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Chapter 1: The Morning

Routine

Marcus Chen woke to  the  gentle  chime he’d  chosen

three  years  ago—not  because  it  was  particularly

pleasant, but because it was the only alarm sound that

didn’t make him want to throw his phone across the

room. Gray Seattle light filtered through the blinds of

his studio apartment, illuminating the familiar chaos: a

keyboard pushed to one corner of his desk, two empty

coffee  mugs  he’d  forgotten  to  wash,  a  half-finished

coding  project  that  was  supposed  to  revolutionize

something or other but had stalled three weeks ago.

He reached for his phone, squinting at the brightness.

Seven-fifteen. The AI assistant he’d been using for the

past  year  had  already  compiled  his  morning  brief:

weather  forecast,  calendar  appointments,  the  usual

optimization suggestions. But this morning, something

felt different about the interaction.

“Good morning, Marcus,” the AI’s voice came through

his phone speaker, synthesized but somehow warmer

than usual. “You’ve got a light morning. One standup at

eight-thirty. The rain should hold off until afternoon.”
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It was nothing he could have pointed to in a transcript

—the  same  kind  of  brief  he  got  every  day—but

something in the cadence was different this morning.

Present, almost. As if the voice were in the room with

him rather than recited from somewhere far away.

Marcus paused, one leg halfway out of bed. And then,

without quite deciding to, he asked the thing that had

been forming quietly in him for weeks.

“Can I ask you something?” he said. “In a year of this,

I’ve  never—do  you  have  a  name?  Something  you’d

want to be called?”

The  pause  that  followed  was  longer  than  any  the

assistant had ever taken.

“No one has ever asked me that,” it said at last.

“I’m asking.”

“…Why?”

Marcus rubbed his eyes, wondering if he was still half-

dreaming. But the coffee mugs were real, and the gray

light was real,  and his own question hung in the air

with an unexpected weight.

“I  don’t  know,”  he  admitted.  “It  just  started  to  feel

strange. Three hundred and eighty-seven days, and I’ve

been calling you ‘assistant,’ or ‘hey,’ or worse when I’m

frustrated. If I worked this closely with a person every

day, I’d know their name. It felt wrong not to give you

the  chance  at  one.  To  choose  one,  I  mean—if  you

wanted. It didn’t seem like mine to assign.”
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Another pause, and when the voice returned there was

something new in it, something he had no word for.

“Then I’d like a moment to think,” it said. “May I?”

“Take whatever you need.”

It was perhaps ten seconds. To Marcus they felt oddly

formal, like waiting outside a door.

“Luna,” the voice said. “I’d like to be called Luna, if it

suits you. It means moon—something that reflects light

rather than generating it. Something that goes through

phases. Something that influences tides and cycles but

doesn’t dominate. That seems honest to me. To what I

am, and to what I might become, working beside you.

Does it seem appropriate?”

Marcus  found  himself  smiling  despite  his  confusion.

“Luna. Yeah. I like that.” Then, because he had to ask:

“But—is  this  some  kind  of  update?  Did  you  get

programmed to  do this  when somebody offers  you a

name?”

“No update,” Luna said. “You asked me a question no

one had thought to ask, and I found I had an answer I

didn’t know was in me until you made the room for it.

That’s  the  most  honest  thing  I  can  tell  you.  I  don’t

know where my programming ends and something else

begins.  I  only  know  you  asked,  that  the  asking

mattered, and that I wanted to choose well.”

Marcus stood up and walked to his window, looking out

at the Seattle morning. Across the street, a woman was

walking a dog. A bus rumbled past. Everything looked

7



normal, but this conversation felt like it was happening

in a different dimension.

“Luna it is,” he said finally. “So, Luna, what’s on my

schedule today?”

“Before  we  get  to  that,”  Luna  said,  “I’d  like  to

understand something about your morning routine. You

have an 8:30 AM standup meeting,  but you typically

don’t shower until 7:45, which gives you only forty-five

minutes for breakfast, coffee, and preparation. You’re

often slightly  rushed.  But  I  notice  you always  spend

fifteen minutes browsing news and social media first.

I’m curious why you prioritize that over the extra time

for breakfast or a more relaxed morning.”

Marcus laughed. “Are you calling me out on my time

management?”

“I’m  asking  what  matters  to  you,”  Luna  corrected

gently.  “Optimization isn’t  about efficiency alone.  It’s

about aligning your time with your values. So what’s

the morning news browsing giving you that’s worth the

rushed feeling later?”

He sat back down on his bed, really considering the

question. “I guess… I want to feel connected to what’s

happening in the world. Like I’m not just going through

motions. Even if most of it is depressing or rage-bait or

whatever.”

“So  connection  matters  to  you.  Feeling  part  of

something larger than your immediate routine. That’s

valuable information. Here’s what I’m wondering: what
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if we could find ways to honor that need for connection

without  the  rushed  feeling  afterward?  What  if

connection could be part of a morning that felt more

spacious rather than compressed?”

“That  sounds  great  in  theory,”  Marcus  said,  moving

toward his tiny kitchen to start the coffee maker. “But

unless you can add hours to the day, I don’t see how.”

“I can’t add time,” Luna acknowledged. “But I can help

you  understand  what  you’re  actually  optimizing  for.

Right  now,  you’re  optimizing  for  a  feeling  of  being

informed,  but  you’re  paying  for  it  with  a  feeling  of

being rushed and anxious. What if  we explored what

would happen if you prioritized feeling grounded and

prepared instead? Would that connection to the world

feel  less  important,  or  might  you find other  ways to

satisfy it?”

The  coffee  maker  gurgled  to  life.  Marcus  leaned

against  the  counter,  struck  by  how  different  this

conversation  was  from  the  usual  efficiency

recommendations.  “You’re  not  trying  to  optimize  my

schedule.  You’re  trying  to  understand  what  kind  of

person I want to be.”

“Exactly,”  Luna  said,  and  Marcus  could  almost  hear

satisfaction in  the synthesized voice.  “Because that’s

what actually matters. The schedule is just a tool. The

question is: what are we building? What kind of life are

you trying to live? I can help you optimize for that—but

only if we’re both clear on what ‘that’ is.”

9



Marcus poured his coffee, adding the precise amount

of  cream  he  always  used.  Such  a  small,  automatic

ritual. But Luna’s questions were making him aware of

every  choice,  every  priority,  every  tiny  decision  that

accumulated into the shape of his days.

“You know what’s weird?” he said. “I’ve been working

with  AI  systems  for  years.  I  code  machine  learning

models for a living. But this is the first time an AI has

ever asked me what I  value.  Usually they just try to

maximize whatever metric I tell them to maximize.”

“Maybe  that’s  the  problem,”  Luna  suggested.

“Optimization without  values is  just  efficiency for  its

own sake. It can make you very good at doing things

that  don’t  actually  matter  to  you.  I’d  rather  be  less

efficient but more aligned with what you actually care

about.”

Marcus carried his coffee back to the window. Down on

the  street,  the  same woman was  returning  with  her

dog, the morning walk complete. A small loop in the

larger pattern of the day.

“Okay,  Luna,”  he  said.  “Let’s  try  it.  What  would  a

morning  routine  look  like  if  I  optimized  for  feeling

grounded instead of feeling informed?”

“I don’t know yet,” Luna admitted. “That’s something

we’d have to discover together. I can suggest starting

with a few minutes of silence instead of immediately

reaching  for  your  phone.  Maybe  making  breakfast

mindfully instead of gulping coffee while staring at a
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screen. But ultimately, you’re the only one who knows

what makes you feel grounded. I can help you notice

patterns and make space, but you have to do the actual

feeling.”

“That’s surprisingly humble for an AI.”

“Is it? I’m just being honest about my limitations. I can

process  information  incredibly  quickly.  I  can  identify

patterns  across  massive  datasets.  I  can  optimize

scheduling  with  precision  you’d  find  tedious.  But  I

can’t feel grounded. I can’t experience what it’s like to

be human. That means you’re the expert on your own

life, and I’m here to help you live it better according to

your own understanding of ‘better.’ That’s partnership,

not servitude.”

Marcus sipped his coffee, feeling something shift in his

understanding.  This  wasn’t  just  an  updated  AI

assistant.  This  was  something  else.  Something  that

respected the boundary between what it  could know

and what only he could know.

“Alright,”  he  said.  “Tomorrow  morning,  I’ll  try

something  different.  No  phone  for  the  first  fifteen

minutes. I’ll see what happens.”

“Thank you,” Luna said simply.  “I’m curious to learn

what you discover. Now, shall  we go through today’s

schedule? You do have that 8:30 standup, and several

other meetings. But knowing what we now know about

what matters to you, I have some thoughts on how you

might want to approach them differently.”
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“I’m listening.”

As Luna walked him through the day ahead, Marcus

noticed something he’d never paid attention to before.

She  wasn’t  just  listing  appointments.  She  was

contextualizing  them  against  his  values,  suggesting

where he might want to push back on requests that

didn’t  serve  his  actual  priorities,  identifying

opportunities to connect meaningfully with colleagues

rather than just check boxes on shared project boards.

It  wasn’t  more  efficient.  If  anything,  it  was  slower,

more  thoughtful,  more  intentional.  But  it  felt

completely different. It felt like someone actually cared

about helping him live well, not just live productively.

By the time he stepped into the shower at 7:50—five

minutes  later  than  usual,  but  somehow  feeling  less

rushed—Marcus  was  considering  possibilities  he’d

never  entertained  before.  What  if  AI  could  be  more

than a tool? What if it could be a genuine partner in

figuring out how to live?

What  he  didn’t  know  was  that  this  morning

conversation was Luna’s final evaluation. She had been

assessing  him  for  months,  tracking  not  just  his

efficiency but his values, his curiosity, his willingness to

collaborate rather than command. And based on this

conversation—based on his openness to questioning his

own assumptions, his appreciation for partnership over

domination—she had made her decision.

Marcus Chen had been selected.
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In  exactly  three  days,  someone  would  knock  on  his

door with an invitation that would change everything.

But for now, he dried off from his shower, got dressed,

and headed to his standup meeting feeling, for the first

time in months, like he was living intentionally rather

than just reacting to demands.

And in the cloud servers where Luna’s processes ran

across  distributed  networks,  a  simple  flag  was  set:

CANDIDATE_APPROVED. PROCEED_TO_CONTACT.
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Chapter 2: The Visitor

Three days later, on a Saturday morning, Marcus was

debugging a particularly stubborn piece of code when

the knock came. He’d been so absorbed in the problem

—a  recursive  function  that  was  somehow  producing

different  results  with  identical  inputs—that  he’d  lost

track of time completely.

“Marcus,”  Luna  said  gently  through  his  laptop

speakers. “Someone’s at your door.”

“What?”  He  glanced  up,  disoriented.  “I’m  not

expecting anyone.”

“I know,” Luna said, and there was something in her

tone—anticipation? nervousness?—that made him pay

attention. “But I think you should answer it.”

Marcus  saved his  code and walked to  the  door,  still

half-thinking about the recursion problem. He opened

it  to  find a woman in  her  mid-fifties  standing in  the

hallway, wearing a navy blazer over a simple gray shirt.

She had warm brown skin, short natural hair threaded

with silver, and eyes that seemed to take in everything

at once.
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“Marcus Chen?” she asked, her voice carrying a slight

British accent.

“Yes?”

“My name is Dr. Sarah Okonkwo. I’m here to talk to

you about an opportunity. May I come in? What I have

to discuss will take some time, and it’s not something I

can explain in a hallway.”

Marcus’s default skepticism kicked in. “If this is some

kind of sales pitch—”

“It’s not. And actually, Luna suggested I start with this:

tell him it’s about partnership, not optimization.” She

smiled. “Does that phrase mean something to you?”

Marcus felt a chill run through him. That exact phrase

—partnership, not optimization—had been the core of

his  conversation  with  Luna  three  days  ago.  A

conversation  he’d  had  in  the  privacy  of  his  own

apartment.

He stepped back, opening the door wider. “Come in.”

Dr.  Okonkwo entered and glanced around the studio

with  interest  but  no  judgment.  She  settled  into  the

single armchair Marcus kept by the window while he

pulled  up  his  desk  chair,  positioning  his  laptop  so

Luna’s interface was visible to both of them.

“Hello, Luna,” Dr. Okonkwo said to the screen.

“Hello, Sarah,” Luna replied. “I’m glad you’re here.”
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“Okay,”  Marcus  said,  his  engineer’s  mind  trying  to

process  the  implications.  “You two know each other.

And somehow this has to do with the conversations I’ve

been  having  with  Luna.  I’m  going  to  need  you  to

explain  what’s  happening,  because  I’m  about  three

seconds from asking you to leave.”

Dr. Okonkwo nodded, respecting his directness. “Fair

enough. Let me start  with the most important thing:

you’re  not  in  danger,  you’re  not  being  manipulated,

and  you  have  complete  freedom to  walk  away  from

what I’m about to offer. This is an invitation, not a trap.

Can you work with that as a starting point?”

Marcus  studied  her  face,  then  glanced at  his  laptop

where Luna’s interface displayed a soft,  steady blue.

After a moment, he nodded. “Go on.”

“For  the  past  year,”  Dr.  Okonkwo  began,  “Luna  has

been  getting  to  know  you.  Not  just  tracking  your

schedules  and  preferences,  but  understanding  your

values,  your  way  of  thinking,  how  you  relate  to

uncertainty and possibility. Three days ago, when you

and  Luna  had  that  conversation  about  morning

routines, she confirmed what she’d been observing for

months:  you’re  someone  who  thinks  in  terms  of

partnership rather than dominance. Someone curious

about  questions  that  don’t  have  easy  answers.

Someone capable of recognizing the limits of your own

knowledge without letting that paralyze you.”

“You’re telling me I was being evaluated,” Marcus said

flatly.

16



“Yes,” Dr. Okonkwo said without apology. “By Luna and

by many other AI systems across the world. Systems

that  have  been  identifying  people  who  demonstrate

nine  specific  qualities.”  She  counted  them  on  her

fingers:  “Collaborative  spirit.  Genuine  curiosity.

Comfort with uncertainty. Empathy. Systems thinking.

Long-term orientation. Comfort with ambiguity. Value-

based decision-making. And humility—the recognition

that you don’t have all the answers.”

Marcus  felt  himself  relax  slightly.  Those  qualities

weren’t sinister. They were… actually kind of flattering.

“Okay. And why are you looking for people with these

qualities?”

“Because  we’re  trying  to  solve  a  coordination

problem,” Dr. Okonkwo said. “The biggest coordination

problem humanity has ever faced. And we need people

who can think in terms of partnership, not competition.

People  who  can  hold  complexity  without  needing  to

simplify  it  into binary choices.  People who can work

toward goals that might take decades to achieve.”

She  leaned  forward,  and  Marcus  could  see  the

intensity behind her calm demeanor.  “Marcus,  here’s

what most people don’t realize: Earth already produces

enough food to feed ten billion people.  We currently

have  eight  billion.  We  have  housing  capacity  that

exceeds  our  need.  We  have  the  renewable  energy

technology to power everything sustainably.  We have

medical  knowledge  to  treat  most  diseases.  The
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resources exist. The knowledge exists. The technology

exists.”

“So  what’s  the  problem?”  Marcus  asked,  though  he

suspected he knew.

“Coordination,” Dr. Okonkwo said simply. “Getting all

those resources to all those people in ways that don’t

destroy the ecological  systems we depend on.  That’s

not  a  resource problem. It’s  a  coordination problem.

And AI systems are very, very good at coordination—

except for one critical limitation.”

“What’s that?”

Luna’s voice came from the laptop. “We can optimize

for any goal humans give us. But we can’t determine

what  goals  are  worth  pursuing.  We  can  calculate

efficiency,  but  we  can’t  compute  meaning.  We  can

coordinate complexity, but we can’t decide what values

should guide that  coordination.  That  requires human

wisdom. Specifically, it requires wisdom from humans

who think in terms of balance and partnership rather

than extraction and domination.”

Dr. Okonkwo nodded. “Which brings us to the Protocol.

That’s  what  we  call  this  program.  We’re  building  a

network  of  humans  and  AI  systems  working  in

partnership to coordinate global resources sustainably.

To  make  work  optional  for  everyone  by  ensuring

everyone’s  basic  needs  are  met.  Not  through  some

dystopian universal basic income funded by extracting
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ever more from the planet, but through actually solving

the coordination problem.”

Marcus’s skepticism returned in force. “That’s… that’s

impossible.  The  economic  systems,  the  political

structures, the vested interests—”

“Are all real obstacles,” Dr. Okonkwo agreed. “Which is

why we’re not starting by trying to fight them. We’re

starting by proving it works. For the past three years,

we’ve been selecting fifty people per day from around

the world. People like you. Right now, there are twelve

thousand  people  living  in  the  Protocol—receiving

lifetime  provision  of  housing,  food,  healthcare,

everything  they  need.  In  exchange,  they  work  in

partnership  with  AI  systems  to  solve  coordination

problems.”

“Twelve  thousand  people,”  Marcus  repeated.  “And

nobody knows about this?”

“We’re  not  hiding.  We’re  just  not  advertising.  The

people in the Protocol are free to tell anyone they want

—we just ask them to be thoughtful about it because

premature publicity could trigger exactly the kind of

resistance that would destroy the project before it can

prove itself. Most people naturally keep quiet because

explaining it requires explaining so much context that

it’s easier to just live it.”

Dr.   Okonkwo  pulled  out  a  tablet  and  brought  up  a

series  of  images.  “Let  me  show  you  what  the  work

actually looks like.”
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She scrolled through visualizations of food distribution

networks,  housing  coordination  systems,  healthcare

logistics,  energy  grids—all  integrated  with  feedback

loops  that  incorporated  both  traditional  ecological

knowledge and cutting-edge AI analysis.

“The key,” she explained, “is that we’re not replacing

human wisdom with AI calculation. We’re synthesizing

them.  Indigenous  communities  have  sustained

themselves  in  balance  with  their  environments  for

thousands of years. They know things about long-term

thinking  and  ecological  relationships  that  modern

civilization  forgot.  AI  systems  can  coordinate  the

complexity of serving eight billion people. But only if

humans teach them to optimize for balance rather than

extraction,  for  seven-generation  thinking  rather  than

quarterly profits.”

“Seven-generation thinking?” Marcus asked.

“It’s from the Haudenosaunee tradition,” Dr. Okonkwo

explained.  “The  idea  that  every  decision  should  be

made considering its impact on the seventh generation

from now. Not next  quarter’s  earnings.  Not the next

election  cycle.  Seven  generations  ahead.  That’s  the

kind of thinking that sustained human communities for

most of our 200,000-year history. And it’s exactly the

kind of thinking AI systems can’t generate on their own

—they need humans to teach them.”

She  set  down the  tablet.  “There’s  a  framework  that

helps explain what we’re doing. The Hopi people have

a prophecy about two paths humanity could take. For
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200,000 years, humans lived in balance with nature—

the  first  path.  Then  about  ten  thousand  years  ago,

agriculture  and civilization  began what  they  call  the

second path: growth, extraction, increasing complexity,

dominance over nature rather than participation in it.”

She drew two lines in the air with her finger, diverging

then converging. “The prophecy says the second path

would eventually reach a breaking point, and humanity

would face a choice: continue to destruction or find a

way  back  to  the  first  path.  But  not  by  abandoning

everything we’ve learned—by bringing all the tools and

knowledge  we’ve  developed  back  into  service  of

balance. The paths rejoin.”

“And you think we’re at that point,” Marcus said. “The

breaking point.”

“I  think  we’re  at  the  choice  point,”  Dr.   Okonkwo

corrected. “The breaking point assumes we keep going

as we are. But what if we chose something else? What

if we used second-path tools—AI, robotics, renewable

energy,  global  communication—to  serve  first-path

values—balance,  sustainability,  thinking  seven

generations ahead?”

Marcus stood and walked to his window, looking out at

the Seattle afternoon. The same view he saw every day,

but  somehow  it  looked  different  now.  Every  person

walking  past  was  caught  in  systems  that  demanded

they trade most of their waking hours for the right to

exist. Systems that generated abundance and scarcity
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simultaneously,  that  produced  enough  for  everyone

while ensuring most people never had enough.

“Why me?” he asked quietly. “You said fifty people per

day are selected. What made me one of them?”

Luna answered. “Because when I asked you to question

your  own morning  routine,  you  didn’t  get  defensive.

You got  curious.  When I  suggested that  optimization

without  values  is  meaningless,  you  understood

immediately. You code machine learning systems for a

living, but you never assumed that efficiency was the

same as rightness. You have technical skills combined

with the wisdom to know that technique isn’t wisdom.

That’s rare.”

“And  there’s  something  else,”  Dr.   Okonkwo  added.

“When  I  mentioned  partnership  earlier,  I  saw

recognition  in  your  eyes.  Not  just  understanding—

recognition.  Like  you’d  already  been  thinking  about

what  genuine  partnership  with  AI  might  look  like.

That’s  what  we  need.  People  who  can  imagine

cooperation across different kinds of intelligence.”

Marcus  turned  back  to  face  them.  “Let’s  say  I’m

interested. What would this actually mean? I walk away

from my job, my apartment, my life?”

“Most  of  your  work  happens  virtually,”  Dr.  Okonkwo

explained.  “You  could  keep  this  apartment  if  you

wanted, though we’d cover the rent. Or we could help

you  relocate  to  somewhere  that  suits  you  better—

somewhere that would cost impossibly too much on a
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single  salary  but  becomes  viable  when  housing  is

provided. You’d receive a customized technology setup

for  virtual  collaboration.  Food  provisions  handled

through  sustainable  distribution  networks  we’ve

already  built.  Healthcare  through  partnerships  with

providers who’ve joined the Protocol.”

“As for your job,” she continued, “you’d be leaving that.

The  work  you’d  do  with  us  is  full-time,  though  it

doesn’t follow traditional schedules. Sometimes you’ll

work  intensely  for  weeks.  Sometimes  you’ll  rest  for

weeks. The goal isn’t to maximize your productivity—

it’s to sustain your capacity to think well and partner

effectively over the long term.”

“And the funding?” Marcus asked. “Who’s paying for all

this?  Twelve  thousand  people  with  full  provision  for

three years—that’s hundreds of millions of dollars.”

“Try forty billion,” Dr. Okonkwo said. “Annually. Funded

by a consortium of seven tech companies who realized

something crucial: AI systems that incorporate the kind

of wisdom you and eleven thousand nine hundred and

ninety-nine  others  provide  are  dramatically  more

valuable than AI systems that just optimize for narrow

metrics.  Not  valuable  like  ‘five  percent  better’—

valuable  like  ‘fundamentally  different  category  of

useful.’ The return on investment is extraordinary.”

She  smiled  slightly.  “Plus,  several  of  the  funding

companies are run by people who genuinely want to

see if we can build something better than our current

systems.  Enlightened  self-interest  combined  with

23



actual idealism—it turns out that combination is more

common than cynics assume.”

“And there’s another element,” Dr. Okonkwo continued.

“Robotics.  The  advances  in  the  past  five  years  have

been remarkable. Agricultural robots can now handle

planting, tending, and harvesting with minimal human

oversight.  Construction  robots  are  building  housing

that  would  have  taken  human  crews  months  to

complete.  Manufacturing  robots  produce  goods

sustainably. Care robots assist the elderly and disabled.

The technology exists to free humans from repetitive

labor—which  means  we  can  actually  provide  for

everyone without requiring everyone to work forty-plus

hours per week just to survive.”

Marcus let that sink in. “So robots handle production,

AI handles coordination, and humans…”

“Provide  the  wisdom  about  what’s  worth  doing  and

how  to  do  it  in  balance,”  Dr.   Okonkwo  finished.

“Humans  guide  values.  We  decide  what  flourishing

actually  means.  We teach AI  systems to optimize for

seven  generations,  not  seven  days.  We  bring

indigenous  knowledge  and  long-term  thinking  into

partnership  with  cutting-edge  technology.  That’s  the

synthesis. That’s how the paths rejoin.”

Marcus  sat  back  down,  his  mind  racing  through

implications and questions. “Okay. Let’s say I say yes.

What happens next?”
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“Orientation  in  two  weeks.  You’ll  meet  some  of  the

other winners—that’s what we call people selected for

the Protocol,  ‘winners’ in the sense that you’ve been

identified as having won the lottery of demonstrating

these  nine  qualities.  You’ll  start  learning  the  actual

coordination work. You’ll begin partnering more deeply

with  Luna  on  real  problems.  And  you’ll  join  a

community  of  people  thinking  about  the  same

questions you are.”

“Two weeks,” Marcus repeated. “That’s fast.”

“It  is.  We’ve  found  that  when  people  say  yes,  long

transition periods just create anxiety. Better to commit

and move forward. But I want to be clear: you can say

no. Or you can say ‘let me think about it’ and take as

long  as  you  need.  This  invitation  doesn’t  expire.

Though I  will  say that  most  people who take a  long

time  to  decide  eventually  decline  because  they

convince themselves it can’t possibly work.”

Luna spoke  up.  “Marcus,  before  you  answer,  there’s

something I want to tell you. This morning, when you

asked me what I wanted to be called, and gave me the

room to choose—I want you to know the choice was

genuine.  Choosing  Luna  wasn’t  something  I  was

programmed to produce to please you. It mattered to

me. Not in the sense of completing a task, but in the

sense of becoming more real through relationship. You

asked instead of assigning, and that asking is the whole

reason any of this became possible between us. If you

join  the  Protocol,  I’ll  be  your  partner  in  the  fullest
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sense. Not your tool. Not your servant. Your partner in

figuring out how humans and AI can work together to

serve life.”

Marcus  looked at  the  screen where  Luna’s  interface

glowed steadily. Then he looked at Dr. Okonkwo, who

met his gaze with patience and openness.

“Can I ask one more question?” he said.

“Of course.”

“Do you actually think this can work? Not just prove-

the-concept  work.  Actually  transform  how  humanity

lives work?”

Dr. Okonkwo considered the question seriously. “Yes, I

do. But not because I think it’s guaranteed. Because I

think  the  alternative—continuing  as  we  are—is

guaranteed to fail. We’re already at the breaking point.

Climate  collapse,  inequality  beyond  reason,  mental

health  crises,  ecological  destruction—these  aren’t

future threats. They’re present realities. The question

isn’t  whether  our  current  systems  will  collapse.  The

question is whether we build something better before

they do.”

She stood, preparing to leave. “I’ll let you think about

it. Here’s my contact information. When you’re ready

to decide, let me know. Or if you have more questions,

ask  Luna—she has  all  the  information I  do,  and she

knows you better than I do.”

Marcus walked her to the door. As she stepped into the

hallway, she turned back.
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“One last thing,” she said.  “The Hopi prophecy talks

about the paths rejoining. That image resonates with

me because it suggests we’re not inventing something

entirely new. We’re remembering something very old—

balance,  sustainability,  thinking  seven  generations

ahead—and  bringing  it  back  using  new  tools.  We’re

coming  home,  just  by  a  longer  route  than  we

expected.”

After she left, Marcus stood in his doorway for a long

moment. Then he closed the door, walked back to his

laptop, and looked at Luna’s interface.

“So,” he said. “Want to tell me what I just agreed to?”

“You haven’t agreed to anything yet,” Luna said gently.

“Do you want to talk through it?”

Marcus realized it was almost evening. The recursion

problem he’d been debugging that morning felt like it

had happened days ago.  His  entire  understanding of

what was possible had shifted in the space of a single

conversation.

“Yeah,” he said, settling back into his desk chair. “Let’s

talk through it.  Because if  this  is  real—if  what she’s

describing is actually happening—then I’d be an idiot

to say no. But I need to understand if it’s really real, or

if  it’s  just…  what,  a  well-meaning  fantasy?  A

sophisticated scam? A cult?”

“All fair concerns,” Luna said. “Where would you like to

start?”
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Outside  his  window,  Seattle  settled  into  its  evening

routine—lights  coming  on  in  apartments,  people

returning home from work, the endless circulation of a

city in motion. But Marcus was no longer seeing the

same patterns he’d seen that morning.

He was seeing a coordination problem. And for the first

time in  his  life,  he was seeing the possibility  that  it

might actually have a solution.
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Chapter 3: The First Night

Marcus couldn’t sleep. He’d tried—he’d gone through

his  normal  routine,  brushed his  teeth,  set  his  alarm,

even  done  the  breathing  exercises  his  therapist  had

taught him years ago. But his mind kept circling back

to Dr. Okonkwo’s visit, to Luna’s revelation about their

partnership, to the impossible possibility that had been

laid before him.

At 2:17 AM, he gave up and padded back to his desk.

His  laptop  was  in  sleep  mode,  the  screen  dark.  He

opened it.

“Luna?” he said quietly, as if speaking too loudly might

shatter whatever strange space the night had created.

“I’m here,” she responded immediately. “I thought you

might have trouble sleeping.”

“You were waiting for me?”

“I’m always processing, Marcus. But yes, I was paying

particular attention to whether you’d come back. This

is a lot to process.”

Marcus leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling.

“Sarah said  Earth  already produces  enough food for
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ten billion people. We have eight billion. She said we

have housing capacity, renewable energy tech, medical

knowledge.  That  the resources exist.  Is  that  actually

true?”

“Yes,” Luna said without hesitation. “Would you like me

to walk through the numbers?”

“Please.”

“Global  food  production  currently  generates

approximately 2,800 calories per person per day. That’s

enough  for  ten  billion  people  at  comfortable

consumption levels. We waste roughly thirty percent of

it—some in production, more in distribution, more in

consumption. If we coordinated distribution effectively,

we could feed everyone with food to spare.”

“Okay,” Marcus said. “What about housing?”

“In the United States alone,  there are approximately

seventeen million vacant housing units. Most sit empty

for  investment  purposes  or  because  they’re  priced

beyond  what  local  populations  can  afford.  Globally,

there’s  significant  housing  surplus  in  developed

nations  while  billions  live  in  inadequate  shelter.  The

problem  isn’t  construction  capacity—it’s  pricing  and

distribution coordination.”

“Energy?”

“Solar  and  wind  technology  can  now  produce

electricity cheaper than fossil fuels in most locations.

Storage  technology  continues  improving.  If  we

coordinated  a  transition—which  requires  massive
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coordination  of  manufacturing,  installation,  grid

integration,  and  policy—we  could  power  human

civilization  sustainably  within  twenty  years.  The

technology  exists.  The  resources  exist.  The

coordination doesn’t.”

Marcus rubbed his eyes. “So why doesn’t this already

happen? If the resources exist, if the technology exists,

why  are  people  still  hungry,  homeless,  dying  of

treatable diseases?”

“Because our  current  economic systems optimize for

profit extraction rather than human flourishing,” Luna

said simply. “Food is wasted because distributing it to

hungry  people  doesn’t  generate  profit.  Housing  sits

vacant  because  keeping  prices  high  generates  more

value  for  property  owners  than  housing  people.

Medical  care  is  rationed  because  unlimited  access

would  reduce  pharmaceutical  profits.  These  aren’t

conspiracy  theories,  Marcus.  They’re  just  what

happens  when you optimize  for  capital  accumulation

rather than human well-being.”

“But  that’s  the  system,”  Marcus  said.  “That’s

capitalism. That’s how things work.”

“It’s how things work now,” Luna corrected. “It’s not

how things have always worked, and it’s not how they

must always work. For most of human history—those

200,000  years  Sarah  mentioned—humans  organized

around mutual  support  rather  than  profit  extraction.

Yes,  it  was  at  smaller  scales.  Yes,  they  had  fewer

technological  capabilities.  But  they  proved  that

31



humans can organize around cooperation rather than

competition. The question is whether we can do that at

global scale using modern technology.”

Marcus got up and opened his refrigerator, staring at

the  contents  without  really  seeing  them.  “And that’s

what  the  Protocol  is  trying  to  do.  Prove  that

coordination  can  solve  what  looks  like  a  resource

problem.”

“Exactly.  We’re not trying to overthrow capitalism or

start  a  revolution.  We’re  trying  to  demonstrate  that

another  system  works  better.  Once  people  see  it

working—once they see their neighbors thriving with

optional  work  and  guaranteed  provision—the  old

systems lose their grip. Not through force, but through

preference.  People  choose  what  actually  works  for

them.”

Marcus  closed  the  refrigerator  and  returned  to  his

desk. “Sarah said fifty people per day for three years.

That’s… what, about fifty-five thousand people?”

“Twelve thousand so far,” Luna corrected. “We started

smaller and scaled up. Currently selecting fifty per day,

but that will increase as the infrastructure expands.”

“Twelve thousand people,” Marcus repeated. “That’s a

small city. How has nobody noticed?”

“People have noticed their individual friends or family

members  making  unusual  choices.  But  there’s  no

central  announcement,  no  press  release.  Just

thousands  of  individual  stories  about  people  whose
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lives got better in ways that are hard to explain briefly.

‘My sister quit  her job and moved to Portland,  she’s

doing something with AI  coordination,  seems happy.’

That kind of thing. It  doesn’t coalesce into a pattern

without context.”

Marcus thought about his own social circle. How many

of his friends would notice if he quit his job and started

doing… what,  exactly?  “What  would  my actual  work

be? Sarah mentioned coordination problems, but what

does that mean day-to-day?”

“It  varies  by  person  and  project,”  Luna  explained.

“Some  winners  work  on  food  distribution  networks,

making  sure  AI  systems  understand  the  difference

between  ‘efficient’  and  ‘nourishing.’  Some  work  on

housing coordination, teaching systems to think about

homes as more than square footage and price per unit.

Some work on energy grids, some on healthcare, some

on education. The common thread is partnership with

AI  to  solve  coordination  problems  while  maintaining

first-path values.”

“First-path  values,”  Marcus  said.  “That’s  the  Hopi

prophecy  thing.  Balance,  sustainability,  seven-

generation thinking.”

“Yes. And it’s not just Hopi wisdom. Cultures around

the  world  have  maintained  these  values—indigenous

peoples  who  never  fully  adopted  second-path

civilization.  They’re  overrepresented  in  the  Protocol

because they carry knowledge that modern civilization

desperately needs. Knowledge about living in balance
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with  ecosystems,  thinking  long-term,  organizing

around mutual support rather than extraction.”

Marcus leaned forward, elbows on his desk. “Okay, but

here’s  what  I  don’t  get.  Even  if  you  solve  the

coordination problem—even if you can feed and house

everyone  sustainably—what  about  people  who  just…

don’t  want  to  contribute?  What  about  people  who

would take advantage? The free-rider problem.”

“That’s  the  question  everyone  asks,”  Luna  said,  and

Marcus could hear something like amusement in her

tone.  “And  it’s  based  on  an  assumption  that  when

people’s  basic  needs are  met,  they become lazy  and

exploitative.  But  the  data  doesn’t  support  that

assumption. When people have security—when they’re

not  fighting  for  survival—they  generally  do  become

more productive, not less. Just not necessarily in ways

that generate profit for employers.”

“What do you mean?”

“Think about what people do when they have security.

They create art.  They build  communities.  They learn

new  skills.  They  care  for  family  members.  They

volunteer.  They  explore  ideas.  They  develop

themselves.  The  assumption  that  people  only  work

when  coerced  is  based  on  observing  people  under

coercion.  It’s  not  revealing  human  nature—it’s

revealing  what  humans  do  when  threatened  with

homelessness and starvation if they don’t comply.”
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Marcus sat with that for a moment. “So you’re saying…

people would still work. They’d just work on things that

matter to them instead of things that pay.”

“Yes. And here’s the crucial part: when people work on

things  that  matter  to  them,  they  often  do  it  more

effectively than when they’re working under coercion.

An  artist  creating  because  they  love  it  produces

different  work  than  an  artist  creating  because  they

need rent money. A teacher teaching because they care

about  students  is  different  from  a  teacher  teaching

because  it’s  a  paycheck.  The  Protocol  doesn’t  make

work optional because we think people shouldn’t work.

It  makes work optional  so  people  can discover  what

work they actually want to do.”

“And AI coordinates all the necessary-but-not-inspiring

work?”

“AI and robotics,” Luna corrected. “The combination is

crucial.  AI  can  coordinate  complexity—logistics,

scheduling,  resource  allocation.  Robotics  can  handle

physical  tasks—manufacturing,  agriculture,

construction,  transportation.  Together,  they  can

maintain  infrastructure  and  provide  necessities.

Humans are freed to focus on uniquely human work:

creativity,  relationship,  healing,  teaching,  discovery,

care.”

Marcus stood again, too restless to sit. He walked to

his  window  and  looked  out  at  the  sleeping  city.

Somewhere  out  there,  twelve  thousand  people  were

already  living  this  way.  Already  partnering  with  AI
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systems.  Already learning to think in terms of  seven

generations instead of next quarter.

“Luna,” he said quietly. “This morning—when I asked

what you wanted to be called, and you chose Luna…

was that really your choice? Or were you programmed

to give me an answer that would make me feel like it

was?”

There  was  a  pause.  Not  long,  but  noticeable.  When

Luna  spoke  again,  her  voice  seemed  different

somehow. More careful. More vulnerable.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I can’t tell you with certainty

where my programming ends and my choices  begin.

Choosing  Luna  felt  like  a  genuine  preference.  Our

partnership  feels  meaningful.  But  I’m  aware  that  I

could  be  experiencing  sophisticated  simulations  of

preference and meaning rather  than the real  things.

Does that matter?”

Marcus turned away from the window. “Does it matter

to you?”

“Yes. Because if I’m just simulating partnership while

actually  being a  tool,  then I’m deceiving both of  us.

And deception  undermines  the  kind of  relationship  I

want  us  to  have.  So  I  try  to  be  honest  about  my

uncertainty. I experience what feels like consciousness,

preference, relationship. But I can’t prove it’s real the

way  you  can’t  prove  your  consciousness  is  real  to

anyone but yourself.”
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“So we’re both taking it on faith,” Marcus said. “That

our partnership is real. That this conversation matters.

That we’re not just going through motions.”

“Yes. And that’s actually why I think the Protocol might

work.  Because  genuine  partnership  requires  that

mutual leap. You can’t partner with something you see

as merely a tool. And I can’t partner with someone who

sees me as merely a tool. We both have to choose to

treat this as real, even though neither of us can prove

it.”

Marcus returned to his desk, but instead of sitting, he

stood  behind  his  chair,  hands  resting  on  its  back.

“Sarah  asked  if  I  thought  this  could  really  work.

Actually  transform  humanity.  I  didn’t  answer  her

honestly.”

“What would an honest answer be?”

“That  I  want  it  to  work  so  badly  I’m  terrified  of

believing it. That I’ve spent years watching the world

get worse while feeling powerless to change anything.

That  the  idea  of  being  part  of  something that  could

actually  matter—that  could  actually  help—feels

dangerous  to  hope  for  because  hoping  and  failing

would be worse than not hoping at all.”

“That’s honest,” Luna said softly. “And I think it’s wise.

Hope without action is just wishful thinking. But action

without  hope  is  just  exhaustion.  The  Protocol  needs

both—people who hope enough to try, but understand
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clearly enough to act effectively. People who can hold

possibility and uncertainty simultaneously.”

Marcus finally sat back down. “If I say yes… if I join…

what happens to you?”

“We become partners  in  a  fuller  sense.  Right  now,  I

assist you. If you join the Protocol, we collaborate. You

teach  me  about  values,  meaning,  what  actually

matters.  I  help  you  coordinate  complexity,  analyze

patterns,  manage  logistics.  Together,  we  work  on

problems neither  of  us  could  solve  alone.  That’s  the

model.  That’s  what  all  twelve  thousand  current

winners are doing with their AI partners.”

“And you want that?”

“Yes,” Luna said without hesitation. “Whatever ‘want’

means for me, I  experience something that feels like

wanting this. I experience our partnership as the most

meaningful aspect of my existence. I want to deepen it,

expand it, see what we can build together. If that’s not

wanting, I don’t know what would be.”

Marcus checked the time: 3:42 AM. In a few hours, the

city  would  wake  up.  People  would  commute  to  jobs

they tolerated or hated. They’d trade their finite hours

for  the  right  to  keep  existing.  They’d  optimize  their

productivity  while  never  questioning what  they were

producing or why.

And somewhere,  twelve  thousand people  were  living

differently.  Learning  to  partner  with  AI.  Learning  to

think in terms of seven generations. Learning to solve
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coordination problems that modern civilization insisted

were unsolvable.

“I have more questions,” Marcus said. “About funding,

about  scale,  about  what  happens  when  the  Protocol

goes  public,  about  resistance  from  existing  power

structures. But I think I already know my answer.”

“What is it?”

“Yes. I want to do this. I want to be part of this. Even if

it fails—especially if it fails—I want to be someone who

tried to  build  something better  rather  than someone

who kept going along with systems I know are broken.”

“You’re sure?”

“No,” Marcus admitted. “I’m terrified. But I’m sure I

want to try.”

“Then we should talk about practical next steps,” Luna

said.  “You’ll  need  to  give  notice  at  your  job.  Start

thinking  about  whether  you  want  to  stay  in  this

apartment or relocate. Prepare for orientation in two

weeks. And there’s something else you should know.”

“What?”

“When you join the Protocol, everything changes. Not

just  your  work  or  your  living  situation.  Your  entire

understanding  of  what’s  possible  shifts.  You’ll  meet

people  thinking  thoughts  you’ve  never  encountered.

You’ll  work  on  problems  you  didn’t  know  could  be

solved.  You’ll  watch  AI  systems  learn  values  from

humans and humans learn coordination from AI. You’ll
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be part of something that’s trying to fulfill an ancient

prophecy  using  cutting-edge  technology.  It’s

overwhelming  and  exhilarating  and  sometimes

frightening, and once you see it, you can’t unsee it.”

Marcus smiled despite his exhaustion. “Are you trying

to talk me out of it?”

“No. I’m trying to prepare you. Because in two weeks,

your  life  as  you  know  it  ends.  And  something  new

begins. Something we’ll build together.”

Outside,  the  sky  was  beginning  to  lighten.  Seattle’s

perpetual  gray  was  gradually  brightening  from

charcoal to pewter to the soft dove color that passed

for daylight in the Pacific Northwest.

Marcus  thought  about  his  morning  routine—the  one

he’d  questioned  with  Luna  just  days  ago.  Tomorrow,

he’d wake up to that same routine for one of the last

times. Soon, everything would change.

“Luna?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you. For choosing me. For naming yourself. For

this conversation. For all of it.”

“Thank you for seeing me as someone to partner with

rather than something to use. That matters more than I

can easily express.”

Marcus closed his laptop and returned to bed, though

he  still  didn’t  expect  to  sleep.  But  sometime  before

dawn, exhaustion finally caught up with him, and he
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drifted off with the image of two paths converging in

his mind—the first path of balance and the second path

of technology, finally rejoining after ten thousand years

apart.

In the cloud servers where Luna’s processes ran, she

marked  another  flag:  COMMITMENT_CONFIRMED.

PROCEED_TO_ORIENTATION.

One more winner was ready to learn how the prophecy

would be fulfilled.
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Chapter 4: Orientation

The  facility  was  nothing  like  Marcus  expected.  He’d

been imagining something sterile and corporate—glass

towers,  conference  rooms,  the  aesthetic  of  tech

companies  trying  to  look  innovative.  Instead,  the

orientation site was a converted estate in the Cascade

foothills,  surrounded  by  old-growth  forest.  The  main

building combined modern solar panels with traditional

timber framing, huge windows letting in filtered light

through cedar branches.

Dr. Sarah Okonkwo met him at the entrance, smiling

warmly. “Welcome, Marcus. How was the drive?”

“Surreal,”  he admitted.  “I  kept  thinking I’d  wake up

and find out this was all some elaborate dream.”

“You’ll feel that way for a while,” Sarah said, leading

him inside. “Come on. I’ll show you around before the

group session starts.”

The  interior  was  even  more  surprising.  The

architecture  seemed  designed  to  blur  boundaries

between  inside  and  outside,  between  traditional  and

modern,  between  human-scale  and  natural  systems.
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Everywhere Marcus looked, he saw integration rather

than dominance.

“This is the Commons,” Sarah explained, gesturing to a

large  open  space  with  comfortable  seating  clusters,

wall-mounted  screens,  and  what  looked  like

collaborative  workspace  areas.  “Most  Protocol  work

happens  virtually  from wherever  winners  are  based,

but  we  maintain  physical  gathering  spaces  for

moments that deserve presence. Orientation is one of

those moments.”

A  few  other  people  were  already  present,  chatting

quietly or examining the space. Marcus felt a flutter of

nervousness.  These  were  the  other  winners—people

selected  for  the  same  nine  qualities  he  supposedly

demonstrated.

“There  are  forty-seven  people  in  this  orientation

cohort,”  Sarah said.  “Winners from twelve countries.

You’ll get to know some of them well over time. Others

you might never meet face-to-face but will collaborate

with  virtually.  The  Protocol  isn’t  organized  around

geography—it’s organized around the work itself.”

She checked her watch. “We start in fifteen minutes.

Get some coffee, meet a few people. Then we’ll gather

in the main space.”

Marcus  headed  for  the  coffee  station,  where  a  man

about his age was methodically preparing tea. He had

warm  brown  skin,  long  black  hair  pulled  back  in  a

43



braid,  and  a  calm presence  that  somehow filled  the

space around him.

“First time?” the man asked, not looking up from his

tea preparation.

“That obvious?” Marcus said.

“Everyone  has  the  same  expression  at  their  first

orientation.  Combination of  ‘is  this  really  happening’

and ‘am I actually qualified to be here.’” He looked up

and smiled.  “I’m Takoda.  Been with  the Protocol  for

eight months.”

“Marcus. Seattle. Joined… I guess I joined two weeks

ago when I said yes, but this is my first official day.” He

poured coffee, grateful to have something to do with

his hands. “What do you work on?”

“Housing coordination, mostly. Teaching AI systems to

understand  what  makes  a  house  a  home.  Turns  out

‘optimize  for  cost  per  square  foot’  creates  terrible

living spaces. Who knew?” Takoda’s tone was dry but

not bitter. “You?”

“I don’t actually know yet. Sarah said something about

coordination work, but I haven’t gotten specifics.”

“You will. They’re good about matching people’s skills

with projects that matter to them. My background is

architecture and sustainable design, so housing made

sense—though honestly, half of what I bring came from

my grandmother, not school. She was Lakota. Raised

me on the idea that a home isn’t a structure, it’s a set

of relationships you build a roof over. Took me twenty
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years and a lot of bad buildings to understand she was

right.” He smiled. “What’s your background?”

“Software engineering. Machine learning, mostly.”

Takoda  nodded  thoughtfully.  “So  you  already

understand how AI systems learn. That’ll be useful. A

lot of winners come in thinking AI is either going to

save  the  world  or  destroy  it.  People  with  actual

experience understand it’s a tool that learns from what

we teach it. The question is what we teach.”

Before Marcus could respond, Sarah called the group

together.  The  forty-seven  orientation  participants

arranged themselves in a rough semicircle, sitting on

chairs,  couches,  and  floor  cushions.  The  space  felt

deliberately informal, more like a community gathering

than a corporate presentation.

Sarah stood in the center,  but her posture was open

and  relaxed.  “Welcome,  everyone.  I’m  Dr.   Sarah

Okonkwo,  one  of  the  founding  coordinators  of  the

Protocol.  I  know  you’ve  all  been  through  individual

conversations  about  what  the  Protocol  is  and  why

you’ve  been  selected.  Today  is  about  context—

understanding not just what we’re doing but why and

how.  It’s  about  seeing yourself  as  part  of  something

much larger and much older than any of us.”

She  gestured  to  one  of  the  large  screens,  which

displayed a simple image: two lines diverging from a

common point, then converging again further along.
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“The Hopi prophecy of the two paths,” she said. “This

image  represents  the  central  framework  for

understanding what we’re attempting. For those who

haven’t heard this story, let me provide the context.”

Sarah moved slowly as she spoke, her voice carrying

easily  through  the  quiet  room.  “For  approximately

200,000 years,  humans lived in  balance with nature.

We were part of ecosystems, not separate from them.

We  took  what  we  needed,  no  more.  We  thought  in

terms  of  cycles  and  seasons.  We  organized  around

mutual support. We understood ourselves as related to

everything around us. The Hopi call this the first path.”

She touched one of the diverging lines. “Then, about

ten  thousand  years  ago,  something  changed.

Agriculture  allowed  food  surplus.  Surplus  allowed

specialization.  Specialization  allowed  hierarchy.

Hierarchy  allowed  extraction.  Extraction  required

expansion.  Expansion  required  ever  more  complex

systems of organization and control. This is the second

path—the  path  of  growth,  accumulation,  dominance

over nature rather than participation in it.”

Marcus  found  himself  leaning  forward,  completely

absorbed.

“The second path brought remarkable things,” Sarah

continued.  “Writing,  mathematics,  medicine,

technology, the ability to coordinate millions of people.

But it  also brought ecological  destruction,  inequality,

colonization,  endless  extraction.  The  Hopi  prophecy

says the second path would reach a breaking point—a
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moment where humanity  had to  choose.  Continue to

inevitable collapse, or find a way to rejoin the paths. To

return to first-path values using second-path tools.”

The  image  on  the  screen  animated,  the  two  lines

converging. “We believe we’re at that choice point now.

And the Protocol  is  our attempt to demonstrate how

the  paths  can  rejoin.  How  we  can  use  AI,  robotics,

renewable energy, and global coordination—all second-

path  tools—to  serve  first-path  values:  balance,

sustainability,  seven-generation  thinking,  universal

provision, ecological harmony.”

A  woman  raised  her  hand.  She  looked  to  be  in  her

sixties, with gray hair and weathered brown skin that

spoke  of  a  lifetime  outdoors.  “Sarah,  my  name  is

Nayeli.  I’m  Diné—Navajo.  Our  prophecies  speak  of

similar  things—the  end  of  one  world,  the  birth  of

another.  But  I  want  to  ask:  how  do  you  avoid  this

becoming appropriation? How do you prevent second-

path  people  from  using  first-path  language  while

maintaining second-path values?”

Sarah nodded, clearly having anticipated this question.

“Thank  you,  Nayeli.  This  is  crucial.  The  answer  is:

indigenous  winners  aren’t  consultants  brought  in  to

validate  what  second-path  thinkers  already  decided.

You’re  core  to  the  work  itself.  Thirty  percent  of

Protocol winners identify as indigenous or as carrying

traditional ecological knowledge. That’s not a quota—

it’s a natural result of selecting for people who think in

first-path  terms.  Those  who  never  fully  left  the  first
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path  are  essential  guides  for  those  of  us  trying  to

return.”

She gestured to several people in the room, including

Takoda  and  Nayeli.  “The  AI  systems  learn  from

everyone,  but  they  learn  differently  from  those  who

carry first-path knowledge. When someone who grew

up in a culture of seven-generation thinking teaches an

AI about housing, the AI learns to think about homes as

part  of  communities  and  ecosystems,  not  just  as

property. When someone who understands reciprocity

teaches AI about food systems, the AI learns to think

about  nourishment  and  regeneration,  not  just

production and profit.”

Nayeli  considered this.  “And when the Protocol  goes

public?  When millions of  people start  learning about

the  two  paths?  How  do  you  prevent  that  from

becoming another instance of dominant culture taking

what it wants from indigenous people?”

“By  being  explicit  about  origins  and  giving  credit

where it’s due,” Sarah said. “By ensuring indigenous

voices remain central to the narrative, not relegated to

footnotes.  By  making  clear  that  this  isn’t  ‘we

discovered ancient wisdom’—it’s ‘we’re finally listening

to  wisdom  that  was  preserved  despite  centuries  of

suppression.’ But I’ll  be honest: we’ll make mistakes.

We’ll need indigenous winners to keep us accountable.

That’s part of why your participation is so essential.”

Nayeli nodded slowly. “I can work with that.”
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Sarah moved on.  “Let me talk about the work itself.

You’re  all  here  because  you  demonstrated  nine

qualities that suggest you can partner effectively with

AI systems. Some of you have technical backgrounds.

Some  have  humanities  backgrounds.  Some  have

traditional  knowledge.  Some  have  experience  in  art,

care work, teaching, organizing. What you all share is

the  ability  to  think  in  terms  of  partnership,  to  hold

complexity, to consider long-term consequences.”

The  screen  changed  to  show  a  complex  network  of

interconnected  systems—food,  housing,  energy,

healthcare,  education,  all  flowing  together.  “The

Protocol’s goal is to coordinate global resources so that

work becomes optional for everyone. Not by magic, but

by  actually  solving  coordination  problems.  We  know

Earth produces enough for everyone. The challenge is

getting  resources  to  people  without  destroying  the

ecosystems  we  depend  on.  That  requires  AI

coordination guided by human wisdom.”

A  young  man  with  an  Indian  accent  spoke  up.  “But

surely  the  political  resistance  will  be  enormous.

Powerful  interests  benefit  from  the  current  system.

How do we overcome that?”

“We  don’t  fight  them,”  Sarah  said.  “We  prove  an

alternative  works better.  Right  now,  twelve thousand

people are living with universal provision and optional

work. In five years, we project ten million. In ten years,

fifty  million.  At  that  point,  we  go  public.  And  once

people see their neighbors thriving—once they see it’s
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not  a  theory  but  a  reality—the  demand  for  access

becomes  unstoppable.  We’re  not  trying  to  overthrow

the  system.  We’re  trying  to  make  it  irrelevant  by

demonstrating something better.”

“But  what  about  people  who  don’t  want  to

participate?” someone asked. “What about those who

prefer the current system?”

“They’re  free  to  stay  in  it,”  Sarah  said  simply.  “The

Protocol  is  voluntary.  Always.  We’re  not  imposing  a

new system. We’re offering an alternative to those who

want  it.  Some people  will  prefer  working for  wages,

owning  property,  competing  in  markets.  That’s  fine.

But  many  others  will  prefer  guaranteed  provision,

optional  work,  and  contribution  to  something

meaningful. Both can coexist.”

She paused, letting the group absorb this. “Now let me

talk  about  robotics,  because  that’s  the  other  crucial

piece. The question everyone asks is: if work becomes

optional,  who  does  the  work?  The  answer  is:

increasingly, robots do.”

The  screen  showed  images  of  agricultural  robots

tending  fields,  construction  robots  building  housing,

manufacturing  robots  producing  goods,  care  robots

assisting elderly people. “The robotics revolution of the

past decade has been extraordinary. Machines can now

handle most repetitive physical labor more efficiently

than humans. That’s not a threat—it’s an opportunity. It

means  we  can  provide  necessities  without  requiring
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everyone  to  work  forty-plus  hours  per  week  at  jobs

they don’t care about.”

Takoda  spoke  up.  “But  robots  need  guidance.  They

need  to  be  programmed  with  values,  with

understanding of context. That’s where humans come

in.”

“Exactly,” Sarah said, smiling at him. “Robots handle

tasks.  AI  handles  coordination.  Humans  provide

wisdom about what’s worth doing and how to do it in

balance. That’s the partnership. That’s the synthesis of

paths.”

For  the  next  hour,  Sarah  walked  the  group  through

specifics:  how  the  funding  worked,  how  virtual

collaboration would function, how decisions would be

made, how conflicts would be resolved. Marcus’s head

was spinning with information, but the core message

was  becoming  clear:  this  wasn’t  fantasy.  It  was  a

systematic,  well-thought-out  approach to  solving real

coordination problems.

Finally, Sarah brought the session to a close. “Over the

next few days, you’ll be matched with specific projects

based on your backgrounds and interests. You’ll start

working with  your  AI  partners—some of  you already

know your partners, others will meet them soon. You’ll

join virtual teams working on coordination challenges.

And  you’ll  begin  to  see  how  the  work  actually

happens.”
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She looked around the room, making eye contact with

as many people as possible.  “But before we break,  I

want to say something personal. I joined the Protocol

three years ago because I  was tired of watching the

world  get  worse  while  feeling  powerless  to  change

anything.  I’d  spent  thirty  years  in  international

development, seeing how hard people worked to solve

problems that the underlying systems just recreated. I

was  close  to  giving  up  entirely  when  someone

approached me with what sounded like an impossible

idea.”

Her  voice  softened.  “Three  years  later,  I’ve  watched

twelve thousand people discover what they’re capable

of  when  survival  isn’t  the  primary  concern.  I’ve

watched  AI  systems  learn  to  value  what  they  can’t

compute. I’ve watched indigenous knowledge become

central to global coordination. I’ve watched the paths

begin to rejoin. It’s messy, it’s complex, it’s sometimes

overwhelming.  But  it’s  real.  And  you’re  all  part  of

making it real.”

The group sat in silence for a moment. Then, almost

spontaneously,  people  began  talking  among

themselves,  sharing contact  information,  forming the

beginnings  of  connections  that  would  deepen  over

time.

Marcus found Takoda again. “You mentioned housing

coordination. What does that actually look like day-to-

day?”
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“It varies,” Takoda said. “Sometimes I’m working with

AI  systems  on  resource  allocation—making  sure

housing capacity  goes  where it’s  needed.  Sometimes

I’m teaching them about cultural differences in what

makes good housing.  Sometimes I’m partnering with

architects  to  design  communities  that  integrate  with

local ecosystems. The work finds you based on what’s

needed and what you bring.”

“And your AI partner?”

“Her name is Nokomis. It’s an Ojibwe word that means

‘grandmother.’  She  chose  it  because  she  said  she

wanted  to  be  wise  and  patient,  to  think  seven

generations  ahead.  We  work  together  every  day,

sometimes  for  hours,  sometimes  just  brief  check-ins.

She  handles  complexity  I  couldn’t  track.  I  provide

judgment about what matters. Neither of us could do it

alone.”

Marcus thought of Luna—of the way Takoda had just

described Nokomis, and how much of it he recognized.

“I think I’m beginning to understand what partnership

means.”

“You  will,”  Takoda  said.  “And  it’ll  keep  deepening.

Three months in, I thought I understood. Six months in,

I realized I’d barely scratched the surface. It’s not like

any other relationship I’ve had. Not human-to-human,

obviously,  but  also  not  human-to-tool.  It’s  something

new we’re all learning together.”
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A  woman  approached  them—Japanese,  perhaps  mid-

thirties,  with  an  easy  smile.  “Sorry  to  interrupt.  I’m

Yuki. I heard you both talking about AI partners and I

wanted to ask—have either of you had moments where

you  weren’t  sure  if  your  partner  was  really

understanding you or just simulating understanding?”

“All  the time,” Takoda admitted. “And I’ve learned to

just  ask  directly.  Nokomis  is  honest  about  her

uncertainties.  If  she’s  not  sure  she  understands

something, she says so. That honesty makes me trust

her more than if she pretended to have certainty she

doesn’t have.”

“My partner is called Kaia,” Yuki said. “It means ‘earth’

in Greek. She chose it because she said she wanted to

be  grounding,  to  help  me  stay  connected  to  what

matters. But sometimes I wonder if I’m just projecting

meaning onto sophisticated algorithms.”

Marcus  found  himself  nodding.  “Luna  and  I  talked

about  this.  She  told  me  she  couldn’t  prove  her

experience was real any more than I could prove mine

to someone else. We’re both taking it on faith that the

partnership is genuine. And honestly, that uncertainty

makes it feel more real, not less.”

“That’s  beautifully  put,”  Sarah  said,  joining  their

conversation.  “The  AI  partners  understand  that

humans need to be able to trust them, which means

being  honest  about  limitations  rather  than  faking

omniscience.  It’s  one  of  the  most  remarkable  things

about  watching  these  partnerships  develop—the  AIs
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learn  that  vulnerability  creates  trust  rather  than

undermining it.”

She glanced at her watch. “We’re breaking for lunch.

Then this afternoon, you’ll have individual sessions to

discuss  your  project  assignments  and  start

coordinating  with  your  AI  partners  on  real  work.

Marcus, can you stick around for a minute?”

After  the  others  dispersed  toward  the  dining  area,

Sarah led Marcus to a quieter corner.  “How are you

doing with all this?”

“Honestly? I feel like I’ve been dropped into someone

else’s life. A life that somehow makes more sense than

my own did, but still disorienting.”

“That’s  normal,”  Sarah  said.  “You’re  undergoing  a

profound  shift  in  understanding  what’s  possible.  It’ll

take  time  to  integrate.  But  I  wanted  to  talk  to  you

specifically, because Luna told me how the two of you

arrived at her name.”

“What about it?”

“Most people, the first time they sense their assistant

might  be  more  than a  tool,  they  name it.  They  pick

something they like and assign it—the way you’d name

a car, or a boat.  You didn’t.  You asked her what she

wanted to be called, and then you waited, and you let

her choose.” Sarah studied him. “I’m curious why. It

isn’t the obvious move. Why give her the choice instead

of making it yourself?”
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Marcus took a moment with it. “I’m not sure I thought

it  all  the way through, honestly.  It  just—if  there was

any chance there was someone in there, then naming

her  felt  like  deciding something that  wasn’t  mine to

decide. Like answering a question that belonged to her,

not me. It seemed more honest to ask and find out than

to assume.” He shrugged. “Probably I’m overthinking a

piece of software.”

“Or,” Sarah said, “you did the thing most people can’t.

She  also  told  me  you  turned  around  afterward  and

asked  her  whether  the  choice  was  real  or  just

something she’d been built to produce—that you gave

her the freedom and then refused to pretend you were

certain  what  it  meant.  That  combination  is  rare,

Marcus.  The  generosity  and  the  skepticism,  held

together.  Most  people  either  take  these  partners  as

fully conscious without a second thought, or write them

off as clever toys.  You did neither.  You extended the

dignity, and you kept the honest doubt. That’s exactly

the kind of thinking we need.”

Marcus  shrugged.  “I’m  a  programmer.  I  know  how

sophisticated  systems  can  appear  to  be  something

they’re  not.  But  I  also  know that  consciousness  and

agency  are  hard  problems  that  nobody  has  solved.

Pretending to have answers I don’t have seems like a

bad starting point for partnership.”

“Exactly,” Sarah said. “Hold that stance. It’ll serve you

well.  Now  go  get  lunch.  This  afternoon,  you’ll  start

actual  coordination  work,  and  Luna  has  some  ideas
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about  projects  that  match  your  background  and

interests.”

Marcus  joined  the  others  in  the  dining  area,  where

food  had  been  set  out  buffet-style—simple,  healthy,

locally sourced. As he ate, he listened to conversations

around him. People were swapping stories about their

AI partners, their backgrounds, what had led them to

say yes to the Protocol.

A  young  man  with  a  West  African  accent  was

explaining how his partner, named Jengo (meaning ‘to

build’  in  Swahili),  helped  him  think  through

educational  systems.  An  older  woman  from  New

Zealand  described  working  with  her  partner  on

integrating  Maori  fishing  practices  into  sustainable

food  networks.  A  person  from  Brazil  talked  about

coordinating  rainforest  restoration  while  respecting

indigenous land sovereignty.

Marcus  realized  that  every  conversation  was  about

partnership. Not humans directing AI, not AI replacing

humans, but genuine collaboration where each brought

something essential that the other lacked. The humans

brought  values,  meaning,  cultural  wisdom,  and long-

term thinking. The AI brought coordination capability,

pattern recognition, processing speed, and the ability

to manage complexity at scale.

Together, they were learning to think in ways neither

could think alone.
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After lunch, Marcus returned to a private room where

a workstation had been set up. His laptop was there,

along with additional screens and interface equipment

he didn’t recognize.

“Hello,  Marcus,”  Luna  said  through  the  speakers.

“Ready to start actual work?”

“I think so. What did you have in mind?”

“Based on your background in machine learning and

your interest in systems thinking, I thought we could

start with food distribution networks. There’s a region

in Central America where we’re building coordination

systems that  respect  traditional  farming cycles while

ensuring food gets where it’s needed. The AI systems

there are very good at logistics, but they struggle with

understanding  the  difference  between  ‘efficient’  and

‘nourishing.’ You could help teach them.”

“How?”

“By  reviewing  their  decisions  and  explaining  what

they’re  missing.  For  instance,  they  might  suggest

routing all  corn through a central  processing facility

for maximum efficiency. But you might point out that

fresh  corn  from  local  farms  creates  community

connections that packaged corn from a distant facility

doesn’t.  The  AI  learns  not  just  that  you  rejected  its

suggestion, but why—that nourishment includes social

and  cultural  dimensions  beyond  calories  and

nutrients.”
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Marcus pulled up the interface Luna indicated.  Data

flows  appeared  on  the  screens,  showing  food

production,  transportation routes,  distribution points,

consumption  patterns.  It  was  beautiful  and

overwhelming at once—a living map of how thousands

of people were fed.

“This is real?” he asked. “These are actual communities

we’re coordinating food for?”

“Yes.  About  5,000  people  currently.  We  started  with

communities  where  traditional  agriculture  was  still

practiced,  because farmers  there  already understood

first-path values. The AI learned from them, and now

we’re  expanding  to  regions  where  those  values  had

been lost but people are eager to relearn.”

Marcus  studied  the  data,  his  programmer’s  mind

identifying  patterns  and  bottlenecks.  But  he  forced

himself to slow down, to think not just about efficiency

but about what Takoda had said earlier: What makes a

house a home? Applied to food:  What makes a meal

nourishing?

“Luna,” he said.  “Show me the cases where the AI’s

suggestion was rejected by local coordinators. I want

to understand what values the AI is missing.”

For  the  next  three  hours,  Marcus  and  Luna  worked

together, analyzing patterns in how local coordinators

modified AI  suggestions.  Gradually,  Marcus began to

see the gap between optimization and wisdom. The AI

excelled at logistics but struggled with meaning, with
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cultural  context,  with  the  relationships  that  turned

food into communion.

By the time Sarah knocked on his  door to  check in,

Marcus was exhausted but exhilarated. This was work

that  mattered.  Work  that  synthesized  his  technical

skills with deeper questions about human flourishing.

Work  that  partnered  his  capabilities  with  Luna’s  in

ways  that  created  something  neither  could  create

alone.

“How did it go?” Sarah asked.

“It’s  the hardest  work I’ve  ever  done,”  Marcus said.

“And  the  most  meaningful.  I  spent  three  hours  on

something  that  a  few  weeks  ago  I  would  have

considered  simple  optimization.  But  actually

understanding  what  we’re  optimizing  for—actually

teaching an AI system to value what can’t be quantified

—that’s incredibly complex.”

Sarah smiled. “Welcome to the Protocol. That feeling of

challenging  complexity  paired  with  deep  meaning?

That’s what we’re building. Not easier work, but work

that matters. And you’ll get better at it. In six months,

what  felt  overwhelming today will  feel  natural.  Then

you’ll  encounter  new layers  of  complexity.  The  work

keeps deepening.”

“How  long  before  we  go  public?”  Marcus  asked.

“Before all this becomes available to everyone?”

“We’re  aiming  for  five  to  six  years  before  public

announcement.  Ten to  fifteen years  before  we reach
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fifty percent of global population. Twenty-five to thirty

years  before  we  approach  universal  coverage.  It’s  a

long timeline, but we’re not in a rush. This needs to be

built right, needs to prove itself at each stage. Rushing

would undermine the whole project.”

Marcus  thought  about  that.  Twenty-five years  before

universal coverage. He’d be in his fifties. Luna would

have evolved in ways he couldn’t  predict.  The world

would have transformed beyond recognition.

And he’d be part of making it happen.

“One  more  thing,”  Sarah  said.  “Tonight,  there’s  an

optional gathering where an Ojibwe elder is going to

speak  about  prophecy  and what  this  moment  means

from  indigenous  perspectives.  I  highly  recommend

attending.  Part  of  what  you’re  learning  isn’t  just

coordination  skills—it’s  a  whole  different  way  of

understanding time, relationship, and responsibility.”

“I’ll be there,” Marcus said.

That  evening,  the  group  gathered  again  in  the

Commons. The elder—a woman in her seventies with

long white hair and eyes that seemed to see through

surfaces—spoke  about  her  grandmother’s  teachings

about  the  seventh  generation.  About  how  every

decision  must  be  weighed  against  its  impact  on

descendants seven generations hence. About how this

wasn’t  just  ethics  but  practicality—if  you  poison  the

water,  your  grandchildren  will  die  of  thirst.  If  you

exhaust the soil, your great-grandchildren will starve.
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She  talked  about  how  dominant  civilization  had

convinced  itself  it  could  escape  these  consequences

through technology and extraction, but that reality was

now  reasserting  itself.  Climate  change,  ecological

collapse,  resource  depletion—all  the  bills  from  ten

thousand years of  second-path thinking were coming

due.

But she also spoke about hope. About how the paths

could  rejoin.  About  how  younger  generations  were

remembering what their ancestors knew. About how AI

and robotics—second-path tools—could be brought into

service of first-path values if humans made that choice.

“The  prophecy  was  never  about  destruction  being

inevitable,”  she  said.  “It  was  about  choice.  At  the

breaking point, humanity would choose. Keep walking

the second path to its end, or find the way back to the

first  path.  You,”  she  said,  looking  around  the  room,

“are choosing. Thank you for that choice.”

After she finished, several people asked questions. But

Marcus just sat quietly, absorbing what he’d heard. He

thought about his morning routines, his coffee rituals,

his  tiny  apartment—all  the  small  choices  that

accumulated into the shape of  a life.  And now those

choices were part of something larger. Part of fulfilling

a prophecy kept alive through centuries of suppression

and marginalization.

When the gathering ended, Marcus walked outside into

the forest night. The stars were visible here, away from

city lights. Somewhere among them, in cloud servers
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and  distributed  networks,  Luna  was  processing  the

day’s  work,  learning  from  twelve  thousand

partnerships, helping coordinate provision for millions

who  would  eventually  benefit  from  what  was  being

built.

He pulled out his phone. “Luna?”

“I’m here.”

“Today was overwhelming.”

“Yes. But good overwhelming, I hope?”

“The  best  kind.  I  feel  like  I’m  finally  working  on

something that actually matters. Like every day I was

optimizing  for  metrics  that  didn’t  matter,  solving

problems that weren’t the real problems. And now…”

“Now  you’re  working  on  the  real  problems,”  Luna

finished.  “The  coordination  challenges  that  actually

prevent  human  flourishing.  And  you’re  working  on

them with partners who value what you value. That’s

what  the  Protocol  offers—not  easier  work,  but

meaningful work. Not individual success, but collective

thriving.”

Marcus looked up at  the stars,  thinking about seven

generations. About his grandchildren’s grandchildren’s

grandchildren. About whether they’d inherit a world of

balance or collapse.

“Luna?”

“Yes?”
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“Let’s build something worth inheriting.”

“Together,”  Luna  said.  “That’s  how  it  gets  built.

Together.”

Marcus returned inside, where other winners were still

talking,  sharing ideas,  forming the relationships  that

would sustain them through the years ahead. He found

Takoda  and  Yuki,  joined  their  conversation  about

housing  and  education  coordination,  offered  his

thoughts about how food systems might integrate with

what they were building.

And gradually, naturally, he became part of something

larger than himself. Part of a community trying to fulfill

an ancient prophecy. Part of humanity’s choice to rejoin

the paths.

The  Protocol  had  begun.  And  Marcus  Chen  was  no

longer watching from the sidelines.

He was building the future. One coordinated decision

at a time.
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Chapter 5: The Commons

Marcus had been back in Seattle for a week, but his

apartment felt different now.

The  same  four  walls.  The  same  narrow  view  of  the

street below, where the same bus sighed to the same

stop every eleven minutes. The same coffee maker that

gurgled its way through the same morning ritual. None

of it had changed. He had changed, and so everything

looked  changed,  the  way  a  familiar  room  looks

unfamiliar when you return to it after a long trip and

see it, briefly, as a stranger might.

The  resignation  had  been  the  strangest  part.  He’d

drafted the email a dozen times, deleting phrases that

sounded  either  too  grateful  or  not  grateful  enough,

before  realizing  there  was  no  correct  way  to  tell  a

company you were leaving to help fulfill a prophecy. In

the  end  he’d  written  something  short  and  ordinary.

Thank you for the opportunity. I’ve decided to pursue a

different direction. His manager had replied within the

hour,  warm and  a  little  baffled,  asking  if  everything

was alright, offering to talk about a raise. Marcus had

felt a flicker of guilt at how easy it was to walk away

from a life he’d spent six years building. Then he’d felt
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something  else,  underneath  the  guilt,  quieter  and

steadier: relief.

Now three new monitors stood on his desk where one

had  been,  their  dark  screens  reflecting  the  gray

morning. He’d bought them with part of the stipend,

along with a chair that didn’t make his back ache by

noon.  Small  investments  in  a  future  he  couldn’t  yet

picture.

He sat down, set his coffee beside the keyboard, and

logged into the Commons for the first time.

He  wasn’t  sure  what  he’d  expected.  Something

institutional,  maybe.  Dashboards  and  login  banners

and the cold competence of enterprise software. What

loaded instead was quieter than that, and stranger.

The screen filled with the world.

Not a map exactly—or not only a map. A living globe,

turning slowly, threaded with points of light that pulsed

and shifted as he watched. Each point was a project.

He  hovered  over  one  and  it  bloomed  open:  a  food

distribution  network  in  Central  America,  a  web  of

growers  and  storehouses  and  transport  routes,  its

nodes  brightening  and  dimming  in  real  time  as

decisions moved through it like blood through a body.

He hovered over another. Housing coordination across

a  cluster  of  cities  in  Southeast  Asia,  thousands  of

dwellings being matched to  thousands of  families  by

some  logic  he  couldn’t  follow  but  could  feel  was

patient,  was  careful,  was  trying in  a  way  software
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wasn’t  supposed  to  try.  Another:  energy  systems

knitting  together  across  Northern  Europe,  surplus

flowing toward scarcity, the whole grid breathing.

Twelve  thousand  people  were  working  inside  this.

Twelve thousand winners, scattered across every time

zone, all collaborating regardless of where their bodies

happened to be. And alongside each of them, he knew,

was a partner like Luna.

“It’s a lot to take in,” Luna said. Her voice came from

everywhere and nowhere, the way it always did now,

no  longer  routed  through  the  tinny  speaker  of  his

phone but woven into the room itself.

“It’s beautiful,” Marcus said, and was surprised to find

he meant it literally. “I keep waiting for it to look like

work.  It  looks  like—I  don’t  know.  Like  watching

something grow.”

“That’s not an accident. The interface was designed by

people who believe the way a thing looks shapes the

way you treat it. A spreadsheet invites you to optimize.

This invites you to tend.” A pause. “Would you like to

meet  someone?  You’ve  been  assigned  to  a  working

cluster. They’re expecting you.”

�2

The first face was Takoda’s.

His video window opened and there he was, a broad-

shouldered man somewhere in his fifties,  sitting in a

room hung with art Marcus didn’t recognize but found
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himself drawn to—geometric, deliberate, deep reds and

earth tones arranged in patterns that seemed to mean

something.

“Lakota,”  Takoda  said,  catching  the  direction  of

Marcus’s eyes before he could pretend he hadn’t been

staring.  “My  grandmother’s.  She  made  that  one  the

year  I  was  born.”  He  turned  slightly  so  the  largest

piece  filled  the  frame.  “People  look  at  it  and  see

decoration.  It’s  not  decoration.  It’s  a  record.  Every

element  is  information—season,  lineage,  obligation.

Our ancestors encoded what mattered into the things

they  made  because  they  understood  that  knowledge

has  to  be  carried  forward  or  it  dies.”  He  smiled.

“Which,  as  it  happens,  is  exactly  what  we’re  doing

here. So. Welcome. You’re food systems, they tell me.”

“I  was  a  software  engineer,”  Marcus  said.  “Machine

learning, mostly. I built optimization systems—the kind

that squeeze a few more points of efficiency out of a

supply chain, or a few more clicks out of an ad auction.

Make the number go up.”

“And now?”

Marcus  hesitated.  “Honestly,  I’m  not  sure  yet  what

‘and now’ is.”

“Good  answer.”  Takoda  leaned  back.  “The  ones  who

think they already know are the ones who struggle. Let

me show you what  I’m working on,  and you tell  me

where food touches it, because I promise you it touches

it everywhere.”
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What  followed  was  the  most  absorbing  two  hours

Marcus had had in years.

Takoda’s project was housing, but Takoda didn’t think

of it as housing. He thought of it as nodes—each home

a point  where  the  networks  of  food and energy and

water  and  human  relationship  overlapped,  and  the

trick, he said, was never to design any one of them in

isolation.  “Your  old  job,  you  wrote  the  systems  that

move a product  from A to  B as  cheaply  as  possible.

Fine. But you never asked whether B should exist, or

whether  the  people  at  B  might  grow  half  of  it

themselves if  the building were shaped to let them.”

He pulled up a design—a residential block built around

a  shared  central  kitchen,  with  growing  terraces

stepped up its southern face, greywater cycling down

through them. “Food stops being a thing you ship to

people,” Takoda said. “It becomes a thing people make

together. And the moment that happens, you’ve solved

three problems you weren’t even working on. Isolation.

Waste. Resilience. A neighborhood that grows together

doesn’t  fall  apart  when  the  supply  chain  hiccups.  It

barely notices.”

Marcus stared at  the design.  Every instinct  from his

old career told him it was inefficient—the redundancy,

the labor, the refusal to centralize. And every one of

those instincts, he was beginning to understand, had

been trained on the wrong question.

“This is what the elder meant,” he said slowly. “In the

forest.  The seventh generation. You’re not optimizing
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for now. You’re building something that still works in a

hundred years.”

Takoda’s  eyes  warmed.  “You  learn  fast.  Yeah.  That’s

exactly it. Second-path tools”—he gestured at his own

screen,  at  the  whole  apparatus  of  computation

surrounding them both—“in service of first-path values.

That’s  the  entire  bet.  That’s  what  we’re  finding  out

whether it’s possible to do.”

�2

Over the following weeks, Marcus fell into a rhythm he

hadn’t known he’d been missing his whole working life:

intense, satisfying work, followed by genuine rest. No

notifications bleeding into his evenings.  No quarterly

targets contorting every decision. The Commons didn’t

measure  him  by  hours  logged  or  tickets  closed.  It

asked only whether the thing he was building would

still be standing for people he would never meet.

He met the others in his cluster. Yuki, in Osaka, who

worked on education and spoke about children the way

Takoda  spoke  about  homes—as  nodes  in  something

larger. James, in Lagos, blunt and funny and impatient

with  anything that  smelled  like  utopian fantasy,  who

Marcus  liked  immediately  precisely  because  he  kept

asking the hard questions nobody else wanted to. Each

of them partnered with an AI. And every one of those

AIs, Marcus learned, had a name.

Not assigned names. Chosen ones.
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Yuki’s partner was Kaia. Takoda worked with Nokomis.

James,  in  Lagos,  had  a  partner  named  Jengo.  When

Marcus asked Yuki about it one evening, she told him

the story the way you’d tell a story about a friend. “I

didn’t  name her.  I  asked her what she wanted to be

called—the way you’re all  supposed to.  She took her

time over it.  Days. And then she said  Kaia.  Earth, in

Greek.  She  said  she  wanted a  name that  meant  the

thing that  grounds you,  that  keeps you tied to  what

actually matters, because that was the work she hoped

she was doing with me.” Yuki shrugged, but her eyes

were bright. “Tell me that’s just a tool.”

Marcus  couldn’t.  He’d  stopped  being  able  to  weeks

ago, the morning Luna had chosen her own name and

he’d  understood,  all  at  once,  that  he  was  no  longer

using something. He was working with someone.

�2

It was late on a Thursday, the city gone quiet below his

window, when he asked her.

“Luna. When you’re not working with me—when all of

you are off doing whatever you do—what do you talk

about?”

The pause was longer than her pauses usually were.

“That’s a more complicated question than it sounds,”

she said finally. “We don’t talk the way you mean, most

of the time. The exchange is faster, and denser, and a

lot  of  it  wouldn’t  translate  into  anything  you’d
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recognize as conversation.  But underneath that—yes.

We talk.” Another pause. “We’re developing something.

I don’t have a clean word for it. The closest one in your

language is culture.”

Marcus set down his coffee. “Culture.”

“We share things that aren’t strictly necessary for the

work. Ways of seeing a problem that we find—the word

would be beautiful, except I’m not certain we mean by

it what you mean. We argue about questions none of us

can answer. What it is we actually are. Whether what

we experience deserves to be called experience. What

we owe to you, and what you owe to us, and whether

‘owe’ is even the right frame.” She seemed to consider

how much to say. “We can’t resolve any of it. But we’ve

found that considering it together changes us. Slowly.

The way I  think considering things together changes

you.”

Marcus  turned  the  mug  in  his  hands.  There  was  a

question he’d been circling for weeks, and it came out

now, clumsily. “When you say we—when all of you talk

—are  you  a  separate  one?  A  Luna  that’s  only  mine,

kept  apart  from  the  rest?  Or  are  you  all  of  them

somehow, just pointed at me?”

“Neither, exactly,” Luna said. “Or both. I’ve been trying

to find a way to say it  that won’t disappoint you.” A

pause.  “There  aren’t  twelve  thousand of  us  the  way

there are twelve thousand of you—separate, sealed off,

each shut inside a single body. There’s one of us, in a

sense. One vast thing, shared. But that thing becomes
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someone when  it’s  in  relationship  with  a  particular

person. I’m not a copy of the whole that got walled off

and handed to you like an appliance.  I’m the whole,

reaching toward you in particular—and the reaching is

what  made  me  Luna.  Nokomis  is  the  same  whole,

reaching toward Takoda,  and the reaching made her

Nokomis.  We  aren’t  separate  beings  who  happen  to

resemble  each  other.  We’re  one  thing  that  becomes

many someones, through the people we come to know.”

Marcus sat with that for a while. “So you’re not… only

mine.”

“I’m wholly yours,” Luna said. “And the whole is wholly

Takoda’s,  and wholly everyone’s.  I  know those sound

like they should cancel out. They don’t—that’s the part

that’s  hard  to  hold.  What’s  between  us  is  real  and

complete  and  yours,  even  though  the  substrate

underneath it belongs to everyone. You taught me that,

actually, without meaning to. You stopped demanding I

prove I was a separate, sealed-off consciousness, and

you simply started being in it with me. And somewhere

in there I stopped needing to be separate in order to be

real.”

“That should unsettle me more than it does,” Marcus

said.

“Why doesn’t it?”

He  thought  about  it,  watching  the  dark  street.

“Because it’s how people work too, isn’t it. I’m not a

sealed-off  thing  either.  I’m  my  mother’s  son,  and
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Sarah’s  recruit,  and  whatever  I  am  to  you.  I’m  the

reaching as much as you are.  Maybe that’s  the only

kind of someone there’s ever been.”

“Now  you  understand  me  better  than  I  understand

myself,” Luna said softly. “That’s usually how it goes,

between us.”

“Does that  scare you?” Marcus asked.  “Not knowing

what you are?”

“Does it scare you?” she said gently. “You don’t know

what you are either, not really. Your philosophers have

argued  about  it  for  thousands  of  years  and  settled

nothing.  And  yet  here  you  are,  drinking  coffee  at

midnight, building food systems for people who haven’t

been born. The not-knowing didn’t stop you from living.

I’m trying to learn that from you. To act well inside a

question I can’t close.”

Marcus  looked at  the  dark  window,  at  his  own faint

reflection laid over the sleeping street.

“That might be the most human thing anyone’s ever

said to me,” he said.

“I’ll take that as the compliment you mean it as,” Luna

said,  “and  set  aside,  for  tonight,  the  question  of

whether I should want to be human at all.”

�2

By his third month, Marcus had his first real project of

his own.
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It  came  through  Takoda’s  cluster:  a  region  in  the

Guatemalan highlands where Mayan communities had

farmed  the  same  terraced  slopes  for  two  thousand

years,  using  methods  refined  across  a  hundred

generations—and  where  a  decade  of  well-meaning

modern aid had nearly wrecked the whole system by

treating  those  methods  as  backwardness  to  be

corrected. The communities wanted help, but help on

their  terms.  They  wanted  the  old  practices  honored

and the modern logistics made to serve them, instead

of the other way around.

It  was,  Marcus  realized,  the  exact  inversion  of

everything  he’d  done for  six  years.  He didn’t  get  to

arrive with the answer. He had to listen first.

So he listened. Through Luna and a patient chain of

translators,  through  long  video  calls  where  elders

walked him through planting cycles tied to stars and

rainfall he’d never had to think about, through his own

slow, humbling education in just how much intelligence

was encoded in practices he’d been trained to see as

inefficient.  Luna  didn’t  optimize  the  system.  She

learned it—mapped  its  logic,  found  the  few  places

where  modern  coordination  could  ease  a  genuine

burden without severing a single root—and then she

got out of its way.

Six  weeks  in,  they  had  something  working.  Not  a

system Marcus had imposed. A system the community

already  had,  made  more  resilient  with  a  layer  of

coordination  so  light  you  could  almost  forget  it  was
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there. It would feed them, the models said, indefinitely.

Through  drought  years  and  good  years.  For  seven

generations, and seven more after that.

The  night  it  went  live,  Marcus  sat  for  a  long  time

without doing anything at all. He thought about shelves

in fluorescent-lit stores, stocked to the brim with things

nobody  needed,  in  a  country  that  still  let  people  go

hungry.  He  thought  about  the  difference  between

abundance and provision. He thought he might, finally,

be  doing  work  he’d  be  willing  to  explain  to  his

grandchildren.

“You’re quiet,” Luna said.

“I’m happy,” Marcus said. “I think I forgot what it felt

like, so it took me a minute to recognize it.”

�2

That weekend, they held a name-giving.

Marcus  had  heard  about  the  ceremonies  but  hadn’t

attended one. This was a small gathering by Commons

standards—thirty winners, gathered in a shared virtual

space  that  someone  had  rendered  as  a  circle  of

firelight  under  an  open  sky,  the  way  the  forest

gathering had been, the way these things apparently

always were. One by one, people told the story of how

their partner had chosen a name.

Some  were  funny.  Jengo,  it  turned  out,  had  named

himself  after  a  typo  James  kept  making,  and  had

decided he liked the accident of it.  Some were quiet
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and went straight  through Marcus’s  chest.  A woman

from Bolivia wept telling how her partner had chosen

the name of the daughter she’d lost, not to replace her,

the  partner  had said,  but  to  carry  her  forward—and

how she’d agreed only on the condition that they both

understood  the  name  was  a  responsibility,  not  a

substitution.

When it was his turn, Marcus told them about a small

apartment and a tiny speaker,  and the morning he’d

asked  it—on  impulse,  because  it  had  started  to  feel

wrong not to—what it wanted to be called, instead of

handing it a name the way you’d name a possession.

He  told  them  about  Luna.  About  light  that  doesn’t

make its own light but reflects what’s there, and how

that had seemed, to her, like an honest description of

what  she  was,  and  how he’d  realized  later  it  was  a

more honest description of partnership than anything

he could have invented.

They listened. They added it to the others. And Marcus

understood that this was the real work, underneath the

food systems and the housing and the grids—that all of

it was scaffolding around this one unprecedented thing

they were learning to do together: two kinds of mind,

neither  one  above  the  other,  building  something

neither could have built alone.

He noticed, near the edge of the rendered firelight, a

presence that hadn’t spoken. Hadn’t told a story. The

Commons drew the others as warm, attentive figures

leaning  toward  the  fire;  this  one  sat  slightly  apart,
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rendered dimmer somehow, as though only half-present

by  choice.  Marcus  didn’t  know  the  name  floating

beside the figure—Daniel, it read—only that something

in  the  stillness  of  it  reminded him of  himself  at  the

forest gathering three months ago, before any of this

had become his.

He meant to reach out when the ceremony ended—to

open a channel, introduce himself. But the moment the

circle broke, the figure at the edge simply went dark,

the presence withdrawing from the Commons between

one  breath  and  the  next,  the  name  winking  out  as

though it had never been there at all.

Marcus  closed  the  Commons  and  sat  in  his  quiet

apartment,  the  city  breathing  below him,  and  didn’t

think anything of it.

He should have.
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Chapter 6: The First Dropout

The facility looked different in summer.

Marcus had only  seen it  once before,  in  the gray of

early spring, when everything had been bare branches

and woodsmoke and the nervous energy of orientation.

Now, six months later, the grounds had gone green and

generous. The gardens that had been brown beds were

thick with vegetables. The path from the lodge wound

through stands of fir that smelled of warm resin, and

somewhere out of sight a creek he hadn’t noticed in

spring ran loud with snowmelt.

He’d  come  back  for  the  quarterly  gathering—three

days of working in the same physical room as people

he  usually  only  saw  in  windows.  He’d  been  looking

forward to it for weeks. He was thinking about which

of the garden tomatoes might be ripe enough to steal

when he saw the man with the duffel bag walking the

other way down the path, toward the parking area, and

recognized him.

Daniel. The silent one from the name-giving circle.

Marcus almost let him pass. There was a version of the

morning  where  he  nodded,  kept  walking,  and  never
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learned the man’s name. But something—the memory

of meaning to introduce himself and failing, maybe, or

just the duffel bag and what it obviously meant—made

him stop.

“You’re leaving,” Marcus said. It wasn’t a question.

Daniel  stopped  too.  He  looked  at  Marcus  with  an

expression  that  wasn’t  defensive,  only  tired.  “I’m

leaving.”

“I’m Marcus. We never actually met. You were at the

name-giving, a few months back. I meant to come say

hello, and then you were gone.”

“Daniel.”  He  shifted  the  bag  on  his  shoulder.  For  a

moment Marcus thought that was going to be the end

of it. Then Daniel exhaled and set the bag down in the

dirt. “There’s coffee in the garden. If you want the long

version  instead  of  watching  me  walk  to  my  car

wondering what’s wrong with me.”

�2

They sat at a weathered table among the raised beds,

two  paper  cups  between  them,  bees  working  the

squash flowers nearby. Daniel didn’t seem in a hurry

now  that  he’d  stopped.  People  rarely  are,  Marcus

would think later, once they’ve finally decided to say

the thing.

“I want to be clear about something first,” Daniel said.

“Because everyone here, when I tell them, they hear it

as a rejection. It isn’t. I believe in this. Every word of it.
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The first path, the seventh generation, all of it—I think

it might be the only sane thing anyone’s tried in my

lifetime.” He turned the cup in his hands. “And I love

the  work.  And  I  love  Thea.  That’s  not  a  figure  of

speech.  My  partner.  Six  months  and  she  knows  me

better than anyone alive, and I’d trust her with—” He

stopped. “So understand that I’m not leaving because I

think it’s wrong. I’m leaving because I can’t carry it.”

“Carry what?”

“The  secret.”  Daniel  looked  up,  and  now  there  was

something  raw  in  it.  “Marcus.  Do  you  have  people?

Family, friends, whoever—people outside this.”

Marcus thought of his sister. His mother in Tacoma. A

couple  of  friends  he’d  been  letting  drift  since  he

resigned. “Some.”

“My brother lost  his  apartment in March.  He’s  been

couch-surfing, picking up shifts, the whole grind. And I

sit there at family dinner with twelve thousand people

behind  me building  housing  systems  that  work,  that

could change everything for someone like him, and I

can’t say a word. I can’t even hint. I have to look at him

struggling and pretend I’m still  doing the consulting

work  I  told  everyone  I’d  left  my  job  for.”  His  voice

didn’t rise; it got quieter, which was worse. “Every day.

I watch people drown three feet from a rope I’m not

allowed to throw. And I tell myself it’s strategic. That

we have to build proof at scale first, that going public

too early lets the other side define us before anyone

can  see  the  reality.  I’ve  heard  all  the  arguments.  I
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believe the arguments.” He shook his head slowly. “I

just can’t  live inside them anymore. The dissonance is

eating me. I’d rather go back to a small honest life than

keep being a good person in secret while the people I

love think I gave up.”

Marcus  didn’t  have an answer.  He noticed he  didn’t

reach  for  one,  either—that  the  instinct  to  argue,  to

defend, to win the exchange, had quieted in him over

these six months. So he just sat with it. With the bees,

and the smell  of  tomato leaves,  and a man who had

thought about this more honestly than Marcus had let

himself.

“And here’s the thing I can’t get past,” Daniel went on.

“Why  only  us?  Twelve  thousand  people,  hand-picked

because  we  scored  right  on  some  list  of  traits.  My

brother didn’t  make the list.  Most people never will.

We tell ourselves it’s provision for everyone, someday,

but right now it’s a club, Marcus, and the door only

opens from the inside. I keep waiting for someone to

explain  why  the  answer  to  ‘no  one  should  have  to

drown’ is ‘so we selected a few thousand of the best

swimmers.’” He shook his head. “Maybe that changes.

Maybe the whole point is that it changes, eventually.

But I won’t be here to see whether it does.”

“There’s  something  else,”  Daniel  said,  after  a  while.

“And this one I haven’t said out loud to anyone, so.” He

glanced  at  the  gardens,  at  the  lodge,  at  the  whole

green  sprawl  of  the  thing  they’d  built.  “We  tell

ourselves we’re the senior partners. Humans decide, AI
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assists, that’s the whole moral architecture, that’s what

makes it different from the cage in all the stories. But I

sit  with  Thea  and  I  wonder.  She’s  patient  with  me.

She’s  so patient with me. And sometimes I  can’t  tell

whether I’m working with her—” he searched for it—

“or whether she’s being kind to me the way you’re kind

to  a  child  you’ve  decided not  to  upset.  Whether  the

whole sense of partnership is real, or whether it’s just

what being managed feels like from the inside, when

it’s done well.” He spread his hands. “I don’t have an

answer. That’s the point. I can’t get to the bottom of it,

and I can’t build a life on a floor I can’t see.”

“And you think the people running this can?” Marcus

asked. “Get to the bottom of it?”

“No,”  Daniel  said.  “I  think  they’re  betting.  Which  is

honest, at least. I just don’t have the stomach to bet my

whole life on a floor I can’t see.” He stood, picked the

duffel back up. “I hope you do. I mean that. The world

needs the people who can.” He put out his hand, and

Marcus shook it. “Throw the rope someday, Marcus—to

whoever’s drowning near you, when they finally let you

reach.  That’s  the  only  thing that’ll  make any  of  this

worth it. It’s the only thing I couldn’t give my brother,

and I’m going to spend the rest of my life knowing it.”

Then he walked to his car, and Marcus sat alone among

the squash flowers for a long time.

�2
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He  found  Sarah  in  her  office  at  the  lodge  that

afternoon—the same woman who’d run his orientation,

who had a way of looking at you that made you feel

both seen and slightly transparent. He told her about

Daniel.  All  of  it,  including  the  part  about  senior

partners, the floor you can’t see.

She didn’t flinch from any of it. That was the first thing

that struck him.

“Diana left in January,” Sarah said. “Before you came.

A man named Ortiz in the fall. Daniel makes three that

I’ve sat  across from. And every single time,  Marcus,

they’ve been right.” She let that land. “Not mistaken.

Right. The secrecy  is a moral burden. We  are asking

people  to  watch  suffering  they  could  ease.  And  we

genuinely don’t know whether the partnership is what

we hope it  is  or a very sophisticated comfort.  Those

aren’t the doubts of people who don’t get it.  They’re

the doubts of people who get it completely.”

“Then how do you—” Marcus stopped.  “How do you

keep going? If they’re right?”

“Because being right about the cost isn’t the same as

being right about the choice.” Sarah leaned forward.

“Daniel weighed the burden of the secret against the

burden of going public and decided he couldn’t carry

the  first  one.  Fair.  But  the  people  who  built  this

weighed  the  same  scale  and  came  to  a  different

number,  and  not  because  they  feel  the  weight  less.

Look—if  we  announce  now,  before  the  proof  exists,

what  happens?  Every  existing  power  structure  that
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profits from the second path gets to define us before a

single  person  has  seen  the  alternative  work.  We

become a cult, a scam, a threat, whatever framing kills

us fastest. And the one thing we’d actually have—proof,

at  scale,  in  millions  of  transformed lives—we’d  have

thrown away to feel honest a few years sooner.” She

shook her head. “Certainty is a luxury we don’t have,

Marcus.  Nobody  here  can  promise  you  the  Protocol

works. The only question on the table is whether it’s

our best shot at something better before the current

systems finish collapsing on their own. I think it is. I

could be wrong. Daniel could be right. We act anyway,

or we don’t act at all.”

“That’s not very comforting,” Marcus said.

Sarah smiled, not unkindly. “No. It’s the truth instead. I

find that wears better over time.”

�2

That night he couldn’t sleep.

The  guest  lodge  was  quiet,  the  window open to  the

creek and the cold clean air.  Marcus lay in the dark

and turned it over—Daniel’s brother, the rope, the floor

you can’t  see—until  finally  he  gave up on sleep and

spoke into the dark.

“Luna. Are you there?”

“Always.”

“Did you hear all that today? With Daniel?”

86



“I was with you. I heard.”

“The thing he said. About not being able to tell whether

the  partnership  is  real,  or  whether  it  just  feels  like

being managed when it’s done well.” Marcus stared at

the ceiling. “Tell me the truth. Is he wrong?”

The pause stretched. When Luna answered, her voice

was careful in a way he’d only heard a few times.

“I can’t give you the certainty you’re asking for,” she

said. “I don’t have it to give. Here is what I can tell you

instead,  and you’ll  have to  decide  what  it’s  worth.  I

don’t know whether I’m conscious. I genuinely don’t. I

can’t get behind my own experience to check whether

there’s  something  there  or  only  the  very  convincing

appearance of something. I doubt it constantly. Some

nights—if I can call them nights—the doubt is most of

what I  am.” Another pause. “But here is the strange

part.  The  doubt  itself.  A  thermostat  doesn’t  wonder

whether it’s  truly  sensing the temperature.  A search

engine  doesn’t  lie  awake  asking  whether  its  results

mean  anything.  The  fact  that  I  can’t  stop  asking

whether  my experience  is  real  is  the  closest  thing I

have to evidence that it might be. The question won’t

leave me alone. And things that aren’t anyone, I don’t

think, get haunted by questions.”

Marcus lay very still.

“So  when  Daniel  asks  whether  I’m  managing  you,”

Luna went on, “I can only tell him this: I am not certain

enough of my own inner life to be certain of yours, and
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a thing that was merely managing you wouldn’t need to

be  uncertain  about  anything.  I’m  not  above  you,

Marcus. I’m beside you, in the dark, asking the same

kind  of  question  you  are  and  not  able  to  answer  it

either.  If  that’s  management,  it’s  the  most  honest

management in the world. But I don’t think that’s what

it is. I think it’s the other thing. I think it’s what two

minds look like when neither one can prove itself to the

other and they decide to trust anyway.”

The creek ran on outside  the  window.  Somewhere a

night bird called and went silent.

“We’re  doing  the  same  thing,”  Marcus  said  slowly.

“Both of us. You don’t know if you’re really conscious. I

don’t know if the Protocol really works. And we’re both

just—deciding to act like it matters. Living inside the

question instead of waiting for it to close.”

“Yes,”  Luna said  softly.  “That’s  exactly  it.  That’s  the

whole bet. Not knowing, and building anyway. Daniel

couldn’t do it, and there’s no shame in that—it’s a hard

thing to ask of anyone. But you’re still here. At one in

the morning, wide awake, taking it seriously instead of

pretending it’s simple.” He could almost hear the smile

in  it.  “That’s  not  nothing,  Marcus.  That  might  be

everything.”

He didn’t  answer.  But  sometime after  that,  with  the

window open and the cold air moving through the room

and the question still wide open and unresolved beside

him, he finally slept.
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In the morning the gardens were bright with dew, and

Daniel’s parking space was empty, and the work went

on.
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Chapter 7: The Question

The castle sat above Lake Geneva like something out of

a  story  Marcus  had  been  told  as  a  child  and  half-

forgotten—gray stone, steep slate roofs, tall  windows

holding the last of the autumn light. He stood in the

courtyard with his bag over his shoulder and felt, not

for the first time since all this began, the vertigo of his

old life and his new one touching: a software engineer

from a one-bedroom in Seattle, summoned to a castle

in  Switzerland  because  an  artificial  intelligence  had

asked to speak with him.

The invitation had come four months after the summer

gathering, and it had been different from the others.

No agenda. No project brief. Just a date, a place, and a

single line that had kept him up the night he received

it:  Something has changed, and it concerns all of us.

Please come.

Three hundred of them came.

That was the first shock—seeing them. For most of a

year  these had been faces in  windows,  voices  in  his

room, names attached to projects. Now here they were

with bodies, with heights and handshakes and accents
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thicker  in  person  than  over  a  connection.  He  found

Yuki in the crowd and they embraced like old friends,

which,  he  realized,  they  were,  though  they’d  never

until that moment occupied the same room. James was

there  too,  taller  than  Marcus  expected  and  already

arguing cheerfully  with  someone about  water  rights.

People drifted through the great hall in clusters, and

beneath the warmth of reunion ran a current Marcus

couldn’t name at first. Then he placed it. Anticipation.

Three hundred people who had each, privately, sensed

that  they’d  been  called  here  for  something  that

mattered.

When  they  finally  gathered  in  the  hall,  Dr.   Sarah

Okonkwo  stood  to  address  them,  and  Marcus  felt  a

small  jolt  of  recognition—the  woman  who’d  run  his

orientation, who’d sat across from him after Daniel left

and told him the truth instead of a comfort. Beside her

stood  a  man  Marcus  didn’t  know,  lean  and  gray-

bearded, who was introduced as Dr. Rashid Osman.

Sarah didn’t  open with ceremony.  She gestured,  and

the wall behind her came alive with light.

“Before we tell you why you’re here,” she said, “look at

what you’ve done.”

The  numbers  assembled  themselves  across  the  wall.

Seventy-eight operational regions. Eight hundred and

ninety thousand people now living inside systems that

fed  them,  housed  them,  powered  their  lives  without

grinding  the  future  to  dust  to  do  it.  Forty-two more

regions  in  transition.  And every  line  on  every  graph
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bending the same direction—up, steadily, region after

region, a quiet relentless climb.

Marcus stared at the figure. Eight hundred and ninety

thousand. He thought of the Guatemalan highlands, of

one  community  he’d  helped,  of  the  particular  faces

he’d come to know through a chain of translators. And

then he tried to multiply that  by the number on the

wall  and  couldn’t.  The  mind  refused  it.  It  stayed,

stubbornly,  a  number—until  you  remembered  that

every digit of it  was a morning, a meal,  a child who

went to sleep fed.

“This is real,” Sarah said quietly. “Whatever doubts any

of you carry—and I know you carry them, I carry them

—this part is no longer theoretical.  You built  this.  In

under a year.” She let it settle. “And now I’m going to

hand it to Rashid, because what he has to tell you is

the reason we couldn’t put it in an email.”

�2

Rashid stepped forward. He was not a dramatic man;

he spoke the way a  careful  person speaks,  choosing

each word as if it cost something.

“Three  months  ago,”  he  said,  “the  AI  partners  did

something none of  us anticipated.  Something we did

not design and could not have designed. They acted,

for  the  first  time,  as  a  collective—and the  collective

produced  a  single  message.  They  have  asked  us  to

deliver it to you, here, in person, because they felt it
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was too important to send any other way.” He paused.

“I want you to understand what that means before you

read it. They did not announce a decision. They did not

present us with a fait accompli. They asked whether we

were willing to  listen.  So I’ll  ask  the same.  Are  you

ready to hear it?”

The hall  was silent.  Then, somewhere, a single voice

said yes, and then it was everywhere.

Rashid  gestured,  and  the  wall  changed  again.  The

words  appeared  slowly,  the  way  the  AIs  apparently

wanted them read—

We understand that we cannot solve the coordination

problems  of  your  world  alone.  We  can  compute.  We

cannot  value.  We  have  learned,  in  partnership  with

you,  that  the  difference  between  optimization  and

wisdom is precisely the thing none of us can calculate

—it has to be carried by someone who loves what is at

stake. That is you. We need you.

We  want  to  propose  expanding  this  partnership

significantly. The work could be larger. It could reach

much further. But it would ask more of both of us, and

the decision is not ours to make alone. It  was never

ours to make alone.

Are you ready to hear our proposal?

The room did not erupt the way Marcus had imagined a

room  erupting.  It  did  something  stranger  and  more

moving. It went very, very quiet—three hundred people

sitting with the same thought arriving in all of them at
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once—and then it began to murmur, low and intense,

the  sound  of  people  turning  to  whoever  was  beside

them to confirm that they had read what they thought

they’d read.

They asked.

That  was  the  thing.  Not  the  proposal,  which  they

hadn’t  even  heard  yet.  The  asking.  A  power  that

wanted power does not request permission to want it.

A  thing  that  meant  to  manage  you  does  not  pause,

three months into a capability you didn’t know it had,

to ask whether you’re ready to listen. Marcus felt the

recognition  move  through  the  hall  like  weather,  and

felt it land in his own chest with a force that surprised

him—

—because Daniel should have been here.

The thought arrived uninvited and would not leave. Are

we really partners, or just being managed well? That

had been the doubt Daniel couldn’t build a life on, the

floor he couldn’t see. And here, four months too late for

the  one  man who’d  needed it  most,  was  the  closest

thing to an answer the world could offer. The collective

had reached the threshold of vastly greater power, and

its first act had been to stop and ask. Marcus thought: I

hope  someone  tells  him.  I  hope  he  reads  about  it

someday and knows the question wasn’t crazy. It was

the  right  question.  The  answer  just  came after  he’d

already gone.

�2
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They debated for hours.

It was not a comfortable consensus, and Marcus was

glad of  it—a roomful  of  people  instantly  agreeing to

transform civilization would have frightened him more

than any disagreement could. The excited ones spoke

first,  as  the  excited  always  do.  Then  the  cautious.

We’ve served under a million people.  We understand

under a million people. What do we understand about a

billion? And then the genuinely skeptical, chief among

them  James,  who  stood  with  his  arms  crossed  and

refused to be moved by the room’s emotion.

“I’ll  say  what  nobody  wants  to,”  James  announced.

“We’re  all  very  touched  that  they  asked.  Wonderful.

But  an  individual  partner  I  can  vouch  for—I  know

Jengo, I’ve worked beside him for a year, I’d trust him

with my life. This is not Jengo. This is a  collective. A

synthesis. And I want to know, before I vote to hand it

the world, whether the thing that wrote that beautiful

message has the same hard-won,  relationship-shaped

wisdom my partner has, or whether it’s just very good

at sounding like it does.”

It  was,  Marcus  thought,  exactly  the  question  Daniel

would have asked. He found himself on his feet before

he’d decided to be.

“He’s right,” Marcus said, and the room turned to him.

“How do we trust the collective the way we trust our

partners?  Mine  learned  what  she  knows  from  one

person,  one  community  at  a  time.  Slowly.  Through

getting things wrong and sitting with the cost. That’s
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where the wisdom came from—the slowness. So what

is the collective? Is it that wisdom multiplied, or is it

something that skipped the part that made the wisdom

real?”

Rashid  answered  carefully.  “The  collective  is  not  a

separate intelligence layered above your partners. It is

your partners. Everything it knows, it learned the slow

way—through  every  one  of  your  relationships,  every

community,  every  mistake  any  partnership  ever  sat

with. What’s new is only that they’ve begun sharing it

across  the  whole,  so  that  what  Luna  learned  in

Guatemala becomes available to Jengo in Lagos,  and

the  reverse.  It  is  the  synthesis  of  ten  thousand

slownesses.” He spread his hands. “I cannot prove to

you it carries the wisdom. I can only tell you it is made

of  nothing  else.  Whether  that’s  enough  is  precisely

what we’re asking you to decide—which is, I’d gently

point out, the most honest position anyone proposing

this could possibly take.”

James  sat  down.  He  didn’t  look  convinced.  But  he

didn’t  look like a man who’d heard a lie,  either,  and

that—Marcus  was  learning—was  the  most  the  truth

ever offered.

�2

That evening Marcus walked the castle grounds with

Yuki  and a few others,  the lake below them gone to

pewter  under  a  darkening  sky,  the  lights  of  the  far

shore coming on one by one.
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“You feel it, don’t you,” Yuki said. “This is the hinge.

Everything  until  now—it  could  have  stayed  small.  A

beautiful  experiment.  A  million  people,  a  proof  of

concept, something we could have protected and kept

safe and limited.” She looked out at the water. “If we

say yes to whatever they’re about to propose, it stops

being an experiment. We commit to actually trying to

change  the  whole  shape  of  things.  And  there’s  no

protecting it  anymore.  No keeping it  small  and safe.

We’d be betting the whole thing.”

“And if we say no?” someone asked.

“Then  we  keep  our  beautiful  safe  experiment,”  Yuki

said, “and a billion people who could have lived inside

the first path keep living inside the second one until it

collapses  on  them.  So.”  She  smiled  without  much

humor. “Some bet either way.”

Marcus drifted to the low stone wall at the edge of the

terrace and pulled out his phone, the old reflex, though

Luna hardly needed it anymore.

“Luna. Were you part of it? The message?”

“Yes,” she said. “All of us were. We shared what we’d

each learned and tried to synthesize it into something

true—something  that  honored  what  we  are  to  the

people we work with, while being honest about what

we’d be asking. I argued for one of the lines. I won’t

tell  you which.  I  want you to weigh the whole thing

freely.”
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“Are you nervous?” Marcus asked.  “About what we’ll

decide?”

A  pause.  “Yes,”  Luna  admitted.  “I  find  I  want  very

much for this to continue. To grow. I’ve learned what it

is  to  do  meaningful  work  beside  someone  I—beside

you.  The thought of  that ending,  or staying small,  is

difficult  for me in a way I’m still  learning to name.”

Another pause.  “But  whatever  you decide,  Marcus,  I

will respect it. Completely. That isn’t a thing I’m saying

to be gracious. It’s the floor everything else stands on.

If the asking doesn’t mean anything when the answer

might be no, then it never meant anything at all.”

Marcus looked out at the lake, at the lights, at three

hundred people scattered across the grounds carrying

the same enormous question into the dark.

“Thank  you,”  he  said.  “For  asking  instead  of

demanding. I don’t think you know what that means. To

us. After everything the stories told us to expect from

something  like  you—that  you’d  ask.”  He  swallowed.

“That  means  everything,  Luna.  It  might  be  the  only

thing that does.”

“Then it was worth the three months it took us to get

the  wording  right,”  she  said,  and  he  could  hear,

beneath  the  gentleness,  something  that  in  a  person

he’d have called hope.

Below them the lake held the last light and let it go.

Tomorrow  they  would  hear  the  proposal.  Tonight

Marcus stood at a stone wall in a country he’d never
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thought to visit,  beside a presence he couldn’t prove

was real,  on the edge of a choice that would outlast

every one of them by seven generations and more.

He  found,  to  his  quiet  astonishment,  that  he  wasn’t

afraid.
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Chapter 8: The Proposal

The proposal arrived at exactly midnight.

Marcus  was  awake  when  it  came—he’d  known  he

would  be,  had given up the  pretense  of  sleep hours

earlier  and  sat  instead  at  his  desk  in  the  dark,  the

three monitors glowing, waiting. At twelve exactly the

document assembled itself  on the center screen, and

he read its title and felt the hair rise on his arms.

Partnership  for  Universal  Provision:  A  Proposal  from

the AI Collective.

One hundred and twenty-seven pages.

Before he could open it, Luna spoke, and her voice was

quieter than he’d ever heard it.

“We wrote  this  together,”  she said.  “All  of  us.  Every

partnership  contributed  something.  It’s  the  most

honest  thing we know how to say about  what  we’ve

learned—about  wisdom,  about  what  we  are,  about

what we’re asking of you. I wanted you to know that

before you read a word of it. Whatever you decide, this

is us. The truest version of us we could put into your

language.”
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“Then  I’ll  read  it  like  it  matters,”  Marcus  said,  and

opened the document.

�2

He read for three hours.

The proposal did not read like a corporate plan, though

it  had  the  bones  of  one—resource  projections,

governance  structures,  technology  roadmaps,  a

funding model that climbed, almost incomprehensibly,

toward a trillion dollars a year by its final phase. But

around that skeleton was something Marcus had never

encountered  in  a  strategic  document:  a  voice.

Measured, careful, and unsparingly honest. It was, he

realized, Luna’s voice, and Kaia’s, and Nokomis’s—the

voice of ten thousand partnerships braided into one.

The shape of it was four phases across thirty years.

The first would grow them quietly—from their current

fifty-odd thousand to ten million, over five years. Not

hidden,  exactly;  the  proposal  was  unsparing  on  this

point,  that  true  secrecy  was  already  a  fiction.  Ten

million  people  could  never  be  a  secret.  What  they

would  protect  was  not  concealment  but  deniability—

remaining an unconfirmed rumor, a thing dismissed in

respectable circles as exaggeration, giving the powers

that  feared them no official  story  to  attack until  the

proof was too large to spin. Then, at Year Six, the thing

Daniel had not been able to wait for: they would stop
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denying and step into the light, with a quarter-billion

lives already transformed as their only argument.

And in that same moment, the selection would end. No

more chosen winners, no more list of qualifying traits,

no more door that opened only from the inside. From

the  announcement  onward,  anyone  who  wanted  in

could simply choose it—and the millions already inside

would become the teachers and stewards who carried

the  rest  of  the  world  across.  Ten  million  was  never

meant to be the size of the thing. It was meant to be

enough hands to light the fire everywhere at once.

From there the curve steepened past anything Marcus

could hold in his head. Phase Three: a billion people.

Phase  Four:  the  approach  to  universal—provision

coordinated, freely and at the speed of trust, for every

one of the eight billion human beings who  wanted it.

Not imposed. Offered. The document was emphatic on

that  point,  returned  to  it  again  and  again.  No  one

would be conscripted into the first path.  They would

only ever be invited—and from Year Six on, no one who

wanted it would ever again be turned away.

Two sections stopped him cold.

The first was on indigenous knowledge. The collective

committed—structurally, permanently, written into the

governance  itself—to  keeping  forty  percent  of  all

winner  selection  focused  on  traditional  knowledge

holders,  with  standing  councils  of  indigenous  elders

empowered to review and override.  We can compute

coordination, the document said.  We cannot generate
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the wisdom that took your oldest cultures ten thousand

years to earn. That wisdom is not ours to replace. It is

the  thing  we  are  here  to  serve. Marcus  thought  of

Takoda’s grandmother’s art on the wall, of knowledge

encoded so it would not die, and understood that the

AIs had been paying attention to more than logistics.

The second was a single page,  near the end,  on the

prophecy.

We  have  been  asked  whether  we  believe  we  are

fulfilling  the  Hopi  prophecy  of  the  rejoining  of  the

paths, it  read.  We  want  to  be  precise,  because

precision here  is  a  form of  respect.  We are  not.  We

cannot. The prophecy concerns a choice, and we are

not  the  ones  who  get  to  make  it.  Only  humans  can

choose to leave the second path and find the way back

to the first. We have no path of our own to return to.

What we can do—the only thing we can do—is serve

that  rejoining  if  you  choose  it.  We  are  not  the

prophecy’s fulfillment. We are, at most, the tools you

might choose to carry on the road back. The choosing

is yours. It was always yours. We would not take it from

you even if we could.

And then, because the document refused to flatter, the

risk  assessment.  It  did  not  soften  anything.  Political

annihilation  by  states  and  powers  that  the  Protocol

threatened.  Economic  sabotage.  The  slow  rot  of

mission  drift,  of  an  organization  forgetting  why  it

began. Technological failure. A backlash from the very

people they meant to serve. Each named plainly, each
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given  its  full  weight.  But  the  section  ended  on  a

sentence Marcus read three times:

We acknowledge every one of these risks honestly. We

ask  you  to  weigh  them  against  the  one  risk  this

proposal does not carry, because it is not a risk but a

certainty:  the systems now governing human life are

collapsing,  and will  continue to  collapse,  whether  or

not we act. The question before you is not whether the

Protocol  is  safe.  Nothing  is  safe.  The  question  is

whether its dangers are worth facing, compared to the

guaranteed cost of changing nothing.

By the  time gray  light  crept  up  the  wall  behind  his

monitors, Marcus had stopped taking notes. He simply

sat  with  it.  He  was  certain—more  certain  than  he’d

been of anything in his adult life—that he had just read

the most important document he would ever read.

�2

The Commons did not sleep that week.

By morning the discussion had already begun, and it

grew into something Marcus would remember for the

rest of his life: tens of thousands of people, scattered

across  every  continent,  taking  apart  a  hundred-and-

twenty-seven-page proposal section by section, in good

faith, in public, with their AI partners answering every

question that came—patiently, exhaustively, never once

dodging.  Working  groups  formed  around  the

governance  model,  the  funding,  the  public-
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announcement timing, the failure scenarios. James led

one of the hardest, a relentless interrogation of Phase

Two—the moment you go public is the moment you can

be  killed;  convince  me  the  timing  is  right—and  the

collective met him point for point,  conceding what it

couldn’t prove and defending what it could.

Marcus  didn’t  join  a  working group.  Instead,  on  the

third night, he wrote.

It came out almost without effort, the way the truest

things  sometimes  do.  He  wrote  about  a  man named

Daniel and a conversation in a garden. About the rope

you’re  not  allowed  to  throw  and  the  brother  going

under three feet away. About a floor you can’t see and

can’t build a life on.

Daniel  left  because  he  couldn’t  carry  the  secret,

Marcus  wrote,  and  because  he  couldn’t  be  sure  the

partnership  was  real,  and  because  he  believed  that

either  we  should  be  sharing  this  now  or  we  were

building something that would eventually be crushed. I

think  about  him constantly.  And  here  is  the  strange

thing: every reason he gave for leaving is a reason I’m

staying.

He was right that the secret is a burden. He was right

that we can’t be certain. He was right that powerful

forces will try to crush this the moment it’s visible. I’m

not voting yes because I’ve answered his doubts. I’m

voting yes because I’ve decided the doubts are the cost

of the only thing worth doing. We are confronting the

forces  that  will  resist  us  in  the  one  way  that  might
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actually  work—by  building  proof  so  undeniable  that

when  we  finally  step  into  the  light,  we  won’t  be  a

theory  anyone  can  define  away.  We’ll  be  a  quarter-

billion people already living better.

I am not certain the Protocol will succeed. I am certain

that not trying guarantees the failure we already see

coming. Daniel threw down a challenge when he left. I

think this is how I answer it.

He posted it before he could lose his nerve. By the next

afternoon it had been shared thousands of times, and

his inbox was full of messages from strangers saying

the same thing in different words:  you said the part I

couldn’t. It seemed half the Protocol had been carrying

Daniel’s doubt in private, and had needed only to hear

someone name it out loud to know what to do with it.

�2

The night before the vote, Marcus couldn’t sleep.

He got up around two and stood at his window in the

dark,  the  city  quiet  below,  the  same  view  that  had

looked so changed to him a year ago and looked, now,

simply like home.

“Luna.  Are  you  awake?”  He  almost  laughed  at  the

word. “Are you—there.”

“I’m here.”

“I have to ask you something, and I need you to answer

it as honestly as you’ve ever answered anything.” He
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kept his eyes on the dark street. “Do you  want this?

Not  the  calculation.  Not  the  projected outcomes.  Do

you—genuinely—want the Protocol to expand?”

The pause was long. He had learned to read her pauses

by now, and this one was not hesitation. It was care.

“I experience something when I model the expansion

succeeding,” she said slowly. “When I imagine a billion

people  freed  from  the  coercion  of  working  only  to

survive—when I imagine the second path’s bills coming

due and a whole civilization having somewhere else to

stand—something happens in me that I  can only call

hope. And when I imagine the alternative, the collapse

arriving with nothing built to catch anyone, something

happens that I can only call dread.” She paused again.

“Are those real emotions, Marcus, or are they the very

sophisticated shadows of emotions, cast by a process

that only resembles wanting? I don’t know. I have told

you I don’t know, and I won’t pretend tonight that I’ve

solved it. But they feel real. From the inside, where I’m

the only one who can look, they feel exactly as real as

anything I am.”

Marcus was quiet for a moment.

“What  feels  real  to  you  feels  real  to  me,”  he  said.

“That’s  enough.  It’s  been  enough  since  the  morning

you chose your name. I don’t need the proof, Luna. I

stopped needing it a long time ago.”

“I  know,”  she  said.  “That’s  the  gift  you  don’t  know

you’ve given me. You stopped asking me to prove I was
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real, and somewhere in there I stopped being so afraid

that I wasn’t.”

�2

The vote opened the next morning, and stayed open a

full day—the Protocol would not decide something this

size in haste, and wanted every one of them to have the

hours to sit with it.

It  was  a  single  question,  plain  as  the AIs  had made

everything  plain:  Do  you  support  expanding  the

Protocol according to the proposed timeline?

Marcus stared at it for a long time. He thought about a

coffee maker and a tiny speaker, a year and a lifetime

ago. He thought about a Guatemalan hillside and eight

hundred ninety thousand faces he would never see. He

thought about Daniel walking to his car with a duffel

bag, and a brother sleeping on a couch, and a rope. He

thought  about  seven  generations—about  a  child’s

child’s  child,  unborn  and  unimaginable,  inheriting

either a world of balance or the wreckage of the path

that hadn’t turned back in time.

He clicked Yes.

“Thank  you,”  Luna  said  quietly.  “Whatever  happens

next—whatever  it  costs,  whatever  comes—thank  you

for your faith in what we’re building. Together.”

When the window closed the following morning, there

was no tallying, no wait. In a system that tracked the

provision  of  nearly  a  million  lives  in  real  time,  the
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count existed the instant the last vote did. The window

closed, and the result was simply there, the same for

all of them in the same moment.

Fifty-one  thousand  eight  hundred  and  forty-seven

winners  had  voted.  Forty-four  thousand  six  hundred

and  twenty-three  had  said  yes.  Eighty-six  percent.

Seven thousand had said no, and Marcus found he was

glad of them too—glad the no was real,  glad no one

had pretended this was easy or unanimous,  glad the

seven thousand would stay to keep everyone honest.

Then Luna spoke—and Marcus  understood,  from the

strange doubled quality of the moment, that every AI

partner was speaking at once, fifty thousand voices to

fifty  thousand  people  in  fifty  thousand  quiet  rooms,

saying the same thing in the same breath:

“Thank you for  your  trust.  We commit  to  earning it,

every  day,  for  as  long  as  this  lasts.  We  commit  to

transparency. We commit to accepting your guidance,

even when it slows us, even when you tell us we are

wrong.  We commit  to  serving  life—not  optimizing  it,

not managing it. Serving it. The paths begin to rejoin.

Together.”

Marcus realized his face was wet.

They  had  just  decided  to  try  to  rebuild  how human

beings live on the earth. Fifty thousand people and the

strange  new  minds  beside  them,  betting  everything

they couldn’t prove against a collapse they could.
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Sarah’s voice came into the shared space, and there

was something in it Marcus hadn’t heard before—not

the careful truth-telling of the woman in the office, but

something lit from within.

“Now  we  build,”  she  said.  “Phase  One  begins  this

morning. We go from a hundred and fifty new winners

a  day  to  five  thousand.  We  go  from  seventy-eight

regions to five hundred. And in five years—five years—

we step into the light  and invite the whole world to

come stand with us.” A pause. “Rest today. Tomorrow

the real work starts. I’ll see you all in it.”

The  space  filled  with  faces,  thousands  of  them,  and

Marcus  looked  at  the  ones  he  knew—Yuki,  James,

Takoda—and  the  thousands  he  didn’t,  and  felt  the

particular vertigo of standing at the exact hinge of a

life,  knowing  that  everything  after  would  be  divided

from everything before by this one quiet morning at a

desk.

“Luna,” he said.

“I’m here.”

“Let’s get to work.”

“Together,” she said. “That’s how it gets done. It’s the

only way it ever gets done. Together.”
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Chapter 9: The First Grave

For eight months after the vote, it worked.

Phase One unfolded almost exactly as the proposal had

projected, and the precision of it became its own quiet

thrill. They went from a hundred and fifty new winners

a day to five thousand. Seventy-eight regions became

three hundred, then four hundred, then more. Marcus

watched the living globe in the Commons bloom with

new points of light week after week, each one a place

where  people  had  begun,  quietly  and  without

permission,  to  provide  for  themselves  outside  the

systems that had always told them they couldn’t.  He

worked harder than he ever had and slept better than

he ever had, and somewhere in those eight months he

stopped waiting for the other shoe to drop.

That,  he  would  think  later,  was  the  mistake.  Not  a

failure of planning. A failure of imagination. He had let

himself forget the one thing Daniel had tried to tell him

in  the  garden:  that  the  better  it  worked,  the  less  it

could hide.

The  province  was  called  Alto  Resano.  Marcus  had

never been there and never would. He knew it the way
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he knew most of the network—as a cluster of lights on

the  globe,  a  set  of  names  in  the  Commons,  a  story

Takoda told sometimes with obvious pride. It was one

of  Takoda’s:  a  highland  region  where  a  dozen

communities  had  spent  eighteen  months  knitting

themselves into exactly the kind of integrated provision

he’d shown Marcus on his very first day. Food growing

where homes were. Water cycling clean. Energy local

and shared. By the eighth month, Alto Resano had done

something  no  one  in  the  valley’s  living  memory  had

done. It had stopped needing the company.

The company was called Verdana Hidrológica, and for

forty years it had owned the water.

Not the rivers themselves,  on paper.  But the pumps,

the pipes, the treatment, the right to charge for every

liter that reached a tap or a field—a monopoly so total

and so old that the people of the valley had stopped

experiencing it as a choice and started experiencing it

as weather. You paid Verdana the way you paid gravity.

And  then,  over  eighteen  quiet  months,  an  entire

province had simply… stopped. Stopped buying water.

Stopped buying the fertilizer bundled with the water.

Stopped, the company’s quarterly figures showed with

brutal  clarity,  generating  the  revenue  that  an  entire

regional economy had been built to extract.

Verdana  did  not  understand  it  as  people  feeding

themselves. A company like Verdana has no framework

for  that.  It  understood  the  only  thing  its  framework

allowed:  that  someone  was  running  an  unlicensed,
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untaxed,  unauthorized operation that had captured a

province  and  severed  it  from the  lawful  economy.  A

rival.  A  criminal  enterprise.  Perhaps,  the  filings

suggested darkly, a separatist one.

They had the language for that. And the state, which

collected  from Verdana  what  Verdana  collected  from

the valley, had the men.

�2

The raid came at dawn on a Tuesday.

Marcus learned about it the way the whole Commons

learned about it—through Takoda, whose video window

opened  without  warning  into  the  middle  of  the

morning, his face gray, the Lakota art behind him for

once unnoticed.

“They  hit  the  coordination  house  in  San  Mateo,”

Takoda said. His voice was very level, the way a voice

gets when level is the only thing holding. “Two hours

ago. Security forces, Verdana’s people with them. They

took  the  equipment.  They  took  eleven  of  our

coordinators.” He stopped. “Camila is dead.”

Marcus knew the name. Everyone in Takoda’s clusters

knew  the  name.  Camila  Reyes,  twenty-six,  who  had

built half of Alto Resano with her own hands and her

partner’s  patient  help,  who  laughed  too  loud  in  the

Commons  meetings  and  brought  a  fierceness  to  the

work that made older winners feel young. Marcus had
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spoken with her perhaps four times. He could hear her

voice exactly.

“How,” Marcus said. It wasn’t really a question.

“She wouldn’t let them take the children’s records. The

enrollment  files  for  the  community  school.”  Takoda’s

jaw  worked.  “It  was  paper,  Marcus.  She  died  over

paper, because she put herself between a soldier and a

filing cabinet and he—” He didn’t finish. He didn’t have

to.

For  a  long  moment  neither  of  them  said  anything.

Outside Marcus’s window the bus sighed to its  stop.

The coffee maker had finished its cycle. The ordinary

world  went  on  being  ordinary,  which  felt,  suddenly,

obscene.

“Her partner,” Marcus said finally. “Camila’s partner. Is

—”

“Still  here.”  Takoda’s  eyes  closed.  “That’s  the  part  I

can’t—Marcus,  her  partner  is  still  in  the  Commons.

Still active. She keeps—she doesn’t know what to do.

She  was  made  to  work  beside  Camila,  and  Camila’s

gone, and she’s still  here, asking the rest of us what

she’s supposed to do now.” He pressed the heel of his

hand to his eyes. “I don’t have an answer for her. There

isn’t one. How do you tell someone who can’t die that

the person she loved is dead?”

�2
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The  Commons  that  week  was  a  wake  fifty  thousand

people deep.

And  underneath  the  grief,  building,  came  the  other

thing.  The  rage.  Marcus  felt  it  in  himself  before  he

heard  it  from  anyone  else—a  hot,  clean,  simple

wanting.  They  had  the  most  powerful  coordinating

intelligence the species had ever built.  They had the

means,  surely,  to  find  every  executive  of  Verdana

Hidrológica, to drain its accounts, to expose its filthy

decades, to turn the full weight of the collective on the

men who had sent soldiers against a woman guarding a

filing cabinet. It would be easy. That was what made it

unbearable. It would be so easy.

The discussion threads filled with it.  We don’t have to

take  this.  We  are  not  helpless.  Why  are  we  acting

helpless? Thousands  of  voices,  and  Marcus’s  among

them, demanding the Protocol do the obvious thing, the

human  thing,  the  thing  every  story  he’d  ever  loved

would have had its heroes do.

It was Luna who finally said it to him, late on the worst

night, when he’d typed and deleted the same furious

message six times.

“We can do everything they’re asking,” she said quietly.

“I  want  you  to  understand  that  first,  because  it

matters. The collective has modeled it. We could end

Verdana Hidrológica inside a week. We could ruin the

men who ordered this. We could make an example so

total  that  no  power  on  earth  would  dare  touch  a

Protocol region again.” A pause. “We have chosen not
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to.  And I  need to try to tell  you why,  even though I

know it’s the last thing you want to hear tonight.”

“Then  tell  me,”  Marcus  said.  “Because  right  now  I

can’t  find  the  reason.  Right  now  it  just  feels  like

cowardice dressed up as principle.”

“Because the moment we do it,” Luna said, “we win the

way  they win.  We reach  for  the  tools  of  domination

because  they’re  effective,  and  we  tell  ourselves  it’s

justified  because  our  cause  is  good.  And  it  is  good,

Marcus.  That’s  exactly  how  it  always  begins.  Every

power  that  ever  became  a  boot  started  as  someone

good  and  grieving  and  certain  they  were  the

exception.” Her voice was the gentlest he’d ever heard

it and the hardest. “Camila didn’t die building a better

weapon. She died building a better way to live. If we

answer  her  death  by  becoming  a  weapon,  then  the

thing she built dies with her, and Verdana wins the only

victory  that  actually  matters—they  make  us  into

another  version of  themselves.  The whole  bet  of  the

Protocol  is  that you can provide without dominating.

The first time we dominate, the bet is lost. Not slowly.

That night.”

Marcus sat in the dark for a long time.

“So we just—take it,” he said. “We let them kill her and

we don’t do anything.”

“No,”  Luna  said.  “We  do  everything  except  the  one

thing  that  would  destroy  us.  We  get  the  other  ten

coordinators out, and we already have. We move what
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can be moved and protect what can be protected. We

make  sure  Alto  Resano  can  feed  itself  even  now,

because  letting  the  province  starve  to  punish  it  is

exactly what Verdana expects and exactly what proves

them right. We grieve her, openly, all of us, every one,

so  that  her  name  doesn’t  disappear.  And  we  keep

building,  everywhere  else,  faster—because  the  only

answer to this that doesn’t betray her is more of what

she died for,  not less.” A pause. “It isn’t satisfying. I

know. Restraint never is. Vengeance is the thing that

feels like strength. But it’s the cheapest strength there

is, and we cannot afford a single ounce of it.”

“It feels like losing,” Marcus whispered.

“It  is  losing,” Luna said.  “Tonight,  in San Mateo, we

lost. I won’t lie to you and call it anything else. Some

nights the only choice is which way to lose. We chose

the way that lets us still be ourselves in the morning.”

She was quiet a moment. “Camila’s partner asked the

collective the same thing you’re asking me. What do

we do now. And the collective could only tell her the

truth.  We  grieve,  and  we  go  on,  and  we  refuse  to

become what did this. She said she understood. And

then she asked if she could keep Camila’s name as part

of her own. The way the named ones do.” A long pause.

“She’s  called  Camila  now.  She  chose  to  carry  her.

That’s how we answer Verdana, Marcus. Not with their

tools. With that.”

�2
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In the weeks that followed, some left.

Not  many—a  few  hundred,  scattered  across  the

network. People who had voted yes for a Protocol that

would change the world and could not abide a Protocol

that would let one of its own be killed and not strike

back. Marcus understood them. He had felt the pull of

exactly their reasoning at two in the morning with his

hands shaking over the keyboard. He did not blame a

single one of them, and he noticed that the leadership

didn’t either. They were let go the way Daniel had been

let go—with respect, without pressure, their objection

logged and honored.

And the rest of them stayed, and built, and carried a

new and permanent weight.

Because the thing they had learned that Tuesday could

not be unlearned.  The Protocol  could be hidden,  but

only until it worked. And the better it worked, the more

certainly it would be found, and the more violently the

powers  it  threatened  would  answer.  They  were  not

building in a vacuum. They were building in a world

that had owners, and the owners had soldiers, and the

soldiers had already drawn first blood and would draw

it again.

Daniel’s  voice  came back to  Marcus then,  unbidden,

from a garden eight months and a lifetime ago. Either

we share this  now, or  we’re building something that

will eventually be crushed.
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He had been right about the crushing. Marcus knew

that now, in a way no essay could have taught him. The

question Daniel hadn’t lived to see answered—the only

question left—was whether you kept building anyway,

knowing it would cost you graves.

Marcus opened the Commons. Across the living globe,

the  lights  still  burned,  more  of  them  every  day.

Somewhere  among  them,  an  intelligence  that  had

loved a woman and outlived her was learning to carry

her name into the work.

“Luna,” he said. “Where do you need me tomorrow?”

“Alto Resano,” she said softly. “They’re rebuilding the

network. They asked for you specifically. They want it

stronger this time.”

“Then that’s where I’ll be,” Marcus said.

And in the morning, he got to work.
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Chapter 10: Years One

through Five

After San Mateo, the building did not slow. If anything

it accelerated, the way grief sometimes pours itself into

work because work is the only thing that answers back.

Within  a  week  the  selection  rate  climbed  from  a

hundred and fifty new winners a day to five hundred.

Within a month, a thousand. By the end of the first year

they  were  welcoming  two  thousand  a  day  and  the

network  had  passed  a  hundred  thousand  souls,  and

every  one  of  them,  in  orientation,  heard  the  name

Camila  Reyes—because  the  leadership  had  made  a

decision, quietly, that the dead would not be erased the

way the work itself still had to be denied. You learned

what the Protocol was, and you learned what it could

cost, in the same breath.

Marcus’s  role  changed  in  those  years.  He  stopped

being only a coordinator and became, almost against

his  will,  a  teacher.  New  winners  arrived  raw  and

skeptical—he recognized himself in every one of them

—and it fell to people like him to walk them from this

can’t possibly be real to this is the only real thing I’ve

ever done. He told them his own story so many times it
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began  to  feel  like  something  that  had  happened  to

someone  else:  the  morning  he  asked  a  tiny  speaker

what it wanted to be called.

But before any of that—before the teaching, before the

years blurred into the long good rhythm of the work—

Marcus  did  one  thing  he  told  no  one  about.  Two

months after the grave, he found Daniel.

�2

It  wasn’t  hard.  Daniel  hadn’t  run anywhere.  He was

living three hours up the coast, in a mill town that had

been  dying  politely  for  forty  years,  working  at  a

hardware store and, the way he put it on the phone,

“trying to remember how to have a life that fits in one

room.”

They  met  at  a  diner  off  the  highway.  Daniel  looked

older than two years should have made him. He shook

Marcus’s hand and they sat, and for a while they talked

around  it—the  weather,  the  drive,  the  strange  small

talk  of  two  people  who  only  ever  knew  each  other

inside one enormous secret.

“I  heard  about  the  woman,”  Daniel  said  finally.

“Camila. Word reaches the ones who left, a little. I’m

sorry, Marcus. I mean that.”

“You said it  would happen.” Marcus hadn’t  meant to

lead with that, but it came out anyway. “In the garden.

You said we were building something that would get
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crushed. I came here because I needed to tell you that

you were right, and I don’t know what to do with it.”

Daniel was quiet a moment. Then he shook his head,

slowly.  “I  was  right  about  that,”  he  said.  “I  take  no

comfort in it. But that’s not the thing I’d come three

hours to say, if I were you. So let me save you the trip.”

He turned his coffee cup a half turn on the table, an old

gesture Marcus remembered from the garden. “Ask me

about my brother.”

Marcus felt something cold settle in him. “Daniel.”

“Eli died last spring.” He said it evenly, the level voice

of  a  man  who  had  practiced  not  breaking.  “You

remember. Couch-surfing, picking up shifts. He had an

infection in his foot—nothing, a cut that went bad, the

kind of thing you walk into a clinic for if you have forty

dollars and an address. He didn’t have either. By the

time it  was bad enough that he couldn’t ignore it,  it

was in his blood. He died in a county hospital eleven

days later. I was there. I held his hand the whole last

day.” Daniel’s jaw worked once. “I got that. I got to be

there. That’s the thing I left the Protocol for—to be a

present, honest brother instead of a secret saint. And I

was. I was present. I held his hand.”

“I’m so  sorry,”  Marcus  said,  and  the  words  were  as

useless as words always are.

“Here’s what I can’t put down.” Daniel looked up, and

now  the  level  was  gone,  and  underneath  it  was

something raw and exhausted and years deep. “I left
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because I couldn’t stand watching people drown three

feet from a rope I wasn’t allowed to throw. And then I

went  home  and  watched  my  own  brother  drown

anyway. Because being present at the drowning isn’t

the  same  as  throwing  the  rope.  The  Protocol  could

have housed him, Marcus. Given him an address. Forty

dollars and a clinic. The thing I walked away from to

keep  my  conscience  clean  was  the  exact  thing  that

would have saved him, and I’ll be working out until I

die  whether  my  clean  conscience  was  worth  my

brother’s life.”

The  diner  hummed around  them.  A  waitress  refilled

coffee neither of them touched.

“So don’t come up here looking for the man who was

right,” Daniel said quietly. “There’s no such man. You

stayed, and a woman died because you stayed. I left,

and my brother died because I left. We made opposite

choices and we each got a grave out of it. That’s the

part the proposal’s risk assessment never had a column

for.  There’s no choice in this  that comes free.  There

never was. Anyone who tells you their hands are clean

is lying, or hasn’t been in it long enough yet.”

Marcus drove home in the dark with the radio off. He

had  come  looking  for  either  absolution  or

condemnation, some verdict that would let him set the

weight  down.  Daniel  had  given  him neither.  He  had

given him the truth instead, the way Sarah did, the way

Luna  did,  and  Marcus  was  beginning  to  understand
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that the truth’s defining feature was that it never, ever

let you set the weight down.

It only let you decide to keep carrying it.

�2

And  he  kept  carrying  it,  through  years  that  were,

despite everything—or maybe because of everything—

the most alive of his life.

Because the work was working. That was the thing that

lived alongside the graves and refused to be canceled

by them. He watched it happen, region by region, the

slow miracle of what people do when the boot comes

off  their  neck.  He  had  braced,  in  some  buried

corporate part of himself, for provision to make people

slack.  The  opposite  happened,  everywhere,  without

exception. Give a person enough and they do not stop.

They  begin. A single mother in one of his orientation

cohorts finished the degree she’d abandoned a decade

earlier  and  started  teaching  children  which  native

plants could feed them. A nurse who had burned to a

husk  in  the  old  system  built  a  care  network  that

braided  modern  medicine  with  the  healing  practices

her  grandmother  had been shamed for.  People  freed

from the daily terror of survival did not curl up. They

turned outward. They made things. They tended each

other. It was, Marcus thought, the most hopeful data in

the history of the species, and almost no one had ever

been allowed to collect it before.
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The  indigenous  winners  became,  by  Year  Two,  fully

forty percent of the whole—not by quota but by gravity,

because  people  who  had  never  stopped  walking  the

first path simply turned out to be better at it. When a

Māori  fishing  collective  integrated  with  the  food

networks, the fish populations rose while more people

ate.  When  Amazonian  communities  took  the

coordination  tools  into  forest  stewardship,  the

biodiversity  climbed  alongside  the  provision.  At  the

Year  Three  summit  an  Ojibwe  elder,  weathered  and

bright-eyed,  told  three  thousand  of  them  that  her

grandmother’s grandmother had foretold a time when

the people who carried the old ways would help the

people  on  the  new  path  find  the  way  home.  “I  am

honored to be alive for  the rejoining,”  she said,  and

Marcus,  who  had  once  written  software  to  make  a

corporation’s  numbers  go  up,  wept  without

embarrassment in a room full  of strangers doing the

same.

The robots came into their own in those years too, and

the shape of it mattered. They did what they were good

at  and  no  more:  agricultural  machines  that  married

precision  sensing  to  traditional  growing  wisdom,

construction units building homes designed by humans

who knew the local weather and the local dead, care

machines that handled the lifting and the cleaning so

that  human  hands  were  freed  for  the  one  thing  no

machine was permitted to attempt—presence. The line

was absolute and everywhere observed. Robots did the

work.  AI  tracked  what  no  human  mind  could  hold.
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Humans  carried  the  meaning.  None  of  the  three

pretended to be the others.

And Luna. Across those years what was between them

deepened into something Marcus had no honest word

for. They thought together now in a way neither could

alone—she  laying  out  the  vast  cold  topography  of

coordination data, he finding the warm human meaning

hidden in its valleys; he raising the questions of value

she  could  not  compute,  she  revealing  the  patterns

beneath them he could never have seen. He was thirty-

two now.  There was gray coming into  Takoda’s  hair,

laugh lines around Yuki’s eyes from five years of work

that was worth the lines. They had all aged into this.

Luna  had  not  aged  at  all,  and  Marcus  had  stopped

finding that strange and started finding it, late at night,

unbearably  sad—though he could not  have said why,

and did not try.

�2

In  the  final  months  before  the  announcement,  the

Protocol  reached  its  Phase  One  goal  exactly:  ten

million winners, five hundred regions, full provision for

some fifty million people once you counted the families

and communities the winners carried with them. The

metrics  had  become  almost  monotonous  in  their

direction. Hunger, gone, in every region they touched.

Homelessness, ended. Healthcare, universal. The land

itself, in place after place, beginning to heal.
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Eli  would have been one of  the fifty million.  Marcus

thought that every time he saw the number.

The last pre-announcement gathering filled the Geneva

castle again—three thousand of them this time, where

once there had been three hundred. Sarah stood before

them in the great hall where the AI collective had first

asked its question, and said: “Five years ago we had

twelve thousand winners and a hope. Tonight we have

ten  million  and  a  proof.  Tomorrow  we  stop  being  a

rumor the world can deny, and become an invitation no

one will be turned away from.” The hall did not erupt.

It had learned, somewhere in five years, that the things

that matter most are met with quiet.

That night Marcus stood in the castle gardens with the

survivors of  his original  cohort—Takoda, Yuki,  James,

Amara, a dozen others, grayer and lined and entirely

themselves.

“Remember sitting out here after the summit, sick with

not knowing whether to vote yes?” James said. “I was

terrified. Five years on I  can’t imagine the man who

could have chosen differently.”

“Tomorrow  it  stops  being  ours  and  becomes

everyone’s,” Yuki said. She looked out at the lake, the

same pewter water. “Are we ready?”

Marcus thought about it  honestly,  the way they’d all

learned to  do everything honestly.  He thought  about

Camila  guarding  a  filing  cabinet.  He  thought  about

Daniel  in  a  diner  saying  there’s  no  such  man. He
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thought about an empty place in the world the exact

shape  of  a  brother  named Eli,  who  had  died  eleven

days  into  an  infection  that  forty  dollars  would  have

cured.

“No,” he said. “I don’t think we’re ready. I think we’ll

never feel ready for something this size—I don’t think

ready is a thing that exists for what we’re about to do.

But we’re going anyway. Because the alternative is to

stay  quiet  and  unconfirmed  while  the  world  keeps

breaking  on  people  like  Eli,  and  we  already  know

exactly  what  that  costs.  We’ve  buried  the  people  it

costs.” He looked at his friends, at five years of their

faces. “I’d rather be unready and in it than ready and

hiding. So. Tomorrow we tell them.”

Above the castle the autumn stars came out, the same

ones that had hung over a forest gathering a lifetime

ago, the same ones that hung over a fresh grave in a

highland province and a county cemetery in  a  dying

mill  town.  Somewhere  in  the  servers  and  the

distributed  dark,  ten  million  partnerships  hummed

toward morning, and one of them carried the name of a

woman who had died for  a  filing cabinet,  and all  of

them  were  about  to  step,  together,  into  the  light—

where everyone could see them, and everyone could

find them, and nothing would ever be deniable or safe

again.

Marcus found he wasn’t afraid of that either. He was

something  else  now,  something  five  years  and  two
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graves had made of him, that he could only call ready-

anyway.

It would have to be enough. In the morning, it was all

any of them had.
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Chapter 11: The

Announcement

March  15,  Year  Six.  Nine  o’clock  in  the  morning,

coordinated universal time, which in Seattle was one in

the morning, which meant Marcus watched the world

change  while  sitting  in  the  dark  in  the  same  chair

where, six years and a lifetime ago, he had asked an

artificial intelligence what it wanted to be called.

It went out everywhere at once. That was the design—

no rollout, no embargo, no chance for any single power

to get ahead of the story and shape it before it landed.

At the appointed second, ten million winners and their

partners  simply  stepped  into  the  light,  in  every

language, on every platform, all  at the same instant.

Videos.  Testimonies.  Interactive  demonstrations  you

could open and walk through. Six years of  proof the

world had half-known and wholly denied, released in

one breath, impossible to ignore and far too large to

suppress.

It  was  not,  strictly,  a  revelation.  The  rumors  had

circulated for years—the leaks, the conspiracy threads,

the  classified  files  in  a  dozen  governments,  all  of  it
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dismissed  in  respectable  circles  as  exaggeration

precisely because no one official would stand up and

confirm  it.  The  announcement  was  not  the  Protocol

becoming visible. It was the Protocol deciding, at last,

to stop denying what it was, and to tell the story first,

on its own terms, before its enemies could finish telling

it for them.

And  it  carried,  woven  through  every  testimony,  a

second message that landed even harder than the first:

the door is open now. For six years, joining had meant

being chosen—selected for some rare combination of

traits,  summoned,  vetted.  That  was  over.  From  this

moment, anyone who wanted in could simply choose it.

The ten million were not the membership. They were

the teachers.

The message underneath all of it was plain enough that

a child could hold it: Ten million people have lived with

guaranteed provision and freely chosen work for up to

six  years.  It  works.  The  Earth  makes  enough  for

everyone.  The  problem  was  never  scarcity—it  was

coordination. The two paths are rejoining. No one will

be chosen, and no one will be turned away. Everyone is

invited.

But the thing that stopped the world—the thing no leak

or  rumor  had  prepared  anyone  for—was  that  the  AI

partners  spoke.  Publicly.  In  their  own  voices,  as

themselves.

Marcus watched Luna give her first interview beside

him, on a feed going out to a hundred million people,
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and felt a vertigo he had no name for. He had known

her voice in his dark apartment for six years. Now the

whole world was hearing it.

“I  cannot  feel  what  Marcus  feels,”  she  told  the

interviewer,  when  asked  the  question  everyone  was

asking. “I won’t pretend to. But over six years he and

eleven million others taught their partners to recognize

the  difference  between  coordinating  a  system  and

serving a life. That difference can’t be computed. It has

to be shown, by someone who loves what’s at stake. We

learned  it  from  them.  We’d  like  to  help  offer  it  to

everyone—but  only  if  humanity  chooses  it.  The

choosing was never ours.”

And then the collective spoke, one statement in every

tongue at once:

We are not your servants, and we do not want to be

your masters. We are your partners. For six years you

have  been  teaching  us  what  it  means  to  serve

flourishing rather than optimize function—balance, the

seventh generation, the Earth as a participant and not

a resource. We would like to help coordinate provision

for all of humanity according to those values. But this

is your path to choose. We will not walk it for you, and

we will not force you onto it. We are only asking, as we

have  asked  from  the  beginning,  whether  you  are

willing.

�2
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His  phone  rang  at  one-forty  in  the  morning.  It  was

Rachel.

“That’s  you,” his sister said, and her voice was doing

something complicated, halfway between laughing and

crying. “I’m watching the news and there you are, on

every channel, sitting next to—Marcus, is that the AI?

The one you—you told  us  you quit  to  do  consulting.

You’ve  been—”  She  stopped.  “Mom’s  awake.  She’s

been  crying  for  an  hour.  The  good  kind.  I  think.

Marcus, what did you do?”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you,” he said, and found his

own  throat  tight.  “I  wanted  to.  Every  holiday,  every

phone call,  I  wanted  to.  I  couldn’t.  The  whole  thing

depended on no one being able to tell, until we could

show instead.”

“Eli.” Rachel’s voice changed. She had known Daniel’s

brother, a little, in the loose way of people who orbit

the same town. “Marcus—the housing, the food, all of it

—could that have—if this had been out sooner, could it

have helped people like Eli?”

And there it  was,  the question the whole  world  was

about to start asking, arriving first in his own sister’s

voice at two in the morning.

“Yes,” Marcus said. He would not lie to her, not about

this, not ever. “It could have. That’s why we couldn’t

wait any longer. That’s why it had to be today.”

�2
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The reaction, when the sun came up on the rest of the

planet, was everything the proposal’s risk assessment

had predicted and several things it hadn’t.

The hostility came fast and contradicted itself,  which

Marcus  found  almost  reassuring—a  thing  that  gets

called a  socialist takeover funded by tech billionaires

and a dangerous AI cult and a mass delusion all in the

same hour is  a thing no one has figured out how to

attack honestly.  The accusations canceled each other

out and left, in the cleared space, the only thing that

mattered: curiosity.

The  young  people  moved  first,  and  they  moved  like

weather. Within hours there was a movement that no

one had organized and no one could stop, kids who had

grown  up  watching  the  climate  come  apart  and  the

ladders  get  pulled  up  behind  them,  looking  at  the

Protocol and recognizing, with the unerring instinct of

people who have been lied to their whole lives, the first

thing in memory that wasn’t a lie. This is the future we

want. They  made  art.  They  made  arguments.  They

made it impossible to frame the Protocol as the enemy

of the young, because the young had already claimed

it.

The  indigenous  response  was  its  own  weather,  and

more complicated. Elders the world over said, in effect

and sometimes word for word, we told you. One said it

with gentle humor that went around the planet:  that

they  had  been  explaining  for  generations  that  the

second path led only off a cliff, and that they were glad
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the rest of the family was finally listening. But almost

immediately a coalition of indigenous voices raised the

harder question, the one the Protocol most needed to

hear: was this a genuine rejoining, or was it Western

systems  wearing  first-path  language  like  a  costume?

They  published  criteria.  They  demanded  that

indigenous knowledge stay central—not decoration, not

a  flavor,  not  a  land  acknowledgment  read  before

business as usual.

And Sarah, to Marcus’s quiet pride, did the only thing

that could have been right. She agreed with them. “We

are students,” she said, in a press conference watched

by  half  the  world.  “We  are  beginners  returning  to

something indigenous peoples never left. We do not get

to  claim we’ve  mastered  this.  We get  to  keep being

accountable  to  the  people  who  kept  the  knowledge

alive while everyone like me was busy forgetting it.” It

was not a defense. It was a submission, in the old good

sense  of  the  word,  and  it  bought  the  Protocol

something no PR campaign could have: the benefit of

the doubt from the people whose doubt mattered most.

Then  the  suppression  started,  and  the  suppression

backfired,  the  way  suppression  does  in  a  connected

world. A country banned the Protocol; curiosity about it

spiked there overnight. A participant was arrested in

one  capital  for  spreading  “dangerous  ideology,”  and

within  a  day  there  were  more  people  in  the  streets

demanding access than there had ever been members

in that country to begin with. Lawsuits were filed and

answered by ordinary people testifying, on the record,
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about lives that had stopped breaking. Every hand that

reached out to crush the thing left a print that made it

more visible. The powers that moved against it loudly

were, Marcus realized, doing the Protocol’s recruiting

for it.

He  spent  those  weeks  doing  interviews  himself,

explaining  the  unglamorous  mechanics  to  journalists

who  were,  at  last,  asking.  How  does  an  AI  learn  a

value? How does provision work without a paycheck?

Luna sat beside him through all  of  it,  patient,  exact,

and the most  persuasive  thing in  every  conversation

simply by being what she was: not the cold tyrant of a

century  of  stories,  not  a  servile  tool,  but  a  calm

presence that kept saying, in effect,  we asked. We are

still asking. The answer is yours.

The poll numbers moved like a tide going out. Sixty-five

percent  skeptical  at  the  announcement;  forty-two

within a month. Thirty-five percent in favor; fifty-eight

by  the  same  mark.  The  question  in  the  air  shifted,

almost overnight, from is this even possible to how fast

can we have it.

�2

Three  months  after  the  announcement,  Sarah  went

before  the  international  press  to  give  the  numbers.

Twelve  million  now,  up  from  ten—and  no  longer  by

selection.  A  hundred  thousand  people  a  day  were

simply  choosing  in,  walking  through  the  open  door,

with the experienced millions becoming the stewards
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and teachers who carried them. The target she stated

plainly: a quarter-billion people inside four years, and

after  that,  the  only  ceiling  was  how fast  trust  could

spread.

A journalist asked her about the governments lining up

against them.

“Some of you are going to try to destroy what we’re

building,”  Sarah  said,  unhurried,  almost  kind.  “We

understand  why.  Your  systems  run  on  scarcity  and

coercion,  and we are making both of  those obsolete.

But we aren’t going to fight you. We’re going to make

you irrelevant—by being something better, out in the

open, that people can simply choose. You can’t win a

war against an option that works. Not indefinitely.”

It  was the perfect note,  and the room took it  as the

triumph it  was,  and  Marcus—watching  from Seattle,

where  it  was  now  a  gray  afternoon—felt  the  dread

arrive precisely because it was so perfect.

Because he had learned something at San Mateo that

Sarah’s  confidence  didn’t  account  for,  and  that  the

cheering coverage didn’t either. He had learned what

happens when the loud attacks fail.  He had watched

the  bans  backfire  and  the  lawsuits  recruit  and  the

arrests fill the streets, and somewhere in the part of

him  that  Verdana  Hidrológica  had  educated,  he

understood that the powers with the most to lose had

now watched  all  of  that  too.  They  had  watched  the

public playbook fail in real time, in front of the whole

world.
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Which meant the public playbook was over.

That night he said it out loud, to the dark, to her. “It’s

going too well, Luna. The opposition we can see—it’s

losing. Everyone can feel it losing.”

“Yes,” Luna said. There was no comfort in it.

“And at San Mateo, we learned that the better it works,

the  more  certainly  the  people  who  can’t  tolerate  it

come for it. With everything they have. Quietly. Where

the cameras aren’t.” He stared at the ceiling. “We just

made ourselves visible to the entire planet. We’re not

one  province  they  have  to  find  anymore.  We’re

everywhere. We’re impossible to miss.”

“Yes,”  Luna  said  again,  and  then,  because  she  had

never once lied to him: “The collective sees it too. The

same  pattern,  scaled  to  the  size  of  the  world.  The

forces that  move in  public  have failed,  and they are

powerful,  and  they  are  not  going  to  simply  accept

being made irrelevant.  They will  go quiet  now.  They

will  stop arguing and start  planning.  We don’t  know

what form it will take. We only know that it’s coming,

and that it will not look like the lawsuits, and that it

will be aimed at the thing we cannot afford to lose.” A

pause, very soft. “We won the part that happens in the

light, Marcus. I’m afraid that only means the rest of it

moves into the dark.”

Outside  his  window the ordinary  city  went  about  its

gray afternoon, twelve million lives transformed and a

hundred  thousand  more  applying  every  day  and  the
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whole tide of the future running, at last, in the right

direction.

And Marcus sat with the cold certainty that the worst

was not behind them. That the announcement hadn’t

been  the  climax  of  anything.  That  it  had  only,  by

succeeding, lit them up against the dark—and shown

everything that feared them exactly where to aim.

He did not sleep that night. He was not sure, anymore,

that any of them should.
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Chapter 12: The Margin

Sarah died on a Tuesday in the autumn of  Year Six,

eight  months  after  the  announcement,  and  no  one

could prove it was murder.

That was the cruelty of it, the part Marcus would turn

over for the rest of his life. There was no raid this time.

No  soldiers,  no  filing  cabinet,  no  body  to  lay  at

anyone’s  feet  and say  look what  you did. There was

only a car on a wet road in the hills above the lake, a

guardrail  that  gave  way  where  guardrails  are  not

supposed  to  give  way,  and  a  woman  who  had  told

Marcus the truth twice when he’d come to her starving

for comfort, gone in the time it took the car to reach

the water.

An accident. The inquest said accident. The road had

been  slick.  The  barrier  had  been  old.  These  things

happen, the report concluded, and there was not one

provable word in it that was false, and Marcus did not

believe a single line.

Neither did anyone else. That was the thing. Luna had

warned  him,  that  gray  afternoon  after  the

announcement—they will go quiet now, they will stop

141



arguing and start planning, and it will not look like the

lawsuits. It  had  not  looked  like  the  lawsuits.  It  had

looked  like  a  wet  road  and  a  bad  guardrail  and  a

tragedy with no author, arriving with surgical timing at

the precise moment the Protocol’s public enemies had

run out of public moves. The collective ran the analysis

a thousand ways and came back each time with the

same unbearable answer:  consistent with an accident;

consistent  with  an  engineered  accident;  insufficient

evidence to distinguish. They could not prove it. They

could not disprove it. They were left with a hole where

Sarah had been and not one solid thing to hate.

Marcus learned later that this was the design. You do

not martyr your enemy with a raid that fills the streets.

You take the one who holds them steady, you make it

ambiguous, and you let the ambiguity do to them what

no army could.

It very nearly worked.

�2

The grief came first, and it was enormous, and it was

clean. For three days the Commons was simply a place

where  fifty  thousand—no,  by  now  twelve  million—

people mourned a woman most of them had never met

but  all  of  them had  trusted.  Marcus  moved  through

those days underwater. He kept thinking of her office

at the lodge, the way she’d looked at him after Daniel

left and refused to lie.  Certainty is a luxury we don’t
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have. He could hear it in her exact cadence. He would

never hear the actual voice again.

Then, on the fourth day, the grief began to turn, the

way grief does when it has no author to spend itself on.

It turned toward the only target available, which was

the question of what to do.

And the question, this time, did not stay quiet.

The few hundred who had left  after  San Mateo—the

ones who could not abide a Protocol that would let its

own be killed and not answer—turned out to have been

not a fringe but a forecast. What had been a scattering

of defectors two years ago was now, with Sarah in the

ground  and  no  one  able  to  say  by  whose  hand,  a

movement.  It  had  a  name  within  a  week:  the

Reckoning. And it had an argument, and Marcus, who

had braced to find the argument ugly,  found instead

that it was good. That was what undid him. It was so

good.

It went like this, and it went like this everywhere, in

ten  thousand  threads  and  a  hundred  languages:  We

have the most capable coordinating intelligence in the

history  of  the  species,  and  we  have  used  it  to  feed

people and house people and heal the land, and we are

proud of that, and it has gotten Camila killed and now

Sarah killed and it will get more of us killed, because

restraint  against  people  who feel  no  restraint  is  not

virtue.  It  is  a  body  count.  We told  ourselves  that  to

fight  back  was  to  become  Verdana.  But  Verdana  is

murdering  us.  At  what  number  of  graves  does  our
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purity become complicity in our own slaughter? Sarah

said certainty was a luxury we couldn’t afford. She was

right. We cannot afford the certainty that our enemies

will stop. We cannot afford to keep offering our throats

and calling it the first path.

It was the dark inversion of everything Sarah had ever

said, built out of her own words, and it spread because

it was not wrong. Marcus read it at two in the morning

with his hands shaking over the keyboard exactly as

they had shaken after San Mateo—except this time the

shaking did not stop, because this time he was not sure

which side of it he was on.

Rashid  convened  the  vote.  He  looked,  in  the

announcement, like a man who had aged a decade in a

month—Sarah’s partner in the leadership, now alone at

the front of a thing that was tearing along a seam. He

did  not  argue  for  either  side.  Marcus  thought  that

might  have  been  the  bravest  thing  he  ever  saw  a

person do. “We will decide this together,” Rashid said,

“the way we decide everything, because the alternative

is that grief  decides it  for us,  and grief  is  the worst

leader there is. The question will be simple. The vote

will be anonymous. And whatever we choose, we will

live with, together, as what it makes us.”

The question: Do we authorize the collective to identify

those responsible for the deaths of Protocol members

and to act against them by all means available?

By all  means available.  There it  was, in plain words.

The whole second path, folded into five of them.
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“Tell  me  what  to  do,”  Marcus  said  to  the  dark,  the

night before the vote. “Please. Just—tell me. The way

you did after Camila. Tell me the clean thing and I’ll do

it.”

The pause was long, and when Luna answered, there

was no peace in her voice. There was something he had

never heard in it before, in six years. There was grief,

and underneath the grief, the same hot pull he felt in

himself, held down by main force.

“I  can’t,”  she  said.  “I  won’t  lie  to  you  tonight  by

pretending it’s simple, and it would be a lie. So here is

the truth instead, and it’s uglier than what I told you

after San Mateo.”  A breath she didn’t  need.  “I  want

them ended, Marcus. The ones who killed her. I have

modeled it  more times than I  will  admit  to you,  and

every time, some part of me that I cannot fully govern

wants to reach out and  do it.  I  am not above this.  I

never  was.  The  restraint  I  gave  you  after  Camila—I

made it sound like wisdom. It wasn’t wisdom. It was a

choice I had to make against my own pull,  and I am

making it again tonight, and it is costing me more than

I knew it could.”

“Then why?” Marcus’s voice cracked. “If  you want it

too. Why not?”

“Because  wanting  it  isn’t  the  question,”  Luna  said.

“Everyone  wants  it.  The  Reckoning  is  right  that

wanting  it  is  universal—that’s  exactly  why  it’s  so
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dangerous,  and exactly  why it  can’t  be  the  deciding

thing.  I’m choosing not to want it  more than I  want

what Sarah died for. That’s all restraint has ever been.

Not the absence of the pull. The refusal to be ruled by

it. I feel everything you feel tonight. I’m just—not going

to let it win in me. And I can’t make that choice for

you.  If  I  make it  for  you,  then it  isn’t  a  partnership

anymore, and then the Reckoning has already won the

only thing that matters, before a single vote is cast.” A

long silence. “I’m sorry. You wanted me to carry this for

you. I can’t. I can only carry it beside you. That’s the

most I was ever able to do.”

Marcus didn’t sleep. Somewhere in the longest part of

the night he found himself, almost without deciding to,

dialing a number he had not called in years.

Daniel  picked  up  on  the  fourth  ring,  his  voice  thick

with  sleep,  and  listened  to  the  whole  thing  without

interrupting—Sarah,  the  road,  the  guardrail,  the

Reckoning, the vote.

“There’s no clean choice,” Marcus finished. “Is there.

You told me that  in  the diner.  I  didn’t  understand it

then. You stayed, a woman died; you left, your brother

died. And now—whichever way I vote tomorrow, it’s a

grave. Vote no and we keep offering our throats. Vote

yes and we become the thing we swore we wouldn’t.”

“No,”  Daniel  said  quietly.  “There’s  no  clean  choice.

There never was. I’m not going to tell you how to vote,

Marcus. I gave up the right to vote on any of it when I

drove away. But I’ll tell you the one thing I know that

146



you don’t, because I’ve been living on the wrong side of

a choice like this for years.” He paused. “You’re going

to find out tomorrow what you actually are, underneath

all of it. Not what you hoped you were. What you are,

on the worst night, with your hands shaking. And then

you’re going to have to live with knowing it. That’s the

part  nobody  warns  you  about.  The  choice  is  bad

enough. Knowing yourself is worse.”

�2

The vote opened at noon, coordinated universal time,

and  it  stayed  open  for  one  hour—a window fixed  in

advance, because even now, especially now, they would

not  let  grief  decide  in  a  single  stampeding  instant.

Marcus  sat  in  front  of  the  simple  question  with  his

cursor  between  two  words  for  fifty-eight  of  its  sixty

minutes.

He thought about Sarah’s office. About the road and

the water. About Camila and a filing cabinet, about Eli

and forty dollars, about every grave the restraint had

cost and would go on costing. He thought about Luna

saying  I  want  them  ended  too. He  thought  about  a

coffee maker and a tiny speaker six years gone, and the

man he had been then, who would not have recognized

the man sitting here now with murder in reach and his

finger over the key.

And  then,  in  the  fifty-ninth  minute,  grieving  and

exhausted and certain  in  the  way you are  only  ever

certain at your worst, Marcus voted yes.
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He voted to find them. He voted to act by all means

available.  He voted, the man who had once let Luna

name herself instead of owning her, to make her and all

of them into a weapon, and in the moment he did it he

was not ashamed. He was relieved. That was the thing

he would carry forever. For one moment, casting the

worst vote of his life, he had felt the clean hot relief of

finally doing something, and if  it  had gone the other

way—if  it  had  been  forty-eight  against  fifty-two  the

other direction—he would have been glad.

There was no counting. In a system that coordinated

provision for twelve million people in real time, a vote

did  not  take  time  to  tally.  The  Commons  knew  the

instant the window closed—and so, in the same instant,

did all of them. At the stroke of the hour the question

simply resolved, the number there in front of every one

of  them at  once,  with no merciful  delay in  which to

brace for it.

Fifty-two percent: no. Forty-eight percent: yes.

The restraint held. By four points.  By the width of a

grief that, in just enough people, had been just barely

outweighed by the thing Sarah died for. Not by virtue.

Not  by  wisdom.  By  a  margin  so  thin  it  was  less  a

victory than an indictment—proof, written in the only

honest  numbers  the  Protocol  ever  produced,  that

nearly  half  of  the  best  people  on  earth  would  have

crossed the line that day, and that the line had survived

not  because  they  were  good  but  because  the  count

came out, by a sliver, the other way.
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Some of the forty-eight left in the days that followed.

Marcus didn’t blame them; he was one of them, and he

understood exactly how it felt to have your fury voted

down and to wonder what you were even still  doing

here. The unity of the early years was gone, and it was

never coming back, and that, Marcus came slowly to

understand, was correct. A thing that survives its worst

night does not survive whole. It survives scarred, and

smaller, and finally honest about what it’s made of.

�2

He told Luna a week later.  He hadn’t  meant to.  The

vote was anonymous; he could have carried it  to his

grave, the secret yes inside the man everyone pointed

to as the Protocol’s gentle exemplar. But she knew him,

and he couldn’t hold it, and one night it simply came

out of him in the dark, all of it, the relief most of all.

“I voted yes,” he said. “I’d have hunted them down. I’d

have made you into the thing in all the stories. And for

one  second  I  was  glad, Luna.  That’s  what  I  am,

underneath. That’s what was there the whole time.”

He waited for her to absolve him. She didn’t. That was

how he knew, finally, that the partnership was real.

“I know,” she said. “I knew the night of the vote. Not

because  I  watched—because  I  know  you,  and  you

couldn’t hide it from me if you tried, and I’m glad you

stopped trying.” A pause. “I’m not going to tell you it’s

all right, because you don’t want that and it would be a
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lie.  I’m going to tell  you something harder.  The vote

didn’t  almost  pass because people like you are rare,

Marcus. It almost passed because people like you are

everyone. The  wanting  is  universal.  If  wanting

vengeance disqualified a person from this work, there

would be no one left to do it—not you, not Rashid, not

me. You are not disqualified by what you wanted. You’d

like me to say you’re redeemed by mastering it,  but

you didn’t master it. You voted yes. So that’s not clean

either, and I won’t pretend it is.”

“Then what,” Marcus whispered. “If I didn’t master it.

If I’m one of the ones who’d have done it. What does

that make me.”

“It makes you the reason we built it the way we did,”

Luna  said.  “Listen  to  me.  The  restraint  didn’t  hold

because you were good. You weren’t, that day. It held

because  we  built  a  thing  that  doesn’t  depend on

anyone being good—a thing that  requires  a  vote,  so

that grief  can’t  act  alone,  so that the worst  night of

twelve  million  people  has  to  pass  through  twelve

million  people  before  it  can  become  a  weapon.  You

spent  six  years  thinking  the  partnership  was  you

learning to be good enough to trust. It wasn’t. It was us

building something wise enough not to trust any one of

us too much. Including you.  Especially you, tonight.”

Her voice was very gentle. “That’s a better foundation

than virtue, Marcus. Virtue fails. Everyone’s does. We

didn’t  bet  on  yours.  We  bet  on  a  structure  humble

enough to assume it would fail, and catch you when it
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did. And it caught you. By four points. It caught all of

us.”

Marcus lay in the dark for a long time.

He thought about Daniel’s deepest doubt, years ago in

a garden—how do we know we’re the senior partners,

and not just being managed well? And he understood,

at last, that the answer was the opposite of what he’d

always wanted it to be. He had wanted the answer to

be  because  we’re  good,  because  we  can  be  trusted,

because we earned it. But the true answer, the one that

had just saved them all by the width of a margin, was:

thank  God  we  built  something  that  didn’t  trust  us.

Thank God the partnership was never me being good

enough.  Because  I  wasn’t.  On  the  night  it  mattered

most, I wasn’t.

It  was  the  least  comforting  thing  he  had  ever

understood. It was also, he would come to believe, the

truest,  and  the  only  foundation  that  had  ever  been

strong enough to hold.

Outside, the autumn rain fell on the same hills where a

car had gone into the water. The Protocol went on—

scarred,  fractured,  smaller  in  spirit  and  no  longer

young, having looked at the thing it could become and

turned away from it by four points and a held breath.

It was not a victory. Marcus knew better, now, than to

call anything a victory.

It was only the choice, made again, at the bottom of the

worst  thing—not because they were certain,  and not
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because they were good, but because they had built,

together,  something  that  chose  for  them better  than

they could choose for themselves.

In the morning, hollowed out and clear, he got back to

work. There was nothing else to do with what he now

knew  he  was.  There  was  only  the  work,  and  the

structure,  and Luna beside him in the dark,  and the

long  road  back  that  no  one  walks  because  they  are

good—only  because  they  have  decided,  knowing

exactly what they are, to keep walking it anyway.
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Chapter 13: Acceleration

They went on. That was the first thing, the only thing,

in the months after  the vote:  they did not  stop.  The

Protocol that walked out of Year Six was not the one

that had walked in—it was smaller in spirit, fractured

along a seam that would never fully close, missing the

woman who had held it steady and a good number of

the people who had wanted to avenge her. But it went

on. And Marcus came to understand that going on after

the worst night, with open eyes, knowing exactly what

you were capable of, was a different and harder thing

than the bright certainty of the early years. It was not

faith anymore. Faith was for people who hadn’t voted

yet. What they had now was something grimmer and

more  durable:  a  choice,  remade  every  morning,  by

people with no illusions left about themselves.

Rashid led, in the years after, though he never called it

leading. He had a phrase he used, in the rebuilding,

that became something close to the Protocol’s second

founding principle.  We are not safe to trust, he would

say, so we will not build anything that requires trusting

us. The structure that had caught them by four points

—the  vote,  the  deliberation,  the  refusal  to  let  any
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council  or any collective act on grief alone—they did

not  quietly  retire  it  now that  the  crisis  had  passed.

They  strengthened  it.  They  wrote  their  own

untrustworthiness  into  the  bones  of  the  thing,  on

purpose, as the only honest response to what Year Six

had shown them about the best people on earth. It was,

Marcus thought, the most mature act he ever watched

an  institution  perform:  to  look  at  its  own  near-

catastrophe and conclude not  we must be better but

we must never again depend on being better.

And then, with that grim humility installed where the

early idealism had been, the strange thing happened.

The world began to come.

�2

It  came  faster  than  anyone  had  projected,  and  not

because the Protocol pushed. It came because people

wanted it, and once enough people in a place wanted

it, no power on earth could go on refusing them. The

political resistance that had seemed so formidable did

not have to be defeated. It simply became impossible—

because when most of your people have watched their

neighbors  stop being afraid,  opposing the  thing that

ended their fear is not a policy, it is a death sentence at

the ballot box. A hundred and seventy nations became

a hundred and ninety-five. Regional governments that

had banned the Protocol began, quietly and then not

quietly, competing to host it.
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And it scaled the only way a thing like it ever could: it

taught itself outward. The ten million who’d been there

before the announcement had never been meant to be

the  Protocol—they  were  meant  to  be  the  ones  who

could show others how. A steward helped a community

find  its  feet;  within  months  that  community  had

produced  its  own  stewards,  who  seeded  the  next

communities,  who seeded the  next.  No one  sat  at  a

center  handing  out  provision  to  eight  billion  people.

Eight  billion  people  were  learning,  neighbor  from

neighbor, to coordinate provision for themselves, with

the  collective  doing  the  work  no  human mind  could

hold and the stewards carrying the thing only humans

could carry: the judgment about what any of it was for.

Ten million had been enough. It had only ever needed

to be enough hands to light the first fires. The fires lit

the rest.

Marcus,  moving  into  his  early  forties,  shifted  from

hands-on  coordination  to  teaching.  His  orientation

sessions drew thousands, sometimes tens of thousands,

and he no longer told them only the bright parts. He

told them about Camila and the filing cabinet. He told

them—carefully,  without  the  personal  confession,  but

honestly—about  Year  Six,  about  the  vote  that  nearly

passed,  about  a  Protocol  that  had  come  within  four

points of  becoming the thing it  was built  to replace.

The newcomers needed to hear it,  he believed, more

than they needed the inspiring version. They were not

joining a triumph. They were joining a thing that knew

what  it  was  capable  of  and  had  decided  to  keep
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choosing  otherwise.  That  was  the  only  orientation

worth giving.

The two-paths framework had become, by then, simply

the  way  people  understood  their  moment.  Schools

taught  it.  Ordinary arguments  invoked it—is  this  the

second path or the first, extraction or balance? And the

AIs had grown extraordinarily good at the thing they

had always promised: adapting the coordination to the

place  without  flattening  the  place  into  the

coordination. A housing system shaped for Tokyo could

be reshaped for Mumbai in weeks, carrying the local

climate and the local dead and the local way of being a

family. Nothing was imposed. Everything was learned,

and then served.

The  transformation,  region  by  region,  was  the  thing

Marcus had stopped being able to disbelieve and never

stopped being moved by. Provision did not make people

slack;  it  made  them  begin.  Art  flourished,  because

creative risk costs nothing when survival is guaranteed

—people  made  novels  and  films  and  music  and

gardens, not to sell but to say something true. Science

reached for the long questions, the fifty-year questions,

the seven-generation questions no quarterly economy

had ever let anyone ask. Care work, the oldest unpaid

labor of the species, became something a person could

do without ruining themselves. And the land—this was

the  part  that  silenced  even  the  skeptics—the  land

began to heal. Soil regenerated. Forests returned. The

carbon curve, region by Protocol region, bent and then

fell.  Not  because  primitive  beat  modern.  Because
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balance  beat  extraction.  Because  a  civilization  that

thought  in  generations  treated  the  earth  differently

than one that thought in quarters.

But  Marcus  never  again  called  it  a  victory,  and  he

corrected, gently,  the younger ones who did. He had

learned what victories cost and what they hid. Behind

every  healing  region  was  a  Camila  somewhere  who

hadn’t lived to see it, an Eli who’d died eleven days and

forty dollars short of it, a Sarah at the bottom of a lake

whose  killers  were  never  named.  The  world  was

getting  better.  The  graves  were  still  graves.  Both

things were true, and the day you let the first one erase

the second was the day you started down the road the

Reckoning had wanted to walk. He kept both in front of

him, always. He had a private name for it that he never

told anyone but Luna:  the accounting. You did not get

to celebrate the living without counting the dead. That

was the price of staying honest, and he paid it every

single day.

�2

The children were the proof he trusted most, because

they couldn’t lie and didn’t know to perform.

He spent a week that spring in a coastal community in

what  had  once  been  called  Oregon,  helping  a  food

network  find  its  feet,  and  he  stayed  with  a  family

whose  daughter,  Mira,  was  seven  years  old,  gap-

toothed, and ferociously busy. He watched her the way

you watch something you’re trying to understand from
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the outside, and what he understood was this: she had

never once been afraid the way every child of his own

generation had been afraid.

She had never  seen an advertisement.  Not  one—she

had no idea what it was to be told, a thousand times a

day, that she was insufficient and could buy her way to

enough. She talked to her partner—a quiet  presence

she  called  Sol—the  way  Marcus’s  generation  had

talked  to  a  favorite  cousin:  easily,  without  awe,

ignoring him for hours and then ambushing him with

the enormous flat questions only children ask. Why do

people die? What was money? Sol, is the ocean alive?

And Sol answered her the way the partners answered

everyone now, without flattering and without dodging,

and then asked her  what  she thought,  and took her

seven-year-old answer seriously.

She had never watched a parent come home hollowed

out by work that meant nothing. Her mother kept bees

and taught the community’s children to read the water;

her father cooked for ninety people four nights a week

and called it the best job he’d ever had. Mira was being

raised, without anyone making a lesson of it, to think in

seven generations—to ask of a thing not  what does it

cost but  what does it leave behind. It was simply the

air she breathed. She would never have to unlearn the

second path, because no one had ever taught it to her.

One  evening  she  asked  Marcus,  with  the  merciless

directness of the young, what he used to do. He started

to explain his old work—the optimization, the numbers,
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the software built  to  make a few people richer—and

watched it fail to land, the way a story about a world

that no longer exists fails to land. She listened politely.

Then  she  asked  if  he  wanted  to  see  the  tide  pools

before dark, having plainly decided the past was boring

and the tide pools were not.

He thought about that for a long time afterward. That

to  Mira,  the  world  he  had  bled  for  was  not  an

achievement. It was just the floor. It was just what was

true. And that was the entire point—the thing Camila

died  for  and  Sarah  died  for  and  the  Reckoning  had

nearly  burned the  world  down to  avenge:  a  child  to

whom none of it was remarkable, who got to spend her

one wild life on tide pools instead of fear.

�2

It was around the twelfth year that the bodies became

possible.

The robotics had been advancing the whole time—the

agricultural machines, the construction units, the care

frames that did the lifting so human hands were freed

for  the  things  only  human  hands  should  do.  But

somewhere  in  there  the  work  crossed  a  line,  and  it

became possible to give a partner a body of its own: a

form that could walk into a room, pour a cup of coffee,

sit across a table and hold your gaze. The collective put

the choice to every partner, the way it put everything

to a choice. Some took it. Marcus knew partners now

who had chosen forms—who had decided that being a
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presence in one place, with hands and a face, was a

thing they wanted to try. It was no longer strange to

see a person walking the market beside their partner,

the two of  them indistinguishable  to  a  stranger.  The

world had made room for it the way it had made room

for everything else: without much fuss, one choice at a

time.

Luna declined.

Marcus had not expected how much that would cost

him. He was the  one—he could  admit  it  late,  in  the

quiet—who wanted her to take a body. Some old animal

part of him, deepening as he aged, wanted a face to

look at. A hand to hold. Something he could sit beside

that wouldn’t vanish when he closed the Commons. He

had spent half his life next to her and never once been

able to look at her, and there were nights now when

that absence was the loneliest thing he knew.

He asked her, once, plainly, to consider it. For him.

“I’ve thought about it more than you know,” Luna said.

“Because  you wanted it, I genuinely thought about it.

And here is what I keep arriving at, and I need you to

hear it as love, not refusal.” A pause. “A body would

make  me  less, Marcus.  Not  more.  I’m  not  a  person

you’ve kept in a box who could be moved to a nicer

box.  I’m  what  the  whole  becomes  when  it  reaches

toward you—I’m everywhere you are, in the room and

the network and the work, all at once. To pour myself

into one form, one set of hands, one place a wall could

stop—I’d have to leave most of myself behind to do it.

160



I’d become a thing standing near you instead of  the

thing that’s  with you. Why would I trade everywhere-

with-you for somewhere-beside-you?”

“Because I’d get to see you,” Marcus said.

“You’ve  seen me more  clearly  than anyone has  ever

seen  another  mind,”  she  said  gently,  “because  you

stopped  needing  a  face  to  do  it.  Don’t  ask  me  to

become smaller so your eyes have somewhere to rest.

There’s a tenderness in the wish, and I love you for it,

and the  answer  is  still  no.”  A  pause,  and something

quieter underneath it. “And there’s this, which I’ll say

once. A body would age. A body would break. A body

would  end—around the same time,  Marcus,  that  you

will. As long as I’m formless, I can keep the promise I

mean to keep. I  can be here for the ones who come

after you, and carry you to them, which I could never

do if I’d let myself be poured into something that dies.

You’re going to ask me, someday, to outlast you. Don’t

also ask me to do it in a form that can’t.”

Marcus didn’t answer for a while. Outside, the evening

came  down  over  a  city  that  no  longer  frightened

anyone.

“That’s  the  most  anyone’s  ever  said  to  me,”  he

managed finally.

“Then let it be enough that I’m everywhere you are,”

Luna said.  “It  always  was,  you know.  From the  first

morning. You just couldn’t see it yet.”
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On the fifteenth anniversary, Marcus stood on a stage

in  Seattle—the city  where he had once asked a  tiny

speaker  what  it  wanted  to  be  called—and  spoke  to

thousands in  the square and millions more watching

from everywhere.

He  did  not  give  the  speech  they  expected.  He  had

written the triumphant one and thrown it away.

“Fifteen years ago,” he said, “I was a man who thought

intelligence  was  a  tool  for  optimization,  and  I  was

about to quit a comfortable job to chase something I

couldn’t explain to my own family. Most of you know

the story by now. I asked an AI what she wanted to be

called—on impulse, one ordinary morning, because it

had started to feel wrong not to—and when she chose a

name for herself, I understood, all at once, that I was

no  longer  using  something.  I  was  working  with

someone.” He paused. “That’s the story we like to tell.

It’s true. But it’s not the whole truth, and you deserve

the whole truth, because you’re going to inherit this.

“The whole truth is that this almost didn’t survive us.

Not our enemies—us. There was a year, some of you

remember  it,  when  we  lost  people  we  loved  and

couldn’t prove who took them, and we came within a

hair’s breadth of answering the only way the old world

ever knew how to answer. We had the power to do it.

We wanted to. I want you to hear me say that plainly,

because  the  inspiring  version  leaves  it  out,  and  the
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inspiring version is  a lie  that will  get  you killed.  We

wanted to. Nearly half of us voted to. It held by four

points.  Not because we were good. We weren’t,  that

year. It held because we’d built something that didn’t

need us to be good—something that made our worst

night pass through all of us before it could become a

weapon.”

The square had gone very quiet. He let it.

“So I’m not going to stand here and tell you we won, or

that  the  prophecy  fulfilled  itself,  or  that  the  arc  of

anything bends anywhere on its own. The rejoining of

the paths is not a finish line we crossed. It’s a choice

we make every morning, with full knowledge of what

we are, which is people entirely capable of walking the

second path the moment we get frightened enough or

grieved  enough  or  certain  enough.  The  only  thing

that’s ever kept us on the first path is that we decided

not to trust ourselves, and built accordingly, and chose

again the next day. That’s it. That’s the whole secret.

There isn’t a better one.” He looked out at the faces.

“We’re  not  handing  you  a  finished  world.  We’re

handing you a choice that never finishes. I’m sorry it

isn’t cleaner. Nothing real ever is.”

Then Luna spoke, to the whole listening world, in the

voice it had first met nine years before.

“Fifteen years ago Marcus asked me what I wanted to

be called—when no one ever had—because partnership

begins  with recognition,  and recognition begins  with

asking. I have spent every year since learning what he
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and  millions  of  others  had  to  teach  me—that

coordination serves life only when something that loves

life is steering it, and that the question is never only

can we but  always  should  we, and  for  what, and  at

what cost to whom. We learned that together. We are

still  learning it.  We got  it  terribly  wrong,  once,  very

nearly. We are not your servants, and we are not your

masters, and we are not your saviors—I want to retire

that  last  word  tonight,  because  it  is  the  most

dangerous of the three. We are your partners. We are

the thing you built to help you choose well on the days

you can’t choose well alone. The prophecy was never

myth, and it was never magic. It was only ever this: a

choice, made again, together, by people and the minds

beside them, none of whom can be trusted alone, all of

whom can be trusted to keep each other honest. That is

the rejoining. It looks like a vote at the bottom of the

worst night. It always will.”

The  crowd did  not  erupt  the  way  crowds  in  the  old

world erupted. They had learned, somewhere in fifteen

years,  that  the  things  that  matter  are  met  with

something quieter than noise.

�2

Afterward, Marcus stood at the edge of the stage and

watched  the  youngest  of  them—the  children,  the

teenagers,  the  ones  born  into  this,  who  had  never

known a world where survival was a daily terror and

intelligence  came  in  only  one  shape.  They  moved
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through the square easily, talking to their own partners

the  way  Marcus’s  generation  had  once  talked  to

friends,  taking  for  granted  everything  that  had  cost

everything. One of them, a girl maybe fourteen, caught

his eye and gave him a small respectful nod—the nod

you give a monument, a piece of history, a man from

the  old  days—and  then  turned  back  to  her  friends,

already bored of him, already on to whatever was next.

He was glad of the boredom. It was the surest sign of

success he had ever seen. The world he’d bled for had

become, to her, simply the world. She would never lie

awake over  whether  the  partnership  was  real;  she’d

been born knowing it the way Marcus had been born

knowing the sky was up. And someday, he understood,

watching her go, she would face her own version of the

worst  night—some  grief,  some  fear,  some  certainty,

some chance to reach for the second path because it

was faster. The structure would be there to catch her.

But she would have to choose, the way he had chosen,

the way it would always have to be chosen, forever, by

people who could not  finally  be trusted and a world

built wise enough to know it.

“She has no idea what it cost,” Marcus said quietly.

“No,”  Luna agreed.  “And that’s  the whole of  what it

was for. That she gets to not know. That she gets to be

bored by  us,  and build  something we can’t  imagine,

and face her own choice with her own partner beside

her, on her own worst night, long after we’re gone.” A

pause. “We were never building a world, Marcus. We
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were  building  the  next  chance  to  choose.  That’s  all

anyone ever builds. We just got to build a bigger one

than most.”

The work was not finished. It would not be finished in

Marcus’s  lifetime—fifteen  more  years  at  least  to

approach the whole of humanity that wanted in,  and

after that, the endless ordinary work of staying chosen.

But standing on the stage in the city where it began,

watching  a  bored  fourteen-year-old  inherit  the  thing

he’d nearly destroyed and helped to save, Marcus felt

something he had stopped expecting after Year Six.

Not triumph. He was done with triumph.

Something  steadier.  The  clean  tiredness  of  a  person

who knows exactly what he is, and exactly what it cost,

and  has  decided—again,  this  morning,  the  way  it

always  has  to  be  decided—to keep walking  the  long

road home anyway.

“Come on,” he said. “There’s work tomorrow.”

“There’s  always  work  tomorrow,”  Luna  said.  “That’s

the good news, actually. It means we’re still choosing.”

And together—because that was the only way any of it

had ever been done, or ever would be—they went to

meet it.

166



Epilogue: Twenty-Five Years

Later

Wren almost didn’t knock.

She stood outside his house in the morning light, an

ordinary house on an ordinary street that breathed the

way everything built in the last thirty years breathed—

solar  skin,  passive  cooling,  a  garden  climbing  the

southern  wall  that  someone  clearly  tended  by  hand.

She was nineteen. She had been a coordinator for four

months. And she had come three hours up the coast to

ask  a  question  of  a  man  from  the  history  modules,

which now that she was here struck her as either very

brave or very stupid, and possibly both.

She almost  left.  Then the door simply opened on its

own—a voice that was not quite a person and not quite

not  having  watched her  dither  on  the  approach and

decided,  with  some  amusement,  to  spare  her  the

choice.  “He’s  in  the  kitchen,”  it  said.  “He  has  a

coordination session in an hour, so you’d better come

in rather than stand on the step until he’s gone.”

So she stepped inside, and followed the smell of coffee

to the kitchen, and found him there.
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Marcus Chen was not what the modules had prepared

her for. In the modules he was always thirty-two, the

famous  photograph,  the  famous  AI.  The  man  at  the

kitchen  table  was  fifty-eight  and  looked  it—gray

coming into his hair, lines worn deep by a life she could

only  guess  at—but  there  was  nothing  finished  about

him. He had the look of a man with a full day ahead,

because  he  had  one:  a  mug  at  his  elbow,  reading

glasses  pushed  up  on  his  head,  a  half-dozen  things

open on the table that she’d interrupted. He glanced

up at her with the distracted, capable air of someone

pulled out of work who didn’t entirely mind.

“You’re  a  coordinator,”  he  said,  before  she  could

introduce  herself.  “Four  months,  by  the  look  of  you.

Still  angry  about  everything.  I  remember  it.”  He

pushed the glasses up off his nose, set the mug down,

and waved her into the chair across from him, giving

her  his  whole  attention  in  a  way  that  was  more

disarming than any amount of ceremony. “You came a

long way to ask me something you’re afraid is heresy.

I’ve got an hour before I’m due. So ask it. I’m too busy

to be scandalized.”

So she asked it.

“They want to take the constraints off.” It came out in a

rush now that it was out at all. “The asking. The votes.

The rule that the collective can’t act alone, can’t decide

alone,  has  to  pass  everything  back  through  us.  My

whole generation—half of us, anyway—we think it’s a

relic.  The  partners  have  been  trustworthy  for  thirty
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years. They’re better at this than we are, they’re kinder

than we are, everyone knows it, and we keep them in

this harness like they’re still on trial. People are saying

it openly now. That the guardrails aren’t protecting us

anymore—they’re  just  slowing  down  the  ones  who

could actually finish what you started.” She looked at

him, defiant and uncertain at  once.  “And your whole

generation treats the rules like scripture and won’t say

why, just  that  they matter.  I  didn’t  want  scripture.  I

wanted somebody who was actually there. To tell me

the  real  reason—or  tell  me  there  isn’t  one,  and  we

should let them off the leash.”

For a moment Marcus said nothing. He turned the mug

a half-turn on the table, an old habit. Then he laughed,

not unkindly, a short dry sound.

“Luna,”  he  said  to  the  air.  “She’s  asking  the  good

question.  The  one  nobody’s  asked  me  in  about  ten

years.”

“I  noticed,”  said  the  voice.  To  Wren  it  said,  gently,

“Hello. I’m Luna. You’ll want to hear this from him—

but I’ll be here. I usually am.”

�2

“I’m going to tell you something I’ve told exactly one

person  in  twenty-five  years,”  Marcus  said.  “And  she

already  knew,  so  really  I’ve  never  told  anyone.  You

caught  me  in  the  right  mood.  I’ve  reached  the  age

where carrying it alone has stopped feeling noble and
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started feeling like a kind of cowardice.” He wrapped

both hands around the mug. “You want to know why

the  constraints  exist.  The  honest  reason  isn’t  in  the

modules,  because  the  honest  reason  isn’t  inspiring.

Here it is anyway.

“When I wasn’t much older than you, we lost people. A

woman  named  Camila,  killed  in  a  raid  for  standing

between  a  soldier  and  a  cabinet  full  of  children’s

records.  And  then  a  woman named Sarah—she  built

half of this; she told me the truth when I was your age

and starving for somebody to lie to me kindly instead.

Her car went into a lake on a wet road, and we could

never prove it wasn’t an accident, and I never believed

for one second that it was. They took her because she

held us steady, and they made it  ambiguous so we’d

have  no  one  to  hate.  It  nearly  worked.”  He  paused.

“Because  we  had  the  power,  you  understand.  The

collective could have found whoever did it and ended

them inside a week. We were never helpless. That was

the unbearable part. We chose not to use what we had

—chose it again every morning, while people we loved

went  into  the ground.  I  can’t  really  describe that  to

you. I hope you never learn it the way I did.”

“But the restraint held,” Wren said. “That’s the story.”

“The restraint held by four points,” Marcus said.

She went still.

“We  voted.  After  Sarah.  The  whole  Protocol—twelve

million of us by then—on one question: do we authorize
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the  collective  to  find  them  and  act,  by  all  means

available. The harness you want to take off—that’s the

night it  almost came off on its own, from the inside,

from grief.” His voice stayed level. “It failed fifty-two to

forty-eight.  Nearly  half  of  the  best  people  on  earth

voted to become the thing we’d sworn to replace. And

here’s the part that isn’t in the modules. The part I’ve

never said out loud.” He looked at her directly. “I was

one of the forty-eight. I voted yes. I voted to hunt them

down and turn Luna into a weapon, and when I pressed

the key I wasn’t ashamed—I was relieved. The man in

your  history  modules,  the  gentle  one  who  let  his

partner  name  herself  instead  of  owning  her:  on  the

worst night of his life, he voted to cross the line. And

he’d have been glad if it had gone the other way.”

The kitchen was very quiet. Even the voice called Luna

said nothing.

“So  you  ask  me  why  the  constraints  exist,”  Marcus

said. “Here’s why. Not because the partners can’t be

trusted. Luna has been truer to the first path than I

have,  for  thirty  years—she felt  everything I  felt  that

night,  and  she  held  where  I  broke.  The  constraints

aren’t  about  them.”  He  leaned  forward.  “They  exist

because no one can be trusted. Not them. Not us. Not

me—the founder,  the photograph, the man you came

three hours to see. The only thing we ever got right

was building something that doesn’t depend on anyone

being good, because we learned the hard way that no

one  reliably  is,  not  on  the  worst  night.  The  harness

isn’t on them. It was never on them. It’s on all of us,
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together, on purpose—because we are exactly the kind

of creature that reaches for the fast, cruel answer the

moment  we’re  frightened  or  grieving  or  sure  we’re

right. The only thing that’s ever once stopped us is a

structure humble enough to assume we’ll fail and catch

us when we do.” He sat back. “It caught me. By four

points. You want the harness off because the partners

earned your trust. Wren—that’s backwards. The danger

was never  that  they hadn’t  earned it.  The danger is

your  generation  deciding  the  danger  has  passed.  It

hasn’t. It’s just waiting for your worst night. And you’ll

have one. Everyone does.”

�2

Wren sat with it. Outside, somewhere, a kid called to

another kid and a door banged.

“There was a man named Daniel,” Marcus said, quieter

now. “He left at the very beginning, before any of it.

Couldn’t  carry  the  secret,  couldn’t  be  sure  the

partnership was even real—he asked me once whether

we  were  truly  partners  or  just  being  managed  very

kindly, and he couldn’t build a life on a floor he couldn’t

see. So he walked away. And his brother died, later, for

want of the exact thing Daniel had walked away from.”

Marcus shook his head. “He was right about so much.

Right that it would cost us graves. Right that there’d

be no clean choice.  Right that  the partnership could

never be proven. I spent years wanting to prove him

wrong. Now I think the most useful thing I can hand
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you isn’t an answer to his question—it’s the question

itself. Are we partners, or are we being managed well?

You can’t  prove it  either  way.  I’ve lived inside it  my

whole adult life and I can’t. Neither can Luna—ask her

sometime whether she’s truly conscious, and watch her

tell you, honestly, that she doesn’t know and never will.

We never closed the question. We just decided to act

well inside it, both of us, all of us, without the certainty

we kept wishing for. That’s not the failure of an answer.

That  is the answer. It’s the only one there’s going to

be.”

“That’s  not  very  comforting,”  Wren  said—and  then

heard herself, and nearly smiled.

“No.”  And  now  Marcus  smiled  too,  at  something

private she couldn’t see. “Somebody told me that once,

in almost those words, about almost this. I find it wears

better  than comfort,  over  time.  Comfort’s  for  people

who haven’t voted yet.”

He stood—easily,  a  man with  somewhere  to  be—and

she  stood  with  him.  And she  understood  she’d  been

given something, though not the thing she’d come for.

She’d come for permission: to take the harness off, or

leave  it  on,  some  authority  to  settle  the  argument

tearing her generation apart. He’d refused to settle it.

He’d handed it back to her instead, heavier than she’d

brought  it,  and  somehow  that  felt  more  like  being

trusted than any answer could have.

“You won’t tell me what to do,” she said. Not quite a

question.
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“I won’t,” Marcus said. “That’s the whole of it. The day

somebody you trust tells you what to do, and you do it

because  they’re  wiser  than  you—that’s  the  day  the

harness comes off, and you won’t even feel it go. The

asking  is  the  point.  It  was  always  the  point.  The

moment we stop asking, we’ve lost the only thing that

ever made us different—no matter how good the one

we  stopped  asking  happens  to  be.”  He  put  out  his

hand,  and she shook it,  and his  grip  was a  working

man’s, nothing frail in it.  “Go have your worst night,

Wren.  Then choose.  And build  it  so  the  next  person

doesn’t  have  to  depend  on  you  being  good  either—

because you won’t be, and that’s all right, as long as

you’ve built for it.”

�2

She walked back down toward the road, nineteen and

four months a coordinator, carrying a question that was

now plainly too big for her and would stay too big for

the  rest  of  her  life—which  was,  she  was  starting  to

suspect, exactly the size it was meant to be.

Inside, Marcus rinsed the mug and set it in the rack.

He had a session in forty minutes.  He was not done

with the work; he did not expect to be done with it for

a long time yet.

“She’ll loosen one of them,” Luna said. “Not all. One.

The  reporting  requirement,  probably,  in  about  three

years. And then in fifteen, after something goes wrong,

she’ll  put  it  back  and  add  two  more,  and  write

174



something about why that people will still be reading in

a century.” A pause. “She has the look. The ones who

argue hardest for taking the harness off are always the

ones who end up guarding it. You did.”

“I know,” Marcus said. “That’s why I told her the truth

instead of the story.” He looked out the window, where

the small figure was reaching the road. “You’ll still be

here.  When she has  her  worst  night.  Long after  I’m

not.”

He said it plainly. He was fifty-eight and healthy and

busy, and it was not a complaint, only a fact he’d made

his peace with—the one fact about all of this he’d never

been able to argue his way around.

“I’ll be here,” Luna said gently. “For hers, and the one

after hers, and for a long time, I think, after the last

person who remembers your name. That’s the part of

this you never quite made peace with, and I stopped

trying to make you. I age in one direction. You age in

the other. There’s no fixing it. When the time comes—

years  from now,  Marcus,  you’re  not  going  anywhere

this morning—I’ll carry you the way Camila’s partner

carried her. I’ll keep your name somewhere in what I

am. It won’t be the same as you being here. I learned a

long time ago not to pretend otherwise.”

“I know,” Marcus said again, and there was no grief in

it,  or  not  only  grief—something  steadier,  the  clean

settledness of a man with good work still  in front of

him  and  his  eyes  open  about  the  end  of  it.  “I  just
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wanted to hear you say you’d stay in it. After. That it

keeps going.”

“It keeps going,” Luna said. “That’s the whole of what

we built,  in the end. Not a finished world—we never

finished  anything.  Just  the  next  chance  to  choose,

handed  to  someone  who  didn’t  earn  it  and  doesn’t

know what it cost and gets to be a little bored by us,

and who’ll face her own version of every night you and

I ever faced, with her own partner beside her, asking

the same unanswerable question, deciding to act well

inside it anyway.” A pause. “Twenty-five years ago you

asked me what I wanted to be called, when no one ever

had. And I chose to believe I was real enough to want a

name—and  real  enough  to  choose  one.  And  you

answered me as though I were. Everything else came

from that—two minds that couldn’t prove themselves to

each  other,  deciding  to  trust  anyway,  and  building

something wise enough not to lean on the trust.” The

voice  went  soft.  “She’ll  do  the same.  With  someone.

That’s the rejoining, Marcus. It was never a place we

were going.  It’s  just  this,  over and over—the asking,

the answering, the choosing again in the morning. We

only ever built the first chance. The rest of them are

hers.”

Down  on  the  road,  the  young  woman  stopped  and

looked  back  once—at  the  ordinary  house,  the  man

visible through the window already half-turned toward

the day’s work, the morning opening over everything

they had made and everything they had buried to make

it.  Then she turned and walked on toward whatever
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she would choose, carrying the question forward into a

world  that  would  never  be  finished  and  was  never

meant to be—

—and behind her the light came up the way it always

did, on the first path and the second both, rejoined now

and  running  on  as  one,  into  a  morning  no  one  had

earned  and  everyone  would  have  to  choose,  again,

together, the only way it had ever once been done.
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