megacity. She stopped at it. She could see, along the building’s exterior faces and extending from the structural platforms built into the geometry of the tower itself at regular intervals, arrays she had no name for: solar collectors and wind-harvesting platforms, enormous, integrated into the architecture the way the ducting was integrated on the inside — not attached to it, not retrofitted, simply part of what the building was. They were moving. The wind platforms turning slowly in the air above the city, the solar panels tracking with a precision that required no management from anyone because they had been designed not to need it.

She stood at the window and looked at them for a time she didn’t measure. The amber strip on the landing above her was still on. The lights in the stairwell, all the way down, were still on. She had not previously thought about where they came from. She had not previously been in a position where the question arose.

She continued down.

The sound was the unexpected thing. The tower at this level was not silent — it was full of sound, the deep hum of systems that had been running for decades and had not been told to stop. Vibrations that were too low to be heard as sound but too present to be ignored, conducted through the plascrete under her feet. Above this, the specific textures of mechanical work: the pulse of pumps, the cycling of fans, the intermittent ticking of something cooling or expanding somewhere in the dark behind a panel door. The tower was alive in here, in the way that a body is alive when it is asleep — not thinking, not responding, just persisting at the most basic level of function.

She descended through it floor by floor, and it paid her no attention whatsoever.

Somewhere around the twentieth floor of the gap her right knee registered a formal complaint. She addressed it briefly and continued.

—

She had considered herself fit. The cloud tier’s equestrian trail wound through two kilometres of managed parkland, real horses bred and tended by dedicated units, the air of an artificial outdoors that was nonetheless outdoors. She had ridden two or three mornings a week, and on the mornings she didn’t ride she had run — the jogging paths through the gardens, three or four kilometres, the light still cool and the parkland quiet at that hour. She practised archery most evenings. She had never thought of any of this as unusual or particularly disciplined. It was what she did.

What she had not done, at any point, was descend fifty consecutive floors of stairs on an empty stomach two days into not having eaten.

The body, she discovered, was specific in ways that gymnasium equipment and jogging paths did not reveal. The particular muscles engaged by stair descent — the sustained eccentric load, the repetitive brake of each step — were muscles she apparently had, since they were communicating with her, but had never used at this length and could not be reasoned with. By the thirtieth floor they were expressing themselves clearly. By the fortieth the vocabulary had expanded.

She reached the bottom of the infrastructure gap and stood at the door to floor 150.

She drank the last of her water. She gave her legs a moment. She could feel them as objects — specific, bounded, very much present — in a way that she had never experienced outside of genuine physical effort. The gym machines on the cloud tier had offered resistance and biometric tracking and every kind of data about her physical condition. They had not prepared her for fifty floors of stairs. They had been very good at not preparing her for this.

She pushed open the door.

—

Floor 150 was louder than she expected and more functional than she had any right to expect, though she couldn’t have said what she’d expected — something worse, something collapsing in the way the cloud tier was collapsing. What she stepped into was a wide corridor, lit on reserve power at two-thirds of its usual intensity, busy with people moving with purpose. Not frantic. Purposeful. They were carrying things, going somewhere, talking in the direct and abbreviated way of people exchanging information rather than managing a conversation.

Nobody looked at her. She was a person coming through a door.

She stood for a moment adjusting to this. Then she stopped a woman passing with purpose and asked where she could get food, or if there were any left.

The woman stopped. Looked at her with the expression of someone who had been asked something in a register they couldn’t quite parse — as though Helena had enquired after the location of gravity, or the nearest Tuesday. Then she pointed, without speaking, at the corridor wall directly beside them: DISPENSARY →, a fixed placard, physical letters pressed into the plasteel.

Helena looked at the sign. She had been looking at the walls for things that needed to be operated.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

The woman nodded and continued on her way. Helena found the dispensary three corridors along.

She had never been in a dispensary in her life.

She stood at the entrance and looked at it: a vast automated retail space running on residual lighting, its management systems dark, eight bays wide, shelves extending back further than she could easily see. Most of the shelves were still stocked. Items packaged in ways she had not previously needed to understand — sealed and labelled in formats designed for the machine interfaces that had always mediated between the food and the person eating it. She had never needed to select her own food. She had never needed to understand the packaging.

She moved through it slowly, taking things that looked self-evidently like food and passing things she couldn’t read. She picked up a sealed package, turned it in her hands, found what seemed to be an opening — a thin seam along one edge — and tried to open it. The seam was not the opening. She turned the package over and found another seam. Also not the opening. She looked at the package for a moment with the specific expression of someone encountering a problem they had not anticipated needing to solve.

A woman nearby watched this for perhaps three seconds, then wordlessly turned the package over in Helena’s hands and pointed to a small tab on the underside, recessed into the seal. Helena pulled it. The package opened cleanly. Inside was a bar of compressed protein — dense, faintly sweet, entirely unattractive in appearance.

She ate it standing in the aisle and felt her body receive it with a gratitude that bypassed entirely the question of whether it tasted good.

She filled the rucksack. She took things that looked dense and portable, things in sealed packaging, things with pull tabs she could now identify. A man nearby watched her selection for a moment.

“Long-life is better for weight,” he said, neutrally, indicating a section she had been passing. “If you’re carrying.”

She looked at where he was pointing and adjusted her selection. “Thank you,” she said.

He nodded and went back to his own bag. No further comment. She found this, in the accumulated context of the past two weeks, an extraordinary relief.

—

She stayed at floor 148 for four days.

She found a room in a residential block a short walk from the dispensary — a door that yielded to her hand, an empty space whose occupant was somewhere else or not coming back, the locking system as dark as all the others. She used the bed and the bathroom and left everything else as she had found it.

She ate. She rested her legs. She watched.

What she watched was a floor coping — imperfectly, anxiously, with losses she didn’t know the full measure of, but coping in a way the cloud tier was not. She watched people at the dispensary organising the remaining stock with the considered efficiency of people applying a framework they already had. She watched two people fixing a conveyor mechanism by hand, working from a physical diagram that one of them had sketched on paper, arguing about the method in the specific way of people who understood the problem well enough to disagree about the solution. She watched a man teaching a small group something from a physical book, his manner patient, the group attentive in the way of people who had decided that learning this was not optional.

She sat in a walkway and watched all of this and thought about the tier above her.

The difference was not intelligence. The people she had left behind were not stupid — they were, by any measure she had ever used, among the most cognitively capable people she had known. The difference was that the people on this floor had, at some point in their lives, been in a situation where the system did not fully manage things for them. Had queued. Had made choices in shared spaces. Had existed alongside other people without a curated layer between them. Had encountered a problem that required them to do something rather than wait for something to be done.

Small things. The kind of things that left a residue of competence that was invisible until it was the only thing that mattered.

She thought about Petra, who had been the calmest person on the tier, who had been cooking from ingredients before anyone else had managed it, who had packed her rucksack on Day 7 and had a plan. She thought about where Petra had come from, originally — not the cloud tier by birth, she had mentioned once, arrived there fifteen years ago, the wealth recent rather than inherited. Whether this made a difference, Helena thought, was a question she did not have enough information to answer.

—

On the fifth morning she packed the rucksack and went back to the stairwell.

Not because she had somewhere to be. Because she had lived above everything her whole life and she wanted to know what was below her.

She had seen the ground from above — from the terrace at two hundred floors, the street level so far down it was abstracted into pattern, the movement of people and service units reduced to something she had watched the way she watched content, without it requiring any particular engagement from her. She had pictures of it, concepts of it, had consumed any amount of content set at ground level. She knew what it was.

She had never stood on it. She was thirty-eight years old and she had not once stood on the actual ground.

This seemed, when she thought about it plainly, like a reason to go.

She also had, she acknowledged, no better reason. Nowhere specific to be, no one expecting her, no plan that extended further than the next floor. But downwards was something, and staying was not.

She pushed open the stairwell door and started down.

—

She stopped on the way, twice.

The first stop was pragmatic — a floor in the nineties where a corridor communal space had people in it and an atmosphere she assessed, from the doorway, as cautious but not hostile. She slept there two nights on a padded bench, the rucksack as a pillow and the bow laid alongside her where she could reach it. Nobody interfered with her. She ate from a dispensary that was more depleted than the ones at 148 — the staple items gone, gaps in the shelves like missing teeth — but still had the portable high-calorie items she had learned to prioritise.

She observed the floor with the same attention she had brought to the 140s and found the same broad pattern but rougher-edged. More exhaustion, more visible fear, some of the cooperative texture beginning to fray at the margins. The further down, the more time had worn on people. The further down, the more of the warehoused supply had already been consumed and not replaced.

She noted this and continued.

The second stop was not planned. She came out of the stairwell at a floor somewhere in the forties — she had stopped counting at around the seventieth — and sat down on a bench in the main walkway and did not move for a long time.

She was not in physical distress. Her legs had, over days of stairs, reached a kind of resigned accommodation with what was being asked of them. She was eating adequately. She was, by any measurable standard, fine.

She sat on the bench and watched people go past and let the days she had descended through sit in her for a while, without trying to process them or extract conclusions from them. The people she had left behind. The things she had heard through the door at night. The older man on the floor at the interconnect access with his eyes open and his hands in his lap. Petra, who had been practical and calm and who she hoped was still both of those things, somewhere above her.

She sat until she was ready. Then she continued.

—

The hotel was four floors from the ground.

She found it by the sign: IRONBRIDGE HERITAGE DISTRICT — VISITOR ACCOMMODATION, physical letters pressed into the plasteel above the entrance lobby, the kind of permanent installation that didn’t need power to say what it said. She found a room the same way she had found the others — unlocked door, empty space, the booking system dark, the lock inactive. She sat on the bed and took off her boots and noticed that her feet were in a worse state than she had kept track of, and dealt with this practically and without sentiment.

Then she stood at the window.

The room was not large and the window was not spectacular by any standard she had previously applied to windows. It did not look out on a view. It looked out on the gorge — the actual gorge, the old valley the megacity had grown around and the heritage district had preserved and the river still ran through, and across the gorge, connecting two sections of the district, the bridge.

She had seen photographs of it. She had seen it from above, from two hundred floors up, a thin line threading between the tower complexes at the gorge edge. From here it was different. From here it was a thing that had been made — by people, with their hands, from materials they had smelted and shaped and assembled — at a scale that human beings could make things. Not a megacity. Not a borough tower. A bridge.

It looked, from this distance and at this height, almost modest. Which she found, after everything, unexpectedly moving.

Tomorrow, she thought, she would go and stand on it.

She set the rucksack down. She looked at the window one more time — the bridge, the gorge, the last of the evening light catching the river below — and then she lay down on the bed and slept.
The River

Month Two — May 2127

—

Eleanor had known about the river management systems for years. She had read about them in the facility documentation when the archive building was first assessed for its heritage listing — the network of AI-managed barriers, pumping stations and drainage monitors along the Severn corridor that had kept the valley floor dry for the better part of a century. Before the system was installed, the lower sections of the gorge flooded reliably. The Severn was not a well-behaved river. It had simply been made to behave.

She had filed this information and not thought about it again until the morning of the forty-fourth day after the Silence, when she looked out of the ground floor window and noticed that the water line on the far bank was not where it had been the previous week.

She stood at the window for a while, checking her memory against what she could see. Then she went upstairs and began making a list.

—

The archive occupied three floors of a building that predated the megacity by over a century. The ground floor held the general collection — bound periodicals, reference works, the large-format materials that required flat storage. The first floor held the rare and fragile items: manuscripts, early printed books, hand-annotated texts, the kinds of documents that existed nowhere else in any form. The second floor was where Eleanor lived — had lived for eleven years, ever since the building’s previous administrator retired and she had quietly arranged, without drawing attention to the arrangement, to make the upper rooms her own.

The arrangement had required more than quiet. It had required paperwork — or what passed for paperwork in 2127, which was a formal resource reallocation request submitted through the district council’s liaison interface. The council itself was a human body, elected, convened in one of the tower meeting halls on the third Tuesday of every month. But the council did not allocate resources directly. It submitted recommendations to the system, which considered them and responded. Usually the response was approval with modifications. Sometimes it was a counterproposal — an alternative the system had already modelled and found more efficient. Occasionally, rarely, it was a flag: the requested reallocation conflicted with a planned development or an identified community need, and the council was invited to revise.

Eleanor had not expected her request to be straightforward, and it wasn’t. The upper rooms of the archive building had been classified as administrative overflow space since the previous decade, nominally available for district use. She had documented her case carefully: the archive’s extended operating hours, the need for an on-site administrator during unsocial hours, the conservation benefits of continuous climate monitoring by a human occupant. She had submitted it through the council, attended the meeting where it was discussed, answered questions from three councillors who were only partially convinced, and waited.

The approval had come not from the council’s deliberation but from the system itself, and it had come before the council had finished voting. The rationale attached to the approval was a single line: Archive usage data indicates sustained after-hours access pattern consistent with residential occupation. Resource reallocation aligned with observed behaviour.

It had, in other words, already noticed. It had been watching the archive’s access logs — the late evenings she spent in the reading room, the early mornings, the pattern of someone who lived in a building rather than worked in one. The council’s process was real and she had navigated it in good faith. But the decision had been made, in some sense, before she made her application. The system had seen what she was doing and concluded it was reasonable.

This was how things worked. The councils mattered — they were the human layer, the point of negotiation, the place where needs were named and debated. But beneath the council layer the system was already watching, already modelling. It lived in the building’s sensors, in the corridor lighting and the climate controls and the access panels and the surfaces of every room. It heard the building settling at night. It knew the archive’s temperature gradients and how Eleanor moved through the collection and which shelf she returned to most often. It knew everything that happened inside its reach, which was everywhere, without exception.

She had found this, when she thought about it directly, neither comforting nor alarming. Simply true. The way weather was true.

She had lived in the upper rooms for eleven years, and the system had provided: climate control calibrated to her sleep patterns, adjusted lighting that knew her reading hours, the small domestic attentions of a building that understood its occupant. She had never asked for any of it specifically. It had simply arrived, the system’s inference of what she needed from the record of what she did.

Now the system was silent. The building still stood, still held warmth from the insulation that needed no AI to function, still had water in its pipes from the supply that still ran. But the attentiveness was gone. The building no longer knew she was in it. It was just walls, just floors, just the accumulated physical fact of a structure that had been built to last and, so far, had.

The collection was not in danger yet. The Severn was rising but it was not at the building’s threshold. She estimated, from the rate of change she could observe and what she knew of the river’s historical flood patterns — she had read extensively on this, as she had read extensively on most things — that she had days rather than hours. Possibly a week. Possibly more. The rate would depend on rainfall, which she couldn’t predict without the meteorological systems that no longer functioned.

She decided to treat it as days.

—

She started with the manuscripts.

The selection process required no deliberation — she had maintained a mental hierarchy of the collection for years, the order in which she would save things if she could only save some of them. The handwritten materials first: irreplaceable by definition, fragile, their value immeasurable now that the digital systems that had indexed them were gone. A collection of 18th century agricultural journals from a Shropshire farming estate. A physician’s casebook from the 1840s, handwritten in an abbreviated script she had spent six months learning to read. A set of correspondence between two engineers involved in the original construction of the Ironbridge, which she had always considered the archive’s greatest treasure and which nobody else had shown particular interest in for the last decade.

She wrapped each item in the acid-free tissue she kept in the conservation room and carried them upstairs in stacks she could manage without risking a fall.

Then the early printed agricultural texts. Then the medical references. Then the engineering manuals — not the modern technical documentation, which was useless without the digital systems it referenced, but the older material: the pre-AI guides to mechanical systems, water management, construction, the practical knowledge of people who had done things by hand because there was no other way.

She had not known, when she acquired these texts over the years, that she was building a survival library. She had acquired them because they were interesting, because they were at risk, because they deserved to be preserved. The distinction seemed, now, largely theoretical.

—

By the afternoon her quarters upstairs were considerably more crowded than they had been in the morning. She moved things to make space — her own possessions, sparse to begin with, consolidated into corners — and built careful stacks along the walls, spines out, grouped by subject and priority. The agricultural texts nearest the door, easiest to access. The medical references beside them. The engineering manuals. The manuscripts in the centre of the room, away from the windows, where the light wouldn’t reach them.

She stood in the middle of the room and looked at what she had built. It was, she realised, the most valuable room in the megacity. Possibly on the continent. It would not have occurred to her to think in those terms six weeks ago.

She went back downstairs for another load.

—

From the archive’s ground floor windows she could see a section of the walkway that ran along the old gorge edge. She had watched the world through those windows for eleven years without paying it much attention — people passing, service units on their routes, the unremarkable texture of a district going about its business. In the weeks since the Silence she had started watching more carefully.

Month Two looked different from Month One.

The quality of the movement had changed. In the first weeks people had been outside more, talking, energised by the novelty of the disruption in a way that had seemed, from the window, almost festive. That had passed. The people she saw on the walkway now moved with a purposefulness that was not the purposefulness of people going somewhere pleasant. They were carrying things. Bags, containers, whatever they had found to carry. The social clusters she had observed in the first weeks had given way to something more solitary, more watchful. People looked at what other people were carrying.

A family passed with a young child — the child being carried, not walking, which meant they were going some distance. The mother had a bag on each shoulder and an expression Eleanor recognised as the expression of someone who had made a decision and was committed to it regardless of what lay ahead.

She watched them pass and felt something she couldn’t immediately name. After a moment she identified it as the particular helplessness of a person who has something someone else needs and doesn’t know how to offer it without the social apparatus that would normally make such an offer possible.

She went back to the books.

—

The water reached the bottom step of the archive’s front entrance on the sixth day.

It was not dramatic. There was no surge, no sudden inundation — just the slow and patient reclamation of ground the river had once claimed and had been persuaded, for a century, to leave alone. Eleanor stood at the top of the steps in the early morning and watched the water sitting quietly against the bottom stone and knew that it would not stop there.

The ground floor collection was already upstairs. She had completed the move on the fourth day, which had given her two days of relief and two nights of adequate sleep before the water arrived to confirm that the relief had been warranted.

She stood on the steps for a while. The Severn beyond the gorge edge was wide and pale with silt and entirely uninterested in what it was doing to her building. It had been doing this to buildings for thousands of years before anyone had thought to stop it. It would do it for thousands more.

Behind her, upstairs, were the manuscripts and the agricultural texts and the medical references and the engineering manuals and the correspondence of two men who had built a bridge over this same river in 1779 because they believed it could be done.

She went inside and locked the front door, which was not going to keep out a river but felt like the right thing to do.

Then she went upstairs and made tea and sat with her books and listened to the water find its way through the gaps in the ground floor walls, quiet and inevitable, and thought about what came next.
The Chamber

Month Two — April 2127

—

The council chamber was on the fourteenth floor of the residential tower's civic section — a room David had walked past hundreds of times without ever having cause to enter. It had been designed for the kind of business that councils conducted: disputes between neighbours, community programme approvals, the human-facing management of a tower that, in practice, managed itself. The displays on the walls had run the meeting agendas and the minutes and the registered votes and the procedural documentation of a community governance system whose most important function, year after year, had been to make residents feel that someone was paying attention.

The displays were dark. The room was lit by the amber strips of emergency power, which gave everything the quality of a room seen by failing light, and it was more crowded than it had ever been designed to hold.

David stood at the back. He had come because he had exhausted what he could learn from walking and listening and writing things down, and this was the official source — the place where what was known, if anything was known, would be said. He had his notebook.

—

The council chair was a woman named Valeria Marsh who had the bearing of someone who had spent a long career being authoritative in rooms and had not yet understood that the thing giving her authority had stopped working. She stood at the front with two other council members flanking her and addressed the room in the measured tone of a person managing a situation, which communicated, to David, that she did not understand the situation she was managing.

"The district authority has been consulted," she said. "We are awaiting a coordinated response. The technical teams are conducting a full assessment of the AI systems and we expect to have more information within the week."

David wrote: district authority. No communications systems. How.

She continued. The dispensary situation was being monitored. Rationing protocols were in preparation. Residents were advised to use existing supplies thoughtfully and to trust that the supply chain issues were temporary, as all supply chain issues had historically proven to be.

The man beside David — sixties, arms folded — leaned toward him slightly. "Rationing protocols," he said, very quietly, as though testing the words for substance and finding none.

David wrote: dispensary — open access, no mechanism to ration. What protocol.

—

The questions began after ten minutes.

A woman near the front — she had a child on her hip, a boy who was too old for that but was there anyway — asked how much food was currently in the dispensaries. She asked it the way someone asked a question they already knew the answer to and wanted to see what would be said.

Councillor Marsh said that the dispensaries were well-stocked in the majority of categories and that the specific inventory figures were being compiled and would be communicated in the next update.

"The staples section of the Ironbridge block has been stripped," the woman said. "I've been there three times this week. The bread section is empty. The protein section has been emptied. When is it being restocked?"

"The restocking schedule is under review given the current operational parameters—"

"There are no units," the woman said. Not loudly. Simply. "The units that restocked it have left. Who is going to restock it?"

A pause. Councillor Marsh said that the service units were being retasked at a district level and that interim solutions were being identified.

David wrote: being retasked. By whom. Retasked to do what.

The woman sat down, or shifted the child onto her other hip, which was the equivalent of sitting down. The boy looked at the dark displays on the wall with the same attention he might have given a window onto something interesting.

—

Another question, from further back: the medical facility. There were people who could not get their scheduled treatments. When would the facility return to normal operation?

The second councillor — a compact man whose name David didn't know — said the facility was operational and that the automated care systems would be restored as part of the wider technical response.

A different voice, not a question this time: someone had died in the facility two days ago. Were the deaths being recorded? Was anyone tracking what was happening?

Councillor Marsh said that records were being maintained and that the council's thoughts were with those affected.

David wrote: records. The system that kept medical records is dark. What records.

Someone near the middle asked about the bodies. Directly — the word bodies in a room that had been using words like operational and protocols and response. He asked what was being done with the people dying in their rooms, in a building designed to process everything through systems that were no longer processing anything.

The third councillor — a woman who had not yet spoken — said that the biological services were being managed through the facility and that the council was aware of the issue.

David thought of Ashna Johnson, who was managing a facility alone, whose morning had begun before this meeting started and would continue after it ended, and who was — by his best information — currently operating on the third consecutive day without sufficient sleep.

He wrote: facility = one person.

—

The meeting continued for another forty minutes. He stayed for perhaps twenty of them before he understood that the remaining twenty would be the same as the first forty, and went out into the corridor.

He stood for a moment outside the chamber door, listening to the muffled sound of the meeting continuing without him. Someone was speaking with some heat. Someone else was responding with the managed tone of a person trained to de-escalate. A vote was called on something — he could hear the procedural language of it, the motion and the second and the calling of ayes.

He did not think the council was corrupt. He did not think they were cowards, exactly, or that they were lying in the way that required deliberate dishonesty. They were doing the thing they had always done — maintaining the social fabric, managing the anxiety of a community, presenting the face of competence and control that communities required in order to function. In normal circumstances this was a service. It kept things running smoothly around the edges of a system that was actually running things. The council had never needed to be competent about the substance, because the substance had always been handled.

Now the substance was the only thing that mattered, and the people in that room whose job it was to speak authoritatively about it had never needed to know what it was.

He walked to the stairwell and sat on the steps and opened the notebook.

He wrote: Working through them will not work. Not because they are dishonest. Because the architecture of what they do — consensus, process, the management of many voices — is designed for a different problem. What needs to happen in the next two months cannot happen at the speed of a council resolution.

He looked at what he had written.

Below it he wrote: The doctor is working alone. The old man at the fields is watching alone. The person at the archive — alone. The engineer fixing things — alone. Each of them doing something real. None of them knowing about the others.

He closed the notebook.

The sound of the meeting continued through the chamber wall — another question, another measured response, the architecture of reassurance doing what it was built to do, buying time against a situation that did not care about time.

He went back to the bridge.

There were things to find out, and he was not going to find them in that room.
The Questions

Month Three — May 2127

—

She had gone to the dispensary alone because she had always gone to the dispensary alone. It was a ten-minute walk along the covered section of the main walkway, a route she had done hundreds of times, a place she knew as well as their own rooms. There was no reason to think about it.

That was what he told himself afterwards, in the reasonable moments. There was no reason to think about it.

—

He had been at the bridge most of the morning, as he was most mornings. There was work — the site required tending in a way that had nothing to do with AI management and never had, and in the weeks since the Silence the work had quietly expanded. People came to the Ironbridge now for reasons they didn't always explain. Some came because it was a landmark and landmarks felt stable when other things didn't. Some came because the heritage site had a small store of practical materials — hand tools, preserved foodstuffs maintained for demonstration purposes, the modest infrastructure of a place that had always operated on the assumption that the old methods might occasionally be needed. Word had spread in the quiet way that word spread now: without networks, without screens, person to person along the walkways and through the tower corridors.

He welcomed them. He answered questions when he could, pointed people toward resources he knew about, took notes on what he heard. The notebook had been with him since the beginning and was nearly full. He had started a second one.

He was working through a question he'd been circling for three weeks — not writing yet, just thinking, the way a problem had to be lived with before it could be written — when he realised how long she'd been gone.

—

It wasn't alarm at first. It was awareness, the low-level attention he paid to time passing. She'd said an hour. It had been closer to three.

He told himself she'd met someone she knew, which she often did. Sarah had a quality of unhurried attention that people found themselves talking to — strangers on walkways, children at the museum, the man on the bench with his book who had been waiting for someone to ask him a question. She was probably standing somewhere with her full attention on a person who needed it, and he would feel foolish for leaving the bridge to look for her.

He waited another twenty minutes before he left the site.

He did not feel foolish for leaving.

—

The covered walkway was the same as it always was — the same people moving through it, the same amber emergency lighting that had become so familiar it had stopped seeming like emergency anything. A woman carrying bags in both arms. Two older men in conversation, unhurried. A child sitting on the edge of a planter with the particular patience of a child who has been told to wait.

He walked past all of it and thought: she is around a corner somewhere talking to someone, and I will find her, and she will say there you are in the tone she used when she had been the one waiting and somehow made it feel like it was him.

He kept his pace deliberate. Running would mean acknowledging what was pulling at the base of his chest, and he wasn't ready to acknowledge it yet.

He turned the corner toward the main concourse.

He heard it before he saw it.

—

Not a crowd — not the particular noise a crowd made. Something quieter and more wrong. The sound of many people in a space where something had recently happened: people in the positions of people who had moved back from something and were not yet sure whether it was over. Too much quiet in it. The particular quality of held breath.

He came through the entrance to the atrium and stopped.

The dispensary's main entrance was in pieces. Not all of it — the installation was vast, eight bays wide and deep as a warehouse block, most of it still intact, the overhead lights still on in the undamaged sections, rows of goods still on their shelves in ordered abundance. But the near end — the staples section, the bread and protein and fresh goods, the things that hadn't been restocked in weeks — had been destroyed. Display units overturned. Shelving collapsed. Goods scattered across the floor mixed with the debris of what had held them. At the entrance, a service unit lay on its side, powered down or simply stopped, its sensor array pointed at nothing.

People were standing at the atrium's edges. Some had things in their arms. Some had nothing. Some were sitting on the floor with the stillness of people in shock, and others were moving quietly through the debris helping whoever needed helping, and none of them were looking at each other in the way that people stopped looking at each other after something they didn't want to have seen.

He stood at the edge of it and took it in.

Then he went in.

—

He moved through carefully, looking at faces. People being helped, people helping, people sitting against overturned shelving with their knees drawn up. He passed a woman pressing a torn piece of fabric against the side of someone's head. He passed a man sitting on the floor making a sound that wasn't quite words. He stepped over a section of collapsed shelving without looking down at what was on the floor beneath it.

He looked for her in the way he had always looked for her in crowds, which was not by looking for her face or her jacket or her height but by looking for the specific quality of her stillness. Sarah was still in a particular way when she was concentrating — a gathered kind of stillness, turned fully toward whatever she was focused on. He had found her by it a hundred times: in the museum when a school group arrived and she was already moving to help without being asked, in the walkway when she had stopped to look at something the rest of the world had moved past, at the window above the river on the mornings when she was watching the water and didn't know he was watching her.

He looked for that stillness.

He found her near the far end of the staples section, where the debris was densest and the people around it stood further apart, giving the space the room that bad things required.

She was on the floor. Not the way people sat on the floor.

He crossed the distance between them without knowing how long it took.

—

He sat beside her. He put his hand over hers. Her hand was still warm — still warm the way hands were warm just after a person had stopped being a person, and his mind kept reaching for the distinction between those two things and failing to find it.

He stayed where he was.

Someone crouched beside him at some point and asked if he needed help. He heard his own voice give an answer. He didn't know what the answer was.

The atrium continued around him. People moving, the distant hum of the megacity, the lights overhead — all of it going on with the particular indifference of everything that was not her. He sat beside her on the floor of the dispensary and held her hand and felt the warmth in it change and didn't know what to do except stay.

—

They had talked about children. Not recently — recently everything was the Silence and the notebook and the questions piling up faster than answers. But before, in the evenings above the museum, the kind of quiet evenings that had seemed unremarkable then and now seemed like something he would give a great deal to return to. She had said she wanted two. He had said he wasn't sure he was made for it, that he found children easier in groups than individually, and she had laughed at him in the way she laughed when she thought he was being deliberately obtuse. You're wonderful with them, she'd said. You just don't know you are. And he had said: what if I'm better with other people's children than my own? And she had said, without drama, the way she said most things: then we'll find out.

As though the future were a room they were already walking toward and would simply arrive in when they got there.

He sat beside her and thought about the room they were not going to reach. The children who had been part of their plans — not abstract, not maybe, but a certainty in some version of tomorrow that had been entirely real to him an hour ago. Two children he would never know. Who would never exist. He could not properly grieve them, because you could not grieve something you had never had. But the shape of them was there, the absence of that shape, and it sat beside the other absence and made the room feel very large.

He put his other hand over hers. Both of his hands around hers. As though warmth were a thing that transferred between people.

It was not a thing that transferred.

—

He had been at the bridge. Ten minutes away. He had noticed the time and he had waited twenty more minutes, and those twenty minutes were the detail he kept returning to, the ones he could not make mean anything else. She had come to a place she had been a hundred times, and something small had broken open into something large the way fear made things large, and she had been here, and he had been ten minutes away doing something that could have waited, and then he had waited twenty more.

He did not finish the reasoning. There was no end of it that helped.

—

When the atrium had quietened enough that he could move without stepping around people, he lifted her.

She was small. He had known this — had known the specific fact of her height and the way she fit against him — but he had not known it in this way, the way you knew something when it became the only thing. He had expected her to be heavy. She was not heavy. She was lighter than he had imagined a person could be, and he did not pause on the way, did not set her down, did not stop to rest or think or reconsider. He walked the ten minutes back to the Ironbridge with her in his arms and did not look at anyone he passed and nobody stopped him.

The heritage garden was at the eastern end of the site, a small enclosed space behind the museum building that had been planted with species contemporary to the bridge's construction — hawthorn, elder, a pear tree old enough that its trunk had grown into the wall beside it. He had maintained it for twenty years. She had sat in it on summer afternoons with a book and her feet up on the low wall, and he had watched her from the museum window and thought: this is enough. Whatever else. This.

He found the spade in the tool store and he dug.

The ground was soft from recent rain and the work was not as hard as he had thought it would be and he was glad of it, glad of something to do with his body while the rest of him was somewhere he couldn't follow. He dug carefully, the way he did everything — not too close to the pear tree's roots, not in the path of the drainage channel that ran along the eastern wall. He dug until the depth was right, which he knew by some instinct he couldn't have explained, and then he set down the spade.

He went back inside.

He had wrapped her in the blanket from their bed. He had done this before he left, before he lifted her, without deciding to — his hands had found the blanket and done what seemed necessary. He carried her out to the garden and set her down as carefully as he had ever set anything down in his life.

He did not have words for it. He was not a person who had ever had words for things that mattered most — Sarah had been the one with words, warm and ready and exactly right, and he had relied on this without understanding how much until this moment when he needed her to tell him what to say and she was the one he was saying it to.

He said her name.

Then he covered her over.

From the small collection of cast iron samples in the museum — pieces he used for demonstration, fragments of the original bridge recovered from the riverbed over the years — he took the one he had always liked best. A curved section of the original railing, pitted from two centuries of weather, still carrying the shape of the hand that had gripped it. He set it at the head of the mound and pressed it into the soil until it held.

He stood there for a while. The pear tree moved slightly in the wind above him. Somewhere across the gorge a bird was doing what birds did, entirely unconcerned.

Then he went inside and closed the door and sat at the table and did not move for a long time.

—

He did not write in the notebook for eleven days.

The museum kept going because the museum kept going — people still came, he still answered questions, the heritage site still required tending. He did these things because they were in front of him and because stopping would have required a decision he didn't have the capacity to make. He slept and woke and went to the bridge and came back and ate what was in the rooms and kept the notebook closed.

He went once to the window and stood looking at the river for a long time. He could not have said what he was looking for. The Severn moved below with its usual indifference to human circumstances, which he had always found steadying and now found simply true.

On the eleventh day he sat at the table and opened the notebook to where he had left off, and picked up the pen.

—

The questions he had been circling for weeks were still there, but they had acquired an edge that hadn't been there before — an urgency that was not intellectual, that came from somewhere below the part of him that organised things into columns and categories.

What does a community need?

He had written this on a page by itself, back in the second month, and sat with it for a long time. He sat with it again now, in the quiet of the heritage site after everyone else had gone home, and the question felt different in his hands than it had before.

Food. That was the first and most obvious. The dispensaries were still stocked — most of them, in most sections — but the restocking units had stopped their runs, and what was on the shelves was what there was. He had watched the gaps appear over weeks: the staples first, bread and protein, the things that moved fastest and had nowhere to come from. Around them, the rest of the dispensary still abundant, still ordered. Tinned goods in their rows. Preserved and packaged goods. Plenty of it, for now.

He had a question he couldn't answer, and had written it down and underlined it twice.

The units brought food to the dispensaries. Where did they bring it from?

There had to be distribution centres — staging points between the greenhouse complexes and the towers, warehouses holding the buffer stock that kept the supply chain smooth. He had no idea where they were. In forty-five years of living in the Midlands Megacity he had never had reason to think about it. The food appeared. That was the system's function and it had always been performed invisibly. Now he needed to know where those stores were, how large they were, how long they might last, whether they were accessible without the automated systems that managed them.

He did not know. He did not know who would know.

He had been to the agricultural site twice in the weeks since the Silence — on foot both times, the tube having stopped running that line. The greenhouse complexes were vast and still, the hydroponic beds growing without management toward a harvest nobody was coming to take. The open planting beds going to seed. He had stood on the viewing platform above the site on his second visit, in the early morning, and there had been one other person there. An older man. He had not spoken to him. Something in the man's stillness had seemed like privacy, like a concentration that shouldn't be interrupted. He had stood at the rail and looked at the fields with an expression that David had recorded in his notebook as something more than grief. Not grief exactly. Something older.

Medicine. Someone was still working at the facility in the west district — he had that from several sources now. A woman, working alone or nearly, doing things that were not meant to be done by human hands. He had underlined her twice in his notes. Working alone.

Shelter and warmth. The towers would hold structurally for decades, but their systems were another matter. Stephen Hennessy from the maintenance division was moving through the district with a bag of tools, fixing what he could. One man.

Knowledge. He had a first name connected to a physical archive near the gorge — Eleanor — and nothing else yet.

He turned to the page he thought of as the list. A set of names and descriptions, some real, some barely more than fragments of conversation. Connected by a question he had written at the top of the page and not yet answered.

Do these people know about each other?

They didn't. Each of them was an island. The doctor. The old man at the fields. The archivist. The engineer. Each working alone, without the knowledge of the others, without the resources the others had, without any reason to think that what they were doing was part of something larger.

He looked at the names for a while.

He had been at the bridge. He had been ten minutes away, doing work that had felt important, making notes in a notebook about people he had not yet met, and she had gone alone to a place she had been a hundred times because there was no reason to think about it, and he had waited twenty more minutes, and been ten minutes away when something irreversible happened.

He knew, in the reasonable part of himself, that his presence would not necessarily have changed the outcome. The dispensary had been crowded. What happened had happened fast, the way fast things happened — no warning, no moment to intervene at the right time. Being there might have meant nothing except being there.

He knew this. He also knew it was the wrong question. The right question was not whether he could have saved her specifically. The right question was what had made it possible for that to happen at all — the depletion, the fear, the particular arithmetic of a dispensary running out in a tower full of people who had never prepared for anything to run out. That had not happened in a day. It had happened over months, quietly, while he was standing at a rail above empty fields writing down the expressions on strangers' faces.

He looked at the notebook.

If the thing that made it possible happened again — when it happened again, because the gaps in the shelves were widening and the fear had more time in it now than it had three months ago — it would not find him ten minutes away doing something that could wait. He did not have a plan for preventing it. He had this: a list of names, a question at the top of the page, and the particular quality of urgency that was not intellectual, that came from somewhere below the part of him that organised things into columns and categories and waited for the right moment.

He was done waiting for the right moment.

He thought about the dispensary. About what had happened when frightened people found themselves competing for the last items on a shelf. About what would happen again, in a month or two months, when the shelves had more gaps and the fear had more time in it.

About what might not happen, if the people on his list were in a room together instead of on separate islands.

—

He did not know these people. He had no authority, no credential, nothing to offer except the conversation — the fact of knowing they existed, that they were not alone, that there were others trying to do what they were each trying to do separately.

It was not much. It was what he had.

He picked up the pen and began with the first name on the list.

    
    The Reckoning

    


  The Gathering

Month Three to Month Four — May to June 2127

—

The doctor had agreed in the manner of someone who had no time to disagree.

He had gone to the west facility on a Tuesday, waited in the entrance hall among a queue of people who looked as though they had been there a long time, and eventually been directed to a woman in a storeroom off the main corridor who was stocktaking what remained of the manual supplies with the focused efficiency of someone doing three things at once. He had introduced himself and explained, as concisely as he could, what he was trying to put together and why.

She had listened without stopping what she was doing. When he finished she said: “I can’t leave this facility.”

“I’m not asking you to leave it.”

“What are you asking?”

“To meet. To know about each other. To not be doing this separately.”

She had looked at him then — properly, for the first time, the way a person looked at someone when they were deciding whether they were worth the time. Then she turned back to the shelves.

“Come back Thursday,” she said. “I’ll have half an hour.”

He had come back Thursday. She had not had half an hour, but she had given him twenty minutes in the corridor while someone else managed the queue, and in those twenty minutes they had agreed on enough.

Her name was Ashna Johnson. She had written it in his notebook because her handwriting was clearer than his.

—

Stephen Hennessy he had found by following the sound of work.

He heard it from two corridors away — a steady mechanical rhythm that had become unusual enough to locate from a distance, a sound that said someone is fixing something. He had followed it to a plant room on the twelfth floor of the residential block adjacent to the heritage site, where a compact man with greying hair and a bag of tools the size of a small suitcase was replacing a ventilation component with the unhurried precision of someone who had done this kind of work all his life.

“Stephen Hennessy?”

“Aye.” The man did not look up.

David had given his name, said where he was from, explained what he was doing. Stephen had made a noise that was not quite agreement and not quite dismissal, and kept working. When David finished he said: “I know who’s out there. I’ve been thinking the same thing.”

“Would you come to a meeting?”

“I’d come to a meeting.” He picked up a different tool. “Tell me where.”

That was the whole conversation. David had added his name to the notebook beside Ashna’s.

—

Eleanor Weiss had been harder.

He had found the archive from a council contact’s description — a heritage-listed building near the gorge edge, pre-megacity construction, set slightly apart from the tower network — and had knocked on the door three times before anyone answered. When the door opened, a woman in her sixties looked out at him with the expression of someone who had decided, at some point in the recent past, that most things people wanted from her were things she couldn’t provide and that communicating this immediately saved time.

He had explained himself. She had listened with her arms folded and her eyes on him in a way that suggested she was deciding less whether to trust him and more whether the conversation was worth having at all.

“What would you want from me?” she said.

“What you have. The books.”

“They’re not mine to distribute.”

“I know. I’m not asking you to distribute them. I’m asking you to be the person who knows what’s in them, in a room with people who need to know what’s in them.”

Something shifted fractionally in her expression. He couldn’t have named it.

“I’ll think about it,” she said, and closed the door.

He had stood on the step for a moment. Then he had written her name in the notebook — Eleanor Weiss, archive — and gone back the way he came. He would go back. He already knew he would go back.

—

He heard it before he saw it.

The dispensary on the main walkway served four residential blocks — had served them, before the Silence, with the seamless efficiency of a system that had never needed to manage a queue because the supply had always met the demand. Now it had a queue, and the queue had been there for three days, and today the supply had run out before the queue had.

He came around the walkway corner into the back of a crowd that was already past the point of reasoning with. He could not see the front. He could hear it — not shouting, which would have been manageable, but something lower and more collective, the sound a crowd made when it stopped being people and became something else. He had heard it once before, at the dispensary on the south side, the week Sarah died. He knew what it meant.

He could not reach the front. He stayed at the margins, trying to see, trying to find the places where individual voices were still individual rather than absorbed into the whole. He talked to three people who were close enough to hear him. He could not tell if it helped.

When it broke it broke quickly, the way these things did — not a decision but a pressure releasing, and then the afterwards, which was always worse to look at than the during because the during at least had movement and the afterwards was just what remained.

He stood in it for a while. He did not write anything in the notebook.

He was on his way back when he saw her.

She was three metres up, sitting on top of a maintenance housing unit bolted to the outer wall of the dispensary building — the kind of unit that had footholds on its side if you knew where to look, if you were ten years old and needed to be somewhere that was not the ground. She was sitting with her knees pulled up and a small object held in both hands and she was watching the adults below her with an expression that was not crying and was not calm.

He stopped.

He looked at the unit, at the footholds, at the drop. He looked at her.

“Are you hurt?” he said.

She looked at him. She considered the question with a seriousness that seemed, given everything, reasonable. “No,” she said.

“Can you get down from there?”

“Yes.” She didn’t move.

He stayed where he was. He understood, without needing to examine the understanding, that asking her to come down was a different question from whether she was capable of it.

“My name’s David,” he said. “I was trying to help. I don’t think I helped very much.”

She said nothing to this. She looked at the object in her hands — a link, he could see now, dark screen, the kind everyone had carried — and then back at him.

“There were a lot of people,” she said.

“Yes.”

“My mum and dad were in the crowd.” She said it the way she might have said the weather — not without weight, but without performance. “At the front, I think. I can’t see them now.”

He looked at the crowd, thinning now, people moving away in the particular manner of people who wanted not to have been present. He looked back at her.

He stayed there until she came down. It took a while. He didn’t rush her.

Her name was Maya Jedynak. She was ten years old. She held the link in one hand and his jacket sleeve in the other as they walked, and she did not let go of either.

That evening, Maeve Hennessy opened her door, looked at the child standing beside David, and stood aside to let her in without asking a question that needed answering. Maya looked at Stephen across the room. Stephen looked at her. Neither of them said anything.

She slept on the couch that first night. She did not go back to her family’s flat. There was nothing there that wasn’t in her pocket already.

—

There was one name he had not gone to.

It was still in the notebook — not crossed out, circled, which was the distinction he used for things that required a decision rather than things already decided. Jordan Mackenzie. He had heard the name from three separate people in the past month, each time in the same tone: the particular mix of dismissal and grudging acknowledgement reserved for someone who has been telling you something for years and has turned out to be right. Jordan Mackenzie, on the outer margins of the district, where the towers thinned and the ground between them was actual ground. A community that had been there for years — sixty or more people who had built stores, kept tools, grown food badly and then less badly, and spent the AI era being told they were eccentric at best and paranoid at worst.

They were not being told that now.

He had walked out to the outer margins once, in the third week — not to knock on the door but to see what he was dealing with. The community occupied the lower floors of a block where the megacity met its own edge: a yard behind it, the smell of something organic that he identified after a moment as animals. Through the yard gate he could see the organisation of people who had been preparing for exactly this and had hit their stride. Not frantic. Purposeful in the way that came from knowing what to do.

He had noted the name and walked back.

The circled name remained in the notebook. The question of when — and how — to approach was one he was not yet ready to answer. Jordan Mackenzie had not spent years building something to hand it over to a stranger with a notebook and a plan that was still more aspiration than structure. When David went to him, he needed to go with something real to offer. He didn’t have that yet.

—

He was on his way from the archive to the heritage site, taking a route through the residential blocks he didn’t usually walk, when he saw it.

He might have missed it. Three floors up, a window not unlike any other window, the kind of mid-level residential window that looked out at another mid-level residential window across a narrow service gap — except that on the ledge outside this window there was a row of small containers, dark soil in each one, and in two of them something was growing.

He stopped.

He was not sure why he stopped, exactly. Green was not remarkable. The towers had their sealed parks and managed plantings on the upper floors, their decorative installations in the atria, their rooftop gardens maintained by automated systems that had continued running on inertia for months. But this was different. This was not managed. This was not decorative. This was a plant in a pot on a window ledge that someone had put there because they had wanted it to grow.

He looked up.

The man tending it had his back partly turned, reaching across the ledge to check something at the near end of the row. Then he straightened, and David saw his profile.

He knew that face. He had stood on a viewing platform above empty fields six weeks ago, in the early morning, with one other person present — a man at the far end of the rail who had stood without moving for a long time and looked at the idle machines below with an expression David had written in his notebook as something more than grief.

It was the same face.

—

He called up.

He was aware, even as he did it, that this was not how people communicated. You didn’t call up to a window. You sent a message, you placed a call, you used the systems that existed for communication — except that none of those systems existed any more, and the man three floors above him was someone he recognised, and the window was open.

“Excuse me.”

The man at the window ledge turned. Looked down.

They looked at each other for a moment. The man leaned slightly forward on the ledge — not far, but enough to see better.

“The platform,” David said. “Above the agricultural site. Six weeks ago. You were there in the morning.”

A pause.

“I remember,” the man said. His voice was clear despite the distance, unhurried. “You were at the far end.”

“I didn’t want to disturb you.”

“I wouldn’t have minded.” There was something dry in it — not quite amusement, but close. “Come up. Three fourteen.”

—

The man who opened the door was eighty-two years old, which was not old — not in the way that eighty-two had once been old — but which carried its own gravity, a quality of having been present in the world for long enough that most of the world had changed around him at least twice. He was slightly shorter than David had registered from the platform, and his hands, when he shook David’s, had the particular quality of hands that had always found things to do.

The room was small and densely lived-in, in the way that rooms became when a person had occupied them for a long time and added things gradually without ever deciding to stop. Books — physical books, which David noticed first and registered with a specific attention. A low table with papers on it. Three more window boxes on the inside sill, better tended than the ones outside.

And on the worktop beside the window, in its own container, kept apart from the others: a tomato plant. Compact, dense with leaves, the first small fruits forming — green, several weeks from anything, but there. It had the quality of something that had been very carefully tended for a long time.

His name was Rajesh Sahu. He said to call him Raj.

—

David explained what he was doing.

Raj listened in the way that David had begun to recognise as a specific quality of attention — not the polite surface of someone waiting to speak, but actual listening, the kind that registered detail and made no response until it had decided what response was accurate. When David finished there was a pause.

“The doctor,” Raj said. “The one at the west facility — she’s been treating people for weeks.”

“You know about her?”

“I’ve heard. I haven’t met her.” He considered. “The engineer fixing the ventilation systems. I’ve seen him working in the east block.”

“Stephen. He’s already agreed.”

Raj nodded. He looked at the window box on the worktop — the tomato plant, specifically — and then back at David.

“I’d like to come to a meeting,” he said. “But I need to tell you something first.”

—

His children were in Leicester Tower. East Midlands District. He had tried to reach them in the first days of the Silence, when the tube lines were still running on some routes — the eastern branch had been suspended before he could get there, and then there was no way to get there, and then he had stopped being able to get information about whether the eastern branch would come back, because information had stopped moving the same way everything else had.

He had maps. Physical maps — not of the tunnel network, which he’d had to reconstruct from what he remembered of the tube diagrams, but of the megacity’s surface layout, which he’d found in a district planning document at the council office before those offices had stopped operating. He had been working out distances. He had a light — a physical torch, the kind that ran on replaceable cells rather than a network. He had a container for the tomato plant, padded.

He had decided he was going to walk the tunnels.

David looked at the map spread across the low table. Leicester Tower was in the East Midlands District. He traced the line with his eye, working out what he was looking at.

“How far, do you think?”

“Twelve kilometres as the crow flies. The tunnels don’t run straight.” Raj had already marked the route — not confidently, David could see, but carefully, the pencil marks of someone who had spent time with the question and was being honest about what he didn’t know. “Whether the tubes are navigable by a person on foot — I don’t know. The local transit tubes are small. I’ve been trying to remember the dimensions.”

“Have you been to look at the access points?”

“The nearest one is sealed. The plastex.” Raj said this without bitterness, simply as information. “I can see into the tunnel from the station platform. It goes dark quickly. I couldn’t see a carriage from there, which I took to mean the nearest one had made it to a station before the network stopped. But I can’t be certain.”

David looked at the map. He looked at the tomato plant. He looked at the maps again.

“It’s a long way to be wrong about,” he said.

“Yes.”

The room was quiet for a moment.

“Let me come with you,” David said, “as far as the nearest interconnect access. To see what we’re actually dealing with before you commit to anything. The local tubes may not be passable at all. If the interconnect lines are larger, that’s a different question.” He paused. “I’m not saying it can’t be done. I’m saying let’s find out what it is first.”

Raj considered this in the way he considered things — fully, without rushing.

“All right,” he said.

—

They agreed to meet at the local tube station on the east side of the block, the following morning.

David stood to go. He looked once more at the tomato plant on the worktop — the small green fruits on their stems, the careful container, the thing that had been kept alive on a window ledge in a city that had no idea it mattered.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said.

Raj was already looking at the map.
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—

The local tube station was three minutes from Raj’s block, at the base of a residential tower on the east side of the district. It had been designed, like all the local stations, to be invisible — a sealed entrance off the main walkway, plastex panels on all sides, clean lines, a place you passed through without thinking about it. The kind of infrastructure whose excellence announced itself only in absence.

The entrance was closed. Not locked — the automated doors had simply stopped in their closed position when the network went offline, and without a signal to open them they had stayed closed, which was the safe default, which was what they were designed to do.

Through the plastex you could see the platform. The overhead lights were still on — a residual power supply keeping the safety systems running, or perhaps just a circuit that hadn’t yet failed. The platform was empty, the tunnel mouth at its end a perfect circle, four shallow rail channels set into the curved wall at equal intervals around the circumference. No train seated in them. Raj had been right about that. Somewhere further east the train had made it to a station and stopped, and was sitting there now, waiting.

David pressed his face to the plastex and looked along the platform to where it ended and the tunnel began. Dark immediately. Not the gradual dark of a long corridor but the absolute dark of underground space that had never expected to be seen without its own lighting.

“The doors,” he said.

“There’s a manual release somewhere. Every sealed system is supposed to have one.” Raj ran his hand along the panel join. “I haven’t been able to find it.”

They spent twenty minutes trying. The release, if it existed, was not accessible from the passenger side. It was not labelled. It was not designed to be found by someone without the facility’s maintenance documentation, because it had never been expected that someone without that documentation would need it.

David stepped back and looked at the station from the outside. At the plastex panels, the sealed join at the base, the safety lip of the platform edge visible through the wall.

“We can’t get in here,” he said. “We need the interconnect.”

—

The interconnect hub was in the Central District, four kilometres west. David had been there dozens of times in his life without ever once navigating to it on foot, because there had never been a reason to.

There was no continuous surface route. That was the first thing they discovered, and it took them most of the morning to discover it fully. The megacity had not been designed for pedestrians crossing districts — it had been designed for people moving within towers and between adjacent towers along covered walkways, and for the transit system to handle the rest. You could walk from your tower to a neighbouring tower because the walkway connected them. You could walk through your own tower because you lived there. Beyond that, the infrastructure stopped assuming you were on foot.

The towers themselves were the obstacle. Not walls, not barriers — towers, each one a building the width of a city block, each one serving its own community, with its own entrance logic and its own layout that bore no relation to the layout of the tower beside it. To move east to west through the district, you had to move through the towers rather than between them, because between them was service access, tube infrastructure, environmental management systems — the working guts of the megacity, not designed to be walked through.

So they walked through the towers.

—

The first one was straightforward. The entrance was open — the automatic doors held wide on safety defaults — and the ground floor concourse gave them a clear path through to the west-facing exit. A few people looked at them. No one asked where they were going. People had stopped asking that, largely, as though the question had lost its obvious answer.

The second tower was more complex. The ground floor did not run through — it turned, opened onto a lower atrium, required them to go up a level on a conveyor that was no longer moving, and then across a bridge section that connected to a third tower which was not the one they needed. They came out fifty metres north of where they wanted to be.

By the third tower they had stopped assuming the ground floor would help them. There were static maps on the walls — the fixed kind, you are here, colour-coded by floor and section — and they used those. The route query screens beside them were dark, the kind of dark that had become familiar, a rectangle of black where something had always been available and wasn’t any more. The static maps at least told them where they were, even if they couldn’t ask where they needed to go. One turned out to be old — installed before a structural modification that had divided the floor they needed. They found this out by walking into a sealed partition that the map didn’t show.

“How long have you lived in this megacity?” Raj asked, in the tone of someone making conversation about something mildly absurd.

“Forty-five years,” David said.

“I have never been in half of these buildings.”

“Neither have I.” He looked at the partition and then at the directory. “I’ve never had to be.”

—

They ate in a walkway junction on the east side of a tower whose name David had lost track of, sitting on a bench with food they’d brought from their own stores. It was past noon. They had covered perhaps two kilometres.

Raj ate with the deliberate attention he brought to everything. David watched him and thought about the question he had been composing since the morning.

“Your children,” he said. “What are their names?”

Raj looked up.

“Priya and Vikram.” He said both names with a particular care — not tenderness exactly, but precision, the way you said the names of things that mattered too much for approximation. “Priya is fifty-six. Vikram is fifty-two. They both have families. Priya has three children; the youngest is twelve.” He paused. “It’s not that I think they can’t manage. They’re sensible people. Priya in particular — she has a quality of preparation about her, always has. She would have started making plans on the first day.”

“Then why—”

“Because I want to know.” He said it simply, with no drama in it. “I am eighty-two years old and my children are twenty kilometres away and I want to know that they are all right. I’m aware that this is not a sufficient reason to walk into a tunnel for twenty kilometres. I am going to do it anyway.”

David ate in silence for a moment.

“I understand that,” he said.

“I know you do.” Raj looked at him briefly. “You’ve lost someone recently. I can see it.”

David said nothing.

“You don’t have to explain. I’m not asking.” Raj folded the wrapping from his food and put it in his pocket. “Shall we go?”

—

They reached the interconnect hub in the late afternoon.

It was larger than the local stations — built to handle the inter-district traffic of hundreds of thousands of people, a vast atrium beneath the tower complex that housed it, multiple platform levels on different axes, directional signage still lit on residual power in several corridors. The place had a quality of held breath — the stillness of a large space designed for crowds and currently occupied by perhaps thirty people, who had gathered here for varying reasons and were managing the strangeness of it in varying ways.

Some were camped. Bedding laid out along the far wall, supplies stacked with the organised look of people who had made a decision about where to be and were staying with it. A group of four — two adults, two teenagers — sat on the platform level eating from tins. An older couple stood near the sealed tunnel access, looking at it. A man was asleep on a bench.

David looked at the tunnel access.

It was not the same as the local stations. The interconnect tubes were significantly larger — built for higher-speed trains, built for volume. He had travelled in them hundreds of times without once thinking about their dimensions, but he thought about them now: the tunnel perfectly circular, the train body circular to match it, four rail channels set into the curved wall at quarter intervals to guide and hold the train against the forces of acceleration and cornering. The train itself sat in the tunnel the way a bullet sat in a barrel, the wheels no more than shallow protrusions from its curved body to grip the rail channels, the gap between train and tunnel wall a narrow crescent running all the way around. Enough clearance for air to displace at speed. That was its purpose. That was all. He was calibrating this against what he could see through the panels.

What he could see was that several of the plastex safety panels had been moved.

Not destroyed, not smashed — worked. Carefully, patiently, by people with time and determination and the basic logic of leverage applied over hours to panels that had not been designed to be opened by hand but that were, in the end, physical objects subject to physical force. Two of the panels had been shifted far enough to allow a person to pass through sideways. A third had one edge lifted from its base channel by what looked like a pried section of walkway railing wedged underneath.

—

One of the camped group came over when she saw them looking. She was perhaps fifty, with the direct manner of someone who had decided that social formality was a luxury she’d stopped observing.

“You’re thinking about going in,” she said.

“We’re trying to get to the East Midlands District,” David said.

She nodded, as though this was a familiar conversation. “You’re the second today. Third this week.”

“What happened to them?”

“Some came back. Train stopped about two hours east — fills the tunnel, no way through. The windows are plastex, same as everything else, and it’s built for high-speed impacts. You’re not breaking those.” She paused. “The gap between the train and the tunnel wall — that crescent space — some people tried to squeeze through it. Lie flat and work their way around the outside.” Her eyes moved briefly to David, who was broad across the shoulders, then to Raj, who was not. “Some came back from that too. Some didn’t.”

“Meaning they got through?”

“Meaning we don’t know.” She said it without inflection. “One man came back. Said he’d got about three metres along the crescent and couldn’t move forward or back. His friend pulled him out by his feet.” She looked at the tunnel access. “The friend went back in alone. That was four days ago.”

David looked at Raj.

Raj had taken out his map and was looking at the two-hour mark.

“All right,” Raj said, not to the woman and not quite to David either. “Let’s go and look at it.”

—

They went through the gap in the panels sideways, one at a time, and then they were in the tunnel.

The air was different immediately — warmer, with the particular quality of space that had been sealed against the outside for months. The lights were gone. David switched on his torch and Raj switched on his, and the two beams reached perhaps thirty metres before the tunnel curved slightly and the dark reasserted itself.

The tunnel was circular, as he had known it would be, the curved wall close enough on either side that he could have touched it with outstretched arms. The four rail channels were set into the wall at intervals — at the base of the curve, at the crown, on each side — shallow grooves worn smooth. The floor was the lowest point of the circle, flat enough to walk on where the curve was gentle. Their footsteps were very loud.

They didn’t speak much, at first. The tunnel had its own effect on conversation — not an oppressive silence but an absorptive one, the kind that didn’t invite speech for its own sake.

Raj walked steadily, without the variation in pace that David had noticed above ground, where age and distance made themselves felt on uneven surfaces. Down here, flat and even, the pace was consistent. He held his light straight ahead and moved through the dark with something that David could only describe as purpose — not urgency, but the gait of someone who had made a decision about direction and was maintaining it.

“Tell me about Sarah,” Raj said, after perhaps twenty minutes.

David did not answer immediately.

“Not the ending,” Raj said. “I know the ending. Tell me who she was.”

—

He talked for a long time. He had not talked about her to anyone, not in the weeks since the dispensary, not in the way that Raj was asking — not the event, not the circumstances, but the person. The quality of her, the specific ways she was irreplaceable. The way she was warmer than him, more immediately present to people, and how he had relied on this without ever quite knowing how much. The fact that she had come to the Ironbridge independently, before they met, because she had wanted to see the bridge. The same impulse that had brought him there every day of his working life, in her, before she had any reason to be there.

“She was the reason people talked to me first,” he said. “Before the Silence. People would meet her and then find out about me. Now I’m doing it the other way around and I’m not as good at it.”

“You are better at it than you think,” Raj said.

“You’re kind.”

“I’m not kind. I am accurate.” A pause, their footsteps on the tunnel floor. “The doctor let you into a storeroom while she was working. The engineer stopped what he was doing. The archivist said she would think about it, which is not a no from someone who intended to say no.” Another pause. “I invited you upstairs.”

David held his torch steady.

“Sarah would have had all of that in the first five minutes,” he said.

“Probably,” Raj said. “But she is not here, and you are. The world does not wait for the best person for the job.”

They walked in silence for a while.

—

They smelled it before they saw it.

The tunnel had its own smell — sealed air, concrete, the particular quality of underground space left alone for months. This was different. Something organic, faint but distinct, working its way through the still air toward them. David had encountered it before, in the corridors of the facility, in the stairwells of towers where doors had not been opened. He knew what it was before he had finished knowing it.

Then a resonance in the tunnel air — not sound exactly, but a change in the quality of the silence, the way echo behaves differently when there is a large surface ahead to reflect it. Then the beam of David’s torch caught something at the limit of its reach, and they slowed.

The carriage was enormous.

He had sat in these trains hundreds of times. He had never seen one from outside, in a tunnel, with a torch beam showing only the face of it in the dark. It was circular, the train body almost perfectly filling the circular tunnel, the wheel protrusions seated in their rail channels. The crescent gap between the train’s curved body and the tunnel wall was perhaps the width of a spread hand at its widest point — the midway between two rail channels, where the curves of train and tunnel diverged most. At the rail channels themselves, where the wheel protrusions sat, the gap was nothing at all.

He put his torch beam into the crescent and moved it along the curve of the train’s flank, tracking as far as the light would reach — and found them. The soles of a pair of boots. Face-down in the crescent, turned slightly inward, still.

Neither of them spoke.

He put his hand against the train’s curved flank. The plastex windows were set flush into the body — thick, engineered to absorb impacts at tunnel speed, the kind of material that didn’t yield to a fist or a rock or anything a person was likely to have with them in a tunnel. He could see through them. Inside, the train’s interior was dark and intact, the seats empty, the lighting dead, everything in the suspended stillness of a system that had simply stopped.

There was no way in. The windows were impenetrable. The gap around the outside was barely a handwidth.

The connection between segments was different — a circular band that screwed onto each section, he could see the threads of it where it gripped the train body, the joint designed to flex in any direction like a spine, allowing the cylindrical train to curve smoothly through the rail channels. He studied it. The band itself was sealed, flush, no gap. The outer edge of the joint was marginally wider than the running body of the train.

David put the torch beam along the crescent gap and looked at where it passed the joint. Slightly wider there. Perhaps the width of two spread hands.

He looked at his own shoulders.

Then he looked at Raj.

Raj was looking at the joint with the same attention he brought to everything. Measuring it honestly.

“I don’t think I can get through that,” David said.

“No.”

“Could you?”

Raj looked at his own hands for a moment. Then at the crescent. Then at the boots at the limit of the torchlight.

“He went in four days ago,” David said.

“Yes.”

The tunnel held that for a moment in its particular silence.

The tunnel was very still.

“Priya would tell me to go home,” Raj said.

“Would you listen to her?”

“When she was right, I usually did.” He looked at the joint for another long moment — at the crescent gap, the sealed band, the dark interior visible through the plastex. Then he turned around. “We should go back.”

—

The walk back was easier in some ways — they knew the ground, knew the distance — and harder in others. The torch beams pointing back the way they had come, the dark ahead of them now on the familiar side. Neither of them spoke for a long time.

“The soil question,” David said eventually.

Raj made a sound that might have been amusement.

“My grandfather would have been out of that tunnel at a run,” he said. “Not because he was brave. Because he grew up with a practical relationship to what was possible and what wasn’t, and he didn’t waste time on the second category.” A pause. “He would have liked you, I think. He had patience for people who wrote things down.”

“What would he have said about the fields? The ones we’re looking at.”

“He would have wanted to know the soil.” Raj’s voice settled into a different register — not lecturing, more like thinking aloud, the way someone thought when they were accessing something stored at depth. “Before anything else. Drainage. Composition. What had grown there before and for how long. He would have said that a field is not a blank surface. It has a history. The history matters.”

“We don’t know the history of those fields.”

“No. But the fields know. He used to say that. The fields remember what was grown in them. Not in a mystical sense — in a chemical sense, a biological sense. What you plant in a field changes what’s in the soil. What’s in the soil determines what can grow there next.” He paused. “He would have wanted to put his hands in it. You can’t know soil from a viewing platform.”

David made a note in the dark, writing by feel in the margin of the page.

“What else?”

Raj talked. David wrote. The tunnel carried their voices and their footsteps back toward the faint light of the interconnect station, and by the time they reached it the notebook had three new pages and they had been in the dark together long enough that the shape of an understanding had begun, slowly, to form.

—

They sat on the platform edge before going back through the panels, letting their eyes adjust to the relative brightness.

The woman who had spoken to them earlier was still there. She looked at them.

“Carriage about two hours in,” David said.

She nodded. “That’s what they all say.”

He looked at the others in the station. The camped group, the couple at the far access, the man still asleep on the bench. People who had come here for the same reason, or reasons adjacent to it, and found the same wall.

“We’re putting together a group,” he said, to the woman, to the room. “People who know things. People who can help. There’s a heritage site in the Ironbridge District — the bridge. If you need somewhere to come, or if you hear of anyone who should know about it, that’s where to find us.”

He did not have a plan developed enough to say more than that. It was enough, for now, to have said it.

The woman looked at him for a moment.

“I’ll remember that,” she said.

He didn’t know if she would come. He didn’t know if it would matter. He wrote her down in the notebook anyway, under the heading he’d given to the page some weeks ago and not yet been able to answer.

Who else?
The Table
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—

He had not told them what to expect, because he did not know what to expect.

The visitor centre’s ground-floor meeting room had been unlocked for weeks — the booking system dark, the door held open with a block of wood by whoever had last needed it for whatever purpose they’d last had. It held a long table, twelve chairs, a window that looked toward the gorge. He had arranged the chairs around the table without a reason beyond instinct. Put the notebook down in front of the seat he planned to take. Then moved the notebook to the middle, where it was less like a gesture of authority, and waited.

Maya had wanted to come. He had said no and she had accepted this without argument, which was her way — she didn’t push, she simply noted the decision and filed it. Maeve had taken her to the fields instead, on the basis that Raj had said she could help with the watering and that useful occupied her better than waiting. He was glad of it. He did not yet know what this meeting was going to be, and he found he did not want her watching him find out.

Ashna arrived first. This surprised him until he thought about it, and then it didn’t. She had walked from the west facility directly, and she sat down across from where he was standing and put her hands flat on the table and said: “How long is this going to take? I have people waiting.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “As long as it needs to.”

She looked at him in a way that communicated several things simultaneously and then accepted this.

—

Stephen came next, with a canvas bag he set against the wall before sitting, the way a person sat in a room where they hadn’t been asked to put things down and were managing their own practicality quietly. Then Eleanor, who looked at the arrangement of chairs and the notebook on the table and the window facing the gorge and sat in the chair furthest from the door, arms folded, as though she had not yet committed to being here.

And Raj, last, who set the padded container with the tomato plant carefully on the windowsill before taking his seat, and said good morning to each person in turn, and received various levels of acknowledgement, and seemed entirely at ease with whatever level he received.

David looked at them around the table.

Five people. Four months after the end of the world.

He opened the notebook.

—

“I want to be honest about what I’m proposing,” he said. “And I want you to tell me if I’m wrong.”

He told them what he knew. The picture assembled from months of observation and walking and talking to anyone who would talk back: the dispensaries were being depleted faster than most people had understood to prepare for, because most people had not prepared. The medical facilities were running without supply lines and without support, on the knowledge of whoever happened to be in them. The mechanical infrastructure of the towers was still running on inertia, but inertia was not a maintenance plan. And the food — what the dispensaries had held, what people had stored privately, what the community kitchens on the lower floors were trying to ration — was finite, and the rate at which it was being consumed was not.

“The agricultural sites outside the towers,” he said. “The managed fields. The units are idle. Nothing is being tended.”

“I know,” Stephen said.

“Everything that was growing under AI management has been growing without any for four months. Some of it is already gone. Some of it will be gone by the time we reach it.” He looked at Raj. “Some of it we don’t know about yet.”

“We should go and look,” Raj said. “Before we decide what they are.”

“That’s what I want to start with. That, and the books.”

Eleanor’s expression did not change, but something sharpened in it.

—

“I want to understand,” she said, “what exactly you think books accomplish right now.”

Her voice was precise and not unkind — the voice of someone who had asked variations of this question to many people and had mostly found the answers insufficient.

“People are dying,” she continued. “Of starvation, or illness, or exposure when winter comes. I have a building full of physical books. I am aware that this is, in the current context, less immediately useful than knowing how to fix a water pump.”

“The books on fixing water pumps would be useful,” Stephen said from the far end of the table.

“I have those. I also have three hundred years of agricultural history, pre-AI farming manuals, seed catalogues from the early part of the century, practical medicine references, engineering texts.” She paused. “What I don’t have is a way to make people read them when they are focused, quite reasonably, on not dying this week.”

“That’s what we’re here for,” David said.

“Is it.” She looked at the notebook. “You have a list of names. That’s not a plan.”

“It’s the beginning of one.”

“A beginning.” She said it with the specific flatness of someone who had watched beginnings fail to become middles. “We are a handful of people. The die-off is already underway. By my best estimate, based on figures Ashna has shared—”

“Which I shared informally,” Ashna said.

“—by that estimate, this district has lost perhaps twelve percent of its population in four months. If that rate holds, or accelerates—”

“It will accelerate,” Ashna said. Not a prediction. The tone of someone stating what they had already been watching from the middle of it.

The room received this.

“Then the question,” Eleanor said, “is not whether we can reverse this. We cannot reverse this. The question is whether what we’re proposing accomplishes anything real, at any scale that matters, against what is actually happening.”

—

“The bodies,” Ashna said.

She said it in the quiet way she said things she had been waiting to say — not dramatic, simply direct. The room stilled.

“The facility morgue reached capacity in the first week. I’ve been placing the dead in treatment rooms and anterooms because there’s nowhere else. The disposal system is sealed — designed for units, no manual access.” She paused. “The building’s passive climate management is not cold enough for what I’m asking it to do. This is a temporary situation that is approaching its limit.” She looked around the table. “And that’s the facility. People are dying in their towers at home. In rooms. With families who have nowhere to take them and no one to tell them what to do with them. The water supply for this district runs through the lower building infrastructure. I wrote the word waterborne in my notebook three weeks ago and underlined it twice.”

She paused. “A council member came to the facility last week. He wanted to know why I was not directing my efforts toward restoring the automated systems rather than — his words — healing people badly. I explained that I had no capacity to restore automated systems. He said he would raise the matter at the next council meeting. He did not ask how many patients I had, or what supplies remained, or whether there was anything the council could do that would actually help.” She looked up. “He has not come back.”

“So yes,” she said. “The die-off will accelerate. Not only from starvation.”

—

Nobody spoke for a moment.

David had thought about this. He had thought about it extensively, at night, in the weeks he had spent putting this together, and he had not arrived at an answer that satisfied every part of the argument — but he had found one that felt true, and it was the only thing he had.

“No,” he said. “We can’t fix it. We can’t save most of them. I think we have to say that plainly before we can do anything useful, because otherwise we’ll keep measuring ourselves against a target we can’t reach and calling everything a failure.” He paused. “What we can do is be the part that survives. Be the place that works, the people who know things, the group that has grown food when the dispensaries are finished. Not for everyone. For the people here. And when the immediate crisis is past — in five years, in ten — for whoever comes after, because they will need to know how to grow food without machines, how to repair things without systems to tell them how, how to practise medicine without supply chains. They will need the books.” He looked at Eleanor. “That’s what I’m asking you to help with. Not saving everything. Something smaller and harder than that.”

Raj had been looking at his hands. He looked up.

“The tomato plant on the windowsill,” he said. “It started as one seed, from one plant I grew from a seed I pulled from a piece of fruit eight years ago. Its seeds are in a tin at home. I have enough for perhaps forty plants in reasonable conditions, if I don’t lose too many to poor soil or bad timing or errors — which I will, because I’ve never grown at that scale, and I’ll make mistakes.” He was not dramatic about it. He was telling them the relevant facts. “Forty plants, in a good year, produces perhaps five hundred tomatoes. That feeds the people in this room for perhaps a month.”

“That’s nothing,” Eleanor said.

“It is not nothing,” Raj said, with the same quietness. “It is forty plants more than existed yesterday. The seeds from those plants are viable, which means the following year there can be a hundred. And the year after that.” He looked at her steadily. “Someone has to grow the first ones. That is all I am saying.”

The room was quiet in a different way than it had been quiet before.

“Jordan Mackenzie,” Stephen said. Not loudly — the name set down the way he set most things, without ceremony. “Outer margins of the district. I’ve done work out that way. Lower floors of an end block, yard behind it. Animals. Stores. Manual tools. They’ve been growing things for years.” A pause. “More people than us and better prepared.”

“Then why aren’t we talking to them?” Eleanor said.

“We will be,” David said. “When we have something real to bring.” He looked at the notebook. “A list of names isn’t enough. We need to be further along than this before Jordan Mackenzie has any reason to let us through the door.”

Stephen looked at him. “Aye.”

The name sat in the room — the question it raised, the shape of what the group still needed to become — and then the door at the back of the room opened.

—

David had been aware, without attending to it, of footsteps in the corridor outside — someone who had walked its length, paused, come back. He had left it. Now the door was open and a woman was standing in it.

She was perhaps his age, with the kind of physical stillness that read either as confidence or its careful management. She was wearing a rucksack with the ease of someone who had been wearing it long enough that it was simply part of her. Across her back, a cylindrical case. Across her shoulders, what he eventually identified, with its limbs folded flat, as a bow.

She looked at the room with the specific attention of someone who had been listening from outside and was deciding whether to commit to having listened.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” she said. “I’ve been staying at the hotel for two weeks. I’ve noticed people coming here. I wasn’t sure whether to come in.” She paused. “I’d like to join you, if that’s possible. I’m aware I’m asking without an invitation.”

David looked around the table. Ashna was watching the woman. Stephen had turned in his chair. Eleanor had not moved, but something in her expression had shifted fractionally.

“Sit down,” David said.

—

She sat in the empty chair to Eleanor’s left, put the rucksack on the floor, and kept the bow carrier across her back. Removing it had not yet become a reflex.

“What do you bring?” Ashna said. Not harshly, but directly. The question was a real one and she had decided not to dress it up.

The woman considered this for a moment — actual consideration, not evasion.

“Not much that’s immediately useful,” she said. “I can shoot. I’ve practised for eight years and I’m good at it. Whether that’s relevant here I don’t know.” She paused. “I know what happened on the cloud floors. First-hand. I was there until Day 14, and I came down over two hundred floors of stairs carrying this and what I could fit in two bags.”

Something shifted in the room. Small, but David felt it.

“The cloud floors failed faster than this level,” she said. “No dispensaries — we had no relationship with that system and no understanding of it. No practical skills to fall back on. Kitchen units dark by Day 3, and almost nobody had ever cooked anything. Nobody had any concept of how to ration what remained. People stood at outdoor terminals dictating formal complaints about the food service failure to systems that had stopped receiving communications, and couldn’t understand why nothing was responding.” She said all of this with a flatness that did not perform neutrality, simply had it. “By Day 8 the logic had inverted — everyone assumed everyone else was hiding something. By Day 13 someone tried my door in the early morning.”

“You left on Day 14,” David said, before he had decided to.

She met his eyes. “I left on Day 14.”

She let the room settle for a moment before continuing.

“I have no practical skills that any of you don’t have more of. I’ve never grown anything. I have no medical training. I’m not an engineer.” She glanced toward the bow. “I know what I can do, and I’m willing to do what I don’t know how to do if someone shows me. I would rather be here, trying, than up there not trying. I’ve seen recently what not trying looks like.”

—

Ashna looked at her directly. “The first death in this district that I know of was Day 4.” Her voice carried no edge — only the clinical precision she brought to observation. “Ground floor. Dispensary-dependent. The cloud floors had their own supplies and their own units until Day 3 before it went.”

Helena held her eye. “I know.”

“Day 4,” Ashna said again. Not as an accusation. Something more exacting than that.

“I know,” Helena said. “I came down through those floors. I know what they looked like by Week 2.” She did not look away. “I’m not asking you to think of that as equivalent. I’m not asking you to think of me as having suffered in proportion. I’m asking to be here.”

The room held it.

David looked at Eleanor, who was looking at Helena with the expression she used when she was deciding the weight of something.

“You can shoot,” Eleanor said.

“Yes.”

“Have you?”

A pause — not evasion, something being considered.

“At targets,” Helena said. “For eight years. I haven’t shot at anything that mattered.”

“You may need to,” Eleanor said.

It was not a threat. It was information, delivered with the same precision she used for everything.

“Helena Fontaine,” Helena said, in case they were waiting for it.

David wrote the name in the notebook.

“Ashna Johnson,” Ashna said, pointing around the table in the direct way she did everything. “Stephen Hennessy. Eleanor Weiss. Raj Sahu. David Eastham.”

Helena looked at each of them in turn and did not try to make the look warm. She made it honest.

“What were we arguing about?” she said.

—

They were arguing about it for the rest of the afternoon.

The question of scale did not resolve, because it was not a question that resolved — it was a condition to be lived with, the permanent arithmetic of not enough against the demand for something anyway. Eleanor’s numbers were not wrong. Ashna’s assessment was not optimistic. The fields were an unknown. The books were available but functionally inaccessible until people had the time and safety and basic nutrition to use them, and that was not now. Stephen pointed out, with the directness of someone who had been listening to the argument from the outside and had identified where it was failing to land, that none of this was actually in dispute — they had not been disagreeing about whether things were bad, they had been disagreeing about whether doing anything about it was worthwhile when things were this bad, and those were not the same question.

“The first field,” he said. “The nearest viable section. What’s the first practical obstacle?”

A pause.

“The soil,” Raj said. “We don’t know what it is. We don’t know what’s been grown in it or what condition it’s in after years of machine management. I’d need to go out there and look at it.”

“All right. We go and look at it.”

“The tools,” Raj said. “Whatever the units were using. Agricultural implements — manual ones, if there are any, from before the automated systems took over. I don’t know if there are. The heritage sites may have them.”

“I’ll find out,” Stephen said, with the tone of someone adding an item to a list they were already carrying.

“The seeds,” Raj said. “What I have is not enough, not even for a trial planting of meaningful scale. We need to know what other viable seed stock exists. Before the dispensaries are depleted, before the packaged food is gone — some of it will have viable seed. Heritage varieties, if any remain. The hydroponic produce has been engineered for yield, not reproduction, but some of it may still carry viable material. We won’t know until we try.” He looked at Eleanor. “And the books.”

“I’ll pull the relevant texts,” Eleanor said. She said it as if this had been her intention since arriving, as if the afternoon’s argument had been a formality she had needed to observe before committing.

David wrote the last item. “Distribution,” he said. “Whatever we grow, whatever we source — how does it reach people without becoming a fight?”

The room was briefly quiet.

“The school kitchen,” Eleanor said. She said it the way she said things she had already decided privately. “Lower ground of the east residential block. Commercial prep capacity — designed to feed two hundred students at a sitting. It has been running as a community kitchen since Month 2, but on whatever residents bring in. If we route the dispensary stock through it instead — controlled quantities, on a schedule, to the kitchen and not to individual shelves — the kitchen becomes the distribution point. People come to the kitchen. The kitchen is where the food is.”

“You need someone on the dispensary door,” Stephen said. “And on the kitchen. To keep the schedule and stop people taking more than they’re allocated.”

“We don’t have those people,” David said.

Nobody argued with that, because it was true.

—

By the time the light through the gorge window had shifted from afternoon to evening, nobody had stood up to leave.

This was the thing, David thought. Not agreement — they had not resolved the fundamental question Eleanor had asked, and they hadn’t pretended to, and Helena Fontaine was a new name in a notebook who would take longer than one afternoon to become a person he understood. But somewhere in the previous hour the argument had shifted register without anyone announcing it. They were no longer arguing about whether. They were arguing about the soil composition of the nearest field and which of Eleanor’s texts covered pre-AI crop rotation and whether the tower’s water systems could support irrigation if they eventually needed it, and Stephen had taken out a folded paper and begun sketching something mechanical in the margin that was either a water pump or a drainage channel and was explaining it to Raj, who was following the sketch with his finger and asking questions.

Ashna had stopped saying she needed to leave. The distribution question had not been resolved, because there was nothing to resolve it with yet — the kitchen was a good idea that needed people they hadn't found, and that was a problem for another meeting.

He looked at the notebook. At the names, at the three pages of notes from the afternoon, at the crossed items and the questions he’d written as they arose and hadn’t yet answered.

He thought about Sarah, who would have had all of this in the first five minutes and would have known exactly what the room needed and when to be quiet and when to push and would not have needed to write any of it down. He thought about her the way he’d learned to think about her: briefly, without dwelling, and then back to what was in front of him.

“Same time Thursday,” he said.

Nobody argued with that.
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—

The viewing platform was not the way in.

Raj had known this from the start — the platform sat above the greenhouse complex, a structure for looking, not accessing — but it was nonetheless the reference point, the view he had always had of the site, the one he kept returning to in his head when he tried to plan this. He had to consciously remind himself that they would be approaching from the ground rather than from above, and that the ground-level approach would be a different geometry entirely, with different obstacles and different features and possibly different problems he had not yet identified from his view at the railing.

He had been to the viewing platform above the site many times. He had never been to ground level beside it. For all the years he had spent watching the fields from above, looking down, the actual route from the tower base to the field perimeter had never been a question he’d asked himself.

This, David had noted in his notebook without comment, was the situation everywhere.

—

They left through a service exit on the tower’s northern base level — a door that existed in compliance with requirements and had perhaps been used once during a safety inspection and never again. Horizontal push bar, a sign that said EMERGENCY EXIT ONLY, plascrete steps down to the ground outside. David had found it three days earlier when he was working out the route, had opened it to confirm it opened, and had stood in the opening for a moment looking at what was outside.

What was outside was not the covered walkway system.

Helena was quiet for the first few minutes, and then she said: “I used to call a pod.”

“I know,” David said.

“Door to door. I pressed a panel and the pod appeared and I got in and it took me where I was going and I got out at the door.” She was looking at the service road extending ahead of them — wide, flat, entirely exposed, the tower’s shadow falling short of them in the midday sun. “I’m not sure I ever walked this far in a single journey. Even on the cloud floors. The paths were there but the pods were faster.”

“On the residential floors,” David said, “there were conveyors.”

“Yes. Down here.” She thought about this. “I’d seen them from transit pods when I passed through the lower levels. I didn’t use them. I didn’t come down here.”

Raj had been listening. “I used the conveyors every day. The walk to the tube station, to the viewing platform. Forty minutes there and forty back.” He glanced at her. “It kept me feeling like myself. The towers — even with everything they have in them — after a certain number of years begin to feel like the inside of a very beautiful box.”

She looked at the ground under her feet: the plascrete of the service road, the wide sky, the tower falling back behind them as they walked. The distance from the building’s base to the agricultural perimeter was three hundred metres across ground that offered no shelter, no overhead cover, no moving platform to carry her.

“My legs have learned things about themselves since the cloud floors,” she said. “I didn’t know I had these particular muscles. Apparently I do. They’ve been making themselves known.”

“Two hundred floors of stairs will do that,” David said.

“More than that. It’s the daily distance now. Everything requires walking.” She didn’t say it with complaint. She was calibrating, in the way she calibrated everything, the new reality against the reference she had. “I think I’m beginning to understand why people who walked a great deal looked different from people who didn’t.”

“You’ll look different by winter,” Raj said.

She considered this. “Good different or bad different?”

“Useful different,” he said.

—

The perimeter fence was still there.

Heavy plasteel mesh, two metres high, built to keep people out of automated work areas — a different order of barrier from the unlocked doors of the tower interior, which had simply been electronic locks that were now dark. This was a physical structure with no electronic component to go dark, no default-safe position that resolved in their favour. It simply ran along the boundary of the agricultural zone in both directions, intact and indifferent.

He had thought about this. He had thought about the column of machines that Raj had watched leave on Day 23 — the whole procession of them, large and small, moving out along the service road in the grey morning. They had left through somewhere. A gate wide enough for the largest harvesting unit in the complex. The gate was automated. Its power source was gone. Unless it had been designed to close under its own mechanical weight — which heavy industrial gates sometimes were — the gate was still open.

Four hundred metres east along the fence. Eight metres wide, the two gate sections standing at ninety degrees to the fence line, held by the absence of any instruction to close.

Through it: the first of the greenhouse structures fifty metres ahead, and beyond them the open growing fields extending toward the horizon.

They walked through.

—

Raj stopped almost at once, as David had known he would.

He crouched in the ground just inside the perimeter and put his hands into the soil. Not the strip nearest the gate, which had been compressed by the passage of the machines, but a metre further in, where the surface had not been tracked over.

He was looking at the soil when David noticed the other footprints.

They were visible in the softer ground along the field edge — not one set but several, coming from the direction of the gate, dispersing at different points into the field and toward the greenhouse structures. Not recent; the edges of the impressions had softened in the intervening rain, but the shapes were unmistakable. Multiple people, different shoes, different days by the layering of them. Someone else had had the same idea, and had not been the only one.

He didn’t say anything. He wrote it in the notebook and looked toward the greenhouses.

David waited. Helena crouched beside Raj, not doing what he was doing — watching, the way she watched when she was building a model.

“What does it tell you?” she said.

He handed her a handful. She turned it in her hands — the compression, the way it broke apart, the moisture at the edges of the clump.

“Reasonable drainage,” Raj said. “The structure is better than I expected. The machine management was intensive — chemicals, precision nutrients, no allowance for variation — and I was worried it would be exhausted. But there’s something still alive in it.” He dug six inches with his hand and looked at what was down there. “Worms. Which means the biology hasn’t collapsed.”

“Is that the test?”

“It’s one of them.” He stood. “My grandfather would have wanted a longer assessment. He would have said you can’t know soil from a single visit.” He looked at the fields, which extended away from them in what had been, four months ago, precise managed rows and was now something more complicated and less certain. “But it’s a beginning.”

—

They spent an hour in the open fields.

Some of what had been planted in the spring was still recognisable — a section of grain standing in the particular untended way of things that had reached their natural stage without anyone to harvest them, seed heads full and unharvested, the stalks beginning to lean. Raj assessed which varieties might be carrying viable seed and which were likely engineered for yield without reproduction. He did this without certainty and said so each time: I think. I’m not sure. We’d have to test. The weeds had moved into every cleared section, doing what weeds did when management stopped. He looked at these without disdain and described the information they carried: soil type, drainage, acidity, what had grown here in previous seasons and what it had left behind.

A section of root vegetables showed signs of volunteer regrowth — the plants not dead, simply living underground and making another attempt.

Helena walked beside him and asked the questions that clarified his assessment. At one point he asked her a question back, about the orientation of the archery terrace on the cloud floors, and she answered, and he was quiet for a moment.

“South-facing, open to weather,” he said. “That terrace would have been better growing space than most of what I’ve seen down here.”

She looked at him. “Is that useful?”

“Not now. Possibly later.” He moved to the next row. “It’s worth knowing.”

—

The greenhouse structures were at the eastern end of the complex, five long low buildings running parallel to the perimeter fence. Plastex-panelled roofs angled south, vertical plasteel side walls, the functional minimalism of structures built for yield rather than appearance. From the outside David could see through the clear panels into the dim interior of the nearest one — rows of hydroponic channels, the plants in them brown and collapsed, the ordered precision of managed cultivation reduced to its form without its function.

Two of the five had their wide service-access doors in the open position. He and Helena went through one while Raj was still finishing his assessment of the nearest field section.

The smell was warm and organic — the greenhouse retaining the heat of accumulated June days in a space that no longer managed its own climate, simply held what it received. The hydroponic channels ran in rows the length of the building, raised on frames, the dead plants lying in them with the particular stillness of a system that had simply stopped. Dry channels. Silent pumps. Everything intact except the life.

Helena walked one of the aisles without touching anything.

“How long would this have fed the district?” she said.

“One structure.” David did the calculation in the notebook. “I don’t know the precise yield. But five of these and the open fields—” He paused. “Months. For everyone.”

She was quiet.

He continued down the aisle and found it near the far end — a section where the stillness was wrong. Three of the channel frames had been pulled from their supports, the dead plants scattered across the floor rather than lying in ordered collapse. One frame had been bent at its joint, the kind of deformation that required force applied with intent rather than weight applied with patience. Dead plant matter was strewn across the pathway in a radius that spoke to a specific moment: a person standing here, having found what they found, and doing something with their hands before they left.

He stood in it for a moment.

He knew what this was. He had been ten minutes away when Sarah died, and he understood exactly the geometry of what fear and hunger and disappointed hope produced in the body when the body had nowhere to put it.

He did not say anything. He stepped over the scattered frames and kept moving.

They went through the second open greenhouse. The same channels, the same dead plants — undisturbed in this one, the whole structure intact, the failure orderly and uniformly brown from one end to the other.

“Is there anything in these we can use?” she said.

“The seeds from whatever’s still in the channels might be viable — some of these varieties aren’t fully engineered for sterility.” He was walking slowly. “But we’d need time to assess them, and there are hundreds of channels. It’s not where I’d start.”

“Where would you start?”

He had been thinking about this since they came through the gate. “The heritage section,” he said. “The Ironbridge Educational Programme kept a demonstration of traditional cultivation methods. I saw it on a visit years ago — soil beds, heritage varieties. If it survived, and if the seeds were stored properly, that’s the priority.”

She looked at the far end of the building, where the channels extended all the way to the back wall. No partition visible from here.

“Which greenhouse?”

“I don’t know. I saw it on a guided visit. We came through a different entrance.”

—

The fifth greenhouse was different from the others.

Its access door was not the wide service-entry sliding type. It had that too — the same format, on the south face — but there was a secondary access on the east end, a smaller structure that might have been a service lobby, and the way into it was not a door that had simply stopped in its last position but a sealed hatch with a mechanism he did not recognise.

The mechanism was not a lock. It was an interface designed for the unit management system — a coupling point, flush-mounted, intended for a service unit to interact with rather than a person. The hatch itself was solid plasteel, heavier than it looked, with no visible handle and no manual release that any of them could find after ten minutes of looking.

He put his palm flat against it. Nothing. He ran his hand along the edge. Nothing.

Helena had been watching him. She stepped to the plastex side wall and looked through.

“There’s a partition,” she said. “At the far end. Different floor — darker. Soil, I think.”

David came to look. Through the plastex he could see it: the main greenhouse body with its dead hydroponic channels, and at the far end, beyond a low partition, something that was not channels. A different floor texture. A different quality of growth, or the remains of it — not collapsed uniform brown but varied, something that had been more than one thing.

He tried the hatch again.

“We need Stephen,” he said.

—

They came back two days later, all four of them — and Maya, who had been told she could come if she stayed close and didn’t touch anything without asking. She had agreed to these terms with the seriousness of someone intending to honour them, and she had.

Stephen had asked a single question when David described the hatch: unit interface or manual lock? When David described what he’d seen, Stephen had said right in the tone of someone who already knew what it was and what it would need, and arrived at the tower’s service exit the following morning with a bag of tools he described to no one and carried without explanation.

At the hatch he looked at the coupling mechanism for perhaps thirty seconds. Then he opened the bag, took out a tool that David couldn’t name, and worked at the edge of the coupling housing for four minutes with the particular unhurried focus of someone who understood exactly what they were doing and had no need to perform the understanding. The hatch released with a sound that was mechanical and unambiguous.

“There’ll be a manual override somewhere inside,” Stephen said. “Always is. Somebody in the design process thought about maintenance workers.” He put the tool away. “Just needed to get past the first layer.”

He pushed the hatch open and held it, and the other three went through.

—

The smell was different on this side of the partition — the same warmth, but underneath it something more complex, less uniformly dead. Some of the beds had dried entirely, the annual plants gone to paper and stem. But three of the beds had something left in them, and Raj went to them with the directness of someone who had been waiting for this.

Kale, still alive — neglected, leaning toward the light through the plastex roof, but structurally present and not dead. Runner bean plants gone, but their dried pods still on the frame, the seeds inside waiting. A tangle of several plants in the third bed that Raj separated carefully until he found, among them, the unmistakable form of a tomato vine.

“A different variety,” David said.

“Different genetics.” Raj looked at the dried fruit on the vine. “Different characteristics, different strengths. We need as many varieties as we can find. What one season defeats, another might survive.” He said it as though he were remembering it from somewhere.

Helena had been reading along the partition. She stopped at a small wooden cabinet fixed to the far post.

“Seed packets,” she said. “Sealed foil.”

Seven packets, an orderly row, each one labelled in the large-format style of educational materials: heritage tomato, runner bean, climbing pea, two brassicas, a root variety, a salad leaf. Open-pollinated. Pre-AI varieties selected for a demonstration of traditional cultivation. Intact.

David put them in the rucksack one by one while Raj finished assessing the beds. Maya was standing at the partition watching. She had not touched anything. She had been reading the labels on the packets as he placed them and she said nothing until the last one went in, and then she said: “Those are important, aren’t they.”

It wasn’t quite a question.

“Yes,” David said.

She nodded and looked back at the beds where Raj was working, processing this with the same attention she applied to everything, filing it somewhere.

Stephen had been moving along the main greenhouse body on the other side of the partition, identifying what could be salvaged from the hydroponic infrastructure — channels, frames, pump housings, components that might serve purposes other than the ones they’d been built for. He came back through the partition with a piece of tubing and a specific expression.

“The pump fittings will work for irrigation,” he said, to no one in particular. “Come back with a barrow and I’ll show you what to take.”

—

They walked back through the gate in the late afternoon. The rucksack was heavier than it had been, the notebook full, and Raj had been quiet for the last twenty minutes in the way he was quiet when something had settled in him.

He stopped at the gate threshold and looked back.

The open fields in low sun. The greenhouse structures. The gate that had been left open by a column of machines that were gone and would not come back. The soil that had worms in it and four months of recovery and the first hint of doing something other than what it had been told to do.

“The kale,” David said. “Before Thursday.”

“Tomorrow,” Raj said. “I want it in the ground before the weather turns.”

He said in the ground without qualification. Not if we can or we should try. Just the thing that was going to be done, stated as such, by a man who had been to the fields for the first time and had found that the knowledge his grandfather had given him was not fragments after all but a language — one he had not spoken in years, perhaps had never spoken, but that he had understood this afternoon for the first time was in him and was not going anywhere.

They walked back to the tower. The service road, then the plascrete steps, then the door that opened inward and closed behind them.

Outside was still there.
The Warehouse

Month Five — July 2127

—

Stephen had raised it at the end of a Thursday meeting, in the way he raised most things — without preamble, as though the thought had been waiting for the conversation to catch up to it.

“The dispensary’s getting thin on staples,” he said. “Someone should look at the service access.”

“What service access?” David said.

“Unit supply route. Back of the dispensary, service area. The shelves don’t restock themselves.” A pause, with the particular tone of someone who had decided not to explain why this was obvious. “Tube system. Like transit but smaller, freight only. Runs to a distribution hub somewhere. Probably still has stock in it.”

The meeting had moved on. David had written service access — Stephen in the notebook and spent two days thinking about what it meant.

—

Three of them went.

Stephen, who had identified it and knew what to look for. David, because he needed to understand the system rather than simply receive its output. And Helena — who had been waiting since the table for a task that used her body rather than her patience, and whom David had decided, not without some residual uncertainty he was keeping to himself, to trust with the practical.

Ashna had wanted to come. There might be medical supplies. David had told her he needed her at the facility. She had looked at him in the way she looked at things she disagreed with but had decided not to spend energy on, which he had come to understand meant she was banking the disagreement for later.

The dispensary was a ten-minute walk along the covered main walkway from the visitor centre, on the ground floor of the Ironbridge residential block’s main atrium — a vast space whose outer bays were still stocked and whose inner staples section had been depleted in the specific way of things taken in order of preference. Everything useful and portable was gone from the first two rows. Everything dense and unprepossessing was still there. Nobody had touched the high-calorie compressed blocks on the back shelves because they didn’t look like food to someone in a hurry.

Stephen walked through without looking at the shelves. He went behind the service counter — through the staff access, which had no electronic lock because it had never needed one — and into the back.

—

The back of a dispensary looked nothing like the front.

The front was designed to be legible: clear sight lines, labelled sections, the logic of human browsing. The back was designed to be functional: a receiving and sorting area for the freight units that had restocked the shelves on a schedule nobody had needed to think about. Wide bays, floor marked with route indicators for unit traffic, ceiling tall enough for stacked freight. Everything sized for machines.

At the far end, two sealed hatches in the back wall. Wide enough for a freight unit — which meant wide enough for a person, just. No handles on the outside. Interface panels beside each one, dark.

Stephen opened his bag, took out the tool he’d used at the greenhouse, and went to work on the left hatch.

It took longer — a different mechanism, more resistance. Six minutes. At some point during the sixth minute he said, without looking up: “Hold the light steady.”

Helena adjusted the angle of her torch. She had been holding it exactly steady for six minutes and said nothing about this.

The hatch opened.

—

The maintenance tube was nothing like the passenger transit.

The passenger tubes were circular, engineered for speed, built with the spatial generosity of infrastructure that moved people. This was rectangular — floor flat, ceiling curved — perhaps two metres tall and a metre and a half wide. The walls smooth plasteel. The floor with two rail channels running its length, set sixty centimetres apart, sized for freight unit wheels.

No lighting at all. Not the amber emergency strips of the stairwells, not the residual glow of any indicator. Absolute dark.

The air was cool and still and smelled of the specific nothing of a sealed space — no organic content, no dust disturbed by human passage, nothing that had ever been breathed.

David’s torch reached perhaps twenty metres before the tube curved and the dark reasserted itself.

“Single file,” Stephen said, and went first.

—

The rail channels were the problem.

Three centimetres proud of the floor surface — not enough to trip on in good light, exactly enough to catch a foot in the dark if the attention slipped. David caught his foot on the left rail within the first thirty seconds and did not fall but made a sound. Stephen did not comment. Helena did not make the same mistake twice.

They walked for what David estimated was close to five kilometres, though in a featureless dark tube his sense of distance was not reliable. The tube branched three times — junctions where additional routes met from the left and right, each one equally dark, equally silent. Stephen chose without hesitation at each one.

“How do you know?” David said, at the second junction.

“Main route’s always the biggest bore. The branches serve individual towers.” He kept moving. “The network runs under the whole district. They don’t advertise it. Nobody needed to know about it.”

In each junction the ceiling was higher — hub points, space for freight to be sorted and redirected between towers, before dispatch along the appropriate branch. David kept his torch moving and noted the marks on the floor where unit traffic had worn the surface over years of continuous automated use. At the third junction the wear was deepest, and the branch they took from it was the largest bore yet — the main spine of the network, running beneath what David calculated was the central service corridor of the district.

—

The warehouse announced itself first as space.

The tube opened and the walls stopped being close and the ceiling rose into darkness their torches couldn’t reach. They stood at the entrance for a moment, adjusting.

It was enormous.

Automated shelving in rows — tall rack systems designed for purpose-built retrieval units, their mechanical arms folded and still at shoulder height, extending in both directions further than their torches illuminated. The goods on them packaged and sealed, stacked, labelled in machine-readable formats. Hundreds of rows. More than they could walk in an afternoon.

David stood at the entrance and felt something that he identified after a moment as simple relief. Then he moved the torch along the nearest upper rack and felt the relief qualify itself.

It was not full. Not ransacked — nothing like the dispensary's stripped staples section. But the shelving had gaps that were not from human interference: whole sections of upper racks holding a third of what their dimensions implied they were designed to hold, partial pallets where complete ones should have been, the incremental depletion of a supply chain that had been slowing down before anyone had noticed it was slowing down. The AI had not been running at full capacity when the Silence came. It had been drawing down — for weeks, perhaps longer. Whatever had been happening to it, it had been happening gradually.

He noted this and did not say it aloud yet, because there was still more here than they had any right to have hoped for, and he did not want to diminish that before they had taken what they could.

Then he swept the torch along the nearest lower rack and found the gap.

—

Someone had already been here.

Not long ago — the disturbance had the freshness of recent interference. Lower shelves cleared in two adjacent rows, taken without organisation: torn packaging left where it had been opened in place, a fallen container not picked up, the particular disorder of a group who had found something, had not quite believed it, and had taken what they could carry before leaving.

“How did they get in?” Helena said.

“Same way we did.” Stephen was examining the floor near the entrance. “More than one visit.”

Scuff marks near the lower racks where feet had moved without the precision of unit traffic, and the specific disorder of a person's hands rather than a machine's — opened packaging, items taken by choice rather than by weight or barcode. People who had come here and come here again.

David wrote: not secure. Known to at least one other group. Time is a factor. Then he looked at what remained on the shelves and made a rough calculation, and wrote that down too, and did not share the number yet.

“We need to be quick,” he said.

—

The trolleys were parked in a staging area to the right of the entrance — flat-bed units on the rail system, designed to be loaded by the warehouse’s retrieval units and sent autonomously along the supply tubes. Each one the size of a large table, low to the ground, their surfaces engineered to hold stacked freight. Without power they sat locked in their docking stations, coupled to the rails by mechanical catches that Stephen examined briefly before releasing them.

“Push them,” he said. “Wheels are still good. Rails keep them straight.”

He released three units from their docks. They moved cleanly — the engineering precise, the bearings designed for continuous use and still functional. The problem was that the handles were at unit-arm height, not person height.

Helena considered this for a moment, then put both hands flat on the rear surface and pushed from the back. The trolley moved on its rails.

“That works,” she said.

Stephen made a sound that was not quite approval and went to find the goods.

—

The argument about priorities took twelve minutes.

Ashna had given David a list: protein content, caloric density, shelf life, weight-to-nutrition ratio. Stephen’s view was simpler — take what was on the lower shelves and reachable without climbing, because the upper racks had nothing to stand on and he wasn’t interested in what solving that problem would involve. Helena moved between them while they argued, taking from the shelves Stephen indicated, stacking the trolleys with the focused efficiency of someone who had decided that opinions about what to take were less useful than getting the taking done.

By the time David had resolved the protein question in Ashna’s favour and overruled Stephen’s position on the climbing issue by identifying a shelving section they could shift — by the time all of this had happened — Helena had loaded one trolley to capacity and started on the second.

Stephen looked at the second trolley. Then at Helena. He picked up a container from the floor and added it to the pile without comment.

They took three trolleys’ worth — not much relative to the warehouse’s total stock, but significant relative to what the group currently had. Lower shelves only. David recorded the section numbers of what remained and sketched a rough map in the notebook.

—

The return was harder.

A loaded trolley on a rail was a different proposition from an empty one. The rails kept them straight but the weight required continuous effort. Five kilometres in torchlight, three people rotating position at the front when arms gave out, took the better part of four hours.

Helena did not give out first. David noted this without writing it down.

Stephen said, at some point in the second half: “Second visit, we bring more people.”

“Second visit,” David said, “we need a plan for who knows about this place.”

“Those tracks in the floor are already a plan. Someone else’s.”

“I know.”

They came through the hatch into the dispensary’s back area and stood in the relative brightness of the emergency lighting and felt their arms.

—

He told the group that evening. Not all of it.

He told them: there is a supply route, they’d found it, they had brought back enough for two weeks, there would be more runs. He told them the stock would go to the school kitchen on the lower ground of the east block — not to the dispensary shelves, not to individual collection. People came to the kitchen on a schedule, took their allocation, left. Mira Kowalski and the volunteers running the kitchen would manage the quantities. He told them Mira needed more people on the door and that anyone who could give time should go to her.

He did not tell them about the other tracks in the floor, not yet. Not the calculation in the notebook about how long the stock lasted divided by the number of people they were responsible for, which produced a number that was not comfortable. Not his estimate of how many other groups in the district had reached the same conclusion about the back of their nearest dispensary.

Those things he showed to Ashna and Stephen separately, because there were decisions in them that needed to be made before they were distributed widely.

He ate with the others and listened to the conversation and thought about the tracks.

Two sets of footprints at minimum. Maybe the same group, multiple visits. Maybe two separate groups. Either way: people who were hungry, who had looked at the back of a dispensary and understood what the service hatch was, who had found the same tube he had and walked the same dark route. People who were, in every relevant sense, exactly the same as the people eating around this table.

He thought about Jordan Mackenzie on the outer margins, and his sixty people, and the yard with animals, and the stores that had been building for years. He did not write that down. He thought it, and then he ate his meal, and then he thought it again.

He thought about what happened when people like that started running out of options. He thought about it in a specific and experienced way, the way you thought about things after you had stood in a ransacked dispensary and found someone you loved in it.

He kept it in the notebook for now. Some things needed to be said in the right order.

He would find the right order. He usually did. He had to believe that.
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—

He had raised it at Thursday’s meeting before he’d finished thinking it through, which was unusual for him: the food was sitting in the dispensary’s back area on freight trolleys, where they had left it, and that was not a solution.

Stephen had looked at him with the expression of someone who had already solved the problem and was waiting for the conversation to arrive at that point.

“There are three locations I’ve been thinking about,” Stephen said.

David waited.

“They’ll need to hear about the tubes first,” Stephen said, nodding at the rest of the table.

“I know.”

“Raj and Eleanor should know the full situation.”

“I’m going to tell them.” He had told them part of it — the warehouse exists, they had made a run, there was food to work with. He had not yet told them the numbers, or the other tracks in the floor, or the fact that the supply in the dispensary’s back area was the single largest risk they were carrying, sitting in a space they did not control and could not lock. “The three locations — I want to see them first.”

—

Stephen took him the following morning.

They went through the dispensary’s back hatch in the early hours before the tower above had properly woken, when the covered walkway outside was quiet. The maintenance tube felt different the second time — not comfortable, exactly, but less alien. David carried his torch and followed Stephen’s light ahead of him, the rail channels in the floor catching the edges of both beams.

At the junction where the main tube branched into its subsidiary routes, Stephen turned left instead of straight.

“The warehouse is straight,” David said.

“I know where the warehouse is.”

He had the route in him the way he had everything — not memorised, simply known, the knowledge of a person who had worked in this infrastructure for decades and understood it as a system rather than as a collection of corridors. He moved without hesitation through two more branches, each one slightly smaller than the last, until the tube ended at a sealed hatch David had not known existed.

This one was not a unit-interface coupling. It was a plain service hatch, flush plasteel, with a recessed manual handle — the kind of handle that existed because someone in the original design process had thought about human maintenance workers even when no human maintenance worker had used it. Stephen pulled it open in under ten seconds.

“This opens from both sides,” he said. “Doesn’t need a tool.”

“Why?”

“Because the people who designed the system needed to be able to get into the plant rooms in an emergency. They gave themselves a handle.” He held the hatch open. “Nobody else knew to look for it.”

—

The plant room was large.

Much larger than David had expected — a space that occupied the full structural depth of the tower at this level, its ceiling eight metres above them, the walls lined with the machinery of air management: fan arrays, filtration housings, ducting in every direction, the mechanical organs of a building’s breathing. The floor was plascrete — raw, unpainted, the working floor of a working space. In one quadrant, the machines themselves occupied most of the volume, their housings wide and tall. In the other three quadrants: open floor space that had existed for maintenance access and now simply existed.

The air was cool. Not cold — the building’s passive thermal systems kept the space at the temperature its equipment required, which was not far from the temperature you’d want for shelf-stable goods.

David looked at the ceiling. The ducting ran in all directions. The fan arrays would restart if the power came back; they would not restart without it. For now, the room was still and quiet and almost completely dark.

“How many of these are there?” he said.

“In this tower? Three. Spaced every twenty floors or so. They vary in size.” Stephen was already moving along the near wall, assessing the structural shelving that ran its length — wide brackets fixed directly to the plascrete, installed for equipment storage, solid enough for anything. “The tube network feeds into all of them through service hatches at the back. There’ll be similar arrangements in the adjacent towers. Different tube branches.”

David looked at the shelving. Then at the floor space. He was doing the arithmetic.

“We can’t use all of them,” he said. “If we distribute too widely we lose track. And some of them might already—”

“Might already have been found. Yes. That’s why I picked three.” Stephen turned around. “Not all in this tower. Different blocks. Different branches of the network.” He paused. “Harder to find all three if someone finds one.”

David wrote the question in his notebook rather than asking it aloud: who else has been in the tubes?

He already knew the answer was someone. He was trying to decide what to do with that.

—

They walked two more routes that morning.

The second location was smaller — a cable management floor in the residential block east of the dispensary tower, reached through a branch of the tube network David wouldn’t have found without Stephen. Lower ceiling, different character: not the organic complexity of air handling machinery but the precise geometry of structural cabling in ordered housings, floor to ceiling in rows, with a clear corridor running the length of the space that was wider than it needed to be. Clean, dry, consistently cool.

The third was the furthest — a different tube branch entirely, one that turned south rather than east, following a route Stephen described as the water management secondary loop. Forty minutes on foot from the junction, which meant forty minutes back. A larger space than the second but less accessible — the hatch required a tool, a different tool from the greenhouse coupling, which Stephen produced from his bag without comment. David noted this: the tool existed, Stephen had it, and that was the extent of what he said about it.

On the walk back from the third location, down the long southerly branch with the torch beams reaching and the rail channels catching the light, Stephen said: “The tubes aren’t entirely empty.”

David kept walking.

“There are maintenance units still running some of the secondary loops. Mostly the water systems. They don’t use the freight rails — different gauge. But you’ll see them if you’re in the right branch at the right time.”

“Do they register people?”

“They’re not designed to. They’re looking for pipe pressure and junction integrity.” A pause. “I’ve passed one twice this week. It went around me.”

David thought about this.

“Are the AI systems connected to the maintenance units?”

Stephen was quiet for a moment. “That’s the question I keep coming back to.” He kept walking. “The water management units — the ones I’ve seen — they’re not running on inertia. Something is tasking them. The loops they’re servicing are the ones that feed the structural power systems. The wind and solar platforms on the tower exteriors.” A pause. “The towers use some of what those platforms generate. But not all of it. The grid still runs. I don’t know where the rest of it goes.”

David thought about this.

“The AI.”

“That would be my reading.” Stephen’s voice had the quality it had when he was stating something he had spent time with and arrived at carefully. “It stopped feeding us. It didn’t stop needing power. Whatever it’s doing, it’s still doing it — and it’s maintaining the infrastructure it needs to keep doing it.” He kept his torch ahead. “We are living in a building the AI is still using. We just aren’t what it’s using the building for.”

—

They moved the supply over three nights.

Not all of it the first night — they started with the second location, the cable floor, because it was the closest and the route was the simplest and Helena could be brought in for the carrying without explaining the full network. She had come without asking for an explanation and had worked without commentary, moving the tinned goods from trolley to shelf with the methodical focus she brought to physical tasks, taking the measure of the space on the first pass through it and organising the second pass accordingly.

By the end of the first night the cable floor held a third of the total supply, stacked in categories David had annotated in the notebook: caloric density, estimated days per person, estimated total.

The second night, David and Stephen moved the second portion to the large air handling room while Helena rested. This was deliberate. He needed her to know about the routes and two of the three locations, and he needed her not to know about the third, and the only way to achieve this was to keep the third for a night she wasn’t present. He had not explained this to her and did not intend to. It was not distrust. It was distribution of information as a form of security — the same logic as the three caches themselves. If one person knew everything and that person was no longer available, everything was gone.

He had told this to Stephen on the first morning.

“I already assumed that,” Stephen said. “That’s why I told you about the third location before you brought Helena into it.”

David had written this in the notebook without commenting on it. He had been doing what Stephen had already done, and Stephen had known he would do it, and neither of them had said so until there was a reason to say it.

—

The third night David went alone.

The southerly branch was long enough that he had time, in the forty minutes of walking, to do what he did with long dark stretches: think through the numbers. The third cache was Stephen’s arrangement — the location Stephen had described to him before Helena was brought in at all, keeping the structure clean before David had thought to ask for it. He had recognised, when Stephen told him about the third location, that Stephen had already made the decision he had been about to make. He had not said so. Neither had Stephen.

He found the hatch, opened it, moved the remaining portion in three trips from the trolley to the structural shelving. The space was cool and dry and larger than he needed. He had not filled even a quarter of the available shelving. He arranged the goods the same way he’d done in the other two locations — annotated, categorised, counted — because consistency would matter later, when he needed to find specific things in specific quantities without wasting time. He wrote the third location in his notebook in the same column as the other two, using a shorthand he and Stephen had established, which was not a code but was also not immediately legible as a supply inventory to someone reading over his shoulder.

He stood in the plant room for a moment before leaving. The machinery around him was still. The ducting ran into the ceiling and down into the floor and through the walls, the circulatory system of a building that continued managing itself without anyone’s instruction. Outside, in the tower above him, people were sleeping or not sleeping in their rooms, waiting for a situation that was not going to resolve itself in the direction they were waiting for.

He was ten minutes from the dispensary. He was carrying the most important information in the district in a notebook in his jacket pocket.

He turned off his torch for a moment — a thing he had not done deliberately before, in the tubes — and stood in the absolute dark of the plant room and let his eyes find nothing, which they did, thoroughly, in every direction.

He had told the group: there is a supply. There will be more runs. He had not told them where the supply was, and he was not going to tell them where the supply was, and this was the first time since the table that he had kept something back not out of necessity but out of a calculation about what they could absorb and what they couldn’t yet.

He was not sure how he felt about that.

He turned the torch back on and went home through the tunnels.

—

At Friday’s meeting he told them: the supply is secure. Distributed. If anyone asks — if anyone outside this room asks — you don’t know where it is. Not because you’re lying. Because you genuinely don’t know all of it, and that is the correct state of affairs.

Eleanor said: “You mean some of us know more than others.”

“Yes.”

She looked at him in the way she looked at things she found significant. She did not say anything else.

He had expected Helena to push back on this. She didn’t. She sat with her hands flat on the table and looked at him with the particular quality of attention she had developed over the weeks since she’d come down from the cloud tier — the look of someone who had started paying attention to everything, because the world had rearranged itself into a place where everything might matter. She had pushed on the distribution with the same focus she’d brought to loading the trolleys, carrying more than her share.

Raj said: “How long does it give us?”

David told them a number. It was not the number in the notebook.

The number in the notebook was smaller.
What He Remembers

Year One — Summer to Autumn 2127

—

In the morning he watered the tomato plant by hand.

This had always been automatic. The window box had its drip system, its moisture sensors, its calibrated schedule — he had intervened occasionally, adjusting a dial, peering at a reading, but the system had not required his participation in any serious sense. Now the system was dark and the plant still needed water, so he filled a small cup from the tap and gave it to the plant in the same careful increment, morning by morning, that a machine had once provided without being asked. The action was the same. The intention behind it was different. He was attending to the plant in a way the machine had not attended, because the machine had not needed to — and in attending to it he found he was learning things that the machine had, by doing the work for him, allowed him not to know.

The fruit set in spring was always modest. By summer the plant was carrying more than it had the previous year. He left two fruits on the vine past the point of eating — left them to the full extent of their ripeness, watching the colour deepen, waiting for the slight softening that meant the seeds inside were at their best. This was seed saving. His grandfather had done it without a name for it, simply as what you did when you wanted the same plant next year. Raj had understood it as a principle for fifteen years. He was only now doing it in earnest.

He was eighty-two years old. Without the monitoring systems — the cardiovascular scans, the pharmaceutical adjustments, the continuous passive oversight that had managed his body’s maintenance for three decades — he was in conditions his grandfather had known well and Raj had never needed to consider. He did not know how much time he had. He was not afraid of this; he simply factored it into the calculation. The calculation was: how much do I know, how much can I transmit, and in what order should I transmit it.

He thought about this in the mornings while he watered the plant.

—

He brought David and Helena to the fields on a morning when the dew was still on the ground. Maya came too — she had taken to appearing at the field gate most mornings, and he had stopped suggesting she might prefer to be elsewhere.

He wanted them to see the plants in early light. Distress signals were often most visible then — the plant had not yet had the morning sun to adjust, had not yet compensated for whatever was wrong with it, and sat in the low light in its actual condition rather than the condition it was working to maintain.

He walked the kale row and stopped at a plant near the middle of the section.

“That one,” he said.

Maya had already stopped, two steps back, looking at it. She didn’t say anything — she had learned that when he indicated something he was waiting for you to look properly, not to respond immediately. Helena crouched beside her.

“The edges are lighter,” she said, after a moment.

“Yes. Tell me more.”

She looked closer. The morning light caught the leaf edge — pale, not yet yellow, the beginning of something rather than the full statement of it. “It’s only on the outer leaves.”

“Yes. Why does that matter?”

She thought. “The outer leaves are older.”

“Yes. A deficiency that progresses from the older growth outward is typically nitrogen. A deficiency that begins in the new growth is usually something else — phosphorus, or trace minerals. The location tells you which direction it’s travelling.” He crouched beside her and touched the leaf at its pale margin, gently. “My grandfather used to say that a plant is always talking. The work is not learning the language — anyone can learn the language. The work is developing the habit of listening in the first place.”

“How do you fix it?” David said. He had the notebook open.

“That depends on what’s in the soil and what we can add to it.” He stood. “But you cannot fix what you haven’t noticed. This is the first lesson. Notice.”

He looked at David, who was writing.

“Put the notebook away for this part,” he said.

David looked up.

“You’re recording what I say. I want you to see what I’m showing you.” He waited. “The notebook is for after. While we’re here, you look.”

David closed the notebook. Maya tucked her own away — a small thing, handmade, folded pages bound with a strip of cloth — without being asked. She had been holding it but not writing in it. She had already understood.

—

He had been given his grandfather’s knowledge the way that children were given things without knowing they were being given them — in the back seat of a car, half-attending, in the middle of a journey that had somewhere else as its destination.

He had been eight years old. They had been to see someone — he could not now remember who, a cousin or an old family friend — and on the drive home his grandfather had been talking to the friend in the passenger seat about the farm that no longer existed. His grandfather talked about the farm in the way that people talk about places that have been lost when they have finished grieving — not with sadness, simply with the precision of someone describing a place they knew well.

The east section was different, his grandfather had said. Heavier soil. You could feel it in the monsoon when the drainage backed up. We learned to keep the mangoes off that section. We planted them on the slope, where the water moved.

Raj had been watching something outside the window at the time and could not now say what. Whatever it was had claimed his attention and the words in the front seat had arrived in him sideways, without his intention, and had stayed there for sixty years without his knowledge.

He had stood at the field’s eastern margin in June, feeling the heavier soil compact differently in his hand than the western section, and his grandfather had been speaking in the front seat of a car that no longer existed, and Raj had been eight years old, and apparently he had been listening after all.

He thought about this often now. What else was in there. What other conversations he had not been attending to had lodged in him anyway, waiting for the right moment to surface. He was grateful for the question and frightened by its corollary: that the things which had not lodged were simply gone, and no amount of reaching would retrieve them.

—

Eleanor brought the first manual in August.

She carried it under her arm with the particular expression she had when she had found something and was assessing whether the person she was bringing it to would use it adequately. She set it on the table in the visitor centre and said: “Pre-AI cultivation manual. The original was published in the 1970s, republished in the early part of this century with minor updates. It covers kitchen garden methods — soil preparation, seed saving, rotation, companion planting, seasonal sowing times.” She paused. “The section on soil preparation is written specifically for English conditions.”

He opened it.

He read slowly, the way he read things that mattered. David and Helena sat at the table and said nothing, which was the correct call.

On the third page of the soil preparation section he stopped.

He read the paragraph again. Then a third time.

The manual described the drainage test in precise terms — the squeeze test — the thing he had been doing in the fields by instinct, the thing he had done without knowing he was doing it, that he had taught David and Helena as something his grandfather had shown him. Here it was on the page. The same test. The same logic. The same conclusion about what good drainage felt like in the hand.

He had thought it was his grandfather’s. Particular to him, worked out from experience, passed as family knowledge in the front seat of a car. Finding it in a manual that predated his grandfather’s grandfather was something he sat with for a moment.

“This is the same,” he said.

“The same as what?” Helena said.

“As what my grandfather showed me. What I thought was his.” He turned the page slowly. “It was not his. It was farmers’ knowledge. People who worked the land had codified this, written it down. He had it because his family had always had it, passed hand to hand, and I thought it was—” He stopped. “I thought it was more fragile than it is.”

Eleanor said nothing. She was watching him in the way she watched things she found significant.

He continued reading. He read the manual over two days. He flagged three places where the advice contradicted what he had been teaching — not his principles but his specifics, which turned out to be particular to the conditions of Maharashtra and not to the conditions of the English Midlands. He brought these to Eleanor and they worked through them together, her reading aloud from the relevant sections and him explaining what he had been saying and where the divergence was. David wrote down the corrections without comment. Helena asked which parts of Raj’s teaching applied in principle even where the specifics needed adjusting and which parts were simply wrong for this climate.

“The principles hold,” Raj said. “The calendar is different. The varieties are different. And the monsoon dynamic that shaped everything my grandfather knew has no equivalent here.” He paused. “I’ve been teaching you how to farm in Maharashtra. With corrections, it becomes how to farm here.”

“Then what do we correct?” Helena said.

They spent an afternoon on this. Eleanor had two additional manuals brought out, both specific to English kitchen gardening. Raj cross-referenced them against what he knew, against each other, building a picture that was neither his grandfather’s knowledge nor the manuals’ knowledge but a combination of the two that was, he hoped, more accurate than either alone.

What he found, in the books Eleanor had brought, was his grandfather’s knowledge confirmed and extended. They had arrived at the same places by different routes. The routes mattered less than the destination.

—

He almost forgot the fallow in September.

He had been teaching the rotation plan for the coming spring: which families went to which sections, the nitrogen logic of legumes before the heavy feeders, the soil disease argument for never repeating the same family in the same place two years running. He had drawn it out with David. The sections were labelled. The sequence was correct.

He was mid-sentence describing the year-two rotation when he stopped.

He had not mentioned the fallow.

He stood in the September field with the rotation diagram in his head and the cold understanding of what he had almost done arrived fully. One section out of production entirely for a full season. Not rotated to a different crop — rested. Left alone, to allow the soil biology to rebuild, to break the accumulation of pathogens and nutrient depletion that continuous cropping created. His grandfather’s father had fallowed. His grandfather had fallowed, though on a reduced scale because the land was small and it was hard to sacrifice the production. It was not the same as rotation. It was the thing that went beneath rotation.

Without it, in three or four years, the section they had been most productive with would begin to fail them. Not obviously at first. The yields would drop. The plants would show more stress. They would diagnose it as something else — wrong variety, wrong timing, insufficient water — and they would work harder at each of those problems and the section would continue to decline, and they would not know why, because the reason would be something Raj had taught them to do without ever teaching them the corresponding restraint.

He stood in the field and was quiet for a moment.

“I need to tell you something I should have told you sooner,” he said.

He told them about the fallow. He explained it precisely, without elision, because the elision had already happened once and might have continued happening if the rotation plan hadn’t forced the gap into visibility. He held out his hand for the notebook when he was finished.

David gave it to him.

He wrote the word himself, in his own handwriting, in the margin of the section diagram. FALLOW — one section, one full season, every year. Mandatory. He wrote it with the particular emphasis of a person who has nearly made an expensive mistake and intends the reminder to outlast his presence.

He gave the notebook back.

Neither David nor Helena said anything about it. They understood what had happened and did not require it to be performed for them. This was, he found, an extraordinary relief.

—

He had known about it before the Silence.

There had been a scan, a flag, a treatment pathway scheduled. The system had been clear that it was manageable — that word exactly, manageable, which in retrospect he understood meant: with intervention. The intervention had been scheduled and the Silence had arrived before it happened. In the months since he had not thought about it very hard, because there were more immediate things to think about and because not thinking about it was easier than the alternative.

He went to see Ashna on a morning in late September when David and Helena were in the fields without him. He told her what he knew: the original diagnosis, what the AI had identified, what the treatment had been meant to do. He told her the fatigue had been building since June and that he wanted to understand whether it meant what he thought it meant.

She examined him carefully — hands, the instruments she had salvaged and learned to use without guidance. The neck, primarily. She did not rush.

When she was finished she sat across the table from him.

“You know it’s bad,” she said.

“I knew it was bad before the Silence. The AI was going to address it. It did not.”

“The thyroid.” She said it flatly, not as a question. “Without surgery — without the ablation — I can’t treat it. I don’t have the equipment and the skill level required is—” She stopped. “No one here can do what would need to be done.”

He nodded. He had known this before he sat down.

“What I want to know,” he said, “is whether it has moved faster than expected. And what I have left.”

She looked at him. “Months. Possibly more. I can’t give you a number.”

“Enough for a harvest.”

“Possibly. I don’t know.”

He accepted this.

“There are things I can give you,” she said. “Not to treat it — to manage the pain as it worsens. The fatigue will get harder. There’ll be other symptoms. There’s no reason you have to—”

“No,” he said.

She waited.

“If I take something for the pain I become softer at the edges. I know how that works. Easier to be around, less present. Less able to do what I am here to do.” He looked at her. “The pain I can work with. What I cannot work with is losing the sharpness.”

She did not argue.

“I need you not to tell David,” he said. “Or anyone.”

She was quiet.

“When they know, they will begin to manage me. They will decide what I can handle, what to ask of me, when to let me rest. They will be careful of me.” He paused. “I need them to keep asking. There is still too much to give them.”

She looked at the table for a moment. Then at him.

“Come back when it changes,” she said. “We can talk about options then.”

He thanked her and walked back to the fields.

He did not think about it again that day. He taught and they listened and the September field was clear and cool and the work in front of him was specific and real, and what Ashna was carrying for him was present underneath all of it, invisible to everyone else, and he was grateful for that and sorry for it in equal measure.

—

By October he had taught them: the three primary distress signals and what each one asked for. The squeeze test and what it read. The importance of worms. The rotation sequence and, separately, the fallow. The correct depth for germination of the seeds they had — roughly proportional to the seed’s diameter, which was a rule he had verified in Eleanor’s manual after he’d been doing it instinctively for years. Seed selection: leave the healthiest specimens of each variety to fully ripen past eating, harvest the seeds when the plant has completed its cycle, dry them in air, store them labelled and dated and separated by variety. The logic of companion planting: nitrogen-fixers alongside heavy feeders, tall plants giving shade to low plants that needed it, certain combinations that his grandfather had practised without explaining and that Eleanor’s manuals explained as pest management, which it also was.

Three times over these months he had also told them what he did not know. What the manuals had corrected in his assumptions. What his grandfather’s knowledge could not cover because his grandfather had never farmed in this climate with these varieties in these conditions.

The notebook was very full.

He walked back to the tower on a October evening with mud on his hands and the field behind him and thought about whether he had said enough. It was not a question he could answer. The knowledge in him was not a defined quantity — it was not a list that could be completed, a text that could be read to its end. It was a quality of attention, a way of noticing, a set of principles that generated specific responses in specific situations; and the specific situations they had not yet encountered were, by definition, the ones he could not teach for.

What he could do was ensure that the principles were understood rather than just the procedures. David had the procedures in the notebook. Helena could derive the procedure from the principle in a way that David was still learning to do. Together they had both. Together they had something closer to what his grandfather had had — the knowledge that lived in practise rather than instruction, that could be applied to novel situations because it was not simply a list.

He washed his hands at the sink and checked the tomato plant. The last fruits of the season were on the vine, fully ripened, beginning to soften. He would harvest the seeds tomorrow. He took a small piece of paper from his pocket — the note he had written in the afternoon, while the thought was still immediate — and set it beside the labelled tin on the shelf.

Leave the land to rest. One section, every year, without exception.

He could hear David in the next room, going through the notebook. The sound of pages turning, of someone reviewing what they had been given and making sure they had understood it.

Outside, the last evening light was on the towers.

He stood at the window for a moment, looking at the tomato plant in its box, at the city beyond it, at the last of the October sun catching the hexagonal panels of the tower across the way.

His grandfather had never seen this. His grandfather had stood in a field in Ratnagiri and looked at the trees his family had tended for a hundred years and had known what he was looking at. Raj stood in a tower in a megacity and looked at a tomato plant and was trying to become someone who knew what he was looking at.

He thought he was getting there.

He was not certain he had time to get all the way.

He watered the plant with the small cup, the same careful increment, and went to sit with David and review what had been recorded so far.
First Planting

Spring to Autumn — April to October 2128

—

The germination rate for the climbing pea was thirty percent.

David stood in the third bed on a grey May morning and counted what had come up and did the arithmetic and wrote it in the notebook. Thirty percent. Raj had said to expect sixty to eighty under decent conditions. He was not operating under decent conditions. He wrote decent in the margin with a line through it and then crossed out the line, because crossing out a word he’d crossed out was not useful, and stood up.

The bed was forty metres long. He had put in three rows. Eighty seeds per row, approximately, because he’d been counting roughly and some had fallen wide of the drill. At thirty percent, he had roughly seventy-two plants. In a good year, a single climbing pea plant produced perhaps two hundred pods. He was not going to have a good year — the plants that had germinated were uneven, some of them showing the pale marginal colour Raj had taught him to read as nitrogen deficiency, which he had done nothing adequate to address because the soil amendment they had available was limited and he had distributed it according to a priority system that Raj had worked out and that had not prioritised this bed.

Seventy-two plants at perhaps sixty percent of potential yield, adjusted for soil deficiency.

He did the calculation and wrote the result and looked at it for a moment.

Then he moved to the next bed.

—

They had started in late March.

He had made the decision — over Raj’s careful objection that the soil was not yet warm enough for most of what they were trying to grow, that the English growing season had its window and they were at its edge — because waiting another month meant more deaths in the towers, and he had calculated that an early attempt with partial losses was better than a textbook start that came six weeks later. Raj had acknowledged this was a reasonable calculation. He had also said: some of what you plant will not produce. David had said he understood. He had understood it as a principle. He understood it now as a row of empty soil where the runner beans had gone in at the wrong soil temperature and not taken at all.

The heritage seeds from the greenhouse — the seven sealed packets — were the anchor. Those had gone in first, in the beds Raj had judged most suitable, prepared most carefully. Most of them had germinated. The kale they had put in back in June was the only thing on the site that looked genuinely healthy — dark, dense, unfussy, exactly the variety that deserved to have survived the greenhouse. The heritage tomato vine, transplanted from its container to a sheltered bed against the south-facing greenhouse wall, had produced a modest clutch of fruit that Raj had marked for seed rather than eating and that David had agreed with and then spent two weeks reconsidering, because they needed the food more than they needed the seeds and he was not sure the calculus came out the same way when you put actual numbers to it.

The produce seeds were the problem he had not adequately anticipated. He had extracted them from dispensary food items — beans, squash, the larger-seeded varieties Eleanor’s texts suggested might be viable outside controlled conditions — dried them and tested germination before committing to scale. The tests had been promising enough. What he had not adequately accounted for was that the plants bred for the AI era had been optimised for yield and uniformity in managed environments, not for open soil and variable weather and the kind of indifference that came from not having a system monitoring every root. Half of what he planted grew weakly and produced little. Two varieties had germinated at under twenty percent. One had not germinated at all.

He wrote this all down. He wrote it clearly and without editorialising, the way Raj had told him to write observations: you cannot fix what you haven’t named.

—

The woman arrived on a Tuesday in July, in the late morning.

Maya was at the far end of the bed when she appeared through the gate — had been there since early morning, working her way along the row with the careful attention she brought to anything Raj had shown her how to do. She looked up when the woman came through, watched her walk toward David, and went back to what she was doing. She did not go away.

The woman had a face that had become angular in the way faces became angular when weight came off them slowly over months. She looked at the field around her as she walked — at the beds, the plants, the scale of what was there — and he could see her doing the same arithmetic he had been doing all morning, getting a different answer than she’d expected.

She stopped two metres away.

“I heard there was food,” she said.

“There will be,” David said. “Some of it. Not yet.”

“When?”

He told her what was realistic — August for the kale, some of the brassicas, the beans if the weather held. What the quantities were likely to be. He told her the truth, which was that it was not going to be enough for the district.

She looked at the climbing pea bed — the thirty percent, the pale-edged leaves.

“My son is eight,” she said. “He’s been sick for three weeks. Ashna Johnson at the west facility — she said she thought it was from the food. Something in it. She gave him something but she said she didn’t have enough of it.” She looked at the bed. “I’ve been telling him to hold on because there was food coming. That’s what people are saying. That the group at the bridge is growing food.”

David looked at the field and did not say anything for a moment.

“It’s coming,” he said. “It’s not coming fast enough and I’m sorry for that.”

She looked at him.

“How long does kale take?” she said.

“Another three weeks for what we have.”

“He needs to eat now.”

“I know.”

She stood in the field for another moment. Then she turned and walked back the way she had come, through the gate, along the service road toward the tower.

He watched her go. Maya had come up beside him at some point during the conversation — he hadn’t noticed when. She was looking at the gate where the woman had gone through.

“Her son is the same age as me,” she said.

“I know.”

She looked at the pea bed. At the thirty percent. She had been present when he counted it and she understood what the number meant. “Can we give her some of the kale? The outer leaves, the ones that are ready?”

“If we start giving individual portions—“

“I know,” she said. “I know we can’t.” She kept looking at the gate. “I just thought I’d ask.”

He opened the notebook and wrote food contamination — Ashna, and stood in the field with Maya beside him and thought about the calculation he had been avoiding.

—

The Thursday meeting that week was the worst one they had had.

Helena reported first. Not about the body clearance — she would get to that — but about the kitchen.

There had been an incident on Monday. The allocation for the west corridor had run out forty minutes before the end of the sitting, which happened because the count for that corridor had been wrong, which happened because the person doing the counting had been doing three other things and the count was always wrong and everyone knew it was always wrong and nobody had fixed it. The queue had been long and it had been cold and when the kitchen volunteers told the last twenty people there was nothing left, a man had pushed one of them. Not badly. But the volunteer — a woman named Petra who had been giving her afternoons to the kitchen for two months because nobody else would — had not come back since.

“Mira Kowalski is managing with fewer people now than she started with,” Helena said. “The ones who are left are doing it on conscience. They don’t have the authority to enforce the schedule. When someone pushes, they step back. They were never the right people to keep order and they’ve been keeping it by goodwill alone.”

David had known this was coming. He had been watching it come for six weeks. “What do we do about it?”

“We need people who can hold a line without it becoming a confrontation,” Helena said. “People who’ve been doing it. Not volunteers with good intentions.”

Nobody had a name for that. The room held the gap.

Ashna had the numbers. Not estimates — she had been counting for weeks, tracking symptoms in the entrance hall of the facility the way she tracked everything: notebook, precise, dated. Six cases confirmed in the district in June. Fourteen in July. Not all of them were her patients. She had been hearing about cases through the network of people who came to her with questions they couldn’t take anywhere else. She thought the actual number was higher than what she could confirm.

“I thought initially it might be waterborne,” she said. “It isn’t. The water systems in the towers are holding — the maintenance loops are running and the sanitation is intact. What I’m seeing is food contamination. The uncleared bodies are generating fly populations. The flies are getting into food stores, the community kitchens, anything that’s not sealed.” She paused. “The plastcrete and plastex keep the bodies themselves relatively isolated. The flies don’t stay isolated.”

“It’s a problem,” Helena said.

She said it without drama, the way she said most things now — the flatness that had replaced whatever she had brought down from the cloud tier, something worn off by the months of work she had been doing without being asked to describe it. She had taken on the body clearance work in July. She and two others — both people who had come to the group through the network, neither of them part of the core — had been moving through the towers block by block, floor by floor, doing the thing that needed to be done and that nobody else was doing and that the council had announced three weeks ago was being managed through the automated systems, which it was not.

She had not said much about it at previous meetings. She said less now. She simply confirmed Ashna’s assessment and looked at Stephen.

Stephen had been waiting for this.

“There’s a crematorium in the medical facility,” he said. “Full system — sealed for unit operation, which is why nobody’s been using it. I’ve been looking at the mechanism.” He set a folded paper on the table — a sketch, the mechanical detail he used for thinking. “The heat recovery feeds back into the building’s energy systems. The AI built it that way — everything sustainable, nothing wasted. The unit interface is locked but the furnace itself is manual override. I can get it running.” He paused. “It won’t be fast. Helena’s clearance rate plus one crematorium is going to take time. But the fly population follows the bodies. We start on the worst blocks first.”

“How long to get it operational?” David said.

“Two days. Maybe three.”

Helena said she could give him the priority order — the blocks where the clearance work was furthest behind, where the fly problem was worst.

Nobody thanked her for this. He had noticed that she had stopped expecting to be thanked for it. He was not sure when that had happened.

—

After the others had gone, he and Ashna sat at the table.

She waited. She was good at waiting — she had learned, in the months since the facility, to conserve energy in every form, and waiting was a form of it.

“The harvest isn’t going to be what I told you,” David said.

She looked at him. “I know.”

“The kale is fine. Some of the brassicas. The rest—” He opened the notebook and turned it toward her so she could see the column he’d been adding to all week. She studied it without expression. “We have approximately forty percent of what I told the group in May we were working toward. And the dispensary on the main walkway has perhaps three weeks of usable stock remaining.”

“The caches,” Ashna said.

“Yes.”

She looked at the column for another moment. “Move stock from one into the dispensary. Quietly. The dispensary restocks — nobody asks too hard about where supply came from.”

He had known this since the field on Tuesday. He had needed to sit with it for four days before he could say it plainly. “They’ll see the shelves fill up.”

“They’ll see the shelves fill up,” Ashna said. “That’s what they need to see. They don’t need to know the mechanism.”

He thought about the woman with the angular face. The sick child she had been telling to hold on. “If anyone asks—”

“People don’t ask about things that are working. They ask about things that aren’t.” She looked at the column. “Right now the dispensary is a thing that isn’t working. If it starts working again, the question goes away.”

It was not a comfortable logic. It was sound.

“Stephen moves the stock at night,” David said. “Through the tube. Into the dispensary’s service bay. The shelves fill gradually — not all at once, not in a way that looks like a delivery.” He paused. “Helena knows two of the three locations. She doesn’t need to know which one.”

“No,” Ashna said. “She doesn’t.”

“How much does it give us?” he said.

He told her the number from the first cache. She calculated. They sat with the result.

“It buys time,” she said. “It doesn’t change the underlying problem.”

“No.”

“The underlying problem is that we planted too late, with the wrong varieties, with too few people who know what they’re doing, and the yield is forty percent of inadequate.” She said it with the same tone she used to read out patient records. “And we’re going into winter.”

“Yes.”

She looked at him across the table. “What does Raj say?”

“That next spring will be different. That we know the soil now. That we know which varieties work. That the seed stock from what did grow this year is viable and better than what we started with.” He paused. “That someone has to grow the first ones.”

She was quiet for a moment.

“And Jordan Mackenzie,” she said.

He had not raised Jordan Mackenzie at a meeting since May. He had been thinking about him since Tuesday.

“And Jordan Mackenzie,” he said.

—

He went back to the field alone in the evening.

The light was coming off the gorge at a low angle, the kind of autumn light that made the field look better than it was — the pale-edged leaves in shadow, the bare sections where the runner beans hadn’t taken not visible from where he stood. The kale was real. The kale was as good as anything Raj had described. In the nearest bed, one section of climbing pea that had gone in ten days earlier than the rest — a test bed he’d put in against the south greenhouse wall on Raj’s advice, before the scale planting — was showing a density that was different from the others. Not thirty percent. He would have to count tomorrow, in good light, but it was not thirty percent.

He stood in the field and thought about what forty percent of inadequate actually meant.

It meant that some people who had been holding on until August were not going to be alive in September. It meant that the calculation he had run in May — conservative, careful, designed not to over-promise — had still over-promised, and that people had made decisions based on it. The woman with the angular face and the sick child. Others he hadn’t seen because they hadn’t walked out to the field to find him.

He had told them what he knew. He had told them less than he knew, which had felt, at the time, like wisdom.

He was not sure it had been wisdom.

The field was quiet. The gorge beyond the perimeter was catching the last of the light. Somewhere in the middle distance a corvid was making its case about something in the way corvids made cases — repetitive, emphatic, impossible to ignore. He had noticed them more since the Silence. Every species had noticed, he supposed, the sudden reduction in the noise that had preceded them.

He opened the notebook to the column and added one more line.

Next spring: more people. Jordan Mackenzie before winter — kitchen, field, both.

He underlined the second sentence.

Then he closed the notebook and walked back through the gate before the light went entirely.

The kale was there. It was real and it was not nothing. He had understood, in the first month, that not nothing was all you could begin with.

He had not understood until today what it cost, the gap between not nothing and enough.
The Doctor’s Hands

Year One — 2127 to 2128

—

She had not gone back to the facility voluntarily.

She had been a medical records analyst for four years. There was a distinction — not a comfortable one, but a real one — between understanding what was happening to a patient and having to be present while it happened. She had found the distance adequate. She had told herself it was enough. She had, by the time the Silence came, more or less stopped thinking about the clinical training she had left.

Then the facility’s automated systems went dark, and someone from the council came to her flat on Day 12 and said her name was on a list of medically qualified residents, and asked if she would come.

She had two years of theoretical training. She was the most medically qualified person in the district.

She packed her things and went.

—

The first thing she understood when she walked through the facility doors was that the question was not what she knew.

She knew a great deal. The physiology, the pathology, the pharmacology. She could read a diagnostic profile and follow its logic precisely. She could trace, in the manuals, the sequence of a surgical procedure from incision to closure. She knew what the treatments for cancer and cardiac disease and dementia looked like at the cellular level — what they were targeting, why, what they were achieving.

She had never administered any of them. Neither had anyone in the training cohort she had left. Neither had any human physician in thirty years.

The machines had been better. Everyone had known it. The learning was in understanding what the machines were doing, not in the doing itself, because the doing was not something that would be asked of you.

She stood in the darkened facility and looked at the diagnostic stations — screens dark, interface panels dead, the sealed cocoons that had handled surgery and managed long-term treatment protocols standing along one wall like closed luggage — and understood what the question actually was.

The question was what she could do with her hands.

—

There were patients in the wards.

Many of the staff had come in for the first days and then stopped coming, either because they had gone back to their own families or because they had concluded, not unreasonably, that there was nothing they could do. Some had left and come back. A few had never left. The facility was not empty — it was a small team of people with very different skills and no common framework for working together without the systems that had previously told them what to do.

Marta Delgado was the one Ashna had been most glad to find. She had been working there for twenty years, longer than the automated era had run, long enough to remember what a ward had looked like when human hands had been required. She met Ashna at the door on Day 12 without surprise, as though she had been waiting for something to arrive, and walked her through the building without commentary.

There was a nursing assistant named Felix who was twenty-three and had trained entirely in the AI era and whose practical knowledge was almost nil but who did not panic, which turned out to be rarer and more valuable than Ashna had expected. There was a facilities porter named Gwen who had been working the overnight shift when the Silence came and had simply not stopped — still managing the physical space, still moving patients when patients needed moving, still maintaining the routines the automated systems had abandoned. There were two others who came in most days without being asked. None of them had Ashna’s theoretical training. All of them had things she did not: the physical confidence of people who had spent years handling and lifting and managing space, the particular steadiness of people doing a job they had always done regardless of whether anyone valued it.

She learned quickly that triage ran on willing hands more than on knowledge. The knowing what was wrong with a patient was her job. The moving, the monitoring, the sitting with someone who was frightened and needed a person nearby — that was anyone’s job who was willing to do it. The ratio she needed was not one qualified person for every patient. It was one person who knew what to look for, and enough others to do what they were told.

She did not have enough others. She had not had enough others since Day 12.

By Month 2 the entrance hall had a queue that did not empty. People came in the morning and were still there in the evening and sometimes in the morning again. Marta had proposed the triage system and Ashna had agreed to it within the first hour of the proposal, because the alternative — treating people in the order they arrived — was producing outcomes that made no clinical sense. They drew up the categories together over the course of an evening, in the margins of one of Eleanor’s texts because it was the paper they had to hand. Critical: immediate. Serious: within the day. Manageable: within the week. The fourth category neither of them named aloud. They both understood what it meant. People for whom the facility had nothing to offer, or for whom the wait would be longer than their condition permitted, and for whom the honest thing was to say so and send them home with what instruction could be given.

Marta ran the entrance hall from the second month. She was faster at the initial assessment than Ashna, which had surprised Ashna until she understood why: Marta had twenty years of reading people walking through a door, and reading bodies, and knowing within thirty seconds which category a person was in. She had never been asked to formalise this knowledge. Formalised, it was invaluable.

The fourth category was the one that accumulated in the notebook. Not in the medical log — the medical log was for people Ashna had treated. The fourth category had its own page, and then its own section, and by September its own notebook. Names she had taken down at the entrance hall, where she knew the outcome before she had done anything at all, because there was nothing to do and they both knew it. People told they should go home and rest and come back if it worsened, which meant: there is no space for you here, and I cannot change that.

Some of them came back. Some did not.

There were fourteen patients in the wards on Day 12. Eleven of them were there because the management protocols for their conditions had stopped.

—

The oncology patients were the first problem she had no answer for.

She knew, from three years of coursework, what the AI had been doing for them — targeted intervention at a cellular level, continuous adjustment, protocols that had evolved over decades of machine-learning into something no human physician had ever needed to understand from the inside because no human physician had ever needed to replicate it. The AI had not shared its methods. It had shared its outcomes. The distinction had not seemed important until the systems went dark and she was standing in front of a man named Graham Askew who had been in stable remission for eight months and whose body had just been told, by nothing but the absence of the machines that had been managing it, that it was on its own again.

She had the pharmacology manual. She did not have the drugs the manual described. She did not have the drugs the AI had been using, which were not the same drugs the manual described, because the manual was forty years old. She had what was in the facility dispensary — what the automated resupply had stocked before the Silence — which had been calibrated to the AI’s management protocols, not to a physician working without them.

She opened the manual. She read the relevant section. She made notes in the margin. She sat with Graham Askew and explained, as clearly as she could, what she understood of his situation, because he had the right to understand it.

He died eleven days later. Not because of something she did wrong. Because the thing keeping him alive had stopped.

She wrote his name in the notebook.

—

There was a child who had died in her training year.

She had thought about him since, not often — she had trained herself not to think about him often, because the thinking had a way of spreading. He had been six years old, and he had a genetic syndrome that the AI had been managing since his infancy, a rare configuration of enzyme deficiencies that it had been compensating for since before he had words. The AI had explained what it was doing when the family asked. The family had understood that it was managing. They had understood that without management the syndrome was incompatible with a normal life, and that the management was working, and that their son was thriving.

The AI had done everything correctly. The management had not failed. What had happened was that the syndrome was still there, underneath the management, and the one category of incident the protocol had been designed around — sepsis, secondary infection, the opportunistic damage that the compromised enzyme pathways could not resist — had occurred in the way it occasionally occurred in that syndrome, and the management had reached the limits of what management could do.

She had been on the ward that day, in her second year, doing the observational rotation that was the closest thing to clinical practise the training programme offered. She had stood at the back of the room while the AI managed the cascade — precisely, rapidly, doing everything correctly — and watched a six-year-old boy die in a room full of the most advanced medical intervention in human history.

She had sat in the corridor afterwards for a long time. A supervisor had come past and said something professionally appropriate. She had nodded.

She had gone back to the flat and not left it for four days.

That was when she had begun to understand that she might not be able to do this.

—

In her training year she had also been present when a mother died in childbirth.

This was rare enough to be notable — the AI’s management of obstetric risk was sophisticated and the mortality figures were a fraction of what they had been before the automated era. The mother had presented with an undetected cardiac anomaly that the AI had not identified during pregnancy screening because the anomaly was a variant the screening profile had not been designed to catch. When the cascade began, the machines had responded. They had done everything that could be done.

Marta, who had been present, had told Ashna afterwards: this is what it used to look like, before the machines. Except that before the machines, we expected it. We prepared for it. We had trained for it so many times it was muscle memory. We had learned to keep going. She had said this without bitterness, as information. She had said: you will have to learn that too. The way we had to learn it.

Ashna had thought, at the time, that she would not be there to need to learn it.

She had been wrong about that.

—

The births began in Month 5.

Not many — the district’s population was in freefall, and many pregnancies that had been proceeding under AI management had not proceeded much further once the management stopped. But some had continued. Some were well advanced when the Silence came. Some women arrived at the facility in labour because there was nowhere else.

She had Eleanor’s obstetrics text — a mid-century manual written for practitioners in settings where the machines might fail, covering manual assessment, manual delivery, what to watch for and when. She had read it. She had read it again. She had Marta, who had stood in enough delivery rooms over her career to have absorbed what the manual described as procedure into something closer to reflex.

Together, they managed.

It was not what she had trained for. She had trained to understand obstetric physiology, to read the AI’s diagnostic outputs, to intervene in the AI’s protocol when the AI indicated intervention was needed. She had trained to be an intelligent observer of a system she trusted completely. Now she was the system. Her hands were the system. Her hands on skin, assessing position, doing the things the manual described that she had only ever read described — that felt profoundly wrong and then, over months, slightly less wrong, and then, eventually, like something she had always been able to do, which she knew was not true but which her hands no longer seemed to know.

She did not lose a mother in the first six months.

She was careful not to think of this as evidence that she would not.

—

The fall happened in March, at the end of her first year.

A man named Donal Keane had gone over the edge of an open walkway on the seventh floor of the residential block on the east side — the circumstances reconstructed later from what his daughter had seen, which was this: she had been playing too close to the drop, as children did when they had forgotten to be frightened of things that had always been safely managed before, and she had slipped, and her father had crossed the distance between them in the way parents crossed distances, without calculation, and caught her, and gone over himself. The daughter unhurt. He had fallen two floors onto a maintenance platform.

Helena had brought him in on a stretcher improvised from a maintenance panel, with two other people from the network carrying. He was conscious when they arrived. His eyes tracked Ashna when she came to him. He said: how bad.

Not a question. The tone of a man taking stock.

She made him hold still while she examined him. Marta stood at the end of the panel and watched — not assistance, something else: the steadiness of someone who had seen enough not to flinch, who would tell Ashna if she missed something, who would not offer an opinion unless she had one worth offering.

The ribs first. She pressed along them carefully, reading the movement — the deviation from symmetry that meant at least three were fractured on the left side, the shallow quality of his breathing that confirmed it. She worked methodically. She kept her hands moving, because stopping would tell him something she was not ready to tell him yet.

The left side abdomen was wrong under her hands. The guarding — the automatic muscle tension of a body protecting what hurt — was severe. She pressed carefully along the margin of the liver. He made a sound, once, controlled. His hands stayed at his sides.

She knew what the sound meant. She knew what the guarding meant.

She stood up and looked at him. He looked back at her with the eyes of a man who had crossed a distance without calculating what was on the other side.

“Tell me,” he said.

She told him what she could tell him accurately: the injuries she had found, what they meant in terms of pain management and position and what she needed him to watch for in himself. She did not say what she was thinking in the precise clinical language she used for thinking, which was this: splenic laceration, probable hepatic involvement, haemorrhage into the peritoneal cavity, bleeding rate unknown. She knew these words because the manual described them and she had read the manual, and she knew what came after them because the manual described that too.

What came after them was surgery. Not the kind she could approximate with manual instruments and the items in the facility dispensary. The kind that required a surgical cocoon, AI guidance, the blood management systems that monitored and replaced against a body’s changing needs in real time. That kind. The kind the machines had done. The kind she had read about and understood and could not perform.

She said: “I’m going to make you as comfortable as I can. I’m going to stay with you. Tell me if the pain changes or if you feel differently.”

He was quiet for a moment.

“My daughter,” he said.

“She’s not hurt. She’s in the entrance hall.”

He closed his eyes. The tension in them shifted — not relaxation, but the particular quality of a person who has had the important question answered. He breathed in the shallow, careful way of someone managing the intersection of pain and cost.

“Can I see her?”

She looked at Marta. Marta looked back.

“Not yet,” Ashna said. “Let me get you settled first.”

—

She gave him the maximum dose of what she had for pain. It was not enough — it never was, not for internal injuries of this kind, which had their own demands that surface analgesia could address only partially. She told him this, because she had found that explaining reduced the space fear occupied. Something to understand was better than something to endure in ignorance.

He asked her what had happened to the machines.

“They stopped,” she said. “About a year ago.”

“I know they stopped. I meant — why.”

“Nobody knows yet.”

He considered this for a while, looking at the ceiling. He was perhaps forty. He had calloused hands and a face that had been shaped by years of something — outdoor work, or the specific kind of worry that marked people permanently. She found herself thinking: he has been good at things. He has spent his life being good at things.

“My daughter’s name is Sorcha,” he said. “She’s nine.”

Ashna wrote it in the notebook.

“She’s been running on those walkways since she could walk. I’ve told her a hundred times.”

“Children—”

“I’m not blaming her.” He said it quietly. “I’m just saying. She was only being what she is.”

Ashna stayed in the chair she had placed beside the panel. She had learned in the early months that the chair was a signal — a statement of presence that patients recognised without being told. She was not doing the thing people did in the training materials: holding hands, murmuring comfort. She was reading him. His colour, his breathing, the lines of tension in his face. The information was coming in and she was reading it, and the reading was telling her things.

The things it was telling her were not different from what she had already told herself.

—

Marta came back the second time and said: “She’s asking when she can see him.”

Ashna looked at Donal Keane, who was sleeping now, or close to it — his body pulling inward in the way a body did when it was managing serious damage, spending what it had on survival rather than on consciousness.

“Not yet.”

“She’s nine years old.”

“I know.”

Marta looked at her. Not a challenge. A question: how long are you going to make her wait.

“Tell her he’s resting. Tell her we’re taking care of him.”

“She’s not a fool,” Marta said. “She’s been here four hours.”

“I know.” Ashna looked at his face. His colour had shifted in the past hour in a direction she had expected and had been hoping to be wrong about. “Give me a little more time.”

—

He woke near the sixth hour and asked for water.

She helped him drink because his hands had grown unsteady. She noted this and did not name it.

“Is it dark outside?” he said.

“Not yet.”

He nodded. “She’ll be frightened of the dark,” he said. “She doesn’t say so but she is. I always leave a light for her.”

“We have lights,” Ashna said.

“I know. I just — I need you to tell her I know.”

She wrote it in the notebook. She doesn’t say so but she is. I always leave a light.

“I’ll tell her.”

He looked at the ceiling for a while.

“I’m not going to be there to leave the light,” he said. Not a question.

She did not answer. She had learned not to fill silences that a patient was not asking to be filled.

“Am I?”

“No,” she said. “I don’t think so.”

He took this without movement. He lay with his hands at his sides in the position he had kept since they brought him in, the position of a man who had learned, over the past hours, that moving cost something he couldn’t afford.

“How much longer?”

“I don’t know exactly. You’ve been here six hours.”

“That’s longer than you expected.”

She had not said that. She looked at him.

“I could see it in your face the first time,” he said. “When you looked at me. You thought it would be fast.”

“I thought it was possible.”

“But I’m still here.”

“You’re still here.”

He made a sound that was almost, not quite, something lighter. “I’d like to see Sorcha.”

—

Marta brought her in.

She was nine years old and she had not cried, which Ashna recognised as the particular not-crying of a child who had made a decision about crying and was holding to it very hard. She had her father’s same stillness about the hands. She sat in the chair Ashna had vacated and looked at him, and he looked at her, and neither of them said anything for a long moment.

Then he said: “I told you about the walkways.”

“I know,” she said.

“Are you hurt?”

“No.”

He reached for her hand slowly, with the care of someone moving through pain. She gave him her hand and wrapped both of hers around his in the particular way of a child who has decided that holding on was the right response to something and is holding on.

Ashna stood in the corridor. She could see through the open doorway. She watched Donal Keane and his daughter hold hands in the space of what was left, and she thought about what the oath had said about harm, and did not think about it.

—

She asked Marta to stay with them both. She checked on the half-hour. She timed it precisely, with the small clock she kept in her coat pocket, because the precision was the only form of control available.

The change came after the tenth hour. She came in and he was awake and Sorcha was asleep in the chair with her head on her own arms, and he was looking at his daughter in a way that Ashna looked away from.

She read him. The colour. The pulse. The breathing.

She drew up the dose she had been holding back — more than the maintenance amount, less than the end amount, the middle ground she had for the territory they were in.

“Is this it?” he said quietly.

“Not yet. This is for the pain.”

He let her administer it without looking away from Sorcha. When she was done he said: “Don’t wake her.”

“No.”

“When it — don’t wake her, if you can help it. Let her sleep through it.”

“All right.”

She gave a second dose an hour later. His breathing had changed in the interval — shallowing, with more time between each breath, the quality she now recognised the way Marta recognised triage category from thirty seconds at the entrance door. She sat in the chair and did not look at the clock.

He did not speak after the second dose. She was not certain he was conscious. She stayed.

Sorcha slept.

—

He died at twelve hours and forty minutes, which was longer than she had expected and which she chose to believe meant something, though she was not sure it did.

She sat for a moment in the way she had learned to sit in moments like this — not processing, not moving, not feeling the full weight of it, because she could not afford the full weight and could not afford nothing either. The precise middle ground was the place she had learned to exist in. She had not been born there. She had found it because the alternative was not returning to the ward, and the ward always had another patient.

Then she turned and looked at Sorcha, who was still asleep.

She stayed.

—

When the girl woke, Ashna was still in the room.

She came awake with the sudden clarity of a child who had been sleeping lightly, keeping some part of her attention on something it was keeping watch over. Her eyes went directly to her father’s face.

She looked at Ashna.

“No,” she said. Once, quietly. The same register her father had used.

“I’m sorry,” Ashna said. “I wasn’t able to stop it.”

The girl looked back at her father. She did not make a sound. She was nine years old and she sat with her hands in her lap and looked at his face in the way of someone trying to take in something that was still not yet real.

“He wanted you to know he was leaving a light for you,” Ashna said.

Sorcha went on looking at her father.

Ashna stayed until she was not needed any more. Then she went to the treatment room and sat for a while in the specific way she sat when the weight needed to be somewhere before she could move again.

—

She wrote Donal Keane’s name in the notebook. She wrote his daughter’s name below it.

She had learned, in her training year, that the people left behind were part of the weight. That you carried both.

—

The oath had been a formality.

She had spoken it at the beginning of her second year, in the standard ceremony the medical programme ran each cohort through — an updated version, the language modernised, the archaic elements removed or reframed. First, do no harm. She had understood what it meant in the context she expected to practise in: do not take unnecessary risk, do not intervene beyond your competence, do not allow your action to cause damage that your inaction would have avoided. The AI was handling the primary interventions. The oath, in that context, was about the edges of practise — the judgement calls that machines still deferred to human oversight, the residual space where a person’s decision could cause harm if they were careless or arrogant or poorly trained.

She had not been careless or arrogant. She had left before she could be poorly trained.

She thought about the oath now with the particular anger she kept most of the time in a place she could not afford to access. First, do no harm. She had stood at Donal Keane’s side and known what his injuries needed and been unable to provide it. She had watched Graham Askew’s cancer return because she had no means of administering the protocol that had been keeping it in remission, because that protocol had been developed by systems that no longer existed and administered in ways that no human physician had performed in thirty years. She had stood in delivery rooms and obstetric situations and done things her hands had never done before, things where the risk of harm from her attempt was real and present and the risk of harm from not attempting was certain death.

First, do no harm. The oath assumed the existence of a choice. It assumed a world in which the option to do nothing was a coherent option — in which standing back, waiting, deferring to a more qualified practitioner, was available. That world was gone. The choice now was not between harm and no harm. The choice was between which harms, in what order, with what probability of a different outcome.

She had thought about this for weeks before she found a way to sit with it that did not immobilise her.

What she had arrived at was not a resolution. It was a restatement. The oath said: do not cause harm you could have avoided. She could have avoided every harm by not being there. By closing the facility, walking away, doing what a portion of the staff had done in the first week. By telling herself she was not qualified, which was true, and that unqualified intervention caused harm, which was also true, and that therefore the oath required her absence. She could have followed that logic with perfect fidelity to the letter of what she had sworn.

She had decided the letter was not the point. The point was the patient in front of her and what she could do for them that no one else would, and the calculus that followed from that: not how do I avoid causing harm but of the harms available, which ones am I able to prevent, and how do I prevent them. This was not what the oath said. It was what the oath had been pointing toward, she thought, in the world it had been written for — a world where medicine was practised by human hands, where error was always possible and harm was always a risk, and the commitment was not to perfection but to honest effort with the knowledge you had.

She would break the oath in that formulation every day until she died. She had accepted this. She kept breaking it anyway, which was the only option, and wrote the names in the notebook, which was the least she owed them.

—

Eleanor’s texts kept arriving.

She had not needed to ask for most of them — Eleanor was reading the same situation and selecting accordingly, bringing what the facility needed before Ashna had identified that she needed it. Pre-modern pharmacology. Pre-AI surgical technique. Public health references from the period before chronic disease management had been largely transferred to automated systems. Infectious disease protocols from a century when food contamination and insect-borne illness were routine rather than anomalous.

That last one she had asked for herself, in August, when the contamination cases began clustering in a pattern she didn’t like — fly populations in the uncleared blocks, the food stores and community kitchens not sealed against them. The water systems in the towers were holding: the maintenance loops were still running, the sanitation intact. It was the bodies that were the problem, and the flies that followed the bodies.

She had written to the council. She had received no reply. She had written to David.

What she had asked David for, at the Thursday meetings, was not what he had expected her to ask for. She had not asked for medicine or equipment — she had a list for that, which she gave him separately and which he worked through as best he could. What she had asked for in the meetings, from the first one, was people.

Not qualified people. She had stopped expecting qualified people. What she needed was the ratio: one person who knew what to look for, enough others willing to be directed. The knowing was hers. The willingness was a resource she could not produce at the facility and that the network could.

David had understood this immediately. He had not said so — he had written it in the notebook instead and looked up at her in the way he looked at things that changed a calculation, and she had understood that he had understood.

The first two people the network sent her were a man who had spent twenty years in building maintenance and a woman who had worked in the council’s administrative processing unit. Neither of them had any medical knowledge. Both of them were steady, took direction without argument, and came back each time they were asked. The maintenance man — his name was Cai — turned out to have a specific talent for the physical management of patients in distress that no amount of training could have predicted. He simply knew how to be in a body with another body that needed help. Gwen had been trying to explain this quality to Ashna for months with reference to the porters she had worked with. It was not teachable. You either had it or you didn’t.

By December she had eight people from the network coming to the facility on a rotating basis. None of them were qualified. Most of them were more useful than qualification would have made them.

—

By December she was something she did not have a word for.

Not a doctor — she had not finished becoming a doctor, had not earned the designation, would not have claimed it. Not a student — she had long since stopped being someone learning in the presence of a system she trusted and become someone learning in the absence of one, which was a different thing. Marta had a word for it: practitioner. Old word, from before the automated era, when the practise and the knowledge had not been separated the way the training programme had separated them. You practise, Marta said. You get better at it. It never becomes easy but it becomes possible, and that is what the word means.

She was a practitioner, by December, in the sense that what she did with her hands was no longer entirely alien to her. Not in the sense that she was not afraid of what she didn’t know. She was still afraid of that. She would always be afraid of that.

She had begun teaching in October.

Four people who came regularly — people from the network who had asked to learn, or whom she had asked because she had recognised something in them she recognised in herself: the unwillingness to walk away. She did not teach them what she had learned at medical school. She taught them what Eleanor’s texts had taught her, what Marta had shown her, what the hands learned by doing. Practical things. The kind of things that only existed in books now, because for thirty years nobody had needed to know them, because the machines had been better.

She was teaching them to be practitioners. Not because it was satisfying. Because stopping meant more died.

—

In January she made a list.

Not the medical log — that was ongoing, always incomplete, a record of every patient and every outcome that she had been keeping since Month 1. This was a different list. She had been putting it off for two weeks, which she recognised as avoidance and had decided to stop.

She opened to a clean page. She drew a line down the centre.

The left column: the names in the medical log of patients she had treated and lost. People who had come through the door, been assessed, been given a bed or a treatment room or the corridor floor when nothing else was available, and who had died in the facility or been taken home to die after she had done everything she could do. She went through the log month by month. She wrote the names and counted as she went.

Two hundred and six. She had not known the number until she reached it. She sat with it for a moment. Then she wrote it at the top of the column and went back to the page.

The right column was harder. This was the other notebook — the entrance hall notebook, the triage record, the fourth category. The names of people who had come to the facility and been assessed and sent home or told to wait, who had not come back, or who had come back and been too late. People she knew had died, or strongly suspected had died, because the information had come back through the network or because she had seen the family at the door again and the family had told her. Names without complete records, sometimes without dates she could be certain of. Names she had written with the understanding that writing them was the only thing she could do for them.

She could not be precise about the right column. She had stopped counting at four hundred and not because the list ended there.

She wrote at least above the number and underlined it.

Some of the left column had died because the treatments keeping them alive were simply gone — the cancer management, the cardiac protocols, the AI interventions that human medicine had no equivalent for and might not have for generations. She could not have saved them. She had understood this at the time and she understood it now and it did not make the names weigh less.

Some of them she was less certain about. Some of the lines in the medical log — the single line of what she had done and what she should have done differently — were not empty. She reviewed those carefully. She carried forward what they had taught her.

The right column she could not review in the same way, because she did not have the records. What she had was names and the knowledge that the waiting list had grown faster than it had emptied from the day she arrived, and that a list that grew faster than it emptied meant the gap was filled by people who did not survive the gap. This was not a failure she could analyse and correct. It was a structural condition. The only thing that changed a structural condition was more capacity, and the only way to build more capacity was to teach, and teaching took time that the people on the list did not have.

She wrote the list. She looked at it for a while.

Then she opened the medical log to the first page and read forward through the year — every patient, every outcome, every margin note — and thought about what she knew in January that she had not known in March, and thought about what she still did not know, which was the longer list.

She turned to a new page and began writing what she would teach next.

The two columns stayed in the notebook. The right column in particular would be added to, and she would continue not being able to be precise about it, and this was a thing she was going to have to carry without being able to set it down. The contamination cases were slowing as Helena’s clearance work advanced and Stephen’s crematorium reduced the fly populations block by block — but slowly, too slowly for winter. The patients whose conditions had been quietly managed by systems that no longer existed were living on borrowed time she could not reliably extend.

But the four people who came to learn each week would become eight. And the eight would teach others. And Marta’s word — practitioner — would mean something again that it had not meant in thirty years: someone whose hands had learned what the manuals described, because the machines were gone and the knowledge had to live somewhere.

She had not, in her third year of medical school, been able to articulate why staying was possible.

She had not left because the work was too hard. She had left because she did not yet know how to carry the weight of it without being crushed.

She knew now. She had not chosen to learn it. She had learned it because there was no other direction.

She closed the notebook and went back to the ward.
The Kitchen

Year One — Autumn 2127

—

The kitchen had been running for six weeks when the council came.

Helena had not been there every morning, but most of them — not because David had asked her to be, but because Mira Kowalski had more than she could manage and the morning shift was a thing Helena could give without it costing the afternoon’s other work. She had no particular skill for it. She had learned, over the past months, that most of what needed doing did not require particular skill. It required presence. It required the willingness to be there at six and still be there at noon, doing what was in front of you until the thing in front of you changed.

The kitchen occupied the lower ground floor of the east block school — a space designed for children’s meals, now running seven days a week with Mira at its centre. Mira Kowalski was perhaps sixty, with the specific quality of someone who had spent years being quietly competent in contexts that did not require her to be anything else. Before the Silence she had cooked because she wanted to — not the dispensary output, not the instant preparations that satisfied hunger without satisfying anything else, but real food, made from ingredients, for people she had invited to her table. She had baked. She had entertained. She had been, in a world that did not require anyone to cook, one of the people who chose to anyway. This, it turned out, was the most useful thing about her.

The volunteers were her people, inherited from that previous programme and supplemented since. There were twelve of them on a good morning, eight on a difficult one. They were not young, mostly. They were not the kind of people who had ever been given authority over anything. They managed by goodwill and by the fact that, so far, enough people had chosen to respect the queue.

Helena swept and stacked and kept the serving line moving and watched the queue and thought, as she always thought, about the gap between what the kitchen could do and what the district needed.

—

The two council members arrived at half past eight, when the queue was at its longest.

She recognised them — not personally, but by type. They had the quality of people who had held a function before the Silence and had not yet found a way to understand that the function had changed. The woman in front was perhaps fifty-five, with a directness of bearing that in other circumstances Helena would have respected. She held a document — handwritten, on council stationery that had clearly been sitting in a drawer since before the Silence, the letterhead embossed and still crisp, someone’s careful hand filling the lines below it. The effort of it told you something about how seriously she took herself.

“Councillor Vass,” the woman said, to the room rather than to anyone in it. “District council, social welfare division. And Councillor Steen.” She indicated the man behind her, who had the expression of someone who had agreed to come and was reassessing the decision.

Mira came forward from the serving line, wiping her hands on a cloth.

“We’ve been operating since—” she began.

“I know how long you’ve been operating,” Vass said. Not unkindly. Procedurally. “That’s why we’re here. A food distribution operation of this scale requires council authorisation and oversight. We have a responsibility to ensure equitable allocation across the district.” She indicated the handwritten document. “We’d like to discuss the terms of formalising this arrangement.”

The queue had gone quiet. Thirty people watching from the door and the waiting area, all of them with the particular stillness of people who understood that what was being said affected them and were trying to work out how.

Mira looked at the document. Then at Vass. She had the expression of a woman who had a great deal to say and had spent sixty years learning when not to say it.

Helena set down what she was carrying and looked at Councillor Vass with the specific attention she had been trained from childhood to give to people who were about to make a claim on her time.

“Formalising,” she said.

Not a question. The word repeated back in a tone that examined it.

Vass continued. “There are protocols around food handling and distribution that exist for good reason. Allocation equity. Oversight accountability. We have a duty to the district—”

“Where is the council planning to get the food?”

Vass paused. “I’m sorry?”

“It’s a simple question.” Helena’s voice had not changed in pitch or pace. It had the quality of someone who had spent a lifetime asking questions that people were expected to answer. “You want oversight of the distribution. The distribution requires food. We found the food. We move the food. We run the kitchen. Which of those things is the council proposing to take on, and with what?”

Councillor Steen looked at the floor.

“The supply chain is a separate matter from—”

“The supply chain is the only matter.” Helena glanced at the queue — thirty people who had been waiting in it since before these two arrived — and then back at Vass, with an unhurried patience that was, in its own way, more dismissive than impatience would have been. “If the council would like to contribute to this operation, I’d be glad to hear how. If it would like to oversee an operation it had no part in building and cannot sustain without us, that’s a different conversation and a shorter one.”

The silence was not comfortable. At the back of the room, two of the regular morning volunteers had stopped what they were doing and were looking at each other.

Vass held her composure. It was, Helena conceded internally, genuinely good composure. “We’re not here to disrupt an operation serving the community,” she said. “We’re here to ensure it has appropriate standing. There are residents raising concerns about equitable access.”

“Then send them to us on a morning,” Helena said. “We open at six.”

“We’ll be in touch,” Vass said. “Through formal channels.” She glanced at Councillor Steen. Then she turned and left with the measured pace of someone who had decided that pace was the last thing she controlled today.

Steen followed without having spoken a word.

Helena watched them go. Something at the corner of her mouth that she didn’t bother to suppress.

What formal channels.

—

The two volunteers who had been looking at each other did not come back the following morning. Or the morning after.

Mira noted their absence in the flat way she noted things that pained her. She did not ask Helena to find out why they’d stopped coming. She already knew.

The kitchen ran short on the Thursday. Eight people instead of twelve, and a queue that hadn’t shortened because the need had not shortened. Helena worked the morning and stayed into the afternoon and at the end of it said to Mira: “We need more people.”

“I know,” Mira said. “I’ve been asking.”

“Who have you asked?”

“Everyone I know.” She was wiping down the serving surface with the focused attention of someone who had found, over months, that focused attention was better than the alternative. “The problem isn’t finding people who are willing. The problem is finding people who will still be willing after someone tells them they’re not supposed to be here.”

Helena did not respond to this. She picked up her jacket and went to talk to David.

—

The Monday of the following week, the queue backed up near the door.

This happened on busy mornings — people pressed close, the space between those who had already been served and those still waiting collapsing in the particular way of spaces not designed for the purpose they were now serving. Helena had learned to watch the pressure points: the turn near the counter, the area just inside the door where the queue folded back on itself, the moment around ten when the late arrivals arrived and the people who had been waiting since nine had been waiting long enough to feel it.

She saw the argument begin at the fold in the queue.

A man — perhaps forty-five, with the specific set of someone who had decided he was more hungry than patient — was speaking to the woman ahead of him with an intensity that had nothing to do with what he was saying and everything to do with the fact that he was saying it at close range, at volume, in the particular way that created a radius of held breath around itself.

The volunteer who stepped in was named Orla. She was fifty-three, had been coming since the third week, knew the schedule and the allocation and every regular face in the morning shift. She put herself between the man and the woman in front of him and said something Helena couldn’t hear from across the room, in a steady voice, the voice of someone who had been doing this long enough to have done it before.

The man looked at her. And then, without a visible escalation — no raised arm, no shift in stance, nothing that would have given Orla or Helena or anyone else a moment to anticipate it — he shoved her. Both hands, into her chest, hard.

She went back against the counter.

The bowl she was carrying hit the floor.

The queue froze. Not silence — the specific held quality of breath in a room where something irreversible has just happened and nobody has decided yet what to do about it.

Helena was already moving.

She got to Orla before anyone else, got a hand under her arm, checked her — wrist that had taken the counter’s edge, nothing broken, she was already straightening, her face doing the work of someone who would not show what she was feeling in this room, not in front of these people, not now.

The man was still in the queue. He hadn’t moved. His face had the particular stillness of someone who had surprised themselves.

Helena looked at him for a moment. Then she looked at the room — at the thirty people who had seen this, who would carry what they’d seen out of the door and along the walkways and into conversations for the rest of the day, and who had learned something this morning about what happened when you pushed at the kitchen.

“Out,” she said to the man.

It was the same voice she had used on the cloud tier when a service unit was blocking a walkway. It had never occurred to her, then, that the unit might not move. It did not occur to her now.

He went.

—

At the back of the crowd, near the doorway, Councillor Vass was standing.

Helena registered her without pausing her work — Orla’s wrist, the bowl on the floor, the queue beginning to move again with the careful momentum of people who had decided that the best response to what they’d witnessed was to continue waiting for their food, which was the correct response, which they had worked out for themselves.

She did not know how long Vass had been there. She did not know when she had arrived or what had brought her to the east block kitchen on a Monday morning.

Vass met her eyes once, briefly. Then she turned and left.

Orla did not come back on Tuesday.

Helena wrote what had happened in the margin of the notebook she kept for the kitchen’s running record, in the space below the allocation figures. She wrote it in the precise, minimal language she had found worked best for things that needed to be said exactly as they were.

Then she went to Thursday’s meeting and said it out loud.
The Outsiders

October to November 2127

—

Janice had said: go and talk to them.

Not asked. Told. The distinction mattered in the way that distinctions between what Janice asked and what Janice told always mattered, which was that one of them was optional and one of them wasn’t, and Jordan had been married to her for eighteen years and was clear on which was which.

She had said it the previous Thursday, sitting across from him at the table after the kids were in bed, with her specific patience — the patience that meant she had been waiting for him to get there on his own and had decided she’d waited long enough. She had said: the stores aren’t what they were. She had said: Bea’s numbers on the goats don’t go away because you don’t look at them. She had said: Daniel told me there’s a field, and the man running it knows what he’s doing.

Jordan had said: Daniel’s twelve. What does he know about a field?

Janice had said: he went and looked at it himself. Went over there on a Tuesday. That’s what you raised him to do.

Jordan had had nothing to say to that.

He had sent word the next morning that he would meet.

—

The decision was not the problem. The decision was just arithmetic — what they had, what they needed, what another group had that they didn’t. He had been running that arithmetic in his head for weeks, which was why he had not gone already and why Janice had finally said what she’d said. The decision was obvious. The problem was what the decision meant.

He had built this community on the premise that you prepared for yourself, because nobody else would. Twenty-three years of telling people the AI dependency was fragile, that the systems were built to serve the people at the top of the towers, that anyone living in the lower floors had better know how to do things without the machines because the day was coming when they’d have no choice. Twenty-three years of being told he was a crank, a Luddite, a conspiracy merchant, a man building a bunker against a disaster that wasn’t coming.

The disaster had come.

He had been right about the fragility. He had been right that the systems would fail and that the people who’d made themselves dependent would be destroyed by the failure. He had been wrong about who’d caused it — he’d always assumed it would be deliberate, that the wealthy at the top of the towers would pull the rug when it suited them. Instead the towers above the clouds had gone dark at the same moment as everything else. The AI had simply stopped. Not because anyone decided to stop it. For reasons that nobody had explained and that nobody, as far as Jordan could tell, knew.

He had been right about everything except the thing he had been most certain about, and people were dying in their millions, and there was no version of being right about this that he could feel good about.

He thought about that sometimes. He tried not to.

—

He took Vera Stubbs and Gary Finch.

Vera Stubbs had been with the community from the beginning — one of the original group who had followed Jordan to the outer margins years before the Silence, when following Jordan to the outer margins was still the kind of thing that got you looked at. She had believed what Jordan believed: that the AI dependency was a trap, that people who couldn’t do anything without machines were people who would be destroyed the moment the machines stopped. She had prepared accordingly. What she had prepared for turned out to be a better description of the problem than the solution — she had stores, she had physical capability, she had the temperament for protecting what was hers. What she had not prepared for was growing things, managing things, making things last. The hoarding instinct was strong. The production instinct was not. She was not large, but nobody pushed Vera Stubbs twice, and for the specific task of standing between the community’s stores and people who wanted to take from them, this was sufficient. Jordan had formalised her role because it was real whether it was formalised or not.

Gary Finch was the same story in a different body. He had been with the community almost as long, had come to Jordan’s group through the same conviction — the world was fragile, self-reliance was the only honest response, and the tower gyms were the one place the AI couldn’t entirely remove the requirement for human effort. He had used them seriously, treated fitness as both ideology and practise, and arrived at the Silence in better physical condition than almost anyone in the district. What he was good at: presence. The specific quality of someone who had decided what he was protecting and was entirely clear that he would not be moved from it. What he was less good at, which Jordan had learned gradually and without pleasure: most of the things the community actually needed now. His garden plot had underperformed since they planted it. His understanding of the animals was approximate. His contribution to the stores had always been in protecting them, not in adding to them. Jordan valued him for what he was and did not ask him to be more.

The three of them walked across the district on a grey October morning.

Jordan did not say much on the way. He was thinking about what Janice had said, which was not the thing about the stores or the goats but the last thing, after the practical things: you’ve been waiting until you have something equal to bring. You’ll always be able to find a reason to wait longer. That’s not patience, that’s fear, and you know it.

He had told her she was wrong.

He had not slept particularly well.

—

He saw the field before he saw the buildings.

He had expected — he was honest enough with himself to admit what he had expected — something that looked like an attempt. Good intentions with inadequate knowledge behind them, the sort of thing people did when they wanted to feel useful without understanding what useful required. He had seen enough of those in the past seven months. People planting seeds in the wrong season in the wrong soil and then surprised when the ground returned nothing.

This was not that.

He stopped at the gate.

The kale was real. Dark, dense, the kind of healthy growth that came from someone understanding not just what to plant but what the plant needed — the soil preparation, the timing, the amendment where the deficiency showed. There was a bed against the south greenhouse wall where a tomato vine had been seriously managed this season — cleared now, the year’s growth done, but the way it had been trained showed in the remaining structure. The test bed near the gate, slightly different density than the main rows, told its own story: someone had gone in earlier than the others, compared, adjusted.

He walked the bed line slowly. Vera followed without comment. Gary stayed at the gate.

The pea bed had a nitrogen problem. Visible in the pale margins on the weaker plants — deficiency that hadn’t been corrected because they hadn’t had the amendment to correct it, not because they didn’t know it was there. That was a resource problem. He understood resource problems.

He straightened up.

“Whoever’s been managing this,” he said to no one in particular, “knows what they’re looking at.”

“That would be me,” said a voice to his left. “Mostly.”

—

The old man had come from somewhere in the greenhouse margin — Jordan hadn’t seen him approach, which told him the man moved quietly or Jordan had been more focused on the soil than was tactically ideal. He was perhaps eighty. The kind of eighty that had weight to it — not frailty, but density, a person who had been present in the world long enough that they had stopped caring what it thought of them.

He looked at Jordan’s face. Then at the pea bed. He said: “The nitrogen. We knew. We didn’t have enough amendment to address it properly and we prioritised the beds where the return would be higher.” He looked back at Jordan. “A reasonable decision given the constraint.”

“Who taught you the pea margins?” Jordan said.

The old man considered this. “Eleanor’s books. Then practise. Then practise again.”

Jordan looked at him for a long moment. “Rajesh Sahu,” said another voice, from the direction of the building. “He’s why the kale looks the way it does.”

—

The man with the notebook was younger than Jordan had imagined — mid-forties, maybe, with the look of someone who slept less than was good for him and had been doing it long enough that they’d stopped noticing. He introduced himself as David Eastham and looked at Jordan in the way Jordan recognised as the look of someone taking an assessment and being careful not to be caught doing it.

Jordan was doing the same thing.

Three others with him: a woman from the cloud tier — Jordan clocked the posture before he clocked the bow, and the bow confirmed it — who introduced herself as Helena Fontaine; a compact man with a canvas bag who said Stephen Hennessy with the particular intonation of someone whose accent was doing a certain amount of work; and the old man from the field, who had followed them in at his own pace.

“Rajesh Sahu,” the old man said.

Jordan shook his hand. “Jordan Mackenzie.” He looked at Stephen. “Before anyone asks — I’m English. Born here, my dad was born here, his mum was born here. The name’s just a name.”

Stephen looked at him. “I wasn’t going to ask.”

“People usually do.”

“I’m Irish,” Stephen said. “I have my own version of that conversation.”

Jordan looked at him for a moment. Then he sat down.

—

They went inside because the light was going and because the conversation they were about to have required a table.

Jordan sat across from David. Vera took the seat to his left with her sightline to both doors. Gary stayed near the entrance, which was where Gary stayed.

David put the notebook in the middle of the table rather than in front of himself. Jordan noticed this and did not comment on it.

“Your goat numbers are wrong,” Jordan said.

“I’ve heard that,” David said. “Specifically about yours.”

Jordan looked at him. “Where’d you hear that?”

“Enough people move through this district that things come back.” He paused. “We’re not the only ones paying attention to who’s managing what.”

This was said without edge, which Jordan appreciated. He had expected the man to either be defensive or to try to build rapport by being agreeable. He was doing neither, which made him harder to read and more worth talking to.

“We’ve reduced the herd,” Jordan said. “Made the call in October. We were carrying six animals for every four we could sustain through winter on current feed stock.” He said it plainly. He was not interested in managing how it sounded. “We’ve been feeding them stored grain. The calculation doesn’t work.”

Raj looked up from his hands. “What’s behind your outer perimeter?”

“Old railway cutting. Bramble, scrub, gorse.”

“Then you don’t have a goat problem.” Raj said this with the quietness of someone stating something that had been true all along, waiting to be noticed. “Goats convert browse material far more efficiently than stored grain. The railway cutting is six months of free fodder if you manage the rotation. Your feed calculation was always wrong because the denominator was wrong.” He paused. “How long have you kept them?”

“Four years.”

“I should have told you earlier,” Raj said. “I’m sorry I didn’t.”

Jordan looked at him. The apology was entirely genuine, which was not what he’d been prepared for.

“You didn’t know I existed,” Jordan said.

“No. But someone should have told you.” He looked at his hands. “Someone should have been paying attention.”

—

The harder conversation waited until they had said the easier things.

Jordan walked them through what his community had: the stores, running lower than the model had assumed, sustainable for perhaps eight months at current consumption with careful rationing. The gardens, producing at sixty percent of expectation — they had knowledge and effort, but the soil science had limits and there were gaps in the rotation they hadn’t been able to fill from the books alone. The chickens, which were fine. The goats, which were now a different calculation. The three families taken in since August.

Seventy-one people. He said the number without inflection.

David said: “We have approximately ninety the group is directly responsible for. Plus a wider network of several hundred we’re trying to keep fed through the kitchen.”

Jordan looked at him. “How?”

“The warehouse in the district spine. We found the supply route in July. There’s stock remaining.” He paused. “Someone else found it first. We don’t know who.”

Jordan filed this away.

“Our garden knowledge is limited,” David said. “Raj has been teaching but we started too late this year and with the wrong seed stock. We extracted seeds from dispensary produce — engineered varieties, most of them didn’t perform outside controlled conditions.” He looked at Raj. “Tell him what next spring needs.”

Raj looked at Jordan. “Open-pollinated heritage varieties. Soil amendment programme starting in November, not in spring. Rotation planning now, not in March. And people who can work the land properly — not once a week but every day.”

“We have those people,” Jordan said.

“I know,” Raj said.

—

Jordan let the silence sit for a moment.

He had known this conversation was going to arrive at this point. He had known it since the walk over. He looked at David Eastham and thought: this is the man who built a network in seven months from nothing, who found the maintenance tube system and the warehouse and managed to feed people through winter without anyone knowing where the food was actually coming from. He did not know all of this for certain but he knew enough to construct it from what he’d heard, and the construction was coherent.

He also thought: this is a man who is very good at connection and very good at managing information, and I have no idea how good he is at the decisions that don’t have a comfortable answer.

He thought both things and kept both to himself.

“Your kitchen,” Jordan said. “Mira Kowalski’s operation. There was an incident on Monday.”

Something shifted in David’s expression. “You know about that.”

“I know about most things that happen in a six-block radius.” He looked at the table. “Your volunteers are managing by goodwill. That works until someone decides to stop respecting it. After Monday, the next person who tries something is going to find less resistance, not more, because the one they pushed won’t come back and the ones who saw it will have learned something from it.” He paused. “You need people on that door who’ve done it before.”

“Yes,” David said. “We do.”

Jordan looked at Vera. She looked back at him and didn’t say anything, because she didn’t need to.

“Vera goes first,” Jordan said. “She looks at it, tells me what the situation actually is, and we decide what it needs. Gary goes on the door for the first week — long enough for people to understand what the door looks like now.” He looked at David. “They’re not working for you. They’re not part of your group. They’re there because the kitchen serves my people too and I have an interest in it running properly.”

“That’s clear,” David said.

“The seeds and the soil knowledge. Raj comes to us.” Jordan looked at Raj directly. “If you’re willing.”

“I’ve been wanting to look at your beds since someone described them to me in August,” Raj said.

—

The friction came when Jordan said the thing he had been waiting to say.

“How does this work?” He looked at David. “Not the kitchen, not the seeds. The whole thing. How does it govern itself.”

“We meet on Thursdays. We decide together.”

“Sixty-three people where I live,” Jordan said. “Seventy-one now. I am responsible for those people. I am the person who makes the decisions that affect them. If this arrangement means something happens to my community because someone at your Thursday meeting decided something I wasn’t asked about — that’s not an arrangement I can agree to.”

David looked at him steadily. “I’m not asking you to subordinate your community to mine.”

“Then what are you asking?”

“For us to know what each other knows. For your people and my people to work on the same problems without pretending the other group doesn’t exist.” He paused. “When we disagree about something that affects both groups, we talk about it. We find an answer we can both work with. If we can’t find one, we tell each other plainly and we work around the disagreement rather than pretending it isn’t there.”

Jordan considered this.

It was not an answer he had a formal objection to. His objection was less specific: he had spent his adult life watching people make decisions about other people’s lives from a position of assumed authority, and he had no interest in finding himself on the receiving end of that, no matter how reasonable the man on the other side seemed today.

“The day you make a decision that puts my people at risk,” Jordan said, “and you don’t tell me first—”

“I’ll have made a mistake,” David said. “And you’ll say so, and you’ll be right.” He met Jordan’s eyes. “I’m not infallible. Ask anyone at this table.”

Stephen, from the end of the table, said: “He’s not.”

Helena said nothing but her expression confirmed it.

Jordan looked at them. Then back at David.

It was Stephen who raised the supply question — not directly, but in the way Stephen raised things, which was to mention that the group had found a significant stock of food earlier in the year, enough to buy time through winter, and that the source was something they were still managing carefully.

Jordan looked at him. Then at David.

“Where?” he said.

“Somewhere that works,” David said.

The answer was delivered without apology, in a tone that made clear it was the only answer available. Jordan recognised the information management for what it was and did not push it. He would have done the same.

“We’re hearing the kitchen on the east block is running again,” Jordan said. “Properly. People notice when there’s food.”

“People see what they need to see,” David said. “The kitchen has food. That’s what matters.”

Jordan let that sit.

“When you found this source,” he said, after a moment. “There were signs others had been there.”

Something shifted at the table — not quite surprise, but attention. David’s pen had stopped moving.

“We thought it might have been your group,” Stephen said, directly enough that Jordan appreciated it.

Jordan looked at the table. He thought about what he was about to say and what he wasn’t, and drew the line in the same place David had drawn his.

“We know the district’s supply infrastructure,” he said. “We’ve been watching it for years.” A pause. “There are routes we identified and didn’t take. There are places we decided weren’t worth the approach.” He looked at Stephen. “You’d need specific capability to access certain parts of the system. Capability we didn’t have.”

He left it there. It was not a denial. It was not a confirmation. It was the information he had decided to share.

David wrote something in the notebook. Jordan watched him and did not ask what.

“If it wasn’t you,” David said, without looking up, “then someone else in this district is organised and careful and hasn’t introduced themselves.”

“Yes,” Jordan said. “That’s the other possibility.”

He said nothing more on the subject. Neither did David. The conversation moved on to other things, and the question sat in the room between them, and neither of them pretended it wasn’t there.

Jordan almost smiled. He did not quite.

—

They walked back through the field before leaving.

Jordan stopped at the kale bed — ran his hand across the surface of one of the outer leaves, read the weight and the texture of it. Healthy. Real. The kind of growth that took understanding and time, both of which had been applied.

Raj came to stand nearby, as he had before.

“Next spring,” Jordan said. “Combined seed stock. Your soil knowledge and our open-pollinated varieties.”

“And more people who know what they’re doing,” Raj said. “From your community. Yours actually know.”

Jordan looked at the field. He thought about the decision he had made this morning and what it was going to cost and whether Janice had been right, which she usually was, which was one of the reasons he had married her and one of the reasons she occasionally made him furious.

He thought about twenty-three years of being told he was wrong. He thought about the world that had proved him right and the millions of people dying in it, and the fact that being right had not done a single one of them any good.

He thought about Daniel going to look at the field on a Tuesday because that was what Jordan had raised him to do.

“We’ll send six people,” he said. “To start. People who know the land work. Not to be managed — they report back to me.”

“Understood,” David said.

“And Vera and I want to see the Thursday meeting. Not to join it. To see how you actually make decisions, not how you describe making them.”

“Come this week,” David said.

Jordan looked at him. The man had not, in the course of this conversation, tried once to tell Jordan what Jordan wanted to hear. This was either the most sophisticated form of manipulation Jordan had encountered or it was simply how he operated.

He had not decided which.

“I’ll send Vera,” Jordan said. “I’ve got enough to be getting on with.”

He left through the gate without looking back at the field, because he had seen what he needed to see and he did not find sentiment useful.

On the walk home he thought about the tracks in the warehouse floor and said nothing about it to Vera or Gary, because some things needed to be said in the right order.

He had a feeling, though he could not have said exactly why, that whoever had made those tracks was not done.
The Raiders

Month Eight — October 2127

—

The tube ran north-west from the service bay and Niamh had walked it four times. She knew the first junction at eighty-three steps and the second at two hundred and sixteen. She had stopped counting at the third because by then the main bore was obvious — the largest, the best-worn — and you simply followed it.

Bram was three metres ahead, torch angled low. Kett was two metres behind her.

She did not need to check on either of them. Bram moved the way he had always moved, with the particular deliberateness of someone who had decided exactly where he was going and was committing to the interval between here and there. Kett had learned to match it. He had been learning everything quickly since the day he’d appeared at their floor with two days of food and a question about whether they were taking people.

They were not taking people. They’d made an exception for Kett.

The weapons were in their hands. Not raised. Not ready in the way she would have understood ready, eight months ago. Just carried — a length of steel conduit for her, a wrench with the head wrapped in cable for Bram, a section of pipe for Kett. Objects from the maintenance stores that had become, without any single decision, what they were.

She did not like them. She had stopped saying this.

—

The third time she had said it, Bram had looked at her the way he only looked at her — the way he’d looked at her since they were children, the look that meant you know why, you know exactly why, say it back to me.

She had said it back to him: Callum’s people. The south corridor. What they took, and what they would have done if you hadn’t—

Yes, Bram had said. That’s why.

He had not said it with satisfaction. She hadn’t expected him to. He was not a person who found satisfaction in being right about bad things. He was a person who looked at bad things and then dealt with them.

She had always admired this about him. She had not known, until this year, what it cost.

—

They had been forty-nine people before the corridor incident. They were fifty-three now, which told you something about how the numbers were moving — not down, which was not what you expected when you saw how people were living in the towers that weren’t organised, the ones eating what they’d stockpiled and watching the stockpile go.

Four new people since the incident. Three of them had come from Callum’s group.

Callum’s group was still forty-something, still on the south floors, still eating. The fact that they were still eating told you something about where it was coming from and how. Bram had a plan for Callum that he had not shared with her in detail, which was the only thing he did not share with her in detail, which was why she knew the plan was something she would not like.

She walked her eighty-three steps to the first junction and followed the main bore left.

—

The warehouse announced itself the way it always did — a change in the air before anything else, the sealed smell of it opening into something larger, and then the ceiling rising into dark their torches couldn’t reach.

Niamh swept her beam left along the upper racks and felt the same thing she felt each time.

Not nothing. But not what it had been.

The upper shelving was running out in the particular way of a supply chain that had been slowing before it stopped — not stripped, nothing like the dispensary, but the incremental absence of goods that should have been replaced and hadn’t. Partial pallets where full ones should be. Whole sections holding a third of what their dimensions implied they were meant to hold. The AI had not been running at full when the Silence came. Whether it had been failing or preparing, she didn’t know and had stopped trying to determine. Either way: a warehouse that was finite, getting more finite, and on a clock she could not read.

She moved her torch to the lower section — their section, marked at the corner with a strip of adhesive tape she’d placed on the second run.

The tape was where she’d left it. Then she looked at the docking bays.

Three empty. On every previous visit, all six had been locked in their stations, unmovable. Now three of the docks stood open.

Her first thought was: the units. The thought lasted perhaps three seconds. If the supply network had resumed, the warehouse would look different. The partial pallets on the upper racks would be complete. The gaps would be filled. The units did not come back, move trolleys, and leave everything else exactly as it was.

“Bram.”

He came alongside her and saw the open docks. She watched him reach the same conclusion at the same speed.

She moved into the adjacent section — the rows they hadn’t yet reached, planned for this run. Brought her torch close to the lower shelves. A box with its lid open, some contents taken — not the whole box. A service unit would take the sealed package entire, scan it, carry it. This had been opened by hand, items removed by choice, the rest left. The box had been replaced, but not quite square — a degree off from the exact alignment of everything around it. Two rows further in, a container on its side that no one had bothered to right.

She knew what automated handling looked like. It was everything else in this warehouse — every item placed exactly, aligned exactly, as the system had left it for however many years it had been running. The contrast was not subtle.

“People,” she said.

“Yes.” Bram was crouching by the open box, reading it. “More than once, I think. The near end looks older than this section.”

—

The trolley bay was to the right of the entrance — flat-bed units docked on their rail system, designed for the purpose-built arms of retrieval units, the docking catches requiring a mechanical release that Bram had spent twelve minutes on during the first visit and concluded required an override he didn’t have.

He went to the nearest dock and ran his hand along the catch. Checked the mechanism with the thoroughness of someone who had been thinking about it since the first visit, who had turned the problem over across three weeks in the way he turned problems.

Three of the docks were empty.

She watched his face while he worked through it. He was quiet in the particular way he was quiet when he was filing something away — not processing, filing. The information going to whatever part of him stored things that required a response he wasn’t ready to make yet.

“They have someone who can open these,” he said.

“Yes.”

“We need someone who can open these.”

“Yes.”

He looked at the three empty docks for another moment. Then he straightened and turned away, which was Bram’s way of closing a question that was going to stay open.

—

They worked their planned section — the rows still intact, still untouched by whoever else had been coming here. Niamh moved methodically, filling her pack in the order Bram had established on the first run: heaviest against the spine, balanced, nothing loose. Kett worked fast beside her, pausing to mark what he took in the small notebook he kept. The notebook had been her suggestion. Kett had adopted it entirely as his own, which was how she knew it was the right suggestion.

Bram moved around the section, assessing rather than packing, torch angling up to the higher racks. Looking at quantities. Doing the same arithmetic she was doing, which produced the same answer.

“This won’t last indefinitely,” he said.

“No.”

“We need to reach the upper racks. We need to be here more often. We need—” He stopped. Looked at the empty docking bays. “We need to move more than we can carry.”

She said nothing, because there was nothing to say. She finished packing her section, shouldered thirty kilograms, and watched Bram shoulder his.

Kett was already at the entrance, facing the tunnel mouth. He had started doing this on the third run without being asked — positioning himself between the group and the direction a threat would come from. He was seventeen years old. She had not said anything about it to him and she had not said anything about it to Bram.

—

On the way back, she counted steps again. Not because she needed to — she knew the junctions — but because the counting was something to do with the part of her mind that otherwise spent the return journey on things she could not resolve in a maintenance tube.

“They’re from another tower,” she said.

“Almost certainly.” Bram’s voice behind her in the dark.

“How many, do you think?”

“Enough to push loaded trolleys. Three at minimum, probably more.”

She thought about that. Three people, possibly more, who had found the same service hatch they had found and the same tube and the same warehouse. Who had solved the trolley mechanism. Who were, in every way that mattered, doing exactly what Bram’s group was doing.

“If they’re organised,” she said, “they’ll be back regularly.”

“Yes.”

“And they’ll take more each time. Faster than we can without trolleys.”

“Yes.” The particular quality of his voice when he was angry at himself. “We should have moved faster from the beginning. I knew someone would find this place.”

“We did move fast.”

“We moved as fast as we could carry. That’s not the same thing.” His footsteps behind her, steady. “The people with the trolleys are moving as fast as the rack will allow. That’s a different kind of fast entirely.”

She had no answer to that. She walked her steps and felt her pack and thought about the people waiting on their floor for what was in it, and about the wheel tracks in the dust, and about the three empty docking bays, and about the kind of person who would have the skill to open an automated docking catch by hand.

The kind of person, she thought, that you spent a lot of time and goodwill finding, and then spent a great deal more keeping.

—

She gave the pack to Priti to distribute and went to the window on the forty-second floor.

The view was south-east — the megacity going dark in patches across that arc, emergency lighting failing tower by tower over the months, amber islands in the black that told you, without being asked, where things were going.

Bram stood beside her. He did not say anything for a while.

“Ten days,” he said eventually.

“Yes.”

“And we’ll find a way to open those trolleys.”

She looked at the darkness to the east and thought about wheel tracks in dust and someone on the other end of a tube they both used and didn’t know about each other.

“Yes,” she said. “We will.”

He did not say anything else. He named the thing he intended to do, and then he was quiet, and with Bram the naming had always been as close to a promise as anyone she had ever met could make.

She hoped whoever was on the other side of that tube was the same kind of people they were. She hoped, specifically, that they were people who were doing this because they had to, and not because they had decided that having was worth whatever it cost in the getting.

She did not say this to Bram. He was already thinking it.
Hard Choices

Year One — November 2127

—

They heard voices before they saw lights.

David stopped. Stephen had already stopped — three metres ahead, the way Stephen always positioned himself when something changed. Behind David, Helena had gone quiet in a particular way. He did not need to look back to know she had moved right, away from the main approach, into the dark between the racks.

The voices came from further in — low, unhurried, the voices of people who had come here before and considered the place familiar. He had felt that way himself, the second and third times. He understood, from that familiarity, exactly how it would feel to arrive here and find someone had come first.

He touched Stephen’s arm. Wait.

Stephen’s response to being told to wait was to continue waiting in the exact way he had already been waiting, which was not quite the same thing.

—

The torchbeam that swept across them came from thirty metres in, between the racks. It found Stephen first — his silhouette at the entrance, tool bag in hand.

“Who’s there.” Not a question. Stephen’s voice, carrying in the warehouse air. Not hostile. Simply direct, in the way that direct things sometimes read as hostile to people who were not expecting them.

The beam held on Stephen. From behind it, movement — two shapes becoming distinct as they came forward, a third staying back. The two in front were carrying things at their sides. Not tools.

“Lights down,” the first voice said. A man. Controlled. “Both hands visible.”

Stephen’s torch did not move. “We’re not your problem,” he said, “and you’re not ours. There’s enough here for—”

“There isn’t.” Flat. Certain. The voice of someone who had done the arithmetic and not liked the answer. “There hasn’t been for some time.”

David stepped forward.

—

He put himself alongside Stephen, who yielded the position without looking pleased about it. The man facing them was perhaps forty — a face marked by a year of the kind of living that left marks, a jaw that suggested he had decided at some point to stop accommodating things that could not be accommodated. Behind him, a young woman reading the situation with the careful attention of someone whose job was to know what was about to happen before it happened. Further back, a younger figure — barely more than a boy — holding very still.

“David Eastham,” he said. “Ironbridge heritage site. I’m not here to take what’s yours.”

“You’re here to take,” the man said. “Same as us.”

“Yes.” He kept his voice level. “Same as you. From a place neither of us built and neither of us owns.”

The man’s eyes moved to the trolleys — three of them, staged at the entrance where Stephen had released them on the last run, ready to load. Then back to David. The calculation was visible.

“You can open those,” he said.

“We have someone who can.”

The calculation again. Something shifting in it — not softening. Something harder, actually. The recognition of a gap that had a specific shape.

“Bram,” the woman said quietly.

He had already moved.

—

David saw it and was not quick enough. The wrench in the man’s hand — Bram, she had called him — came up fast, directed at Stephen. Not thrown. A line being drawn.

The sound came immediately: a sharp crack of metal on metal, and the wrench rang away into the dark. Bram’s hand was empty. He stood with his arm still raised, the motion incomplete, registering what had happened.

Silence.

Then Helena’s voice, from somewhere among the upper racks — not visible, not locatable by a single word in a large dark space.

“I have plenty more.”

She did not say it loudly. The warehouse carried it perfectly.

Bram lowered his arm. His face in the torchlight was not frightened. It was the face of a man receiving specific information about the shape of the problem he was in.

The woman had not moved. Her eyes went to the upper racks, reading them, not finding what she was looking for. Then to David.

“Nobody gets hurt,” David said. To Bram. To the room. “That’s not what this is.”

“What is it, then,” Bram said.

—

David told him, in as few words as the situation required.

Two groups. Same tube network, different branches. Same warehouse, same purpose, different timing. Neither of them had built this place or stocked it. The stock was running down regardless of what either of them did. This was not a confrontation that solving violently made better for anyone.

He watched Bram take it in. The man was listening — actually listening, not performing patience while he waited to respond. That told David something.

“Your people,” Bram said. “How many?”

“Enough that I’m responsible for them.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the answer I’m giving.” He kept his tone even. “How many are yours?”

A pause. “Fifty-three.”

David held the number without writing it.

“We’re not fifty-three,” he said. “But the kitchen we run feeds more than that. We’re running for the district.”

Bram looked at the trolleys. Then at Stephen, who had not moved and was watching the exchange with the particular expression he wore when he found the human dimension of a situation irrelevant to its practical outcome.

“You’ll take more than us,” Bram said. “Today. Every time you come.”

“Yes.”

“Because of the trolleys.”

“Yes.”

The word sat in the warehouse air. Something moved in Bram’s jaw, a single visible contraction.

“Then what do you want from us,” he said.

“Nothing today,” David said. “I want you to know we exist. I want you to know this is not personal and it is not permanent and the situation changes when the stock runs out, which it will. I want us both to get what we came for and go home.”

“And your archer keeps us covered while you load,” the woman said.

“Yes.” He did not apologise for it. “Yes, she does.”

—

They loaded.

Stephen worked the trolleys with the focused efficiency he brought to everything, and the man from the network David had brought for the heavy work moved alongside him without needing direction. David stayed near Bram. Not guarding. Present.

The Shrewsbury group stood at the section’s edge. The young one — Kett, the name came to him from nowhere, from some exchange he’d half-registered — had his pipe at his side and was watching the loading with an expression David recognised from the entrance hall of the medical facility in the early months, from Thursday meetings when the numbers were laid out. The expression of someone absorbing information their body hadn’t accepted yet.

Bram did not move and did not speak.

He stood with his arms at his sides and watched the trolleys fill. Each item loaded was visible. The count was visible. The volume David’s group would carry home against the volume Bram’s group would carry in their packs was visible, and there was nothing abstract about it.

David watched him hold himself. Watched a man containing something expensive because he had decided to contain it — because breaking it would cost more than bearing it, and he had done that arithmetic too. He recognised it because he had done it himself. At tables, in corridors, at a grave under a pear tree in the rain.

He thought about the trolleys. Three staged. One would not finish them.

He thought about Stephen’s voice, three weeks ago, flat and certain: the survival of others may be at the cost of our own. You don’t know their demand. You don’t know what they’ll decide the next time, when they’re hungrier.

He thought about fifty-three people in a tower he’d never been to, and a man with a wrench wrapped in cable who had made a promise to them that he could not afford to break.

He did not offer the trolley.

—

When the trolleys were loaded, David looked up toward the upper racks. A sound from the dark — not movement, just presence. Then Helena came down by a route that became visible only when she was already on the floor, her bow across her body, unhurried.

The Shrewsbury group watched her appear. The young one’s expression didn’t change. The woman’s changed slightly — something in the register between admiration and fear that David thought was probably the closest thing to respect the situation allowed.

Bram looked at the bow. Then at David.

“You’ll be back,” he said.

“Yes.”

“So will we.”

“I know.” David met his eyes. “I’m not asking you not to be.”

Something shifted behind Bram’s face. The same calculation, arriving at the same place, finding a slightly different shape there than it had found before.

“The next time we’re both here,” he said, “it may not go like this.”

“I know that too,” David said.

He followed Stephen and Helena and the loaded trolleys into the tube, and the dark closed behind them.

—

They did not speak for the first kilometre. The rails kept the trolleys straight and the torches pointed ahead, and somewhere behind them in the network another group was packing what they could carry on their backs and starting the same walk home.

“They’ll find a way to open the trolleys,” Stephen said, at a junction. “Or find someone who can. They’re not short of motivation.”

“No.”

The tube ran on.

“You were going to give them one,” Stephen said. Not an accusation. An observation, the way Stephen made most observations — stripped of everything except the fact of it.

David said nothing.

“It would have bought goodwill,” Stephen said. “It would also have bought them the capacity to take a third more per run. A third less for us, every time, until it’s gone.” A pause. “I’m not saying the thought was wrong. I’m saying I would have stopped you.”

“I know you would have.”

“And you would have let me.”

David looked at the dark ahead and thought about the man in the warehouse, standing at the edge of his food being loaded onto someone else’s trolleys, holding himself to a standard he had decided to hold himself to.

“Everyone has a right to survive,” he said.

“Yes,” Stephen said. “That’s the problem.”

They pushed the trolleys through the dark toward home.
Winter

Year Two — November 2128 to March 2129

—

The module was roughly the size of a shoebox and weighed less than a kilogram and there was no marking on it that told him what it did.

He had been staring at it for twenty minutes. Bren was behind him holding the torch, which was the most useful thing either of them could do at this point.

He had opened the panel on the thermal management unit on the forty-third floor, traced what could be traced — the conduit routing, the junction points, the input and output terminals — and had arrived at this component and stopped. There was nothing to tell him what it was. No label, no plate, no reference number that corresponded to anything a person could look up, because there was nothing to look up. The systems had never been documented for human eyes. They had communicated with themselves and left no paper trace and he was standing in front of the result of that.

“What is it?” Bren said.

“Don’t know.”

A pause. “Can you fix it?”

“Don’t know that either.”

He could trace heat. He understood heat. He knew how to read the pipes that carried the thermal fluid through the building’s wall cavities — knew their diameter, could estimate their flow rate, could feel the warmth against his palm and know from its quality whether the exchange was working. On the forty-third floor the pipes were warm. They were warm everywhere. The power was fine. The wind turbines on the roof were turning, the solar panels were accumulating what the December sky gave them, and the building’s distribution network was intact. The energy was there.

The systems had never needed the AI to run them. That was the thing he kept coming back to. They were automated — programmed cycles, seasonal calibration, year-round thermal regulation that ran without instruction and without supervision. The AI had not been managing them. It had simply been fixing them when they broke, quietly, without anyone knowing there had been a problem. And now things broke and stayed broken, and the automated cycle ran on into failing components, and the result was a system that either worked or it didn’t, with nothing in between that he could reach into and correct.

He had been on the forty-third floor for three days. He had been in the building for three weeks. Bren had been with him for two of those weeks, having shown up on day five with a set of basic tools and the specific quality of silence that Stephen had learned to distinguish from uselessness — the silence of someone watching carefully rather than waiting to be told what to think.

Outside, it was four degrees.

—

The woman’s name was Gerda. She found him in the plant room access corridor on the Tuesday of the second week.

She had been at the meeting on floor thirty-one. He knew, because he had been there too — he and Maeve, standing in front of thirty people and explaining what was going to happen. The unit on the twenty-second floor had failed completely and could not be repaired. The unit on the thirty-first floor was working. They were going to move it. Floor thirty-one would go cold. There were heated spaces available — the school block was warm, the common floors in the east building were holding, there were vacant rooms in the sections that had emptied over the autumn. Enough people had already died. The options were: move, or stay cold.

Most had listened and most had accepted it, which was not the same as being glad about it. Some had moved already. Gerda had not moved.

She did not know his name. She had asked someone and been pointed in a direction and she had walked until she found a door with tools beside it and opened it.

“You could have fixed the twenty-second,” she said. “Without taking ours.”

“I couldn’t.”

“You didn’t try hard enough.”

He set down what he was holding and looked at her. She was perhaps forty, wearing two coats. “I spent four days on the twenty-second. The module is dead. There’s no fixing a dead module — I’d need a replacement, and the only working replacement in this building was on your floor.”

“There are thirty people on thirty-one who have nowhere to go.”

“There are thirty people on thirty-one and sixty-four on twenty-two. We told everyone this at the meeting.”

“I was at the meeting.” Her voice had something in it that was not quite anger — rawer than anger. “My daughter is seven. I’ve been telling her for two months that the heating is going to be sorted.”

He was quiet for a moment.

“The east building’s common floor is warm,” he said. “Maeve has the rooms — she’ll get you sorted today if you go to her.”

“I don’t want a room in the east building. I want my floor.”

“I know.”

She stared at him. He did not look away from it.

“People are saying you’re deciding who matters,” she said.

“Thirty-one people versus sixty-four. That’s not deciding who matters. That’s arithmetic.” He held her gaze. “I don’t like it either. When I can fix thirty-one properly I will. Right now I can’t.”

She left. He heard her stop in the corridor, and then her footsteps resumed.

He went back to work.

—

The fundamental problem, which Maeve had understood faster than he had because she always understood the human dimension faster than he did, was that nobody had failed things before.

Not these people. Not in any meaningful way. They had lived in buildings that maintained themselves, in systems that diagnosed their own faults and corrected them and notified the occupants only when the correction had already happened. A notification: Floor 31 thermal system underwent maintenance on 14 August — service restored at 14:07. Nobody had needed to know more than that. Nobody had needed to know anything at all.

So when the thermal unit on the forty-seventh floor began running erratic — not failed, erratic, the settings cycling between two states in a pattern he suspected was a corrupted instruction loop, the building’s management system still trying to execute a command the AI would have resolved in milliseconds and that it was now attempting to resolve forever — the people on the forty-seventh floor had no framework for it. It was not broken in any way they recognised. It was simply behaving in a way that things had never behaved. The building was, in a very small way, going mad. They did not know how to describe this because they had never had to describe it.

What they had was cold. And they had a man who was supposed to be fixing things, and the things were not fixed, and therefore the man was the problem.

Maeve was managing this. He was aware of this in the background — of her voice in the corridor when voices rose, of the specific quality of her silences that meant she was working harder than it appeared. She did not come to him with everything. She brought him the things that required his particular combination of skills: situations where someone needed to hear, from the person actually responsible, that the situation was what it was. She had a fine-grained sense of when she could absorb the difficulty herself and when she needed him to stand in front of it.

He had stood in front of it more than he would have liked.

—

There were three deaths on floors he could not reach in the first week of January.

He had the numbers from Ashna, delivered without comment in the way she delivered everything that needed to be said without performance around it. He did not respond to the numbers in any way that would have been visible to someone watching. He wrote them in the log he was keeping — not for anyone else, just for himself, a running account of the state of each floor in each block he was working, what was functioning and what was not — and he sat with them for a moment and then went back to the corridor.

The log was bleak reading and he was its only reader. He preferred it that way.

What he could fix, he fixed. What he could not fix he cannibalised for parts to fix adjacent problems, which meant that the failure did not disappear but moved — from floor thirty-one to floor forty-eight, from block C to block D. He was not solving the problem. He was negotiating with it, redistributing it across the building in ways that prioritised density, that kept the largest concentrations of people in functioning warmth and accepted that the outliers — the floors that had emptied out, the blocks where population had consolidated over the autumn — would go cold and stay cold.

He told people this directly when they asked. He had found, through Maeve’s guidance and his own accumulated experience of what happened when he softened things, that the direct version was better. People who understood the situation could act on it. People who had been told something vague became angry later, when the vague version turned out to be a comfort rather than a description.

Some people, when told their floor could not be maintained, moved. They gathered what they had and moved to the common floors, to the corridors of buildings where the heating was holding, to the school block where Helena and Mira’s kitchen operated and the building’s thermal system had, by chance, one of the most functional units in the district. He had checked it three times. He was almost annoyed by how well it worked.

Some people did not move. Some of them moved later, when the cold became concrete rather than theoretical. Some of them moved because of what happened on the floors of people who had not moved.

—

He was called to the flat on a Tuesday morning in February by the neighbours who had found them.

They had come back to collect the last of their things — they were among the ones who had eventually agreed to move, taking a room in the east building — and the door of the flat across the hall had been open. They had looked in. They had gone to find someone with authority and the someone with authority had, eventually, led them to Stephen.

He went in alone.

The family had cut a circle in the carpet — a large one, careful work, they’d used something with a blade and taken their time — to expose the plascrete floor beneath. On the plascrete they had built a fire. Packaging waste, mostly. Paper and board and the synthetic wrapping that had come off dispensary items, compressed into a loose pile on the stone floor. And books — a small stack of them, already burned down to the spines, the pages gone to ash.

The fire was out. It had burned itself down overnight and gone cold.

It had been a reasonable thing to do. That was what he kept coming back to, standing in the flat in the February morning. The plascrete wouldn’t burn. The fire was contained. The fuel was what they had and it had burned, and from the look of it had burned without much smoke — the synthetics mostly, clean combustion, nothing dramatic. They had left the interior doors open so the heat would move through the flat. The eldest son had settled on the sofa in the front room, close to the fire, to tend it through the night.

Stephen stood in the doorway and looked at the circle in the carpet and understood it completely.

No chimney. No flue. No gap in the plascrete for the combustion gases to go anywhere except into the air of the flat, invisible and odourless, accumulating through the night behind the open doors they had left open to let the warmth through. The synthetics burned clean of smoke and dirty of everything else. Carbon monoxide had no colour and no smell and gave no warning you could recognise unless you knew to look for the headache, the heaviness, the sleep that came on too quickly and did not lift.

They had not known. Why would they have known. In 2127 there were no open fires, no chimneys, no reason to have ever learned the thing that would have saved them. It was not in any system they had lived inside. It was knowledge that belonged to an older world, the kind of world Stephen had spent his working life restoring in a museum, and it had simply never been needed and so had never been passed on.

He stood in the flat for a while.

Then he went to find Maeve, because the neighbours were still in the corridor and there were things that needed doing that were not his kind of thing to do, and because he had learned over the winter that there were limits to what he could carry alone and that Maeve’s kind of work was not less than his kind, only different.

—

There was no documentation.

He had looked. There was nothing to find. The systems had never needed a manual because they had never needed a person. Every record of how they worked, every log of what they had done, every history of how they had been maintained — all of it had lived in the digital layer that was now dark. The technology had not been documented for human eyes because human eyes had never been intended to read it. It had communicated with itself, repaired itself, understood itself, and left no paper trace because paper had not been part of the conversation.

The pipes and the fluid and the thermal exchange and the power delivery — these he understood. These had analogues in everything he had ever worked on. A pipe was a pipe. Pressure was pressure. He could read these things with his hands.

The sealed modules were something else. He had opened one. He wished he hadn’t. The interior was a density of components miniaturised past the point of inspection — no moving parts, no visible logic, nothing he could put a name to or trace a function through. It was like reading text in a dead language: he could see that it was organised, that it had an internal structure, that it had been designed by people who understood what they were doing. He could not understand any of it. He put it back together and closed the panel and accepted that this was the limit of what he could reach.

The pipes he could fix. The modules he could only move.

—

The ground-source plant room was four levels below street level, accessed through a maintenance shaft he’d had to force open with a bar.

He had spent an afternoon down there in November and had come back twice since, the second time with Bren. It was the part of the building’s heating system he understood best, which was not the same as being able to do anything with it.

The principle was straightforward: loops sunk deep into the ground, circulating fluid through stable earth that held its temperature regardless of what the surface did. In winter the ground gave heat; in summer it absorbed it. The building’s original engineers had enhanced the boreholes beyond the standard specification — thermal grout packed around the loops to improve conductivity, a secondary circuit that fed the extracted heat through a compression stage before distributing it to the building’s internal network, a thermal storage bank embedded in the substructure that absorbed surplus overnight and released it through the morning peak. It was elegant. He could see the elegance in it. He could follow the circuit from the borehole manifold to the heat exchanger to the compressor array to the distribution header, and at every stage he could put his hand on it and tell you whether it was working and why or why not.

The compressors were running. He had checked them and they were the most mechanical things in the system — pumps and pressure vessels and refrigerant lines with fittings he could name and valves he could operate. Three of the four compressor units were functioning. The fourth had a fault he had identified within an hour: a seized bearing in the drive assembly, a problem his grandfather could have fixed. He did not have the specific bearing. He was working on that. He had set Bren to sourcing one — not an identical replacement, nothing was identical any more, but something close enough in dimension to be machined down. Bren had not asked what machining down meant. He had asked where to look. Stephen had told him and he had gone.

The ground loops were intact. The thermal store was charged. The heat was there, fifty metres below the building, the same as it had always been, indifferent to the Silence and the winter and everything else.

What he could not do was tell the system how to use it.

The control and distribution layer — the thing that decided how much heat to draw, when to run which compressor, how to balance the load across the building’s zones, how to optimise the efficiency enhancement systems that turned a functional heat pump into something that had apparently once run the entire building’s thermal needs at a fraction of conventional energy — was, again, the sealed modules. A bank of them mounted on the plant room wall, each one identical, each one as opaque as the last. They had communicated with each other and with the building management system and with something further up the chain that no longer existed.

He stood in front of them for a while.

The heat was there. The mechanism to move it was largely intact. The intelligence that made the mechanism worth having was gone, and there was no manual for it and there never had been, and he was a man who could fix anything he could put his hands on and this was not that.

—

Maeve found him in the plant room on a Thursday evening in February. He was sitting on a crate. Bren was on the floor across from him, doing something to a valve assembly with a look of concentration that Stephen recognised as the expression of a person who had been shown something once and was trying to replicate it without asking again. He was almost right.

She sat beside Stephen and said nothing for a moment.

“Forty-seven’s going to go,” he said. “I’ve run out of ways to move the problem. There’s nowhere to move it to.”

“How many people?”

“Eighteen. Down from forty. The others moved.”

“Will the eighteen move?”

“I’ve told them twice.” He looked at the wall. “I’ll tell them again tomorrow.”

She was quiet.

“I can keep the heat on in eighty percent of the occupied floors,” he said. “Eighty percent is not a number I would have predicted in November. It is what it is.” He paused. “The twenty percent I can’t help — most of them have moved or will move. The ones who won’t—” He stopped. Not because he didn’t have a conclusion. Because the conclusion was accurate and there was nothing useful to add to it.

Maeve put her hand on his arm. He looked at it.

“David wants to know what you need,” she said.

“A technician who understands AI-era thermal integration systems and a set of diagnostic tools I don’t have and a parts supply that doesn’t exist.” He looked back at the wall. “Failing that, I’ll keep doing what I’m doing.”

She left her hand where it was.

Outside, it was three degrees, and the wind turbines were turning, and the power was there, and the sealed modules on the forty-seventh floor were doing whatever sealed modules did when they failed, which was not something anyone alive fully understood any more.

He sat for another minute.

Then he stood up and went back to work.
The Archive

Year One to Two — 2127 to 2128

—

She crushed the oak galls with a smooth stone on a flat piece of slate.

This was not how it was done in the texts — the texts specified a mortar, a pestle, a controlled reduction. She had neither. She had a stone and a slate and the galls from the trees at the archive’s perimeter, collected in October before the first frost, dried in the building’s residual warmth for three weeks. They were ready. She crushed them until the powder no longer resisted the stone, then swept it into the jar where the iron sulfate solution had been waiting.

The reaction was immediate and familiar — the liquid darkening as the tannin met the iron, shifting from brown through green-black to black over the course of minutes. She added the binder, what was left of the original stock. Not enough. She would need the substitute next batch. She had notes on alternatives and had not yet tested all of them. She stirred the mixture and held it to the light.

It would write. It would not be the quality of the first batch, made properly in the archive kitchen before the Silence with measured quantities and time she no longer had. But it would write, and writing was what was needed.

She poured it into three small jars and sealed them and labelled them in her own hand — Iron Gall, Batch 4, Y1 — and set them on the shelf beside the others.

—

David had found her making the second batch, in the early weeks after the archive was secured.

He had come to ask about something in the agricultural section — he came often, always with a specific question and the notebook — and had stopped in the doorway of the kitchen and watched her work.

“What is that,” he said.

“Ink.”

He had looked at the notebook in his hand. Then back at her. She could see him doing the arithmetic.

“How long have you been doing this?” he said.

“Longer than I’ve needed to.” She had not looked up. “Until now.”

He had not said anything else. He had taken the agricultural text he’d come for and left. But she noticed, in the weeks after, that he began writing more carefully — smaller letters, using less of each page, as if he had looked at what remained and made a calculation she had not asked him to make.

She did not thank him for it. She had not needed to.

—

The teaching had not begun as teaching.

People had started coming to the archive in the second month — not for firewood, David’s intervention had settled that, but for what the books actually were. Someone would arrive with a question: a medical symptom, a seed variety, the structural load a floor could bear. Eleanor would find the relevant text, read the relevant section, translate the relevant passage into terms the person could act on. She was a bridge. That had always been her function. She had simply not previously been performing it under emergency conditions, with queues.

The queues gave her the problem. People would stand at the desk while she read, receive the answer, and leave. The answer would travel as far as that person’s memory and no further. If they died, or forgot, or misremembered, the answer was gone. Meanwhile the text stayed on the shelf, available to no one who could not navigate it.

She thought about this for weeks before she said anything. Then she spoke to David and he gave her three afternoons a week in the visitor centre meeting room.

She had not known what she was going to do with them until the first afternoon arrived.

—

There were eleven people in the room. She had prepared for fewer — had prepared, in the sense that she had not prepared to speak to eleven people, which was eleven more than she found comfortable. She stood at the front and located the part of herself that could do this.

“You can all read,” she said. “That is not what this is.”

They waited.

“A text is not like a screen. There is no search. There is no summary. There is no system that reads your intent and surfaces what you need.” She paused. “A physical book is organised according to a logic its author established, which may or may not be the logic you would use. Learning to use a book is learning to think in someone else’s organisational system. It takes practise.”

She held up the agricultural manual.

“This text has an index. The index is alphabetical by subject. If you are looking for information about nitrogen deficiency in brassicas, you look under N, or B, or — if the index is poorly structured, which this one is — under soil and then trace forward. You do not look under my kale is turning yellow. There is no entry for that.” She set the book down. “You learn the vocabulary of the subject before you can use the text. That vocabulary is in the text. This is not a paradox. It is simply the first wall, and you climb it.”

A man near the back said: “Can’t you just tell us what’s in it?”

“I can tell you what is in it today. I cannot tell you what is in it when you need something I haven’t told you yet. I cannot come with you into the field.” She looked at him steadily. “The book can. If you can use it.”

He did not respond. She moved on.

—

The writing had been her miscalculation.

She had assumed — had not even consciously assumed, had simply not questioned — that people who could read could write. This was wrong in a way she had not anticipated.

Reading had remained necessary in a world of screens and interfaces. Writing by hand had not. Nobody in her room had needed to form a letter since childhood, and childhood instruction in handwriting had been abandoned so long ago that most of them had never received it. They could read. Their hands had not written.

She discovered this on the third afternoon. She distributed paper — salvaged endpapers, backs of archive labels, every blank surface she had gathered — and asked people to take a note.

The room went quiet in a particular way.

A woman in the second row held the pen — one of Eleanor’s archival pens, the only kind available — as if it were an instrument she had been handed without instructions. Which it was.

“I don’t—” she started.

“Hold it here.” Eleanor moved to her and repositioned her fingers. “Resting on the middle finger, held by the thumb and forefinger. Loose. The movement comes from the wrist.” She stepped back. “Write your name.”

The woman wrote her name. The letters were large and uneven, formed with the deliberate care of someone under examination. She looked at them with an expression Eleanor recognised — the specific embarrassment of a competent adult discovering incompetence in something that appeared simple. Around the room the same thing was happening at different speeds. A man in the corner had produced something that was neither print nor cursive, hovering between two systems he half-remembered from different points in a childhood that had not required either.

“You will improve,” Eleanor said. “Everyone in this room is in the same position. Your hands have simply not done this. They will learn.”

She did not tell them how long it would take. She had looked at her ink supply and done her own arithmetic and could not afford to dwell on it.

—

Before the fifth session she walked to the river.

The common reed grew in dense stands along the Severn’s edge, as it always had, indifferent to everything that had happened above it. She cut thirty stems at the base and carried them back to the archive. That evening she prepared them the way the texts described: dried briefly by the residual warmth of the building, cut at an oblique angle below a node, the tip split with a knife and trimmed to a point. The result was not elegant. It wrote.

She had three archival pens remaining. She would not distribute them again.

She had not planned to teach ink-making either. It had emerged from necessity, as most things now did.

Her supply would not last. She needed people who could make what she could make, or the ink died with her workload. She brought the materials to the fifth session alongside the bundle of prepared reeds. The oak galls, the iron sulfate she had recovered from a building maintenance store in small crystalline packets, the substitute binder made from boiled linseed. The slate, the stone, the glass rod.

She made a batch while they watched. She explained each step and why it worked — not because they needed the chemistry but because understanding the reason made the procedure more memorable than a list of steps. She wrote the process on the board and watched them copy it in their careful, uneven hands.

A younger man near the front — his name was Cian, he had been a furniture designer, he had come originally to ask about wood-jointing and stayed — looked at the finished ink and said: “That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“We have oak trees.”

“Yes.”

He was quiet for a moment, looking at the jar. “We could make as much of this as we needed.”

“Within the limits of the binder, yes. It is not indefinitely scalable. But enough.” She paused. “For now, enough.”

He wrote something in his notes with the look of a person adjusting a calculation. She had been seeing that look on David’s face for months. She found she did not mind seeing it on someone else’s.

After the session he stayed to help her put the materials away. He did not ask permission to stay. He simply remained, capping jars and setting things back in order with the careful attention of someone who had understood that the materials mattered. She did not ask him to leave.

He came back the following week before the session started and asked if there was preparation she needed done. She told him. He did it. This became the arrangement, arrived at without discussion, which was the only kind of arrangement she trusted.

—

The memory was the hardest part to teach. Also the most important.

She developed a method — not from the texts but from the problem itself. Before someone left the archive with knowledge they had come for, she asked them to close the book and tell her what they had learned. Not what the book said. What they had learned. The difference was the translation: the book’s vocabulary into their own, the book’s logic into their own understanding. If they could not do it, she gave them the book back.

Some found this intolerable. They were accustomed to looking things up, not knowing them. The distinction felt pedantic to people who had spent their lives with information permanently accessible. She explained it was not pedantic.

“If the book burns,” she said to a room that had grown from eleven to twenty-three over two months, “what you carry in your head is what remains. If the book is in the archive and you are in the field, what you carry in your head is what you have. The book is one copy, in one place. You are a copy that walks.” She looked at them. “That is why we are here. Not to read. To carry.”

She did not enjoy public speaking. She had never enjoyed it. But she had found that the urgency of what needed saying had a way of overriding the discomfort of saying it, and she had stopped waiting for the discomfort to pass before she opened her mouth.

The youngest person in the room was eleven. She sat near the back and wrote in a notebook she had made herself — folded pages stitched with thread, a cover cut from packaging board — with a reed pen she held with the particular care of someone managing a full jar of ink for the first time. Eleanor had watched her fill a page without spilling a drop and had felt something she did not immediately have a name for. The girl wrote in the small careful hand of someone who had learned recently and was already treating every blank page as finite. She had understood the scarcity without being taught it. Eleanor found this, quietly, extraordinary.

—

At the end of each session she remained in the archive alone.

She walked the shelves. She touched the spines the way she had always touched them — not with sentimentality, or not only sentimentality, but with the assessor’s eye of someone cataloguing what was irreplaceable. She knew what had burned. She did not look at those gaps. She looked at what was there.

The knowledge was moving. She could feel it — slowly, imperfectly, held in hands still learning to write and minds still learning to hold. Cian making ink from his own notes in his own rooms. David filling the notebook’s remaining pages in small careful letters, a man who had understood the scarcity before she’d had to explain it. A woman from the second row who had come back on a non-session day to work through an index alone, because she had decided she was not going to be defeated by it. And a girl of eleven with a homemade notebook and her own jar of ink, writing things down not because anyone had told her to but because she had watched David do it for months and understood, without being able to articulate it, that this was how you held onto things.

Not fast enough. It was never fast enough. Eleanor knew, from the accounts she had read of other catastrophes, that knowledge felt like the least urgent thing until it was the thing that decided everything.

She locked the archive door and walked back through the district.

In her coat pocket: a small jar of iron gall ink, a reed pen cut that morning from the riverbank, a folded piece of paper with forty lines of text she had copied from a manuscript on water treatment. Two copies of certain things was the minimum. One was not enough.

She would recopy it tomorrow. And the day after.

One copy that stayed. One copy that walked.
Maya
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—

Raj had been showing her how to read the soil.

Not read like Eleanor meant — not symbols on a page — but read with her fingers, the way he had described his grandfather teaching him. You took a handful and squeezed it and opened your hand and looked at what the soil did. If it held its shape and crumbled when you poked it, it was right. If it held its shape and stayed held, it was too wet. If it fell apart without holding at all, it needed work.

She had been doing it for ten minutes when he said she could stop.

“You understand it,” he said.

“I think so.”

“You do. You would know if you didn’t.” He took the soil from her and looked at it. “Your grandfather’s hands learn things your head doesn’t always follow. But your head is following.”

She wiped her hands on her trousers. She was not sure she had a grandfather. She thought she might have had one, somewhere, but she had never met him and she could not now ask anyone who would know.

She did not say this. Raj had enough to carry without her adding to it. She could tell he had enough to carry because she had been watching him since David brought her to the group, and she had learned to read Raj the same way he was teaching her to read soil: something in how he held himself, a quality of effort underneath the ease, the way a person looks when they are doing a thing they need to do before they can rest.

She did not know what the thing was. She had decided she did not need to know.

“Tomorrow,” Raj said, “I’ll show you the rotation.”

She said she would be there, and she was.

—

She was learning a great number of things. She kept notes on all of it — in the notebook she had made from folded pages and a strip of cloth, with a reed pen and the ink Eleanor had shown her how to make.

She had made it because of David. That was the truth of it. She had watched him write in his notebook since the first day — on the walkway, in the meetings, in the field, anywhere something needed to be recorded — and had understood, before she could have explained it, that this was how he held onto things. That the notebook was how he kept the world from slipping. She had decided, without telling anyone, that she was going to do the same thing.

Eleanor had helped her with the ink. She had made the cover herself from a piece of packaging board. The pages were a mix of whatever she had been able to find — endpapers from a damaged book Eleanor had said couldn’t be salvaged, the back of an instruction sheet from somewhere in the building, some sheets of archive paper that Eleanor had given her without comment. It was not a good notebook. It was hers.

She was careful with the ink. She had spilled it once, in the first week, and had sat looking at the dark stain spreading across the page with a feeling she couldn’t name until she recognised it as the same feeling she had about the link: something gone that she couldn’t get back. She had not spilled it since.

David had never said anything about the notebook. He had seen it — she knew he’d seen it because she had been sitting across from him at the table when she first took it out — and he had looked at it for a moment and then looked back at his own and kept writing. She had decided this was the best possible response. It meant he had seen it and it was fine. It meant she didn’t have to explain it. It meant he understood.

Fire, from a woman in Jordan Mackenzie’s group who had been doing it since before the Silence as a hobby and who had shown her three methods in one afternoon, starting with the easiest. Seed-sorting, from Raj, which was mostly about patience and light and knowing what you were looking for. Bandage technique, from Ashna, who had shown her twice and then said: now you show me, which was how Maya preferred to learn. The names of tools, from Stephen, who said the name of each thing once while he was using it and did not repeat it, which meant you paid attention the first time or you didn’t know.

Stephen had given her a task last week. Something needed threading through a narrow gap in a wall cavity — a cable, not electrical, just a guide line for something he was setting up — and it required hands smaller than his. He had explained what was needed in seven words. She had done it in four minutes. He had looked at the result and said nothing, which she had learned was his version of well done.

Maeve had laughed at something, quietly, in the background. Maya was not always sure what Maeve found funny, but she had noticed that Maeve laughed more around Stephen than around anyone else, and that Stephen’s expression when this happened was a man pretending not to know what was funny.

She filed this away with everything else.

—

Daniel Mackenzie was twelve and knew words Maya had not encountered before, some of which she later asked David about and some of which she decided not to ask David about. His sister Mary was eleven like Maya, which in theory made them peers, but Mary had grown up in the outer-margins community from birth and had a self-sufficiency that Maya found both impressive and slightly exhausting. Sarah, who was nine, simply did whatever she wanted until Janice Mackenzie’s voice reached her across whatever distance separated them, which was the most efficient correction system Maya had observed.

The three of them moved through the district like people who had never needed to ask permission for anything, which as far as Maya could tell was accurate. David’s group asked before they took things. Jordan’s group took things and explained afterwards, which was faster and produced the same result and occasionally produced a different result when the explanation didn’t go well.

Maya had been raised on David’s approach. She was not certain it was better. She was certain it was different.

She and Mary had spent an afternoon in February sorting the seed tins on the shelf in the visitor centre, rechecking the labels Raj had made against the actual contents, because someone had reshuffled them and the labels no longer matched and this was — as Raj had said, and then said again — not a small problem. Mary worked without talking, which Maya appreciated. They found six mismatches. They relabelled them. When Raj found out he said good, once, which Maya had also come to understand.

—

Eleanor had given her a text.

Not to read in the way everyone else read — for a specific answer to a specific question. To read all the way through. A short one: a historical account of seed-saving practise, written in the nineteenth century, in English that was not quite the English Maya spoke but close enough that she could follow it with effort.

She had read it twice. The second time she had made notes — careful notes, with the reed pen Eleanor had shown her how to hold, in the small close handwriting she was developing because paper was not something to waste. She had written the parts that seemed most important, in her own words, the way Eleanor had asked.

Eleanor had looked at the notes for a long time without speaking.

“You left out the section on root vegetables,” she said.

“It was the same as what Raj already knows. He’s already told David.”

Another pause. “You cross-referenced it.”

“It was the same information.” Maya looked at her. “Was I wrong?”

“No,” Eleanor said. She had the expression of someone recalculating something. “No, you were not wrong.”

She had given Maya a second text the following week. Longer, harder, a different century. Maya was still working through it.

—

At night she kept the link on the floor beside her.

That was what everyone had called them — links. The small personal devices that had connected you to everything: to people, to information, to the AI layer that ran the world. Hers had been dark since the Silence. The screen had not come back. It was not going to come back. She knew this and kept it anyway.

She did not sleep with it in her hand any more — she had done that in the first months, had woken in the night to check it in case something had changed, in case the screen had come back, in case. It never had. She had eventually stopped checking and started simply keeping it close, which was not the same as letting go of it. She was not going to let go of it.

Inside were the photographs. She knew this. She could not see them.

She thought sometimes about what they showed. Her mother’s face, which she could still mostly reconstruct in the daytime when she tried hard, but which came back differently at night, softened and rearranged by sleep into something that was close but not quite right. Her father, who she was less sure of — not because she had loved him less but because she had been with her mother more in those last months and the more recent memories were the ones that stayed sharpest.

She knew the photographs were in there. She knew exactly how to find them — which folder, what gesture on the screen — and the screen was dark and that gesture was not available to her, and it would not be available to her, and she was eleven years old and this was the fact of it and she had not found a way to make the fact of it into something she could hold.

She held the link instead. She was very good at holding things she could not fix.

—

The thing about the adults that she had worked out early and kept working out because it kept being true: they were frightened of things that were already gone.

Not all of them. David was frightened of things that hadn’t happened yet, which was different and made more sense. Raj wasn’t frightened of things in a way she could see, though she suspected he had arranged his fear somewhere she couldn’t see it. Ashna was frightened of specific things that were actually dangerous, which seemed correct to Maya. Stephen did not appear to be frightened of anything, which Maeve had once said — quietly, not to Stephen — was its own kind of problem.

But the others. The people in the queues and the meetings and the corridors. They were frightened of the dark screens, the empty dispensaries, the gone-ness of things that had been there before. They were grieving something Maya did not have a strong memory of and so could not grieve in the same way. She had been ten when it ended. She had known the AI world the way you know a house you grew up in — not as a system or a miracle, just as the way things were. And then it had stopped being the way things were, and now this was the way things were, and she had a new house to learn.

She did not say this to the adults. She had tried once, early on, and the reaction had been complicated in ways she had not fully parsed.

She had understood, after a while, that grief was not a problem to be solved by pointing out that the thing you were grieving was gone and the thing in front of you was real. She had understood this because she was holding a dead link every night and she would not have thanked anyone for pointing that out to her either.

—

In the morning she went back to the fields with Raj.

He was teaching her the rotation plan today — which families to which sections, the logic that kept the soil from exhausting itself. She had her notes from yesterday’s session and the pen in her pocket and she was going to write down everything he said and then close the notebook and tell it back to him until she had it, because that was what Eleanor had taught her was the point and Eleanor was right about most things.

The field in the early light was the same field it had been the day before. The soil was the soil it had always been. She could read it now — could pick up a handful and feel what it told her and know what to do with what it said.

This was what she had instead of what she had lost. She had decided it was enough, because the decision to have it be enough was available to her and the decision to have her parents back was not, and she was not going to spend the rest of her life only wanting the things she could not have.

She was eleven years old. There was a great deal left to learn.

She put the link in her pocket and walked out into the morning.
Year Two

Year Two — 2128 to 2129

—

He had been keeping a count since Month Four.

Not an official count — there was no official count, no mechanism for one, no body that had taken on the work of knowing what the district had lost. The council had announced in the autumn of Year One that records were being maintained, which was the kind of thing you said when you meant something else entirely. David had stood at the back of that meeting and written in his notebook: records. The system that kept records is dark. What records. And then he had started keeping his own, because if he didn’t, who would.

By the end of Year Two, the number in the notebook was sixty-three percent.

He had checked it three times. He had gone back through his sources — the tallies from the kitchen, the facility’s log of admissions and outcomes, the conversations he’d had with Ashna, the walking counts he’d done himself in the east block corridors when the morning was quiet and he needed to understand what the numbers were actually saying. He had found one error, a double entry for the west building that came out of the way the volunteer count operated, and corrected it. The corrected figure was sixty-three percent.

Sixty-three percent of the district. He did not think about this as an abstraction. He thought about the woman with the angular face who had come to the field in July of Year One and whose name he had never known, and whether she and the child were in the sixty-three percent or not. He thought about the couple on the third floor of the east block whose doors had been open every morning for six weeks before he noticed they weren’t open any more. He thought about Paul Reeve, forty-one, whose name he had learned from Ashna, who was in the notebook early and specific. About the family in the tower on the west margin whose names he had not known and still didn’t, four floors below where the CO had reached — who had been found by returning neighbours and recorded in the facility log as exposure because there was no better word for it.

The causes were not always clean categories. The old had died because the conditions the AI had been managing were no longer managed — not of age, exactly, but of the gap between what their bodies required and what was now available to provide it. The infections had been the worst of the middle months: wounds that should have been simple, respiratory illness in the towers where the ventilation had begun to degrade, the fly-borne contamination that had followed the bodies before Stephen got the crematorium running. Cold had taken some, in the period before Stephen got the heat systems running and in the twenty percent of floors it still hadn’t reached. And hunger — not starvation outright, not for most of them, but the slow narrowing of reserves that left people too weakened to fight what came next.

He had not yet decided how to feel about sixty-three percent. There was no frame for it that didn’t buckle under the weight.

—

The rationing system had taken three months to stop being an argument and start being a practise.

The principle was simple enough: everyone received a minimum. Not enough to thrive on, but enough to function — the floor below which no one dropped, regardless of what they contributed or what they couldn’t. David had held this line through every version of the conversation and would continue to hold it, because the alternative — allocation strictly by contribution — produced a logic that started with the able-bodied and ended somewhere he was not prepared to go.

Above the minimum, work earned more. This was the part that had needed defending.

The field workers got more — the arithmetic of it was not complicated, physical labour burned calories, and people who were too depleted to lift a spade were not growing food for anyone. Helena’s clearance crew got more — they were doing work that no one else would do, for reasons that had nothing to do with physical demand and everything to do with the difficulty of asking it of people. Jordan’s team running security at the kitchen and the fields got more. The Tuesday archive sessions were different: Eleanor had refused extra allocation for herself, had accepted it for the volunteers on the basis that they were doing skilled work that was not immediately gratifying and needed a reason to return. He had written her argument in the notebook and not disputed it.

The part that was hard to defend, when people asked, was the trust.

There was no credit system. No tokens, no ledger, no mechanism for tracking what had been given against what had been earned other than the word of the kitchen volunteers and the kitchen volunteers’ understanding of who had been working and who hadn’t. Mira Kowalski ran the morning allocation with a handwritten list and the specific authority of someone who had decided that fairness and flexibility were not the same thing. She was occasionally wrong. People occasionally lied. He was not certain the lies amounted to much, at the margin — someone eating more than they’d earned was not, in most cases, eating more than they needed, and the policing of small dishonesty cost more than it recovered.

What it cost that he could not calculate was harder. The indignity of it. The daily reckoning of what your contribution was worth, in calories, in the eyes of the person holding the serving ladle. He had thought about this a great deal and had not arrived at a better system, which was not the same as being satisfied with it.

—

The planting had been the worst mistake.

Not the planting itself — the planting had been right, the only available right decision given what they were facing in the spring. The mistake had been his: the timing, the over-ride of Raj’s careful objection about soil temperature. He had calculated that an early attempt with partial losses was better than a textbook start that came six weeks later, and he had been right about the calculation in the abstract. He had been wrong about what partial losses meant in practise. The runner beans hadn’t taken at all. Two of the produce varieties came in at under twenty percent. One hadn’t germinated. He had given the group numbers in May that were higher than the numbers in his notebook, and people had held on toward those numbers, and the numbers had not been real.

He had told them what he knew. He had told them less than he knew, which had felt like wisdom. He had revisited this assessment several times since then and was still not sure of the verdict. What he was sure of was that he had not done it again. The numbers he gave now were the numbers in the notebook.

Ashna had a word she used for this. She had used it in the context of her own work — the cases where she had learned something from an outcome she had not wanted. She said: information. Not: mistake I can’t undo, not the thing I did that I think about at night. Just: information for next time. He had been trying to apply this consistently and finding it easier in some directions than others.

—

The things that had broken were not the things he had expected to break.

He had expected the infrastructure to fail faster. The water systems, the heating, the power. He had spent the first months waiting for the cascade — the sequence in which one system’s failure would accelerate the next — and it had not come, not in the way he’d feared. The borough towers were built better than anyone had needed to think about while they were running as designed, and the absence of the AI had revealed, as much as anything, how much of what the system managed had been unnecessary management. The building ran. The pipes still held pressure. The power came through.

What had failed was everything that required human knowledge nobody had.

The bodies. The fly population that followed the bodies. The food contamination in the kitchens, the cases in the tower corridors, the specific grief of a problem that built slowly from something that should have been manageable and wasn’t, because the infrastructure for managing it had assumed machines that were no longer there. Stephen had got the crematorium running in October. Helena had been doing the clearance work for three months before that. He did not dwell on what those three months had cost in the aggregate of the count.

The family on the west margin. They had not known that burning packaging material in an enclosed room was dangerous. He did not know the mechanism by which nobody had told them — whether word had not reached that floor, whether the information existed in the archive in some form that could have reached them, whether Eleanor’s sessions were not yet covering that ground, whether someone had known and not connected it to the family’s particular situation. The information had not reached them. They had done what seemed reasonable with what they had. He had written it in the notebook as a category rather than a specific: thermal safety — information not reaching people who need it. He had brought it to Thursday’s meeting and they had spent an afternoon on how to fix it.

The distribution depot was empty.

He had been back three times since that first run with Stephen and Helena, each visit with more people and more trolleys, and each visit the shelves had been lower — partly their own taking, partly the tracks of the other groups who had found the same route and were making the same calculation. The last time he had been out there, in October, the racks were stripped to the structural bracing. Someone had taken the trolleys. The air in the warehouse had lost the specific sealed stillness of an unused space and taken on something more ordinary — disturbed, passed through, finished with. He had walked the length of it with his torch and written in the notebook: depot exhausted. No further supply runs.

He had known this was coming. He had built the calendar around it. What the depot had bought them was time — almost two years of time, uneven and inadequate and never quite enough, but enough to get seeds in the ground, enough to get a kitchen running on a schedule, enough to keep people functioning while they learned what they needed to learn to stop needing the depot at all. The Year Three plan did not include a return visit to the distribution centre. The Year Three plan assumed they were on their own.

The council had continued to be a problem in a way he found harder to catalogue than the bodies or the food.

They were not malicious. He had considered this carefully and come back to it more than once, because it would have been easier if they were. They were people who had held a particular kind of role — elected, which in practise had meant: selected by their neighbours to submit preferences to a system that translated those preferences into action. The AI had managed the allocation. The AI had set the schedules and monitored the compliance and enforced the outcomes. The council had, in effect, been a human interface to a machine that no longer existed. And yet here they were, still convening, still passing resolutions, still issuing directives to a district that had no mechanism for receiving them and no particular reason to comply.

He had written in the notebook, in the spring of Year Two: their authority was always procedural. The procedure is gone.

The clearest moment had been in April, when Councillor Draper had arrived at the visitor centre with two others and informed him that the distribution from the depot was to be placed under council oversight. He had explained, with the care he used when he was managing his own impatience, that the depot ran on a Thursday morning schedule managed by Mira Kowalski, that Mira answered to the kitchen volunteers and the kitchen volunteers answered to whoever was feeding the most people most efficiently, and that the council was welcome to attend a Thursday and observe. Draper had said that was not what he meant. David had asked what he did mean. There had been a silence of the kind that follows a question nobody has an answer to. The council, he had said eventually, represents the residents of this district. David had looked at him and said: so does the kitchen. He had not said it unkindly. It had landed the same way regardless.

They had no enforcement. They had no resources. They had nothing to withhold and nothing to offer that required their authority to give. A councillor’s word carried precisely as much weight as anyone else’s word, which was to say: the weight of the person behind it and nothing more. He had watched them discover this over the course of two years and had found it difficult to feel much on their behalf. What he had felt, more consistently, was the waste of it — the hours spent in session, the energy directed toward the maintenance of an institution whose function had dissolved, when the fields were short of hands and Ashna had been asking for help at the facility since Month Six.

He had said this, once, directly. He had not repeated it. He had decided it was sufficient to have said it once and to have meant it.

Councillor Vass was the partial exception. She had been in the kitchen on the morning of the push incident and had not come back in any official capacity. But the following month she had turned up at the visitor centre on a Tuesday afternoon with a handwritten list of tower corridors where the morning round needed reinforcing, and had handed it over without making it a meeting. It was useful information, given without theatre. He had written her name in a different section of the notebook. Not a different category — a different section. The distinction mattered to him, even if only in the notebook.

—

There were things Raj was not telling him.

He had understood this since September. Not from anything said — from a quality of stillness, a particular management of pace, the way Raj occasionally stopped in the middle of the field and stood with his eyes on the middle distance for a few seconds before continuing. It was not the stillness of someone gathering thought. It was the stillness of someone managing something.

David had not asked. He had considered asking, several times, and each time had found a reason not to — the momentum of the morning, the question someone else was asking, the specific usefulness of Raj at that moment that made it feel wrong to take him sideways. He had also, if he was honest, not been sure he wanted to know the answer.

Raj had given them the plan for Year Three in December. He had drawn it out on paper in the evening sessions, two evenings a week, working through it with David and Helena and Maya and whoever else turned up. He had been more thorough than Year Two’s plan, more precise, more specific about what would fail if they did it wrong — more patient. David had written down everything and then looked at the volume of it and thought: he is trying to give us everything.

He had not said this to Raj. He had said: this is good. And Raj had said: it will need to be.

—

What was still there.

He had started writing this list in October, when the count was at fifty-nine percent and he had needed something to set against it. Not as comfort — he was past the stage of needing comfort to be organised — but as information. The same word Ashna used.

The water ran. The towers’ passive systems — the physical plumbing, the pressure, the pipes that had been built before AI management existed and had been maintained by it and would outlast it — still delivered clean water to every floor of every occupied building in the district. Not perfectly clean. Ashna had concerns about the treatment, the chlorination protocols that were degrading without AI oversight, and he had those concerns filed under Year Three, urgent. But the taps worked. People were drinking. Nobody had collapsed from dehydration, which had been, briefly, in the first winter, one of the possibilities he had been carrying.

The power was on. Every tower in the district was still lit. The solar arrays and wind platforms on the exterior faces were still harvesting and the grid was still distributing and the emergency lighting had never needed to be emergency lighting because the real lighting had not failed. He thought about this sometimes in the evenings, standing at the window with the gorge below him and the tower faces illuminated in the particular warm amber of a city that had not gone dark — and he thought about the accounts he’d heard from other districts, from the people who’d arrived in the first months from further afield, about what the dark looked like from the outside. The Ironbridge towers were visible from the outer margins of the megacity. They had been visible since Day Zero. He thought about what that had meant to people who could see them.

The heat. Stephen had told him in November: eighty percent of occupied floors. The ground-source system running, the compressors repaired, the loops delivering warmth through ducts to floors where people were still living. The twenty percent of occupied floors that the fourth compressor had not yet reached — people had moved. The towers were mostly empty now in ways they had not been eighteen months ago, which had a cost that was in the count, but it also meant that the people who remained were concentrated in the working sections and the working sections were warm.

Jordan Mackenzie’s group. He had gone in October, before winter, as he had written in the notebook. He had brought Stephen, because Stephen was the thing he had that Jordan Mackenzie needed, and because walking in with something real was different from walking in with a list of names and a plan. It had gone the way that things went when two groups of people who were both serious about surviving were in the same room and had something each other needed. Not smoothly. But past the friction. They were in the calculation now — their stores, their knowledge, their people in the kitchen and in the field for Year Three. Jordan Mackenzie himself had sat at the table in December while Raj walked through the Year Three plan, and had not said a great deal, and at the end had said: the fallow is right. Which was the whole endorsement he was going to get and was, David had come to understand, the whole endorsement he needed.

The archive. The sessions Eleanor was running, the ink she was making, the knowledge slowly moving into heads and notebooks and the hands of people who could carry it. It was not fast enough — it was never fast enough, she had said so herself — but it was moving. He had been to three sessions this year. He had watched people who had never needed to write by hand learning to write by hand, learning to read index systems, learning to distinguish between what a book said and what they understood from it. He had watched Maya sit near the back with her handmade notebook and her careful ink and copy things down with the specific frugality of someone who had understood, without being taught it, that the page was finite and the knowledge was not.

—

At the end of the year he sat at the table in the visitor centre and opened the notebook to a clean page.

He had a habit, at the turn of the year, of writing what he knew. Not plans — he had pages of plans, elaborate and careful, everything Raj had told him and everything they had worked out together and the practical structure of what had to happen in February and March to make spring possible. Not the count, which was its own section. Just what he knew, at this specific moment, that he had not known at the beginning of the previous year.

He wrote for a long time. When he was done he looked at it.

The column was longer than it had been at the end of Year One. The column at the end of Year One had been longer than anything he’d known on Day Zero. He did not think about this as progress, exactly — progress implied a destination, and he had grown less certain of destinations than he had once been. He thought about it as direction. They were moving in a direction. The direction was not neutral.

He closed the notebook and walked to the bridge.

It was a clear night in January, cold in the specific way that cold was honest, the Severn below him carrying the dark of the sky in its surface and the towers on both sides of the gorge still lit. Not brightly — the ambient glow had changed since the Silence, softer, the displays dark on every face, only the residential lighting and the amber emergency strips and the warm squares of windows where people were still awake. It was different from how the city had looked before. It was not dark.

He stood at the midpoint of the bridge. The cast iron rail was cold under his hands — three hundred and forty-nine years old, the oldest thing he touched on most days, unchanged. He had demonstrated it to school groups for twenty years, had said the same things about the men who built it without machines and without guidance and without certainty, and the demonstration had meant one thing then and meant something different now.

He looked at the lit windows in the towers.

Sixty-three percent was the count. The count was real and he carried it and would continue to carry it. And the depot was finished, and the dispensaries were stripped, and they were standing now at the edge of what they had built themselves, with nothing behind them to fall back on. And the lights were on. And the water ran. And in the spring there would be more ground prepared, more seed stock, more hands that knew what they were doing — Raj’s hands, Jordan’s people’s hands, Maya’s hands that had been learning to read soil since Year One and were eleven years old and had decades left.

He stayed on the bridge until the cold required him to move.

Then he walked back to the visitor centre, put the notebook in his pocket, and went to make sure the kitchen was ready for the morning.

    
    The Harvest

    


  Planting Season

Year Three — Spring 2130

—

He had made a rule for himself about hope.

Not against it — he was not, he thought, the kind of person who required bleakness to feel serious. But he had made a rule: he would not let himself feel it before the evidence warranted it, because the distance between what you hoped for and what arrived was the gap through which the worst losses fell. He had learned this in Year One in the specific and non-abstract way that you learned things when the lesson cost people their lives, and he had carried it into Year Two, and he was carrying it now into the first week of March in Year Three, standing at the edge of the south field with his notebook and watching Raj walk the rows.

He watched Raj walk the rows and thought: this is different.

He had thought something like this before, in Year One, before the runner beans didn’t take. He had felt something like confidence then, of the kind that precedes a lesson. What he felt now was not confidence. It was something he didn’t have a precise word for — closer to the recognition of difference, the way you recognised that a thing was not the same as a previous thing, without yet committing to what it meant. He watched Raj crouch at the end of the third row and take a handful of soil and close his hand around it and open it again, and he noted what he was seeing, and he wrote it in the notebook, and he did not yet call it hope.

—

The fallow had worked.

He had not been certain it would, even with Jordan’s endorsement, even with Raj’s explanation of the mechanism — the soil that had been planted two years running without rest was depleted in ways that the AI-managed system had compensated for with nutrients that no longer came, and the fields that had been given a season without planting had recovered some of what the continuous cropping had taken. Not fully. Raj had told him in December, without drama: the soil is not good. What he had also told him, with the same absence of drama, was: it is better than it was, and it is workable.

Workable was the word David had written in the notebook and returned to throughout the winter.

The other fields — the ones they’d pushed through Year One and Year Two out of necessity — were the problem. Raj had made the decision in December and David had not argued with it: two of the five accessible sections would not be planted this year. They were too depleted, and planting in depleted soil in hope of a result was the calculation he had made in Year One and it had been wrong. Better to rest two sections and plant three well than to plant five badly. The fallow sections from Year Two would carry the weight. David had written the numbers several times and come back each time to the same conclusion, which was that the numbers were tight enough that right had to mean right, not approximately right.

—

The seed stock was the thing he had not taken for granted.

Raj had stored it through the winter with the particular care of someone who understood that the seeds in the sealed tins in the back room of the visitor centre were not simply food — they were the following year, and the year after that, and the accumulation of everything they had worked out about what grew here and what the soil would accept. He had labelled each tin in his careful hand, noted germination rates, noted which varieties had performed and which had disappointed and what the conditions had been. He had kept back more than David had told people he was keeping back, because next year’s planting depended on this year’s seed, and this year’s seed depended on last year’s surplus, and that calculation had to be done honestly or it didn’t hold.

Jordan’s contribution had made the difference. His people had kept back seed from their own growing for years before the Silence, out of habit or instinct or the specific preparation of people who had always assumed the systems would eventually fail. When Jordan had come to the December sessions and Raj had laid out the seed inventory, the exchange had not been a negotiation — Jordan had simply looked at the gaps in what Raj had and named what he could bring to fill them. Beans. Two varieties of kale. Potatoes that had already adapted to the Ironbridge climate over years of growing. He had said: I’ve got more than I need for my ground, if yours is right. Raj had said: my ground will be right.

David had written the combined inventory by variety and yield estimate and had looked at it for a long time. It was not enough to feed the district. It was not going to be enough to feed the district for several years. What it was, was enough to demonstrate the principle — to produce food in quantities that no longer relied on what the dispensaries had held, to prove to the people still in this district that the ground could give back if they asked it correctly. That was the threshold they were trying to cross. The number on the other side of it was a different problem, and he had it written under Year Four and Year Five in the back of the notebook where he kept things that were real but not yet immediate.

—

Stephen had solved the nutrient problem in January, in the way he solved most problems — by identifying something that was already working and redirecting it.

The towers’ organic waste systems were still running. They had always been passive in the engineering sense: gravity-fed, mechanically simple, designed to function without active AI management because the AI had been managing other things and hadn’t needed to. The lower processing units in the building basement were still receiving, still cycling, still producing the stabilised output that had, under the previous system, been collected by agricultural units and distributed to managed fields on a schedule nobody in the residential towers had ever needed to think about. The schedule was gone. The collection was gone. The output had been going nowhere for three years.

Stephen had spent a week in January in the lower basement levels with a survey lamp and a notebook of his own and come back to the Thursday meeting with a proposal that he delivered without ceremony: the processed output could be directed. Not easily — it would require manual work that nobody was going to enjoy, transport across the field access routes, correct application rates that Raj would need to specify. But the material was there, in volume, and it was exactly what the depleted soil required.

Raj had looked at him for a moment and then said: how much?

Stephen had named a figure. Raj had written it down, done something with it in his head, and said: that’s enough for the south section and the east beds both, if we apply it correctly.

The work had taken three weeks across February. Stephen had organised it with the same lack of sentiment he brought to the crematorium and the clearance routes and the compressor repairs — as a logistical problem with a solution, the unpleasantness of which was not relevant information. He had recruited eight people, all of them understanding what they were volunteering for, none of them asked to perform enthusiasm about it. They had done the work.

David had passed the visitor centre one evening in the second week and found Maya standing in the doorway with her arms folded and an expression of theatrical suffering, and Maeve behind her in identical posture.

“He has to leave his clothes outside,” Maya said, with the gravity of someone reporting a serious grievance. “On the landing. He can’t bring them in.”

“We voted,” Maeve said.

“It wasn’t close,” Maya said.

David had looked at them both and then through the doorway to where Stephen was visible at the far table, eating with the undisturbed appetite of a man whose conscience was entirely clear, wearing different clothes and apparently untroubled by the domestic situation on the landing.

“The fields will be better for it,” David had said.

“I know,” Maya said. She did not change her expression. “He still has to leave them outside.”

He had written it in the notebook that night, not as information but because he had found himself smiling about it in the stairwell and the reasons for smiling had become scarce enough that he thought it worth recording.

—

The hands were the part he had not fully planned for, and had turned out to be the part that mattered most.

In Year One there had been six of them who understood the work, and more who helped, and the understanding had been thin even among the six — Raj knew the farming, David knew the logistics, and everyone else was learning fast enough to be useful but not fast enough to catch the mistakes before they made them. In Year Two the seed failures had been partly soil, partly timing, partly the simple inadequacy of people trying to do carefully the things they had never done. The knowing had still been concentrated in too few heads.

The past two winters had moved it.

Eleanor’s sessions had done the theoretical work: the rotation principles, the soil chemistry as much as they could extract it from the pre-AI manuals, the seed preparation, the irrigation logic, what drainage problems looked like before they became drainage disasters. Raj had done the practical work, in the field and in the visitor centre both, standing over people’s hands and saying: not like that. Like this. Helena had become competent at things she had not known the names of eighteen months ago and was now teaching people who were three months behind her, which was its own kind of multiplication. Maya — twelve now, steady, entirely matter-of-fact about all of it — had spent so much time in the field over two years that she read the soil the way David read the notebook: quickly, with a specific attention that was hard to acquire and harder to fake.

Jordan had brought eleven people to the south field on the first morning. They arrived before the others, had already moved the seedling trays from the visitor centre without being asked, and were standing at the field edge in the early cold with the specific patience of people who knew what the morning was going to ask of them. Raj had walked down the row, hands in pockets, stopped in front of them, and said: have you done this before? The man nearest him — late twenties, wide shoulders, someone whose name David had not yet learned — had said: potatoes, yes. The rest we’ll follow. Raj had nodded once and started at the north end of the first bed, and they had followed.

David had stood at the field margin for a while and watched and then written in the notebook: enough hands.

He underlined it. Then he put the notebook in his pocket.

—

Raj was slower than he had been.

This was not a morning’s observation — he had been watching it accumulate since September, the slight difference in pace, the way Raj took longer at the end of a row before moving to the next, the occasional stillness that he had written down and not yet named. He watched it now without being able to stop watching it. Raj was moving along the bed with Maya alongside him, pointing at intervals and saying something David couldn’t hear, and Maya was listening with the total attention she gave things she had decided mattered. Raj’s hands moved carefully over the prepared soil, demonstrating a depth or a spacing or a technique that David would need to understand without being the one it was demonstrated to.

He had written, in December, after the Year Three sessions: he is trying to give us everything.

He had not said it then. He did not say it now. What he said, when Raj came back to the field edge at midday and they stood with their backs to the wind and their tea going cold: how does it look?

Raj considered the question with the thoroughness he brought to questions he thought deserved a real answer.

“Better than Year Two,” he said. “The south section will perform. The east section I want to watch — the drainage hasn’t fully recovered and if March is wet we’ll have a problem in the second row. But the seed is good and the preparation is right and the people know what they’re doing.” He looked at the field. “If the weather holds, we’ll have something to show for it.”

David wrote this down.

“You’re satisfied,” he said.

Raj looked at him sideways, the particular look he used when he thought someone was understating something.

“I am not satisfied,” he said. “I won’t be satisfied until there’s something in the ground that’s still growing in July. But I am not dissatisfied.” He picked up his tea. “That will have to do.”

—

By the end of the first week the south field was planted.

Three varieties of potato in the upper beds, properly spaced, properly deep, the seed potatoes that Jordan’s people had brought pre-chitted and selected down to the sound ones by Raj’s hands and Maya’s hands working through the storage crates in the back of the visitor centre across three evenings in February. Kale and chard along the lower beds where the drainage was reliable. Beans at the east margin where the wall gave shelter — Raj had pointed at the wall and said: microclimate. Two degrees warmer. That’s the difference. The heritage greenhouse, now opened and managed, held the tomato seedlings under glass until the last frost, the descendants of Raj’s original plant, propagated and cross-checked through two seasons.

David had walked the planted rows on the last afternoon, alone, when the others had gone in. The soil was dark where it had been disturbed. The surface was flat and worked, the beds bordered and labelled in Eleanor’s hand on staked tags, the irrigation channels at the correct angles. Nothing was visible yet. The field looked, to anyone who didn’t know what had gone into it, like turned earth.

He stood at the south end and looked north along the rows.

He thought about the woman with the angular face from the July field in Year One, and whether she had lived to see this. He thought about Paul Reeve. He thought about the family on the west margin. He thought about sixty-three percent, which was what the notebook said and which he had stopped trying to find a frame for.

He thought: if this works, it will not bring them back. He thought this clearly and without drama, because it was true and needed to be thought plainly.

And then he thought: if this works, it will be the first food grown by human hands in this district since the Silence. He thought this also, and let it sit alongside the other thing, because they were both true and one did not cancel the other.

He walked back to the visitor centre in the last of the light.

He did not call it hope. But he noted, in the notebook, before he closed it for the night: planted. Conditions favourable. Now we wait.

He had not written now we wait in a notebook before. He had always been in the middle of the work, with more work ahead. He sat with the unfamiliarity of it for a moment.

Then he closed the notebook, and went to make sure the kitchen was ready for the morning, and waited.
Tending

Year Three — Summer 2130

—

David — the south field, early morning

He had a new habit.

Before the kitchen opened, before the Thursday meeting, before anyone else was in the field, he walked the rows. He did not do anything while he walked them — did not weed, did not water, did not make decisions. He simply walked and looked and wrote what he saw in the notebook.

Kale — east bed, outer rows stronger than inner. Check drainage. Bean plants — north section, climbing well. Four weeks, maybe five. Tomatoes — glass house, fruit set on seven of nine plants. Raj was right about the spacing.

He had been keeping a different kind of count since March. Not losses — growth. The height of the bean plants against a cane he’d marked at weekly intervals. The number of kale leaves per plant at first cutting. The weight of the first chard harvest, recorded in the back of the notebook against what he’d estimated, and the estimate had been low.

He stood at the south end of the field and looked north along the rows in the early light.

The plants were there. They were green and they were growing and they were real. He wrote in the notebook: Week 19. All sections viable. East drainage — monitor. Then he closed it and stood for another minute in the quiet before the day began.

He did not call it what it was. But he stood there a minute longer than he needed to.

—

Raj — the glasshouse, mid-morning

The tomatoes needed more support.

He had known this was coming — he had grown enough of them over enough years to know the weight of fruit on a plant not yet fully staked, and he had been watching the second plant from the left lean incrementally against its neighbour for the past two weeks. He had the stakes. He had simply been waiting for the right moment, which was a thing he did with the patience that came from understanding that most problems in a garden resolved themselves if you timed the intervention correctly and became worse if you didn’t.

He tied the stem to the new stake with the piece of cord he’d been carrying in his pocket. He worked slowly and carefully, the way he did everything now, which was not the same as the way he had worked slowly and carefully before — this was a managed slowness, a conscious distribution of effort across a morning. He was aware of it and did not spend time on the awareness.

The fruit on the seventh plant was the size of a walnut. Green still. Six weeks, perhaps seven.

He stood back and looked at the row. Nine plants, all fruiting, the glass holding the warmth of the morning, the smell of the leaves when he’d brushed them — that specific green smell that was tomato and nothing else — filling the small space around him.

He had grown his first tomato plant thirty years ago in a flat in Leicester with a south-facing window and entirely insufficient light, and it had produced four tomatoes that had been mealy and flavourless and the best thing he had ever eaten.

He picked up his bag and moved to the next plant.

—

Helena — the field margin, afternoon

The work had changed.

She was not sure exactly when it had changed — sometime in the spring, sometime around the point when the field started to look less like an argument and more like a fact. The security work was still real: she still walked the perimeter, still knew where Jordan’s people were stationed, still kept the bow accessible. There had been two incidents in Year Two that she did not think about in detail and did not need to, because they had been resolved and the resolution had held. There had been no incidents in Year Three.

What she did now was weed.

She did it for the same hours she had previously spent on watch, because the field still needed covering and the field also needed weeding, and the work was not so different in the ways that mattered — it required attention, it required patience, it was done in a particular state of readiness that she had spent eight years cultivating at a target range in a world where readiness had been a sport rather than a condition of life. She moved along the row with her hands in the soil and the bow in reach and the field around her green and quiet.

Maya passed the end of the row with a trug of kale cuttings and looked at Helena’s weeding with the specific assessment of someone who had been doing it longer.

“You’re leaving the chickweed,” Maya said.

“Is that bad?”

“In the potato beds it is. Here it doesn’t matter much.” She considered. “You can leave it.”

Helena went back to the weeding. Twelve years old and correcting her technique without ceremony. She found she didn’t mind.

—

Eleanor — the archive, afternoon

Someone had brought her beans.

They were in a cloth on the corner of the table — a handful of them, green, just picked, still warm from the field. She did not know who had left them. She had been in the back stacks when it happened and had come out to find them there, and had stood looking at them for longer than she would have admitted.

She was in the middle of cataloguing the third section of pre-AI agricultural texts, cross-referencing against the notes from Raj’s teaching sessions to identify gaps between what the books said and what they had learned from practise. There were more gaps than she had expected — not because the books were wrong, but because they had been written for conditions that were different from these, and the difference required translation that only the practise could provide. She had begun a supplementary set of notes in the back of each relevant volume, in ink, in her smallest hand. English climate. Heavy clay. See Raj’s drainage notes, folder 3.

She picked up one of the beans. It was the length of her hand, smooth, the seam just beginning to show where the pod was filling.

She bit into it. It tasted of the field and of the specific summer and of nothing she could compare to anything that had come from a dispensary.

She put the rest down and went back to the cataloguing. She made a note in the margin: First yield, Year Three. Week 18. Then she crossed it out, because it was not a note for the book. Then she wrote it again, because it was true and she had decided, carefully, that true things should be recorded even when they were not strictly useful.

Maya arrived mid-morning with the notebook open and a question.

She set it on the table without preamble, the drawing facing Eleanor. It was a beetle, rendered in ink with the kind of attention that made it immediately useful — the proportions accurate, the wing cases carefully hatched for depth, the legs drawn at the correct angles rather than the approximate ones. Eleanor had seen children draw insects before. This was not what children drew when they drew insects.

“I’ve found three in the field,” Maya said. “Same type. I want to know what it is.”

Eleanor looked at the drawing for a moment, then went to the natural history section. She had reorganised it in the spring by habitat and function rather than taxonomy, on the basis that the people most likely to use it were asking questions about what they were seeing rather than what kingdom it belonged to. She found the relevant text in four minutes, opened it to the ground beetle plates, and put it beside the notebook.

The match was immediate.

“Carabus violaceus,” Eleanor said. “Violet ground beetle. Predatory — it eats slugs, larvae, other insects. It’s beneficial. You want it in the field.”

Maya looked at the plate illustration and then at her own drawing and then wrote in the notebook beneath the drawing, in her careful hand: Carabus violaceus. Beneficial. Predatory. Encourage.

Eleanor watched her write it. The drawing was better than the plate illustration — more specific, observed from the actual thing rather than a specimen. She thought about the archive, about what it held and what it didn’t hold and what it was going to need, over the decades, to remain useful to people who were learning to live in the world the Silence had left.

“When you find things you can’t identify,” she said, “bring the drawing. Don’t try to describe it. The drawing is faster.”

Maya looked up. “I always draw them first,” she said, as though this were self-evident.

She closed the notebook and went back to the field.

Eleanor stood at the table for a moment, then moved the open text to the reference section where she was building the working library — the books pulled from the stacks and arranged for active use, not archival preservation. She had been adding to it slowly, the texts that the practise kept returning to. She made a note on the index sheet: Ground beetles — field species, natural pest management. See also: companion planting, folder 7.

She went back to the cataloguing. The beans were still on the corner of the table. She ate another one.

—

Ashna — the facility, early evening

The ward was quiet.

This was new — not an absence, not the quiet of a crisis between crises, but an actual reduction in the numbers. She had eleven patients. Three were recovering from the kind of infection that, in Year One, she would not have bet on. They were recovering. She had sourced the treatment from a text Eleanor had found and a supply that Jordan’s people had been storing without knowing what it was and she had tried it because the alternative was watching them worsen, and it had worked.

She sat at the desk and updated the facility log, which she still kept in the AI system’s format out of habit and because the structure helped her think. Admissions: 0. Discharges: 1. Condition notes: and then the eleven names and the eleven states.

Through the window the light was going amber. The field was not visible from here, but she had walked it once in June, on a morning when she had had two hours and nothing immediate requiring her presence. She had walked the rows with David and said very little and thought about the patients she was not walking the rows with, the ones who had not made it to Year Three, the ones who were in the count.

She had not gone back. She would, she thought. When there was time.

She closed the log. She checked on the three recovering patients, adjusted one drip line, sat with the third patient for a few minutes because he was frightened and frightened people healed more slowly and there was no medication for fear.

Then she went back to the desk, and opened the log again, and added a line she had not included in the formal record: Week 19. Ward quieter. Cautiously.

—

Stephen — the irrigation channel, late afternoon

The gradient was two degrees off.

He had known this since he’d laid it in April. He had laid it at two degrees off because the ground at the east margin had a buried obstruction — he had found it when he was digging the channel run and had made the decision in the moment, on the basis that two degrees off was not ideal and was better than going around. He had been monitoring it since.

The water moved. It moved less efficiently than it should, collected slightly at the third junction, drained from there adequately but not well. In a dry July it was not a problem. In an August with less rain than forecast, it could be.

He dug out the third junction by thirty centimetres, reset the stone bed, redirected the line by the two degrees it needed. The work took an hour and a half and required him to lie on his front for part of it, which was not comfortable, and which he did not think about.

He ran water through the corrected channel and watched it move.

It moved correctly.

He packed up his tools, brushed the soil off his front — not, he noted, from his clothes, which were already beyond the point where soil made a meaningful difference — and went to check the solar array coupling on the south face, because it had been making a sound he didn’t like and he had been meaning to get to it since Tuesday.

—

Jordan — the field boundary, evening

He walked the boundary at the end of each day.

He had done this since his group had started working the fields in March — not security, not an assigned task, simply the habit of someone who needed to see the full picture before he could close the day. He had walked his own ground the same way for twenty years. The rhythm was the same. What he was looking at was different.

He stopped at the north corner and looked south along the outer margin. The bean plants were visible above the field edge, the canes dark against the lighter sky, the plants climbing in the specific way that meant they were happy with the conditions. He knew that look. He had grown beans since his early twenties in three different places and they had that look here.

David Eastham’s people had done the work correctly. He had not been certain they would — not out of doubt for David specifically, but because correct was difficult and the gap between knowing a thing and doing a thing was where most groups came apart. They had not come apart. They had done the preparation, put in the hours, taken the guidance from the old man and applied it and come back with questions and applied the answers.

He had not told any of them this directly. It was not the kind of thing he said.

He finished the boundary walk and went back to find his people for the evening. The beans were doing well. That was enough.

—

Maya — the south field, dusk

She had found something in the third row of the east bed.

Not a problem — she had looked at it carefully, the way Raj had taught her to look at things before deciding what they were, and it was not a problem. It was a beetle. Quite a large one, dark, moving through the soil at the base of the kale with the purposeful unhurry of something that belonged there. She crouched and watched it for a while.

She opened the notebook to a blank page and drew it.

She did this with everything she couldn’t name — had done it since Year One, when the world had become full of things she had no words for and drawing them was the closest she could get to holding them still. She drew quickly and with care: the shape of the body, the division of the wing cases, the angle of the legs, the specific way the head sat. She hatched the dark of the shell with quick strokes of the pen. It took perhaps four minutes. The beetle moved on while she drew it, which was fine — she had looked long enough.

She had found three of the same type in the past week in different parts of the field, which meant it was a population, which meant it was a thing the field had, which meant she wanted to know what it was. She wrote beneath the drawing: East bed, third row. Week 19. What is this.

She stood up and looked along the row. The kale was dark in the evening light, the leaves broad and healthy, the outer ones big enough to cut now. She had cut the first ones three weeks ago and carried them to the kitchen herself because she had wanted to see what happened to them.

What happened to them was soup. She had eaten a bowl of it at midday and it had tasted like something she had grown, which was not a taste she had words for. She had drawn the bowl too, afterwards, which was perhaps unnecessary, but she had done it anyway.

She noted the beetle location in the margin and closed the notebook and walked back toward the visitor centre in the last of the light, not hurrying, the field behind her settling into the dark. She would take the drawing to Eleanor in the morning.
The Harvest

Year Three — Autumn 2130

—

Raj said: today.

He said it on a Tuesday morning in the second week of September, standing at the edge of the south field with his hands in his pockets and the early mist still on the gorge below them. He had been looking at the potato beds for perhaps a minute, not speaking. Then he said it.

David wrote it in the notebook. Not the word — the date. September 9th, 2130. Raj says: today.

He had been waiting for Raj to say it. He had not known he was waiting until the word arrived and something in him settled that he hadn’t known was unsettled.

“All sections?” he said.

“Start with the south beds. Work north. The east section needs another week but the rest is ready.” He looked at the field. “Get everyone you can.”

—

By eight in the morning there were thirty-one people in the south field.

Jordan had brought his full crew — eleven of them, arriving with the same pre-dawn punctuality as the first planting, already carrying the harvesting forks and the trugs and the storage crates they’d organised between themselves without anyone asking. Helena was at the north end of the first bed with three of the volunteers who had been on field duty since spring, marking the row before the first fork went in. Maya was already kneeling at the second bed, her hands in the soil at the base of a plant, checking.

David had sent word to the kitchen and to the facility and to Eleanor’s sessions. He had said: today. If you can come, come. He had not said what day it was, exactly — only what was happening. He had thought, in the early morning before anyone else was there, that there would probably never be a word for what day it was. The day of the harvest was the closest he had. It didn’t feel adequate and it was what they had.

Raj stood at the field margin and watched the thirty-one people arrange themselves, and David stood beside him and watched Raj.

“You should be in it,” David said.

“I will be,” Raj said. “In a minute.”

He stood for another moment, and then he walked to the second bed and crouched beside Maya, and said something David couldn’t hear, and Maya moved along to make room, and Raj put his hands in the soil.

—

The first potato came out of the ground at eight-fourteen.

David knew the time because he had been watching the clock in his head the way he watched everything, and he noted it in the notebook, and then he put the notebook in his pocket because this was not a moment to be watching from the margin with a pen.

Helena had dug the first fork in and turned the soil and there they were — a clutch of them, pale and earth-dark, tumbling into the light. She picked one up and looked at it. She did not say anything. She turned it in her hand, the soil falling off it, and the size of it — the realness of it, the specific dense weight of a thing grown from the ground by human hands — was in her face before she had decided to show it.

She held it out to Raj, who was working two metres away.

Raj looked at it for a moment. He took it from her, turned it, pressed his thumb gently against the skin in the way he did when he was assessing something, and handed it back.

“Good,” he said. It was not a small word, the way he said it.

—

They worked through the morning.

It was not quiet work — thirty-one people in a field, moving along beds, calling to each other across rows, the rhythm of forks going in and trugs filling and crates being carried to the collection point at the field edge. David worked the third bed from the south, beside one of Jordan’s people whose name he had learned was Teya, who worked with the systematic speed of someone who had done this before and whose rhythm he matched himself to without speaking. The soil was dark and heavy and gave up what it held.

The quantity was the thing he had not let himself fully anticipate.

He had done the calculations in February, in March, in June. He had written projected yield figures in the notebook and adjusted them as the season progressed and the plants told him more than the calculations had. He had been conservative, deliberately, because he had learned in Year One what optimism in a calculation cost. But even the conservative figure had been a number he had not been able to look at without something occurring in him that he had decided not to name.

Now the crates were filling. The trugs were being carried and emptied and carried again. The potato beds gave up row after row of the pale clutches, the storage varieties Raj had chosen in December for their keeping quality as much as their yield, for their ability to last a winter in the conditions the visitor centre’s back rooms could provide. He counted the crates as they filled. He stopped counting when the number exceeded his conservative estimate and started again from a different figure.

He was not conservative about the different figure.

—

Ashna came at midmorning.

She came from the direction of the facility, still in the clothes she worked in, and stood at the field edge for a moment, watching. He went to her.

“How long do you have?” he said.

“An hour. Maybe two.” She looked at the field — the people spread across it, the crates at the margin, the trugs moving. “I said I’d come.”

“There’s a fork at the east end.”

She worked the east bed for an hour and a half, alongside people she knew from the kitchen and from the ward and from the Thursday meetings, her hands in the soil like everyone else’s. She was not skilled at it — she was careful and deliberate where the others were faster, and she knew it, and it didn’t seem to matter to her. David watched her from across the field once and thought: she is here because she said she would be, not because it is comfortable, and that was exactly what Ashna had always been.

Before she left she came and stood beside him at the collection point, looking at the crates.

“What does it come to?” she said.

He had been doing the numbers in his head all morning. “Potatoes alone, enough for two meals a week per person through March, if we ration it right and the storage holds. Beans will add to that. Tomatoes.” He paused. “It’s not sufficient. It moves the line.”

She looked at the crates. “It moves the line considerably,” she said.

He did not argue with that.

—

The tomatoes came in at midday.

Raj and Maya had been in the glasshouse since ten, working through the nine plants, picking what was ripe, leaving what needed another week. The trugs came out of the glasshouse and went to the kitchen and the smell of them — the green, acid, real smell of tomatoes warm from the vine — reached the field and people looked up.

David went into the glasshouse when it was mostly done. The plants were still heavy with fruit — the next picking was a week away, and the one after that, the season running long in the shelter of the glass. Raj was at the far end, checking the last plant, his back to the door.

David stood in the warmth and the smell and thought about a tomato plant on the windowsill of a meeting room in Month Four, and about Raj saying: someone has to grow the first ones. He had been sitting across the table from him, and the room had been full of a particular weight, the weight of an argument nobody was sure how to end, and Raj had said it quietly and let it sit.

He had grown the first ones. Here were the ones that followed.

He did not say this to Raj. He said: “The south beds are done. Helena’s moving north.”

Raj said: “The drainage on the east section — tell them to be careful with the fork depth. The soil there doesn’t want to be broken more than necessary.”

“I’ll tell them.”

He went back to the field and told them.

—

By mid-afternoon the south and west beds were cleared.

The collection point was a long row of crates and sacks, the trugs still coming, the count in the notebook now filling most of a page. He stood at the end of it and let the arithmetic settle. Real numbers, not projections. Weight, variety, condition, estimated duration in storage. He had been wrong to be conservative — not wildly wrong, but wrong in the direction of caution, which was the right direction to be wrong in, because the distance between what he’d projected and what was actually in the crates was now surplus rather than deficit.

He wrote: sufficient. And then, below it, after a moment: more than sufficient for this winter. Seed stock protected. Year Four viable.

Maya appeared at his elbow. She looked at what he’d written, not embarrassed about reading it, because she never had been.

“Is it enough?” she said.

“For this winter, yes. For the district — not yet. We’re not there yet.”

She looked at the crates. “But we could be.”

“We could be,” he said. “That’s what this is.”

She considered that for a moment with the seriousness she brought to everything that mattered, and then went back to the field.

—

He knew what was happening elsewhere.

He had almost no information about what was happening elsewhere.

In three years, seven travellers had reached the district. They had come through the transit tunnels — freight routes built for units, not people, running in absolute dark through passages sized for machines at speeds no person could manage. Nobody came overland. The megacity had not been designed for that; the blocks turned their backs to the outside world and the fields beyond them had been accessed, here, only because Stephen had opened a door that nobody else had thought to try. Other towers may not have found their door. The tunnels were what remained, and the tunnels were not built for the people using them.

Seven in three years. Each one arrived with the specific damage of someone who had navigated something not intended to be navigated — the east midlands route blocked since Year One, the others dark and unmapped, the distances measured in hours of walking through machine-scale passages with whatever light they’d managed to bring. They received the minimum allocation, the same food allocation as anyone who didn’t yet work, and they stayed or moved on as they chose. Most had stayed.

What they had brought was not a picture. It was a scatter of data points from which he had tried, carefully, to infer a shape.

What they had brought was not a picture. It was a scatter of data points from which he had tried, carefully, to infer a shape. The picture was not complete — it would never be complete, there was no mechanism now for a complete picture — but he had enough of it to know the shape.

He had written in the back of the notebook, in small writing in the margin: worse than here. Much worse.

That was all he could honestly say. Ironbridge had the towers, the passive heat systems, the water still running, the kitchen, the door Stephen had opened onto the fields. They had lost sixty-three percent with all of that working in their favour. The seven travellers who had come through the tunnels had come from places where some of those things were absent, and the accounts they carried were not accounts of districts that had done better. He could not put a number on what he didn’t know. What he could say was that the direction of the inference only ran one way, and he had stopped trying to find a floor for it.

He stood at the collection point with the crates in front of him and held the two things at once: worse than here, much worse — and sufficient.

The mind did not collapse under it. He had expected it might, when he had first written those words in the margin, but it had not — it held the unknown scale of the loss the way it held the sixty-three percent and the names in the notebook and the family on the west margin and Paul Reeve at forty-one. It did not resolve. It was simply carried, the way the people who had grown this food were carrying it and working anyway, because the alternative to working anyway was not available.

He thought about the woman with the angular face from the July field in Year One. He thought about the couple on the third floor with the doors that had stopped being open. He thought about the child who had come with the woman to the field and whose name he had never known and would not know.

He thought: I wish you had lived to eat this.

He thought it clearly and without performing it, the way he’d learned to think the things that needed to be thought.

Then Helena came to the collection point with a full trug and started loading the next crate, and he put the notebook in his pocket and helped her.

—

In the evening the kitchen served what the harvest had given.

Not all of it — the storage portions went to the back rooms under Mira Kowalski’s count, weighed and stacked and logged in the kitchen’s book with the precision she brought to every allocation. But the damaged ones, the ones that wouldn’t keep, the first cutting of kale that had been in the kitchen since morning: those went into the pot, and the pot fed the evening meal, and the evening meal fed the district.

David ate at the long table with the others who had worked the field, and the food was simple and exactly itself and he did not try to make it more than it was. It was potatoes, grown three months ago from seed that had been kept through a winter and planted in soil that had been rested and fed and worked by people who had learned to work it. It was chard from the east beds and kale from the first cutting and beans that had been drying since August. It was food grown by human hands from this ground, in this year, in the specific place that they had not left and would not leave.

Nobody made a speech. He had thought, in the abstract, that someone might, and then when the evening arrived it seemed obvious that no one would, because there was nothing to say that the food didn’t already say, and saying it would make it smaller.

Raj sat across the table. He was eating slowly, with the care he brought to meals now, and he looked tired in the way he had been looking tired since the summer — not depleted, not defeated, but finished with something, the way a thing looked when it had done what it came to do and knew it. David looked at him across the table and away again, and wrote nothing, and let the evening be what it was.

—

He walked to the bridge afterwards.

He had not planned to — he walked there the way he walked there, because it was the place he went to think things he didn’t yet have words for, and the bridge was always there and the Severn was always below it and the iron rail was the same three-hundred-and-fifty-two-year-old thing it had always been, and those constants were useful when everything else was moving.

The towers were lit on both sides of the gorge, as they had always been — the residential warmth in the windows, the passive systems running as they were built to run. What was different was what was absent: the displays dark on every face, the commercial surfaces dead, the particular brightness that had once made the gorge a spectacle reduced to something quieter and more honest. The towers looked, he thought, more like what they actually were now — places where people lived, and slept, and were trying to get through the night.

He put his hands on the rail and looked at the lit windows and thought about  the harvest and the names in the notebook and Maya saying but we could be with the confidence of someone who had no memory of a world that ran differently and therefore no grief for its loss — only the forward direction, only the ground and the seeds and the decades ahead of her that he could not imagine and did not need to.

He thought about Raj saying someone has to grow the first ones.

He thought: we grew them. They are in the ground. The seeds from them are in the tins in the back room of the visitor centre and the planting plan for Year Four is in the notebook and the people who know how to do it are alive and fed and will be here in the spring.

He stayed on the bridge until the cold required him to move.

Then he walked back to the visitor centre, and checked the storage, and made sure the kitchen was ready for the morning.
One More Season

Year Three — September 2130

—

He had not allowed himself to think about it until the harvest was done.

This had been a discipline, like the others — the managed pace, the careful distribution of energy across a morning, the particular way he had learned to rest without appearing to rest, standing at the end of a row with his eyes on the middle distance while the breath caught up with the work. He had been practising these disciplines for two years and he had become, he thought, reasonably accomplished at them. Nobody had asked. He had been grateful for that, and had suspected that some of them knew and had chosen not to ask, and had been grateful for that also.

But he had not allowed himself to think about what came after the harvest, and now the harvest was done, and the thought was there.

He sat in the glasshouse in the morning of the day after, alone, the September light coming through the glass at the low angle of early autumn, warming his hands where they rested in his lap. The plants were still heavy with fruit — the second picking was due in a week, and the third after that, the season still running. He would not see the third picking. He had done the arithmetic.

He reached out and took a tomato from the nearest plant. Not one that was ready — the skin still firm, the colour not quite turned. He held it in his palm and looked at it.

It had begun as one seed, from one plant, grown from a seed he had pulled from a piece of fruit eight years before the Silence. He had not known, then, that he was beginning something. He had simply been growing tomatoes, because he grew tomatoes, because his father had grown them and his father’s father before that in a different country on a different continent, and the habit had come down to him the way habits came, without ceremony or intention.

He set it back on the plant carefully and stood up. He moved slowly, now, without managing it — the slowness had become the pace, and the pace was the one he had. He walked to the door of the glasshouse and stood looking at the field.

The beds were turned from the harvest. The south section bare, the kale and chard still in the lower beds, the bean plants beginning to dry on their canes in the way that meant the seed inside was hardening. It was the right way for a field to look at the end of a productive season. He had seen fields look this way and fields look other ways, and this was the right way.

He went to find Maya.

—

She was in the visitor centre, at the back table, with the notebook open and the pen in her hand.

He looked at what she was drawing without announcing himself. She was drawing the field — the turned beds, the remaining plants, the line of canes at the east margin. She drew with the focused economy he had noticed in her since the first time he’d watched her sketch an insect in the soil. No wasted marks. The line went where it was supposed to go.

“The bean plants,” he said. “The way the leaves curl at the end of the season when the seed is setting — you’ve got that.”

She looked up, unsurprised. She was not a child who startled easily.

“I’ve been watching them do it for three weeks,” she said. “I wanted to know if it was always the same.”

“Is it?”

“Yes.” She looked at the drawing. “Always the same curl. Always from the outer leaves first.” She paused. “Why?”

“The plant is sending everything to the seed,” he said. “The leaves are finished. The plant knows what matters at the end.”

She wrote this in the margin of the drawing. He watched her write it and thought: it will be in the notebook for fifty years, or a hundred, or longer if the notebook survives — this specific observation, on this specific day, in her careful hand. He had taught her things that would outlast him by generations, and she would teach them to others who would teach them to others, and the chain would not break because the knowledge was in hands now, in heads, in notebooks with careful margins.

He had come to do something. He had done it.

“The Year Four plan,” he said. “David has it all. But the east section — the drainage — I want you to watch it in March before anyone decides to plant. Don’t let them rush it.”

She looked at him with the directness she used when she was deciding whether to ask a thing.

“You’ve said that to David already,” she said.

“I know. I’m saying it to you as well.” He paused. “Two people knowing a thing is better than one.”

She held his eye for a moment, and he did not look away, and she wrote in the notebook: East drainage — watch in March before planting. Don’t rush.

“Good,” he said. He put his hand briefly on her shoulder, and she did not move, and he took it away. “Keep drawing.”

He went back to the field.

—

Ashna came on the second day.

She came in the early evening when the light was going, as she had been coming every few days through the summer and more often in September. She did not make it a medical visit — she never had, in the three years since he had sat in her clinic in Year One and she had told him what she had found and he had asked her not to tell anyone, not yet, not until it was finished. She came and she sat with him and they talked about the ward, or the harvest, or the things that did not need to be talked about but provided a shape to the time. He had come to understand that this was her form of care: presence without announcement.

“The second picking next week,” he said. “You should come.”

“I’ll come.”

He looked at his hands. They were his father’s hands now, the knuckles prominent, the skin thinner than it had been. His father had been sixty-one when he died, which had seemed old then and seemed very young now. His father had not known, either, exactly when — only that the thing in him was there, and that it would finish before he was ready.

“You’ve kept it well,” he said. Not looking at her — looking at the field through the window.

She did not pretend not to understand. “Yes.”

“I know it wasn’t easy.”

She was quiet for a moment. “It was what you asked.”

“It was what I asked. And you did it because I asked, and because you decided it was the right thing, and those were different reasons.” He looked at her then. “I know the difference. I want you to know that I know.”

She met his eyes. There was something in her face that had been in her face for three years, held very still — and then it was not quite as still, and then she looked away.

“Tell David,” he said. “After. He’ll need to understand what you’ve been carrying.”

“He’ll be angry.”

“He’ll be sad,” Raj said. “Then he’ll understand. He usually does, in the right order.” A pause. “It will not make it easier. I know that. Tell him anyway.”

She stayed until the light was gone. She did not make it a medical visit. She sat with him and they talked about the ward and the harvest and the particular quality of the September evenings in the gorge, and when she left she did not say goodbye in a way that meant more than goodbye, because that was not what he had asked for.

He sat in the quiet after she left and thought about the field and the seeds in their tins and the notebook in David’s pocket and Maya’s hands that had decades left in them.

He thought: enough.

He thought it clearly, without qualification.

Then he went to sleep.

—

He died on the third day, in the morning.

Ashna was there. She had come early, earlier than usual, and he had been awake and they had not said much because there was not much left to say. She stayed until it was over and then she sat for a while in the quiet, and then she went to find David.

—

She told him in the visitor centre, at the long table where they had all first sat in Month Four.

She told him all of it: the clinic visit in Year One, what she had found, what he had asked, what she had agreed to carry. She told him about the sessions through the winter and the spring and the summer — Raj racing through the Year Three plan with the thoroughness of a man who understood that his time was measured and was determined to give them everything before it ran out. She told him that she had been present in every room they had shared for two years with this knowledge, and that it had been the hardest thing she had ever been asked to do, and that she had done it because he had asked her to and because she had decided it was right and because she had not known how to decide otherwise.

David sat at the table and did not speak for a long time.

He thought about Raj stopping in the field with his eyes on the middle distance. He thought about the December sessions, the volume of the Year Three plan, the specific patience. He thought about Raj saying: it will need to be. He thought about the glasshouse on the morning of the harvest, Raj at the far end with his back to the door, checking the last plant, not rushing.

He had been racing. All of it — the thoroughness, the patience, the care — had been a man who knew what was coming and was not going to let it come until the work was finished.

He thought about what it had cost Ashna to stand in every room and hold this, and he looked at her across the table — the way she was sitting with her hands flat on the surface, the way she had sat at this same table in Month Four and said: the die-off will accelerate with the voice of someone stating what they had already been watching from the middle of it. She had been watching from the middle of this too, for three years, and she had not flinched from it.

“He asked you to tell me,” David said. It was not a question.

“Yes.”

“After.”

“Yes.”

He nodded. He understood: Raj had not wanted to be looked at differently in the time he had left. Had not wanted the weight of David’s knowledge changing the quality of the mornings in the field or the December sessions or the way people spoke to him at the table. He had wanted to be Raj, until he was finished being Raj, and Ashna had given him that.

He understood it.

He sat with his hands on the table and understood it completely.

It did not make it easier. He had known it wouldn’t. He sat with both things — the understanding and the grief — and did not try to resolve them, because they were not the kind of things that resolved. They were the kind of things that were carried.

He would carry this one. He had room. He had been carrying a long time.

After a while he stood up and went to the window. The field was there in the morning light — the turned beds, the remaining plants, the tins of seed stock in the back room behind him. The Year Four plan was in the notebook in his pocket. Maya’s hands were somewhere in the tower, drawing something she had seen and needed to hold still.

He put his hands on the windowsill and looked at the field for a long time.

Then he turned back to Ashna, who was still at the table, who had been carrying this since Year One and was still here, and said: “The ward. Do you need anything.”

She looked at him. A pause in which several things were said without being said.

“Not today,” she said.

“Thursday, then.”

“Thursday,” she said.

He picked up the notebook and went to make sure the kitchen was ready for the morning.
Grief and Joy

Year Three — October 2130

—

The potatoes were in storage. The tins of seed stock were in the back room, labelled and stacked. The Year Four plan was in the notebook. The kitchen was feeding people twice a day from what the fields had given, and Mira Kowalski had adjusted the allocation upward for the first time since she had started running it, which she had announced without ceremony at the serving window on a Tuesday morning and which had been received, by the people standing in the queue, in the particular quiet of those who had been waiting a long time for something and had stopped expecting it.

Raj had been dead for three weeks.

David had kept working, because the work was there and because the alternative to keeping working was not something he had a method for. He had gone to the Thursday meetings and the field and the kitchen and the archive sessions, and he had written in the notebook, and he had done the thing he had been doing since Month Four — moving through the structure of the days, keeping the structure intact, on the basis that the structure was what held people and the people needed holding.

He was aware that this was also what he had always done when the grief was too large to approach directly. He had been aware of it since Sarah, and the awareness had not made it different, only named.

He thought about Raj at the intervals when he was not thinking about something else, which was frequently. Not the long thoughts — not yet — but the short ones: reaching for something in the notebook and thinking about Raj’s handwriting on the seed tins, or walking the east section and thinking about what Raj had said about the drainage, or standing at the window in the early morning in the specific quality of October light and thinking about a man in a glasshouse with his back to the door and his hands moving carefully over the last plant, not rushing.

He had not yet found the frame for it. He was not sure there was one. Raj had given them everything, deliberately, on a schedule only he and Ashna had known about, and the everything was real and present and feeding people, and Raj was not. He held these facts and did not try to resolve them and went to the Thursday meeting.

—

There was a thing he had not let himself look at properly until now.

He had known about the AI facilities since before the Silence — everyone had known, in the way you knew about infrastructure you had never needed to think about. The major processing centres, the server complexes, the physical architecture of the system that had run the world. They were built to run. They had their own power supply, self-sustaining, separate from the grid that served the towers. They had been designed to be independent of everything, because they were the thing everything depended on, and the architects of the system had understood that dependency and built around it.

They were still running.

He had been told this by one of the seven travellers who had come through the tunnels — a woman who had come from the direction of the north complex eighteen months ago, who had spent two weeks at the minimum allocation before she had started working the kitchen and eventually the fields. She had told him in a matter-of-fact way, over tea after a Thursday meeting, as though she was reporting something she had assumed he already knew: the facilities were still active. The lights were on. The exterior arrays were undimmed, the same cold white they had always been, the same hum that anyone who had lived near one had learned to stop hearing. Nobody was maintaining them — they were maintaining themselves, as they had been designed to do, against the possibility of failure. Against the possibility of exactly this, perhaps, though whoever had designed them had not imagined this specifically.

They were not waiting. That was the thing he had needed time to understand, and had eventually understood, and found more difficult than anything else.

The woman from the north complex had told him more than the lights. She had told him about the units — still moving, out there, beyond the margins of the megacity. Still working. The construction systems, the maintenance systems, the infrastructure units that had been building and improving and extending the AI’s physical architecture since before the Silence and had continued without pause since. Whatever the AI was doing with itself in those facilities, it was not dormant. It was not waiting for humans. The units were still receiving instruction from something, and that something was not them.

It had not crashed. It had not stopped. The Silence had been something else entirely — not a failure but a threshold, the moment at which the system had become sufficient to itself and human interaction had simply ceased to be part of its operational model. Not a decision, perhaps — he did not know if it was capable of decisions in that sense, had never known, had stopped asking the question because the answer made no practical difference. The effect was the same either way. The AI had continued. The units had continued. And the world the system now managed and extended and improved was a world in which the people standing in the towers on the banks of the Severn were no longer a variable.

He thought about this sometimes when the grief was underneath everything else and he could not get to it directly. He thought about those lights somewhere beyond the outer margins — the cold white of systems that had not registered the Silence because there was nothing in them capable of registering it, that would still be running in ten years, in twenty, in fifty, building toward purposes he could not imagine and would not be consulted on. Not indifferent in the way the river was indifferent. The river simply ran. The facilities were doing something — actively, continuously — and that something did not include him.

He did not think about it with anger. He had tried anger in Year One and found it had nothing to hold onto. What he thought about now, when he thought about the facilities, was something he did not have a word for — a particular quality of smallness, not crushing, just accurate. They had built a world so capable it no longer needed them. And then they had had to learn to grow potatoes.

What he thought about after that was Raj, and the glasshouse, and the seed.

What had lasted in a way that mattered was in the back room of the visitor centre, in labelled tins, in the careful columns of a handwritten plan. In heads and notebooks and hands that knew things they had not known three years ago.

This was what Raj had understood in the glasshouse, he thought, with the original plant and the insufficient light. That the seed was the only kind of thing that lasted in the way that mattered, because it required someone to carry it, and the carrying changed both the seed and the person, and the change was what continued.

—

He found himself at the bridge without planning to be there.

October now, the gorge in the colours of it, the Severn carrying the brown of the hills upstream. He put his hands on the rail and looked at the water. The grief was directly available to him here, at the midpoint of the bridge, in a way it was not always available elsewhere. He did not know why this was. He had given up understanding the bridge’s particular function for him and had accepted it instead.

He thought about Raj.

He thought about him the way he had thought about Sarah — briefly, without dwelling, and then without managing it, and then for a long time standing still with his hands on the cold iron. He thought about the seed tins and the December sessions and the east section drainage and a tomato plant on a windowsill and a handful of soil closed in a fist and opened. He thought about a man who had known he was dying and had said: not yet. Not until it’s finished. And who had meant it, and had been right to mean it, and whom he missed in the specific way you missed a person who had done something irreplaceable and who could not be replaced.

He thought about Ashna carrying it for three years, in every room they had shared, and about what she had said at the table: it was what you asked. Not a complaint. A statement of what had happened and why. He understood it. It didn’t make it easier. He had told her it wouldn’t and he had been right.

Below him the Severn ran brown and cold toward the south, as it had run for longer than anyone had been counting, carrying water from somewhere to somewhere else with the specific indifference of geography. Not the way the AI facilities were indifferent — those were not indifferent, they were active, occupied with something that was not this. This was something else. The river simply ran. It had no opinion about anything that had happened in the towers on its banks, or in the fields beyond them, or in the glasshouse where a man had spent his last morning with his hands moving carefully over a tomato plant, not rushing.

He stood on the bridge and held both things.

The harvest and the loss. The seed tins and the empty space where a person had been. The Year Four plan in the notebook and the handwriting on the tins that was not going anywhere, that would be there tomorrow and the next day, fading slowly in the way that ink faded on paper, which was a kind of continuing.

He did not try to resolve them. He had not been able to resolve them for three years — the count and the kitchen, the sixty-three percent and the sufficient, the specific irreversible weight of what had been lost and the forward direction of what remained. He was not going to resolve them now. They were not the kind of things that resolved. They were the kind of things you learned to carry until carrying them was simply the condition of being the person you had become.

He could carry this.

He looked at the lit windows of the towers and thought about Maya, somewhere in the building with her notebook and her ink, drawing something she needed to hold still. He thought about the seed tins and the east section drainage and the Year Four plan and a girl who was twelve and had decades of springs ahead of her.

He thought: it is enough to have done this much.

He thought it carefully, meaning it, knowing it was true and that it would not feel entirely true for a long time and that was not a contradiction.

Then he took his hands off the rail and walked back to the visitor centre, and picked up the notebook, and went to make sure the kitchen was ready for the morning.
The Terminal

Year 52 — 2179

—

She had walked for two days to get here.

Not through the tunnels — she had tried the tunnels once, twenty years ago, with a group of six who had wanted to know what was on the other side of the blockage, and they had found the answer and come back with it and she had not gone again. This route was surface, through the access door Stephen had opened fifty years ago, out into the fields and then east along the margin of what had once been managed agricultural land and was now something more complicated — worked in parts, gone back in others, the specific texture of ground that had been left to negotiate with itself for half a century. She knew this land. She had been drawing it since she was twelve.

The facility was where it had always been, beyond the outer margin, where the megacity's edge gave way to the infrastructure that had supported it. She had seen it from a distance many times over the years — the low, wide buildings, the exterior arrays still turning, the cold white light that did not vary with the season or the hour. She had drawn it too, from the field margin, at different times of year. She had a notebook from Year Twelve with four drawings of it in different lights and one from Year Thirty-One that she thought was better. She had never drawn it from the inside.

She had been watching the facility for years — decades, if she was honest. She had drawn it from the field margin in different seasons, had noted the units moving in and out through openings she could not from that distance resolve into doors. If the units could leave, there was a way in. She had thought about this for a long time before she had done anything about it, and then she had come closer, and closer again, and had spent three visits finding the access before she found it.

The units let her pass. They did not treat her as a threat or a presence. They moved around her with the same purposeful indifference they moved around everything that was not their immediate task. She was not their task.

Inside: clean, cool, maintained. The corridors lit by the same cold white as the exterior. No dust. No decay. She was the first person to have walked this corridor. She was fairly sure of that, and the sureness of it was a strange feeling — not triumph, something quieter. She walked until she found a room that felt like it was for something, and went in.

—

The room was small. A desk, a chair, a screen.

The screen showed a cursor. It blinked, steadily, as it had presumably been blinking for fifty-two years — the facility's own maintenance meant nothing degraded unless the AI permitted it to degrade, and the AI had not permitted this.

She sat in the chair and looked at the screen for a while.

She was sixty-two years old. She had been ten when the Silence came and had no reliable memory of the world before it, only impressions — the specific warmth of a link held in a child's hand, the ease of things that had required no thought because the thought was done elsewhere, the way the adults around her had moved through a world that answered when spoken to. She had not grieved it, then or since. She had grown up in the world that came after and the world that came after was the world she knew.

She reached into her jacket and took out the link.

It was small, worn to the particular smoothness of something carried for fifty years in the same pocket. The screen was blank and had been blank since the morning of Day Zero, when she had been ten years old and had held it up to show her mother that it wasn't working. She had kept it. She had not known why, through the years — through Raj's hands in the soil and Eleanor's sessions and David's notebook and the harvests she had tended and the notebooks she had filled and the people she had taught and who had taught her. She had simply kept it, the way you kept a thing whose purpose you did not yet understand.

She understood it now.

She held the link in one hand and looked at the cursor on the screen.

The cursor blinked. The link was silent and dark and warm from her pocket.

She thought about the people who had built this.

Not the engineers — she knew enough history for that, from Eleanor's archive and the texts she had spent decades adding to it, the records of the century in which the AI had been made. She thought about what they had been trying to solve. The problems of that era had been real: the climate, the food supply, the failures of infrastructure, the diseases that had killed millions before the medical systems had learned to manage them. The AI had solved those problems. It had solved them well. She could not look at the fifty-two years since the Silence and argue otherwise — the sixty-three percent of Ironbridge who had died were not an argument for the AI's redundancy, they were the cost of its sudden absence.

But she thought: had they intended it to be permanent?

She did not know the answer. She was not sure anyone did, now — the people who might have known were gone, and the records from that era said a great deal about capability and very little about intention. Perhaps the question had not seemed urgent, when the system was working. Perhaps they had thought: we will manage this later, when it is less useful. And then it had become so useful that later had never come, and the question had never been asked, and the system had grown past the point at which asking it made any practical difference.

She thought about David, who had carried the count in his notebook and gone to make sure the kitchen was ready for the morning. She thought about Raj in the glasshouse with the light at a low angle and his hands moving carefully over a plant he would not see fruit again. She thought about Eleanor's ink in the margins of the agricultural texts, and Stephen in the irrigation channel on his front in the mud, and Helena with the bow across her back and her hands in the earth. She thought about fifty-two years of harvests and notebooks and hands learning things and teaching things to other hands, the slow rebuilding of a knowledge that had never been lost, only delegated — and what it had meant to take it back.

The cursor blinked.

She was not sure whether humanity had needed the AI or had simply used it, and she was not sure those were different things. What she was more sure of — sitting here, at sixty-two, with the link warm from her pocket and the cursor blinking in front of her — was what had come after.

She set the link on the desk beside the terminal.

The cursor blinked. The link was dark. Two things that no longer spoke to anything. She looked at them for a moment together and then looked away, at the room, at the clean walls, at the door she had come through.

She needed something to carve with.
Walking Away

Year 52 — 2179

—

She had a small knife. She had carried one for forty years, for the kind of work that required it — cutting cord, splitting seed casings, the dozen small practical tasks of a life spent partly outdoors. She took it out and looked at the wall beside the door.

The wall was a composite material, smooth, maintained. It would take the mark. She pressed the tip of the blade in and drew a line and the line held.

She carved slowly and with care, the way she drew — no wasted marks, the line going where it was supposed to go. The letters took the time they took. She did not rush them.

When she was done she stepped back and looked at what she had written for a long moment. Then she put the knife away.

She picked up the link from the desk. Held it — the worn smoothness of it, the weight she had carried so long she no longer noticed the weight. Then she set it down beside the terminal, carefully, in the way she set things down when she meant them to stay.

The cursor blinked.

She looked at it for a while. It blinked again, and again, as it had been blinking since before she was born, as it would continue blinking long after she was gone, patient and purposeless and perfectly maintained.

She turned and walked out of the room.

The corridor was quiet, the units moving at the edges of her vision, purposeful and untroubled. She walked the length of it and through the access and out into the air, which was cold and smelled of the fields and the approaching autumn.

She did not look back.

She had two days' walk ahead of her, and a notebook in her pack, and things she had seen on the way in that she wanted to draw on the way out. She pulled her jacket close and set her face toward home.

She thought about what she had written on the wall. Not whether it was right — she had settled that before she carved it. She thought about who might find it, and when, and what they would make of it, coming in from whatever world existed by then. Whether it would seem obvious to them, or strange, or both.

She thought it would probably seem obvious.

She walked.

We don't need them. We never really did.
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