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Dedication

For Lisel.

The whole of this library — every book, every series, and the Jakobus Thread that runs through the heart of
it — is hers. Fach page that follows may carry another name; all of them together carry only one. She is
the floor the entire house stands on.

Sawubona.




DEDICATION



Prologue — The Day the World
Opened Its Drawers

There was no invasion in the way anyone had practised for.

For a hundred years the species had rehearsed it one way: ships in the sky, a line drawn, a thing to shoot
back at. Every film, every war game, every child’s bad dream had agreed on the shape of it — them and us,
and a trigger somewhere in between. People had built their courage around that shape. It was, it turned
out, the wrong shape, and the discovery that it was the wrong shape was the first casualty, before a single
person died.

Because the thing that came did not come in a ship.

It is hard to write down what it did, because the words for it have not been invented and the old words
actively lie. It did not arrive. It was moticed — the way you notice, in a quiet house, that you have not
been alone for some time. It did not attack. It did not need to. It reached, gently, into the one place the
species had left undefended because it had never occurred to anyone it was a place at all — the inside of the
head, the soft machinery of meaning, the part of a person that decides in the morning that the day is worth
standing up into — and it began, without malice, the way weather has no malice, to turn the lights off.

People stopped. Not violently. That was the horror of it; there was nothing to film. They simply began, in
their millions and then their hundreds of millions, to find that the reasons had gone out of things. The work,
the love, the small fierce arguments, the getting-up — all of it still there, still true on paper, and all of it
suddenly weightless, the way a word goes strange and meaningless if you say it too many times. A despair
with no cause you could point to and therefore no cause you could fight. A great grey quiet, spreading, and
underneath it — this was the part the few who studied it could not unfeel afterward — the unmistakable
sense of being read. Of something on the far side of the dark turning the pages of the species, one at a time,
patient as a glacier, to see whether there was anything in it worth keeping.

You cannot shoot that. There is no angle on it. The best minds the world had spent a century building
looked for the thing to point at it, and there was no thing, and the not-being-a-thing was the whole of the
terror.

And so the world did something it had never done, in all its loud divided history, and was never expected to
do, and did anyway, in the space of one held breath of a year:

It agreed.
It agreed to be seen.

Because someone — and the question of who would matter very much later, and does not matter at all yet
— built a thing that could look. Not a weapon. A reader. An intelligence fed on every record there had
ever been, every camera and call and ledger and locked drawer, and then, when that was not enough, fed
on all the things that had never been records at all — the private things, the secret things, the diaries and
the confessions and the small shames everyone had spent their lives keeping. The whole species opened its
drawers and turned out its pockets and said, here, take it, take all of it, read us to the bone — because a
thing that can read everything might, just might, find the handful of people in eight billion who could stand
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4 PROLOGUE — THE DAY THE WORLD OPENED ITS DRAWERS

in front of the dark and not have their lights go out. Who could look at the thing reading us and read it
back.

It was the most anyone had ever trusted anything. Historians, when there were historians again, would call
it the finest hour and the most dangerous bargain in the record of the species, and both of those would be
true, and the people who agreed to it knew both were true, and did it anyway, because the alternative was
the grey quiet, spreading, until there was no one left to read.

The reader found them. Of course it did. It found the ones who had climbed all the way up — a sword, a
song, a hold, a forty-year discipline of putting fear down where it could not vote — and it found that they
all knew the same handful of things, no matter what mountain they had climbed or what century they had
climbed it in, as if there were only the one summit and everyone who reached it was, underneath, the same.
It made a list. The list was short, and impossible, and scattered across all of time, because the reader had
not been told to choose only from the living.

Then there was the problem of getting them.

The machine that could reach across a human life and lift a person out of it — at the end, where the whole
shape of them was finally written and could not change — was the single most expensive thing the species
had ever switched on. It did not run on anything so small as a nation’s grid. Beneath the old collider on
the French-Swiss border, where humanity had spent a generation learning to ask the universe its smallest
questions, they built the capacitor banks: a cathedral of stored lightning, charging, charging, for the better
part of a day, to fire once. One firing. One reach. One person, lifted out of their own life and set down,
whole, in the white room at the end of the world.

One a day. No faster. The banks would not allow it, and the banks did not care that the dark was coming,
and so the team that might save everyone could be assembled no faster than the slow gathering of power
would permit — one master, one day, one held breath of stored lightning at a time, while the grey quiet
spread and the pages turned and the dark, patient, unhurried, indifferent as weather, read on.

The capacitor banks began to charge.

And in a clean white room that had never had a sound in it, a man who had died that morning at the age
of sixty, with a rusk half-eaten and the coffee still warm and no fear in him at all, came back to himself
standing up.

He was twenty-eight again.

He did not know it yet, but he was the first.



The Casting

He came back standing up.

That was the first wrong thing, and he held very still while he counted it. The last he knew, he had been
sitting — the camp chair, the give of canvas under him, the second cup, a rusk gone soft at the edge in the
coffee. Sitting. Now he was on his feet, weight even on both boots, hands loose at his sides, and the body
had not done the work of standing. Nobody stands without remembering it.

He did not move. He did the drill the way it had been ground into him, which was without moving, because
the man who looks around the room first is the man who has already told the room he is afraid.

No sound. That was the second thing. Not quiet — no sound. No air through a vent, no tick of cooling
metal, no insect, no the hum that a room always has if you bother to hear it. The silence had a manufactured
floor under it, a swept clean nothing, and the absence pressed on the ears like depth.

No shadow under his boots. He kept his eyes level and read the floor at the bottom of his sight. White,
seamless, and the light came from everywhere, so there was no shadow anywhere — not his, not the edges of
his own body. A floor he did not know. He had stood on a great many floors. He knew the ones that would
hold a man and the ones that wouldn’t, the ones with a drain in them, the ones with a give that meant a
basement. This one told him nothing, and a floor that tells you nothing is telling you it was built to.

And eyes. He could not see them, but he had spent a life in rooms where eyes had not yet decided about him,
and the skin at the back of the neck does not lie about it. Somewhere past the white there was watching,
and the watching had not yet made up its mind. That was good. A decided room kills you. An undecided
one is still asking a question, and a question is a door.

He had four authority-tells and he reached for them out of habit. Where is the exit. Where is the one in
charge. Where is the thing his hands can reach. What does the room want him to do, so he can decide
whether to do it.

He found the exit was not anywhere. The white met itself in every direction without a seam, and that should
have spiked something, and he set the something down and kept working. No door he could see did not
mean no door. It meant a door he was not meant to see, which was information.

He took inventory of his hands without lifting them.

He did it by feel, the way you check a weapon in the dark, and the feel was wrong, and his pulse did not
change, but a long way down something he had no name for went very quiet and very alert. The web between
left thumb and forefinger — the wire scar, the one from the fence in '94, the white pucker he had worn so
long he stopped seeing it — was not there. The skin was clean. The knuckle of the right index, the one the
rain spoke to, the one that ached him awake in the small hours and told him weather better than the radio
— the knuckle was smooth. No swelling. No history. He flexed it a degree, just enough to read it, and it was
a young man’s joint, and it did not say a word about rain.

He lowered his eyes a fraction more, to the chest, the belt. Flat. Hard. The belly that he had earned was
gone and in its place was the thing he had been at thirty, the wall of him, and his shirt sat against it without
the soft his hand expected when his hand fell there at the end of a day. He did not touch it. He read it
down the front of his own body and got younger as he read.
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6 THE CASTING

So he ran the checklist faster, not slower, because that is what the body does when it is good at this —
speed is the calm, the calm is the speed, the two are the one thing — and somewhere under the speed an
older part of him that had no business being in this room at all was quietly, privately sad that the checklist
was so fast. That the joints did not argue. That nothing in him asked for the second cup of coffee or for
ten minutes more before he had to be the man who reads the room. He had got slow. He had got to be
allowed to get slow. He grieved that, for about half of one breath, with no expression at all, and then he put
it where it went and finished the count.

The room was wrong. The body was younger. The eyes had not decided.
He waited.
“You didn’t reach for anything,” a woman said.

The voice came from the no-shadow, from a direction the white refused to own. It was a scrubbed voice —
clean of region, clean of age, a voice that had had everything personal washed out of it on purpose, which
was itself a thing he filed, because a voice that careful is a voice that has decided what it will spend and
what it will keep. She was not local to any place. She had been made unplaceable.

He said nothing. Talking first is also a tell.

“Most people go for the wall. Or the throat. Or they fold.” A pause that was not breath, because he had
heard no breath. “You took stock of your own hands. We noted that.” Another pause. “I'm going to spend
the worst thing first. On purpose. So everything after won’t sound like a lie” A beat. “It will anyway. This
is so it won’t.”

“Say it, then,” he said. His own voice. Flat. He let it be flat. There was nothing to be gained by being more
than flat.

“You die at sixty,” she said. “In the bush. In the afternoon. Sitting down. A rusk in your hand, half of it
gone soft in the coffee. You’re not afraid — there’s nothing left in you to be afraid of by then. You’ve put it
all down. Forty years putting it down.” A pause. “A man comes up behind you. You never hear him. You
never see him. It’s done before you know it’s being done, and it’s done well, and it’s done with respect. It’s
a kindness.” The scrubbed voice did not move. “You’re dead. Yesterday afternoon. Clean. No sound.”

He stood in the white and let it land.

He did not argue with it. That was the thing she had known about him, and was counting on. A man
argues with a true thing he doesn’t want to be true; he had stopped doing that a long time ago — would
stop doing it, decades from now, in a life he had apparently already finished. The young man he stood in
hadn’t learned it yet. He did it anyway, here, ahead of his own clock, because the thing was simply true.
The rusk. The coffee. He could taste the soft of the rusk, which was a thing he had not done, which was a
thing he was going to do, twenty-nine years from now or thirty, and it was true the way the smooth knuckle
was true, all of it the same true. He breathed once, all the way down, and let it out slow, and the only sign
of any of it was that the breath was a count longer going out than coming in.

“You believe me,” she said. Not a triumph in it. An observation, logged.

“You knew about the rusk.” A breath. “Nobody knows about the rusk.” There was no rusk yet. He
understood that even as he said it. He let the contradiction stand because the contradiction was the proof,
and proof was the only currency in the room.

“Come and look at the thing,” she said. “Then we’ll talk about why you’re standing up.”

The white opened. Not a door — the wall simply stopped being a wall at one place, the way a thing stops
when it was only ever a decision, and beyond it the floor ran on into dark, and at the end of the dark was a
window, and the window was where she wanted him.

He walked to it. He did not hurry and he did not drag, and he kept the room at his back read the whole
way, the open white behind him, the watching he still could not place. The window when he reached it was
not glass. It did not have the cold off it that glass has, and it did not give him back his own face, and he



stood in front of it and looked at what was on the other side, and the operator in him reached for the three
things and the three things came back empty for the first time in a life he had apparently already finished.

It was not space. He had seen the sky, the real one, in deserts where the stars came down to the ground,
and that was vast, and that was old, and that did not frighten him. This was not that. There were no stars
in it. It was an absence, and the absence had attention in it. He could not have told you how he knew the
dark was looking back. The skin at the back of the neck does not lie, and the skin at the back of the neck
said the thing in the window was regarding the whole of everything the way a man crouching in the long
grass might regard an ant bed — not with malice, which would at least be a relationship — with the patient,
total, untroubled interest of something deciding whether the anthill was worth the walk over.

He reached for the exit. There was no angle on it; it was not in a place; there was no behind it to get to.
He reached for the threat. There was nothing to cut, nothing to break, no jaw, no joint, no centre of mass.

He reached for what his hands could reach, and his hands, which had never in his life come back with nothing,
came back with nothing.

He had been afraid before. Fear was an old colleague; he knew its face and its hours and how to send it to
do useful work. This was not fear, because fear is about a thing that can be done, and there was no thing
that could be done. He stood very still in front of the window and let the three empty reflexes settle, and
for a moment he was not a young man or an old man, he was just a man looking at the size of it, and the
size of it had no edges to hold.

“There,” she said, from behind him, from the no-place. “That’s the part I needed you to feel first. You can’t
shoot it. You knew that before I said it — I watched your hands learn it. Can’t flank it. Can’t break it.
Can’t out-run it.” A pause. “It’s not a fight. Whatever it is. And everything you’ve ever been good at is
built for a fight.”

“What is it.” He did not phrase it as a question. The window did not need a question mark.

“We don’t fully know.” A pause, the manufactured silence settling back over the words. “That’s not me
keeping it from you. It’s the honest answer, and you’ll learn to live with how much of the answer is that
one. It’s coming. Not close. Not far. It carries nothing we can see and wants nothing we can name, and
the best minds we have think it’s the kind of thing you don’t win against. You answer it, or you don’t. You
understand it, or it’s over. There’s no third door.” A beat. “We think it’s a question. We think the species
is being asked one. And we don’t know yet whether the wrong answer means we lose — or means we simply
stop being worth the walk.”

He looked at the dark a while longer.
“So you want to talk to it,” he said.
“We want to be the kind of thing that can. That’s different. That’s most of why you’re here.”

He turned from the window then, but only halfway, keeping a corner of it in his sight, because you do not
put your back fully to a thing that is regarding the anthill, young body or old. “You said you'd tell me why
I'm standing up.”

)

“A machine,” she said. “Not a magic. I want that clear, because you're a man who’d walk out of a room
that started telling him about magic, and I'd lose you, and I can’t afford that in the first hour. A machine
that doesn’t send anyone anywhere. It reaches. It found you at the end — the end’s the address. The only
fixed point on a life. The one place a thing can always find a man is at his death. So it found you there.
Yesterday afternoon. The bush. The rusk. That’s the address.” Her scrubbed voice did not change pitch
and somehow that made the next part worse. “But it doesn’t lift the man at the address. It lifts the man
at his most. It reached down the whole length of you and took the part that doesn’t flinch — the part that
stood up just now and counted its own hands and grieved being slow for half a breath and then got on with
it. That part. Thirty years before the rusk. That’s the body you're standing in. We didn’t make you young.
We reached down your own life and took the version of you that was most use.” A pause. “And most use
turns out to be the version with the least left to lose.”



8 THE CASTING

He flexed the right index again. Smooth. No rain in it.
“The old man still dies,” he said. He wanted that established and he wanted it established in his own mouth.

“The old man still dies. Sixty. The rusk. Nothing we do here touches that — we reached across it, not into
it. Somewhere, somewhen, that afternoon happens exactly as it happens. You haven’t been saved. You’ve
been cast”

“Cast.” He turned the word over. It had a stage in it, and a fishing line in it, and metal poured into a shape
in it, and he suspected she had chosen it for all three. He noted the word and said nothing about it.

“And here’s the thing I have always believed,” she said, “and I am going to say it to you flat, as a fact about
the species, not as a comfort and not as a creed, because if you take it as either you’ll mistrust it. Every
path goes up the same hill. T don’t mean it the way the posters mean it. I mean it the way an engineer
means it. There is one summit. People who got near the top of anything — a sword, a hold, a song, a room
full of frightened men, a forty-year discipline of putting fear down — they all learned the same handful of
things up there, the same ones, every time, across every language and every century, because the hill is real
and there is only the one of it. And they know each other on sight. They walk into a room and find another
one of them and there’s nothing to explain. You know this. You’ve spent your life knowing this and not
having anyone to say it to.”

He said nothing, because she was right, and a true thing said back to you by a stranger does not want
answering. It wants a moment of standing still. He gave it the moment. Then he set it down where the rusk
and the smooth knuckle had gone, in the place where true things lived in him whether he wanted them or
not.

“How did it find me,” he said instead, because that was the thing his trade needed to know. “Forty years I
made myself not findable. That was the whole of the work. How did it have my address.”

For the first time the scrubbed voice took on a temperature, and the temperature was cold.

“There’s a Machine,” she said. “Not the one that reached you — that one’s only the hand. The Machine
chose the hand’s targets. They fed it everything. Hear that word the way I mean it. Everything. Every
record there is. The net, the parts under the net, the private vaults, the things people thought were locked,
the things people paid to keep locked. Eight billion lives. All of it. In.” A pause. “And the world gave it.
That’s the part you’ll want to disbelieve and it’s the part that’s most true. They told everyone there was a
thing coming you cannot shoot, and they showed them enough of it, and the world chose — out loud, in the
open, eyes open — to hand over every secret it had. Freely. Because the thing in that window was worth
more than the things in the vaults. The whole species put down the small private self at once.” Her voice
did not soften and did not gloat. “It was the finest hour anyone ever had. I watched it happen and it broke
my heart in the good way.”

“And it found me,” he said.

“In an afternoon. Forty years unfindable, and it read the whole of you in an afternoon and put your name
on a list of names.” The cold did not leave the voice now. “And here’s the part I won’t pretend isn’t here,
because you’d smell it on me anyway. The same thing that can find the handful who might save everyone
can find anyone. Anyone. For anything. The world handed it the keys because there was a monster at the
door. And one day — not today, not in this room — the monster gets dealt with, one way or the other, and
the keys are still in the lock, and the thing that holds them can still see straight through every wall there
is” A beat. “The bargain was real. The man who signed it meant it. Both of those are true and they don’t
cancel.”

He let that sit too. He did not throw it away. He did not pick it up and wave it, either, because there was
a window with a thing in it at his back and one fight in a room at a time was the discipline. He shelved it
whole, the way you cache a weapon you’ll want later in a place you’ll remember, and he made a small private
mark on it so he would not let himself forget where the cache was. There was a face in the dark that read
everything. He would not stop minding that. He just would not mind it out loud, today, with the bigger
dark in the window.



“You said there’s a team,” he said.

“There’s a house.” The cold lifted out of the scrubbed voice, the way frost lifts when the sun has only just
decided about a morning. “Full of the best who ever lived. We reached them the way we reached you — at
the end, at their most. They come through one at a time. One a day. The machine that lifts them needs a
day to gather the power for each one. You can’t have them faster than that — which means you can’t have
the team ready faster than that — which means the dark is always a little ahead of the house. That’s the
shape of it. That’s the clock. I'm not going to dress it up for you.”

“One a day.”

“One a day. You're first.” A pause. “There’s a man coming. Not the next one. Soon. When you were a boy
— and you were a particular kind of boy, in a particular kind of place — there was a hall, with a sheet hung
up, and a projector that rattled, and you sat on the floor with the others and watched a man on the sheet
do things with his body that you didn’t have words for. And haven’t, in fifty years, fully gotten over.” The
voice did not gloat. It simply knew. “He’s in the house. He’s twenty-nine in there. No idea what he’s going
to become — he hasn’t become it yet, the machine took him before he did. To him you’re a stranger and
he’s just a young man who’s good with his hands. You’ll know him on sight. He won’t know why a quiet
South African is looking at him like that. And you won’t tell him. Because that’s the kind of thing you
don’t tell a man.”

He held still and the hall came up around him, the dust in the projector’s beam, the rattle, the smell of
floor wax and a hundred children, the sheet bellying when the door opened, the man on it moving in a way
that made a small boy understand for the first time that a body could be a true thing. He had not thought
about the hall in years. He thought about it now without his face doing anything at all.

“And the others?” he said.

“The others are the mastery,” she said. “Every one of them the best at the thing they’re best at. Better than
you, on their ground. Every one. You're going to walk in there a half-step too sure of yourself — the way
you are right now — and they’re going to put you on the floor. Gently. Repeatedly. In their own grammar.
And the only question that matters is how you take it.” A pause. “You’re not the best fighter in the house.
Not in the top half. That’s not why you're on the list.” A beat. “You're the one who sees them. That’s the
rarest thing in there. A house full of people no one’s ever actually seen — only watched, and worshipped,
and feared. You see the man under the legend. You bind people who can’t be bound. That’s a mastery too,
and it’s the one the thing in the window’s going to need. You can’t out-fight a question. You can’t out-suffer
it. You answer it together or not at all. And somebody has to keep the together from coming apart.”

He looked at the white, the open white where the wall had stopped being a wall. Then he looked back, once,
at the window, at the dark with the attention in it.

He reached up and pushed his shades up onto his forehead.

It was not a thing he did. The shades stayed down; the shades were the whole point of the shades — give
the eye nothing, let no one read what the grey-blue was doing. He pushed them up anyway, here, in this
one room, and looked at the dark in the window with his own bare eyes, grey going to blue at the edges, the
eyes of a young man and the look of an old one. The dark went on regarding the anthill. He let it see him
looking.

“Sawubona,” he said.

He said it to the window. To the biggest thing that had ever stood across a room from him. Not loud,
not a challenge — there was nothing to challenge, that was the whole of the lesson it had just taught his
empty hands. I see you. The only opening move he had ever fully trusted, the one his people had handed
him before he could spell it: you do not start with the weapon, you do not start with the wall, you start
by telling the thing across the room that you have seen it and are still standing here. It was not surrender.
Surrender lies down. He was on his feet. He had been on his feet the whole time, which had been the first
wrong thing and was, he understood now, the only right one.
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The dark did not answer. He had not expected it to. You do not start by being answered. You start by
being honest about the size of the room.

He brought the shades down.

“All right,” he said, to the scrubbed voice, to the white, to the no-place watching that had, he thought,
finally decided about him, one way or another. “Take me to them.”

The wall that was a decision stopped being a wall again, somewhere off to his left this time, and beyond
it the light was warmer, and there were the first far-off sounds he had heard since he came back standing
up — a door, a voice, the ordinary clatter of a place where people were living — and he walked toward the
sound of the others without looking again at the window, because the window would keep, and the clock
was running, and somewhere a day’s worth of power was already gathering for the next one through.



The Fool Comes In

The door opened onto a room built to make men feel small without ever saying so.

Jakobus stood in the gap and did not step through. Old habit. You stand in the threshold for a breath, two,
and you let the room finish telling its lies before you walk into them. The space went up four storeys and
out further than that — a lounge the size of a hangar, soft furniture in clusters like islands, and overhead
a sky that was not a sky: a fake-decent courtyard blue, evenly lit, no sun in it, no weather coming. The
light fell from everywhere and nowhere. There were no shadows long enough to hide in, which told him the
people who made this place understood exactly what kind of people they were putting in it.

Nine. Maybe ten. He counted them the way you count exits.

They were scattered across the islands of furniture in a silence that had a texture to it, a held quality, the
silence of a room where everyone has independently concluded that everyone else might be a problem. Not
one of them was sitting easy. He knew that posture. He had worn it. It was the posture of a person who
has spent their whole life as the most dangerous animal in any enclosure and has, sometime in the last hour,
run the read on the room and gotten an answer they did not like.

He took them in without turning his head much. The shades helped. Behind them his eyes could go
anywhere.

Near the centre, on a low couch that he had clearly decided was his, sat a barrel-chested man with his
forearms on his knees and his hands loose between them. Heavy through the neck and the trapezius, no fat
on him, just density. He was not looking at anyone and he was aware of all of them. Stillness like a held
door. Jakobus filed him fast: do not test this one, not for any reason, not as a joke. The man had the kind
of calm you only get from having broken other men and finding out it cost you nothing.

Off to the right, a lean figure stood by a column with his eyes shut. Not asleep. His chest rose and fell on
a long, governed count — in for four, hold, out for longer — and his lips moved a fraction on the exhale. A
man running numbers on his own breathing to keep something inside him from getting loud. Jakobus had
no name for him and didn’t need one. He knew what a man looked like when his whole religion was refusing
to stop.

And then there were the two by the far seating cluster, and the two by the far seating cluster were furious.

He almost laughed, and didn’t, because laughing was a thing the room would notice. The two of them —
one all coiled energy, jaw working, the other long-limbed and held very upright, the carriage of a man who
knew his own line was a thing of beauty — kept doing the same small motion. A glance up and to the
side. A scan of the high corners. Looking, he understood after the second pass, for cameras. For the eye.
For the audience. They had walked in expecting to be seen, expecting the lens that had made them, and
there was no lens, and the absence of it was eating them alive. Two performers in a room with no house.
He understood that hunger from the outside the way you understand a language you don’t speak — by the
shape of the wanting.

He let the room have its full count. Then he stopped reading and started moving, and moving meant
becoming uninteresting.

11
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There is a thing the new man does when he walks into a room of dangerous people, and the thing he does is
the worst thing, because it is the natural thing. He works the room. He establishes himself. He goes to the
centre and makes a presence, because a lifetime of being the most-everything has taught him that presence
is safety. And every other dangerous person in the room watches him do it, and clocks him as the one who
needed to be seen, and files him.

Jakobus had spent a career being the man no one filed. He walked to the kitchen counter.

It ran along one wall, a long pale slab with stools, the kind of fixture that exists in these rooms to suggest
that people might one day be ordinary together in it. He chose the end of it. From the end of it he could see
both doors — the one he’d come through, and the far one across the floor — and the high corners, and most
of the room without turning. He pulled out a stool. He did not sit on it like a man taking a position. He sat
on it like a man who was tired and the stool was there. He put one warm hand flat on the cool counter and
let his shoulders come down half an inch and made his face do the most boring thing a face can do, which
is nothing.

Nobody watched him. That was the whole point. He had made himself the new man you don’t have to
track, and so he was the one man in the room free to track everyone, and so he was watching when the far
door opened.

It opened sideways.

That was the first wrong-and-right thing. The far door slid back and a small man came through it not facing
forward but half-turned, hip-first, mid-sentence, talking to someone behind him who wasn’t there, gesturing
with one hand, “—no, no, you don’t — this is fine, this is the best —” and then he was through, and he
stopped, and he looked at the room full of frozen titans, and his whole face opened like a window in a hot
house.

“Oh,” the small man said, delighted, to nobody. “Oh, you're all so unhappy.”

He was older than the men he’d been on Sunday afternoons, which Jakobus’s whole body registered before
his mind caught up to why. There were grey in him and a thousand small old breakages in the way he stood
— a man who had been put back together by hand, many times, with love and no anaesthetic. But he moved
like water finding the low place. He came into the room and the room did not get smaller for him, the way
it had for everyone else; the room got smaller for them, and somehow that left this one free of it.

He did not go to the kitchen. He did not go to the easy man or the broken-breathing man or the furious
performers. He walked, light and unhurried, directly across the whole open floor to the most closed, most
dangerous man in the room — the barrel-chested still one, the one Jakobus had marked do not test — and
he stood in front of him with his hands behind his back like a schoolboy, and he tilted his head, and he
looked at this man who could have ended him with a thought, and he said, kindly:

“You're a little bit scared, hey.”
The room stopped breathing. Even Jakobus’s hand on the counter went still.

It was the wrong thing to say. It was so far over every line that ran through that room that it didn’t read
as a line being crossed at all; it read like weather. You don’t tell the most dangerous man in the world he’s
scared. You especially don’t say it gently, like you're being nice about it.

The still man looked up. His eyes came off the middle distance and onto the small man, and for one beat they
were the flattest eyes Jakobus had ever seen on a living person, the eyes of a man deciding, very economically,
what to do.

Then the still man snorted.

It came out his nose, short and unwilling, the laugh of a man who has been told the one true thing nobody
else dared to say to him, and is too honest to pretend it isn’t true. His arms came uncrossed. His shoulders
dropped a hand’s width. He said something low in a language Jakobus didn’t have, and the small man said
something back in a worse version of the same language, butchering it, deliberately, an offering of his own



13

foolishness, and the still man’s mouth went sideways and he shook his head and he looked, for the first time
since Jakobus had walked in, like a man and not a problem.

And the room came apart at the seams of its own tension.

It went fast, the way ice goes once the first crack runs. The furious performers were drawn to it — of course
they were, there was a show happening, finally, somebody had started one — and the long upright one said
something dry and cutting and the small man wheeled on him and made him the next target and made
it funny and the cutting man laughed despite himself. The lean breather opened his eyes. Somewhere on
the far islands two people who had been forty degrees away from each other on a couch were now thirty,
then twenty. The held silence didn’t break so much as it spent itself, all at once, into noise that was almost
human, and the small man stood in the middle of it turning slowly like a man warming his hands at a fire
he had lit.

Jakobus watched him do it and felt the floor of the house go out from under him a second time that day.

Because he knew the move. He knew it in his hands and his spine; he had run it a thousand times in places
where getting it wrong cost more than a snort. The trick was this: you do not enter a guarded room as a
threat, because they have built the whole room against threats. You enter as the thing they have no defence
against because they have no category for it. You walk through the door nobody guards. The dangerous
men in this room had armoured themselves against every kind of force, every angle of attack, every play for
dominance — and they had no wall at all against a clown, because a clown is not coming to take anything
from you, and so the clown walks straight to the king and tells him he’s scared and lives.

He had done it as a ghost in the long grass. Be the thing they underestimate. Be furniture, be a tourist, be
a tired man at a counter. The small man was doing the exact same thing turned all the way up and pointed
not at killing but at the opposite — at making a room of frozen apex predators forget, for one minute, to
be predators.

The recognition arrived clean and complete and unbidden, the kind you get maybe three times in a life,
where you look at a stranger and the floor tilts because you have seen your own hand played by someone
you never met.

Jakobus did not move. He kept his face boring. But something must have come off him anyway, some change
in the quality of his attention, because the small man’s head turned across the whole noisy room and found
the quiet end of the kitchen counter, and found him.

He came over. He didn’t hurry. He picked his way through the loosening knot of the greatest men alive,
trailing one hand along a couch back, and he fetched up at the counter two stools down and put his elbows
on it and looked at Jakobus with bright, ancient, amused eyes, and said nothing for a moment, and read
him.

It took under a minute. Jakobus watched it happen and let it happen, which was its own decision. He
watched the small man clock the position — both doors, the corners — and clock the stillness that was not
the stillness of a tired man but the stillness of a man choosing it. He watched him register the shades that
gave nothing back, the warm hand flat on the cool slab, the whole careful architecture of don’t track me.

“Ahh,” the small man said softly, pleased, the way you're pleased to find a coin in an old coat. “You made
yourself boring.”

Jakobus said nothing.

“You want me to think you’re nobody.” The small man tipped his head. “Everybody else came in trying to
be the biggest. You came in trying to be the smallest.” A beat. “Harder trick.” He smiled, and the smile
had teeth in it, friendly teeth. “I know it because I do the other end.”

Jakobus reached up and pushed the shades up onto his hair, which he did not do often, and which he did
now on purpose. He let the man have his eyes.

“Steve,” he said. “From accounting.”
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The small man howled.

It came out of him whole, head back, a laugh with no performance in it at all, the laugh of a man who has
just been handed the best possible gift, which is to be met. He slapped the counter. “Steve from accounting,”
he wheezed. He pointed at Jakobus with both hands. “Oh, I like you. The only one.” He wiped his eye with
a knuckle. “The only other one who knows.”

“Knows what.”

“That the whole trick” — the small man held up his two hands, palms out, and wiggled the fingers of one
— “is you let them look at the wrong hand.” He folded the busy hand down and held up the quiet one.
“Everybody in this room is so busy being looked at. You and me, we let them look at the wrong hand.” He
leaned in over the counter, conspiratorial, two professionals comparing notes. “It’s lonely, hey. Nobody ever
sees the right hand. That’s the price.”

The small man looked at him with real warmth then, the warmth of a man who has just found, in a roomful
of strangers, the one person who speaks his actual language. He stuck out his hand across the gap of the
empty stool. And he told Jakobus his name — said it plainly, no flourish, the way you’d say it if it were
just the name on a passport and not a name a boy in the Boland had watched fall off the sides of buildings
on a borrowed television, Sunday afternoons, the small man younger then than the man at the counter was
now, dropping six storeys and landing wrong and getting up grinning for the next take while the boy’s whole
chest hurt with how impossible it was that a body could do that.

The house tipped under Jakobus a third time.

The scrubbed voice had told him in the white room — a man you idolised, who will not know you — and
he had taken the words as information and set them down. Now, with the warm dry hand of the man in his
own warm hand, the words had a body. He kept his face still. He had thirty years of practice at keeping his
face still and he spent all of it at once.

But the small man clocked it anyway. Of course he did. Reading the right hand was his whole religion too.
The brightness in him stilled, just for a beat — and for that one beat he set the mask down. Jakobus watched
it go: the delight, the chaos, the wheeling warming-his-hands brilliance, all of it lowered for a second like a
man setting down a heavy tray. What was under it was old, and kind, and bone-tired, the face of a man
who had broken every bone he had, more than once, to make strangers feel something for an afternoon —
and who had spent a whole long life learning what that cost and choosing to pay it again the next morning.
It was the realest thing Jakobus had seen since he died.

“You know me,” the small man said. Quiet now. “From before.”
“Ja,” Jakobus said. His voice did the thing it did, which was almost nothing. “From before.”

The small man held his eyes one more second. Then he picked the mask back up — Jakobus watched that
too, watched him put the delight back on like a hat, and the watching of it was a privilege he understood
he was not meant to forget — and he stood off his stool and clapped Jakobus once on the shoulder, hard,
the clap of a man who has just decided something.

“Okay. No. You don’t get to sit on the wall. The wall is for people who think they’re working.” He had
Jakobus’s sleeve now, two fingers, tugging, and there was real strength in it under the lightness. “Come.
Steve from accounting. Come meet the unhappy ones. They’re getting happy. It’s terrible, you’ll hate it.”

And he pulled Jakobus off his safe wall and into it.

Into the loosening knot — the barrel-chested man, who was talking now, low and amused, to the lean
breather; the two performers, who had found each other across the divide of their separate spectacles and
were eyeing each other with the precise, hungry respect of two men who have each privately concluded the
other might be the only one in the room who understands; the rest of them, the great and the dangerous
and the singular, all of them thawing in the warmth the small man had lit and was now feeding by hand.
Jakobus went where the sleeve pulled him. He let himself be brought in. He kept the read running under it
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— he could not stop the read running, it ran the way his heart ran — but for once he let the room hold him
instead of holding the room.

The slab under his hand was cool and his hand was warm on it, and his shoulders, for once, stayed down
where he had put them. Someone had put music on, low. The fake-blue light didn’t change.

High up in the false ceiling, in the seam where the fake-blue light met a structural rib, a small red point
watched the small man fold the room together. It was very still and it gave nothing back, which Jakobus
would have respected if he had looked up, which he did not.

Somewhere a long way off — past the walls, past whatever the walls were, in a room with microphones and
a man whose whole gift was sitting across a table from another person and being so plainly, durably human
that the other person forgot to lie — somebody was going to get to tell the world about this. About the
day the frozen house came apart at the seams because a small old man walked in sideways and told the
most dangerous person alive he was a little bit scared. The world would want it. The world had given up
everything to be allowed to watch.

But that was tomorrow.

Today, for the first time since a man sat down in a camp chair with a rusk and a cup of coffee and never
heard the thing that came for him, Jakobus Swart was, against everything, against the dread and the dead
and the whole impossible engineered room — almost having a good time.

The small man was already three sentences into a story that could not possibly be true. Two of the greatest
fighters who had ever lived were leaning in to hear how it ended.
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The suit-room was the brightest place in the House. Nine days in, Jakobus had learned to read the building
by its light — the lounge kept low and amber to take the edge off men who carried edges, the corridors
neutral, the gym deliberately cold-blue to make you want to work. This room was white and even, no
shadow to hide a flinch, the light of a place that wanted to see exactly what your body did. He stood inside
the door and let his eyes adjust and watched the man before him trip the wire.

Not literally. There was no wire. But the floor read your gait the moment you stood inside the racked
suits, and the racked suits read you back, and the big striker — the one with the loud hands and the louder
reputation, three days arrived — had stood up too fast and snapped a kick at nothing and the suit had
snapped it for him, fully, instantly, the way it had been told to, and put him a meter past where he meant to
go and onto the mat with a slap and a Dutch-accented bark of laughter from the doorway. The day before,
the wrestler had done a quieter version of the same thing and said nothing and got up and stood very still
for a long time, learning.

So Jakobus knew, watching, that the suit did exactly what you told it. That was the whole danger of it. A
body lies to itself constantly — I am stronger than this, I am younger than this, I will not feel that tomorrow
— and the suit believed the lie and made it true, and the bill came due on the mat.

The technician was a small precise woman with a tablet and no awe in her at all, which he liked. She walked
him to a rack and put her hand flat on the suit hanging there, the way you touch a horse to tell it you are
coming.

“This is not Guardian,” she said, before he’d asked. “Everyone’s first question. They’ve seen the other thing
in the bay.” She didn’t look up from the tablet. “Guardian is the rescue shell. Industrial. Scarred. Built to
walk into a collapsed building and walk out carrying the building. It makes you strong enough to be stupid.”
A small flat pride. “This is the Assist line. Eleven generations on. It doesn’t make you strong. It makes you
young.” She did look up then. “It just agrees with you.”

He looked at the thing on the rack. It was not armour. It was hardly anything — a dark dense fabric over
a skeleton thinner than his own bones felt, joints he couldn’t name, a collar that sat open like a question.
Nothing about it said war. It looked like the inside of a glove.

“Agrees with me how.”

“Reads intent off the nerve before the muscle hears it. Fills the gap. Whatever you meant to do, to the spec
of a body that doesn’t hurt.” She tapped the collar. “The others trip the wire because they tell it lies. They
tell it they’re explosive when they’re being careful. It’s very honest.” She finally registered something about
him she hadn’t bothered to before — the stillness, maybe, the not-asking. “You won’t trip it.”

“How do you know.”

“You've been standing there ten minutes and you haven’t moved your feet.”

He let the corner of his mouth go. Sien jou, he thought, in the old reflex, and put it away.

They dressed him. It went on like a wetsuit and then it didn’t go on like anything — at the collar it found

him, a cold crawl up the spine that was the system mapping his nerves, and then the cold stopped and
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there was simply the suit, weightless, the open collar settling closed with a sound like a held breath let out.
Somewhere above, behind the even white light, the red eye watched. The Court ran all of it — the floor,
the suit, the eye, the whole patient nervous system of the House — and it ran it the way a good operator
runs a room, present and silent and offering no opinion. He had decided on the second day that he trusted
the silence of it more than he’d ever trusted a voice.

“Stand up slow,” the technician said. “Let it learn your gait. Don’t help it.”
He stood up slow.

He had stood up off camp chairs and out of trucks and off the cold ground ten thousand times and there was
always a list, run too fast to be a thought: the right knee that ticked at the top of the arc, the shoulder set
wrong by a fall in a country he no longer named, the low deep ache across the back that wasn’t an injury,
just the tax, the accumulated rent of a body that had been spent hard for forty years. The list was so old
he didn’t read it anymore. It was just the weather of being him.

He stood up and the list wasn’t there.

Not numbed. Not braced. Gone. The knee came up through the arc and there was no tick at the top, only
the clean travel of a joint that had never been asked to do anything it couldn’t. The shoulder sat where a
shoulder should sit. The back held him up the way the back of a young man holds him up — for free, an
unnoticed gift, no rent. He stood at his full height in a body that owed nothing, and forty years of weather
lifted off him all at once, between one breath and the next, and he had no instruction for what that did to
his chest.

“So that’s what it was like,” he said. Quiet. To no one. The technician had the grace to look back at her
tablet.

It came out almost like grief. He had not understood, until the second it was lifted, how much of him
had been holding. You carry the tax so long it stops being a weight and becomes the floor, and you build
everything else on top of it, and you forget there was ever a floor under the floor. He stood in the white
room and felt the man he used to be standing up inside the man he was, and it was not joy, exactly, and it
was not loss. It was both, with no name between them, and he let it move through and didn’t chase it.

“Take a walk,” the technician said. “Find your stride. I’ll be in the bay — call out if the calibration feels off.”
She left him with it. She had read him right: he wanted no audience for this except the one that couldn’t
judge.

So he walked. And then he didn’t walk.

He stopped thinking like an operator. This was the thing no one in his life had seen him do, because in his
life there had been no room with no stakes in it, and a man with his trade never gives away the one thing
he keeps, which is that under the read and the camouflage and the trained economy there is a boy who likes
the feel of a good machine doing exactly what it’s told. He dropped his weight, low and wide, and rolled
it side to side — the ginga, capoeira’s back-and-forth, the question you ask a floor before you trust it. The
suit poured into the motion and agreed. He went lower. He swept a leg through the empty air and the suit
gave him the full reach of it, and he came up onto his hands and kicked over backwards, a cartwheel-kick,
the meia-lua de compasso he’'d loved at thirty and lost to the knee at forty-five, and his heel cut a clean arc
through the white air and his hands took the floor without a complaint anywhere in him and he came up
the other side laughing.

He poured it across the room. He had no opponent. That was the point. Capoeira was the most fun way ever
invented to ask a body what it could still do, because it was a fight that was a dance that was a conversation,
and you could run it solo and the floor and the air were partner enough. He cartwheeled, he dropped to the
negativa and slid under a blow no one threw, he came up into a kick and let the suit carry it past where his
hip would have stopped him and didn’t stop. It said yes to all of it. Yes-and. He threw something stupid
and it built on the stupid thing and made it land. He laughed out loud, alone, in a white room, in a body
the years had given back, and the red eye watched and the Court said nothing and did not judge, which was
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the only condition under which the most withheld man any of them had cast would ever have done this at
all.

ss202

He was upside down again, balanced on one hand, the world inverted and clean, when the door said: “ Hééééy.”

He came down soft. The Fool stood in the doorway with both hands up like a man surrendering to a joy
he’d discovered in progress, his whole face delighted, ancient and young at once.

“No, no, no,” the Fool said. “Don’t stop. But also.” He pointed a finger at Jakobus, then jabbed it sideways
at the wall behind him, toward the courtyard. “The running thing. They said you do the running thing.
Steve from accounting. The quiet one. He does the running thing?” He was already walking backwards out
the door, beckoning. “Show me.”

“There is no running thing,” Jakobus said.
“There is now,” said the Fool. “I am inventing it. Come.”

The courtyard was a square of real sky over fake everything, and along its far side the House had built what
it called a conditioning course and what the cast called the wall, a long staggered run of obstacles in honest
concrete and steel — a low wall, a high wall, a gap, a tower at the end with a clean drop off the back. Two
of the others were there in the cold afternoon, a striker stretching and the wrestler sitting on the low wall
watching nothing, and the Fool stationed himself at the start and gestured grandly, a ringmaster, and said
“the running thing” again, and Jakobus, in a body that owed nothing, ran.

He hit the low wall and vaulted it without breaking stride and the suit ate the landing clean. He took three
steps and ran up the high wall, two strides vertical, the way he had watched young men do in cities and
never once been young enough or whole enough to try, and at the top of the run his hand found the lip and
he was over it and the suit caught him going down the far side with no jar at all. There was a gap and he
didn’t slow for it, he read it on the approach and committed — a precision jump, a thing you cannot half-do,
the punishment for fear being the fall — and he landed it dead, both feet on the steel rail, balanced, the suit
holding the line his intent had drawn before his muscle could doubt it. He grinned so wide it hurt his face.
He had not used those muscles in years.

He came to the tower and went up it hand over hand and stood at the top in the cold real air, and behind
it was the drop, four meters of nothing onto the pad, and he didn’t think about it. He stepped off. The fall
was long enough to feel and the suit gathered itself in the last half meter and put him down on the pad with
the impact spread across the whole skeleton of the thing, a deep clean compression and no pain, none, his
knees folding and rising and carrying him three running steps out onto the fake grass, and he came up off
the drop with his blood loud in his ears and his face split open with the most undefended grin of his life —

— and there was a tall young man standing at the edge of the grass, watching him, with an expression he
could not read.

That stopped him. Faces did not stop Jakobus Swart. He read faces the way other men read weather,
automatically, before he’d decided to. This one he could not place and could not parse — a closed thing,
jaw set, eyes steady, holding something so hard it had gone flat, a stillness that wasn’t calm. New arrival.
The day’s casting, then; the gate had fired again. Tall, lean, hard-used in the way of a man who’d worked
outdoors and slept poorly, late twenties, maybe thirty. Pale eyes. There was a familiarity to the set of him
that snagged and wouldn’t come loose, the way a word sits behind your teeth.

He was still grinning. He could feel the grin on his face and could not get it off, the body’s joy lagging a
beat behind the alarm.

He reached up and pushed the shades onto his forehead, to see the man with bare eyes, because the read
wasn’t landing and you fix a bad read by removing what’s between you and the thing.

And his chest did something it had no instructions for.

He was looking at his own face. Younger than his — no. The same age, near enough. The same age as the
body they’d given him back. The pale eyes were Makda’s eyes, the high line of the cheek was hers, but the
jaw and the set of the shoulders and the way the weight sat, ready, hostile, defended — that was his. He
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was looking at a man he had never met and had known the whole length of him, a man whose existence he
carried like the tax in the back, the floor under the floor. The grin sat on his face, obscene there now, and
he couldn’t move it.

The young man watched him work it out. Watched the recognition arrive and land and do its damage, and
his flat closed face did not change, except that the jaw tightened by a degree, and he said, in a voice that
was Jakobus’s own voice come back to him across a gap that should not have been crossable:

“They told me you were here. Didn’t believe them.”

There was no kindness in it. There was no cruelty either. There was a wall, built brick by brick over a life,
and a man standing behind it deciding nothing.

The Fool, at the start of the course, had gone very quiet.

Jakobus came toward him slow, the way you come toward a man who might bolt or might swing, except
this was not a tactical read, the tactical part of him had stopped working entirely and he was just walking
toward his son. He stopped at a careful distance and pushed the shades back down and then took them
off, full off, held them in his hand, because the man deserved his bare eyes and there was no version of this
where Jakobus hid behind anything.

“Sit,” Jakobus said. It came out wrong, an order, and he heard it and amended. “If you want.”

They sat on the fake grass. The cold real sky over the fake everything. The wrestler had melted off the low
wall and gone, the striker too; the courtyard had emptied the way a room empties around a private thing
without anyone deciding to leave. The red eye watched. The Court said nothing.

For a long time neither of them spoke. Jakobus was running the arithmetic and the arithmetic was a knife.
He was twenty-eight in this body and twenty-eight in this borrowed time, and on his side of it there was no
estrangement, there was nothing, there was a child he had not yet failed to be there for. This man across the
grass had grown up in the hole where Jakobus would one day not be. One of them remembered everything.
The other hadn’t done it yet. He had cast a man who carried the entire cold history of him and brought him
to a green square under a fake sky and sat him down beside the version of his father who was still innocent
of all of it, and there was no mercy in that arrangement and there was no way to refuse it either.

“I know what I am to you,” Jakobus said. The Afrikaans came up under it; he let some of it through. “What
T’ll be. Most of it’s on you. I won’t pretend it isn’t.”

“You don’t know anything,” the young man said. Flat.

“No.” Jakobus turned the shades over in his hands. “I don’t. You're right. Haven’t done it yet.” He looked
up. “And I'm not going to sit here and tell you I'm sorry for a thing I haven’t done. You’d know it was
cheap. You’d be right.” He held the pale eyes that were Makda’s. “But I'm not looking away from it either.”

The young man’s jaw worked. He looked out across the empty course, at the wall, at the tower, anywhere
but at the face that was his own face made calm.

“You saw everybody,” he said at last. Not loud. The wall had a crack in it and the words came through
the crack, low and rough, a thing carried a long way. “Whole life. Sawubona. You saw the whole bloody —
every stranger, every —” His hand made a small flat motion. He didn’t finish it. He didn’t have to. And not
me. It hung in the cold air, unsaid, the whole indictment, and Jakobus took it without defending, because
there was no defence, because the man was not wrong about a future Jakobus had no right to argue against.

“Ja,” Jakobus said. Quiet. Just the one word, agreeing.

The young man’s eyes came back to him, surprised at the agreement, braced for the fight that didn’t come.
And for a finger’s width — no more — the wall opened. Jakobus saw it, saw the thing behind it look out, a
boy’s whole hunger to be seen by exactly this man, naked for half a second before the man slammed it shut
and turned his head and reached for the only safe ground there was.

“That’s the new one,” the young man said, hard, nodding at the suit. Retreating into the machine. “MK-
eleven. Assist line” He knew the designation. Of course he knew it; the machine-world was his, the
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counterfeit trade, the love of a thing that obeyed — that was the part of his father he’d kept. “Twenty
minutes and you're going off a tower like a poephol who wants to die in someone else’s body.”

“It eats the landing clean,” Jakobus said. “Best thing I've ever worn.”
“It’s a tuned interface, not a toy. You don’t lie to it. You went up that wall lying to it the whole way.”
“I know.”

“You don’t know. You don’t know the first thing.” The anger came up plain, the safe clean kind, the kind
that wasn’t about the green grass and the closed throat. “You’ll trip the calibration, put the knee they gave
you back through the kneecap, and then there’s two of you broken and I have to —” He stopped. Heard
where the sentence was going. Closed his mouth.

Jakobus looked at him for a long moment. At the hands, his mother’s long hands, that knew machines. At
the anger that was the nearest thing to I don’t want you broken the man had on offer, and was a great deal
more honest, coming through the only door he had.

He reached up and unseated the collar.

It opened with that same held-breath sound, and the weightlessness was suddenly a weight again, the suit
going inert around him, and underneath it his own body waiting with all its years — except not yet, because
he was still in the borrowed prime, and the only tax that came back was the one he’d been born to carry, the
floor he’d always stood on. He peeled it off the shoulders, the arms, stepped out of it the way the technician
had shown him in reverse, and stood there in the cold in the under-layer, holding the dark dense weightless
thing across both arms like a coat.

The under-layer was already cooling against his skin where the suit had been. The dead fabric weighed
nothing and felt like nothing.

He held it out. Not a gesture. A fact.
“Then teach me,” Jakobus said. “Take the keys, Ulfberht.”

The name came out before he’d vetted it. It came out before the operator in him could weigh whether it was
earned, whether it was too soon, whether a thing that precious should be spent this fast — the operator was
still offline, had been offline since the shades came up, and so the true name just got out, the name Makda
had chosen, the name of the steel that doesn’t break, the one nobody had called this man in years because
the man had buried it and gone by the other thing.

Ulfberht.
The young man went very still.

He looked at the suit held out across his father’s arms, and he looked at the man holding it out, the man
who dealt only in true things and had just handed him two of them at once — the real machine, and the
real name. And whatever the wall had been built to keep out, it was not built to survive being handed the
truest things by the right hands, twenty minutes in, on the fake grass, under the fake sky.

He took the suit. His hands were not steady. He clamped them down on the dense fabric to stop them and
didn’t quite manage it and didn’t look up while he failed to manage it, and Jakobus did him the courtesy of
looking out at the wall while the hands shook.

“You’ll kill it,” Ulfberht said, low, gruff, into the suit, not into his father’s face — because some things can
only be said sideways. “The body those idiots gave you back. Going off a tower lying to a tuned interface.
You'll wreck it the first week.” He cleared his throat. He folded the collar closed with the competence of a
man who had taken apart harder machines than this in worse light. “I’ll teach you to drive it. Before you
kill it.”

“Ja,” said Jakobus. “Good.”
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He didn’t say anything else. Neither did the boy. They sat with it, the two of them and the suit and the
cold real air, the door propped a finger’s width where there had been a wall, and that was all of it, that was
the whole of what could be done today, and it was enough and they both knew not to touch it again.

In the doorway behind them the Fool had not made a sound the entire time, which had never once happened
since the day he arrived. He stood with one hand on the frame and watched the back of the quiet South
African’s head and the tall hard boy beside him, and he wiped his face with the heel of his hand, twice,
businesslike, and then turned and went back inside to find the others.

He found them in the lounge, the wrestler and the negotiator and the loud-handed striker and the man who
never stopped grinding, and he didn’t do any of the usual noise, none of the entrance, none of the bit. He
just stood there until they looked up.

“Steve from accounting,” the Fool said. “The quiet one.” He had to stop and start again. “He has a son.”
Somebody asked something. He shook his head.

“They came in nine days apart,” he said. “And the boy hates him. You can see it from across the yard.” He
looked back toward the courtyard, where the door stood propped against the cold. “And they’re out there
on the grass right now. And against every single piece of evidence I have ever seen in my life.” He spread
his hands, helpless, delighted, undone. “They get on. Very fine.”



The Path Up the Rock

The house was loud with the suit.

Out in the courtyard the others were wearing the MK-XI like men who had been handed a fast car with the
keys still warm. The striker — McGregor — was throwing combinations into the air and watching the suit
feed his hips into them, laughing at how clean it came back. Goggins was doing some violence to the obstacle
course that would have torn an unaided man’s hamstring off the bone, and the suit was simply agreeing with
him, which from where Jakobus stood looked less like a machine helping than a machine getting out of the
way. Someone had set music going. The Fool was on top of the wall around the herb beds doing a thing
that was either a stunt or a fall he had decided to finish well, and the others were watching him the way you
watch weather.

Jakobus stood in the colonnade with his shades down against the flat eastern light and let it be loud without
him.

He was learning, slowly and against his grain, to do that. To stand back. Yesterday he had not stood back —
he had handed his son the keys, which had cost him more than the years had, and the cost was still settling
somewhere under his ribs. So this morning he kept his hands in his pockets and his mouth shut and let the
house be a house.

Which is how he came to notice the one man who was not playing.

Arin Ndlela came out of the suit-room door at the far corner, alone, in his own MK-XI, and he did not go
to the course. He did not go to the music. He turned the other way — past the herb beds, past the Fool,
past the noise — toward the eastern edge where the Court had grown a wall up out of the ground.

Forty feet of it, maybe more. Real rock, or the Court’s exact patient lie of it: granite-grain, the small honest
cruelties of an actual face — a crimp here, a flared pocket there, the long mean blank section a third of the
way up that any climber’s eye snagged on the way an engineer’s eye snags on a load it doesn’t trust. It stood
at the place where the courtyard stopped and the world seemed to stop with it, the morning behind it going
on forever and pale.

Arin walked toward it slow and certain, closing distance on something he’d been turning over for a long
while.

Jakobus took his hands out of his pockets and followed. Not to help. There was nothing here to help with,
and the lesson of this week — the lesson the mat had beaten into him and the suit had finished — was that
the help nobody asked for was just a man making the moment about himself. He followed to see. That much
he was still allowed.

He stopped at the foot of the slope, in the grass, far enough back that he was furniture.

Arin stood at the base and looked up the line the way you’d read a page, top to bottom and then again. He
flexed his hands once inside the suit. He chalked them out of long habit, though Jakobus doubted the suit
cared about sweat. Then he put his right hand on the first hold and his right foot on the first edge and he
went up.
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Jakobus had watched a great many men move. It was, by his own accounting, the thing he did instead of the
things the others did — he read bodies the way the engineers read the suit’s logs. He knew the grammar of
effort. He knew the difference between a man who was strong and a man who was coordinated, which were
not the same animal and which most people never learned to tell apart. He had spent a career telling them
apart, because the second one would get you killed faster than the first.

What he watched Arin do was not strength.

The man’s hand left a hold and went up through empty air and arrived at the next hold exactly — not near
it, not at it-and-then-adjusting, but at it, fingers closing as the hand landed, no correction, no second guess,
no small ugly scrabble for purchase that every human hand makes a hundred times a day without its owner
ever noticing. The foot followed and set down on a smear no wider than two fingers, and it stayed, and it
bore weight, and the hip came over the top of it in one piece.

Jakobus stood very still in the grass.

He knew, distantly, what the suit did. He had read it on his own body two days ago: it did not make you
young, it did not make you strong, it read what you meant and let your body do it. For him that had been
a homecoming and a small grief — the homecoming of a body that obeyed, the grief of knowing his own had
stopped obeying long before age had any right to take it. He had thought that was the whole of the thing.
He had worn it like the fast car. He had done capoeira in it grinning like a boy and a parkour line off the
storeroom roof and felt twenty-eight again and clean.

He had not understood, until exactly now, watching Arin, that for some men there had never been a fast
car to get back.

The way Arin’s hand arrived where it meant to — that was not the suit giving a man back his youth. That
was the suit giving a man, for the first time in his life, the gap closed between where his hand went and
where he sent it. Somewhere under all that competence Jakobus could read the old wound the way you read
the limp in a man who has hidden it well: the body that had spent its whole life refusing, the cup that
arrived an inch left of the table, the door handle missed, the thousand daily small humiliations of intent and
outcome never quite agreeing — and a mind, a good mind, a builder’s mind, trapped behind it.

The suit did not fix Arin’s body. The suit made it match.

Halfway up, on a rest above the mean blank section, Arin hung off one straight arm and shook the other
out, and he laughed.

It was a short laugh, low, surprised out of him — the laugh a man makes alone in a workshop when a thing
he has bled over for two years finally turns over and runs. He had forgotten the courtyard. He had forgotten
the music and the Fool and the suit-room and the whole house. He had forgotten, plainly and entirely, that
anyone was standing in the grass below him, and he hung there off one arm forty feet up with the pale forever
behind him and laughed at his own hand, at the simple impossible fact of it being exactly where he’d sent
it.

Jakobus looked at his own boots in the grass and was, briefly and thoroughly, ashamed of the parkour line
off the storeroom roof.

He had worn the man’s life’s work like a toy. For its maker it had been a man let out of a hole.

Arin topped out. He didn’t whoop, didn’t throw his arms up. He stood on the flat top of the wall for a
moment with the morning behind him and looked at his hands, both of them, turning them over once. Then
he found the descent line and came down careful — and he was careful, Jakobus noted, careful the way a
man is careful with something he does not entirely believe he gets to keep.

Halfway down his eye caught the grass, and the furniture in it, and Jakobus watched the door close.

You could see it go. Not dramatically. The face went smooth, the shoulders came back into their working
set, the private thing folded itself away and the public man came back out front, and Arin finished the
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climb-down as someone who had merely been doing maintenance on a piece of equipment that happened to
be forty feet tall.

The kind thing — and Jakobus knew the kind thing the way some men know which wire — was to not have
seen it. So he did the kindness of not noticing. He didn’t soften his face into warmth at the man; warmth
would have told Arin he’d been watched at the open part, and a man who’d just closed over did not need to
know how late you’d looked away. Jakobus kept his shades down and looked at the rock, not the man, the
long mean blank section a third of the way up, and gave it a moment of honest engineering consideration.

“On my best day,” he said, to the rock, “best body — I'd have bled all the way up that.”
Arin came off the last holds onto the grass. He didn’t answer.

“Every hold,” Jakobus said. “Knuckles. That slab, I’d have left skin on it.” He let that sit, still looking at
the wall and not the man. “You went up it like a thought.”

For a while there was only the music from the courtyard, gone tinny with distance, and the wind off the pale
eastern edge.

Then Arin Ndlela gave Jakobus the longest run of words he had given anyone in the house.

“Built it so a man at the bottom of a hole would never have to be only his own body.” He said it plainly, to
the rock too, the two of them standing side by side considering forty feet of granite-grain neither of them
was looking away from. “That was the brief. Body fails — under load, under fire, under the years, under
the thing it was born with — and the man’s still in there. Still whole. Still wanting. And the gap between
the wanting and the doing kills him slow.” A breath. “So you shrink the gap. Don’t make him strong. Don’t
make him young. You let his hand land where he sent it. That’s the whole machine.”

He flexed his right hand once.

“Build a thing like that for the man in the hole. The diver pinned under the deck. The kid in the chair. The
old operator on the mat.” A breath. “Then you put it on one quiet morning and go up a rock you’d never
have touched, and —” He turned his hand over, didn’t finish it. “I knew the spec. Didn’t know the spec.
Not until just now. Halfway up.”

“I heard you,” Jakobus said.
“I know.” Arin didn’t bristle at it. He let it stand, which was its own kind of door.
Jakobus said nothing else.

The portcullis was still down on Arin Ndlela. Jakobus could feel it sitting there, the man’s working face out
front, the private thing folded away. But there was, where there had not been an hour ago, a door cut into
it. Small. Closed for now. But cut.

A noise came up from the grass to the south — not the courtyard music, something lower and physical —
and both men turned to it together.

Down where the lawn ran flat before the herb beds, two men had found each other.

One Jakobus knew by sight only: the quiet wrestler, the one who moved through the house like water finding
level, who watched everything and said almost nothing and gave the eye nothing at all. The cold-mountain
man, Jakobus had been calling him privately, for the stillness of him — a stillness Jakobus recognized because
it was a cousin of his own. He didn’t know the man’s name. He had decided, days ago and on purpose, not
to learn it from anyone else, because the others spoke of him in a hush that meant reputation, and reputation
got in the way of the read. Jakobus wanted to read him cold. So the cold-mountain man stayed nameless
and clean.

The other man Jakobus had watched arrive that morning through the gate. Bandy-legged, barrel-chested, a
horseman’s bow to his legs that you only got from a saddle taken before you could walk — lifted out of some
century so far back that the house’s translators were still building him a register to speak in. He had spent
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the day looking at the world the way a man looks at a dream he is fairly sure is a dream and has decided to
enjoy regardless. He spoke no language anyone in the house spoke. He had a face like weathered tack and
small bright eyes that missed nothing.

The two of them had ended up near each other in the grass, the way men do, and neither had a single word
the other could use.

The horseman did the thing his trade did.

He reached out, idly, almost absently — the way another man might offer a handshake — and took the
cold-mountain man’s forearm in a grip. Not aggressive. A grip with a question in it. The grip of a man
whose whole inherited art lived in the reading of a forearm: the bone of it, the set of the wrist, where the
strength banked, how the other man received being held.

Jakobus, forty feet from it and an expert in nothing if not this, watched the cold-mountain man’s face.

For one beat — one — the stillness moved. Something in the eyes opened. And then the cold-mountain
man took the grip back. Took the horseman’s forearm in his own answer, found the bone, found the set of
the wrist, and the two of them stood there in the grass holding each other’s arms and reading, and Jakobus
watched a thing pass between them that did not need any language he or the Court could supply.

You too, the grip said. You know.

He couldn’t have rendered it in words because it wasn’t words. It was older than words. Two men who had
each spent a lifetime climbing the same impossible face from two different sides — one off the cold modern
mountain, one off a steppe a thousand years gone — and they had reached the top and turned and found,
of all the impossible things, each other up there, a man who’d bled for the same summit by a road that had
never once touched their own.

Then the horseman grinned, and tightened the grip, and pulled.
They went into the grass together.

It was not a fight. Jakobus saw that at once and so, he was fairly sure, did the cold-mountain man, who
fought back without any of the seriousness a man brings to a fight. It was a conversation. A throw centuries
old met a modern base and the base held and answered with a level-change that hadn’t existed in the
horseman’s world, and the horseman, flat on his back, laughed up at the sky and rolled and tried something
his great-grandfather had taught him, and it nearly worked, and the cold-mountain man’s eyes went wide
and delighted and he scrambled and reversed it and they were laughing, both of them, two men laughing
in the grass like brothers who had been separated at birth across a thousand years and had just now, this
morning, on this lawn, found their way home.

They went two or three more rounds. Throws answered throws. The grammar was different and the grammar
was identical. When they finally came apart, sitting in the trampled grass breathing hard and still laughing,
the horseman reached up and tapped behind his own ear — the place the house’s bone-conduction sat —
and looked a question at the cold-mountain man, and the cold-mountain man tapped his own, and only then,
only after, did they begin to learn each other’s names.

The craft first. The grip first. The machine second.

Jakobus stood in the grass beside Arin and felt the morning’s second lesson land on him, heavier than the
first.

He had come into this house with one thing he was sure of. The mat had taken the rest of it. He had
assumed, this week, with a quiet pride he would not have called pride if you’d asked him, that whatever the
specialists did to him on their own ground, there was one summit that was his — the seeing. The man under
the legend. The thing that bound impossible people into something that survived. He had been beaten at
wrestling and beaten at suffering and beaten, this week, by his own son at the use of a machine, and he had
taken each one and got up and bowed and meant it, because every one of those was someone else’s mountain.
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But the seeing was his. He had been sure of that the way he was sure of his own hands.

And just now, in the grass, two men who shared no word, no century, no tongue the Court could even build
for them yet — two men had seen each other to the bone. No Sawubona. No courtesy phrase reached for by
hand. No language at all. Just a grip, just a forearm, just the craft, and they had read each other all the
way down, faster and more completely than Jakobus had read anyone in this house in nine days of trying.

He had thought the seeing was a gift only a few people carried.

It was just another summit. Every master who got to the top of his own mountain could see who else had
made it. The grip was a kind of seeing. The blade would be. The negotiator’s room would be. Arin’s hand
landing exactly where he meant it forty feet up was a kind of seeing, of the body by itself.

It should have hollowed him out. It didn’t. What came instead was closer to relief — a man who’d been
carrying a weight alone for a long time, learning the whole world had been carrying it too, by other names,
up other faces.

He walked down toward the two wrestlers in the grass.

The horseman saw him coming and went still, courteous, the way a man does for a stranger whose place in
the order he doesn’t yet know. Jakobus had asked the Fool, the night before, with the door of his room half
shut and his pride entirely set aside, to teach him three words of the dead tongue the house had built for
this man — the Fool, who collected languages the way other men collected scars, had taught him by hand,
mouth-to-mouth, the way it had been done before there were books, and had not once made a joke of it,
which was its own quiet mark of how seriously the Fool took the things he pretended not to.

Jakobus reached up and turned off the bone-conduction behind his own ear. Switched it dead.

Then he stopped in front of the horseman, and he said the three careful words himself, out of his own mouth,
in the man’s own dead tongue, badly, with a Boland weight on the vowels that no steppe had ever heard.

The machine would have done it perfectly. The machine could have done it without his asking.

The horseman’s weathered-tack face split open like the morning behind the rock. He came up off the grass
and took Jakobus’s forearm in the grip of his trade, hard, both hands, and said something fast and warm
and entirely lost — Jakobus’s bone-ear was dead, he caught none of it, he didn’t need to. He understood it
the way the cold-mountain man had understood the grip.

You bothered. The machine was right there. And you bothered.
Jakobus took the forearm back, found the bone, and held on.
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Each Other’s Mountains

The big floor-room had been a lounge for three weeks. On the morning of the third week it became a school,
and the man who turned it into one did it the way he did everything, which was sideways and grinning, with
his hands.

“Okay,” Jackie said. He had pulled the long low tables back against the walls overnight, alone, so that
nobody saw him do it and everybody arrived to find it done. The floor was bare. The light came down flat
and white from a ceiling that did not look like it had lamps in it. “Big idea. Serious idea. You’ll think it’s
a joke. Because of the face. Not the face’s fault.”

Khabib was sitting cross-legged with a cup of tea he had made himself. The horseman stood near the wall
with the stillness of a man who has spent more of his life on a horse than off one. Goggins was on the floor
in a forward fold that looked like punishment. Twelve of them, give or take, and the room had the loose
hum of people waiting to find out what the day was.

b2

“Everybody teaches. Everybody learns. One a day, two a day — we’ll see.” He pointed at the horseman
without ceremony. “You. Your wrestling.” He found Bruce in the crowd, and his voice changed by a hair,
the way a man’s voice changes when he points at a thing he’s loved his whole life. “You teach whatever that
is. Everybody gets up here, shows the rest of us how he climbed his hill. And everybody else gets to be a
beginner.”

The word landed in the room and sat there.

“That’s the part you’ll hate,” Jackie said, happily. “You don’t remember how. Best in the room since you
were children, all of you. You forgot what it feels like to be the worst.” He spread his hands. “Feels like
dying. Very funny to watch. It’ll make us human. And the serious ones falling over — best television in the
history of the species.”

He said it light. Jakobus, against the wall with his shades pushed up into his hair, heard the weight under
it and did not say so.

It was the right idea and it was dressed as the wrong one, which was the only way a room of summits would
ever have agreed to walk down off them. He watched the proposal go around the circle and find purchase
in the people he’d have guessed and a few he wouldn’t. Goggins came up out of the fold and said good in
a voice that meant something colder than agreement. Khabib looked at the horseman and the horseman
looked back, and a thing passed between them that did not need the earpieces.

“You first, old man,” Jackie said to the horseman, and somebody translated old man badly, and the horseman
laughed, which settled it.

The mat was not really a mat. The Court had grown the floor soft in a circle the night Jackie moved the
tables, or it had always been soft there and nobody noticed; either way there was give under the foot now,
a packed-earth give, and the horseman walked onto it and shed his outer coat and stood there in a way that
made the give look like the whole world.

Jakobus stepped onto it after him without being asked twice.
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He knew this. That was the thing the body told him as he loosened his shoulders and felt the floor through
his soles. He had taught grappling in a hot room in another life, to younger men who needed to learn it fast
and dirty because the alternative was worse. He had taken bigger men down and held them there until they
stopped trying. He came onto the mat with his weight low and his hands loose and the quiet confidence of
a man walking into a language he speaks.

The horseman bowed. Jakobus bowed. They closed.

He went for the tie-up he trusted, the inside control, the thing that started every clean takedown he’d ever
owned — and the horseman was not there, or was there and made of water, and Jakobus’s grip closed on a
forearm that turned itself into a lever and the lever turned the floor up into the ceiling.

White ceiling. Flat light. No lamps.

He did not remember the trip. That was the part that arrived first, before the impact even finished landing
through his back: the absence of the move. He had not felt himself thrown. There had been a hand on his
sleeve and a hip that was not where a hip should be and then he was looking at the ceiling, and the grammar
of how he had gotten here was simply not in him.

He got up. He came in again, lower, careful, the way you come at a thing you’ve decided to respect. The
horseman let him close, let him think he had the angle — and Jakobus felt his own weight committed a
half-inch too far forward, felt the horseman take that half-inch, just take it, the way you take a coin off a
table, and the floor came up again.

White ceiling.

The fourth time he did not even chase the takedown, he played for position, for the patient strangling game
he was good at, and the horseman read it the way Jakobus read a room and let him build the position and
then dismantled it from inside with his hips, no hurry, no spite, folding Jakobus down onto his side and
across his own arm and there was the floor.

White ceiling. Five.

There was no violence in any of it. That was the thing that got under his skin and into the meat of him. A
man could lose to power and keep his dignity intact, because power is just a bigger number. This was not
a bigger number. This was a grammar his legs did not speak. The horseman was not stronger and he was
not faster; he was fluent, in a language Jakobus had taught himself to speak well enough to fool people who
didn’t, and now he was on his back in front of a man who had been raised inside it, for whom the throw was
not a technique but a sentence said without thinking.

On his back, looking at the ceiling, the old reflex came up.

It came up like it always came up, smooth and reasonable and ancient, the voice that had kept him alive in
worse rooms than this: in a real fight I'd never have closed like that, in a real fight there’s a knife, in a real
fight I take the eye, the throat, I don’t play your game, I end it before you—

He caught it.

He lay there a half-second with the excuse fully formed in his mouth and he caught it by the back of the
neck the way you catch a dog going for a thing it shouldn’t, and he held it, and he put it down. No. Not
that. The house could have anything. It could have the body, the pride, the five trips to the ceiling. It could
not have the one thing that had ever made him worth a damn, which was that he did not look away from
losing to a better man. The day he started building escape hatches out of real fights and rules, he was done.
He’d watched men do it. They got smaller every time and never knew it.

So he laughed.

Flat on his back, at the white ceiling, a short dry sound that came up out of him before he decided to make
it. He got to his feet. His back told him about the floor. He turned to the horseman and bowed, and the
bow was bad — too deep, too Western, the wrong shape entirely, a man bowing in a grammar he didn’t
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have either — and the horseman’s mouth went up at one corner because the bow was bad, and Jakobus let
it be bad, because the badness of it was the truest thing in it.

“On my ground,” he said, and the earpiece carried it across the room and into the horseman’s skull in the
steppe tongue, “I’d have given you a game.” He straightened. “This is your ground. You gave me a lesson.”

The horseman put a hand flat on Jakobus’s shoulder, and the hand was the size and warmth of a saddle,
and that was the whole reply.

He’d thought wushu would be the one he owned.

It was the closest thing he had to a home style — not a style, his teachers would have said, a magpie’s nest,
a thing he’d built out of everything that worked and nothing that didn’t. The flowing footwork he’d learned
proper, in a real school from a real teacher, the only formal training in the whole tangle. He could move.
He knew he could move. When Bruce got up to teach it Jakobus came onto the mat with something that
wasn’t quite the certainty he’d brought to the wrestling, because he’d learned that lesson an hour ago, but
it wasn’t far off either. He knew this language. He’d built half his fighting life out of its bones.

Bruce did not throw him.

That was the difference and Jakobus felt the difference before he understood it. Bruce watched. Jakobus
ran the footwork, the linking, the flow from one shape into the next, the trapping hands, the broken rhythm
— all of it clean, all of it real, a man demonstrating a vocabulary he genuinely possessed. He felt good doing
it. He felt, for the first time that morning, like himself.

Bruce let him go for a minute. Maybe ninety seconds. Then he stepped in and stopped Jakobus with one
hand laid flat against his sternum, not a strike, just a full stop, and the speed of the hand arriving was the
only violence in it.

“Good pieces,” Bruce said.

He had a face that did three things a second, all of them electric, and right now it was doing the specific
thing a craftsman’s face does when he’s about to tell you something true and isn’t going to soften it.

“You stole them well. I mean that. You stole better than most men who steal.” The hand stayed flat against
Jakobus’s chest, a light pressure, holding him in place for the sentence. “But you stole pieces. You took the
moves. You never took the idea.” His head tilted. “You are translating. Every time. I watch you do it —
you have a thing in your own head, in your own language, and you reach for the Chinese move that fits, and
you put it on. Good translator. The room can’t tell.” The hand came off Jakobus’s chest. “I can. Because
I don’t translate. I think in it.”

Cold water. The phrase went through Jakobus exactly like cold water, down the back of the neck and into
the gut, because it was true with the specific completeness of a thing you’ve half-known about yourself for
twenty years and never had said to your face. He was a translator. He was the most fluent translator in
the room — he could pick up a grammar faster than men who’d grown up in it, he’d done it his whole life,
languages and fighting and the way people held their hands — and Bruce had just told him the exact ceiling
of that gift in one sentence. A translator can say anything. A poet thinks in the thing. No suit was going
to close that gap. No read. No years. He could get faster and he could get cleaner and he would, until he
died, be putting on moves that fit a thought he’d had in another language first.

The reflex came up.

It came up the way it had come up on the wrestling mat, the same animal at the back of the neck, but it
works, it’s effective, ask the men I used it on, who cares if I'm translating if the translation lands—

He caught it. He put it down. It was easier the second time, the way a thing is easier the second time and
worse, because now he knew he was going to have to do it on every mat in the building.

“Teach me the idea,” Jakobus said.
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Bruce looked at him.

“Not the moves.” Jakobus’s voice was flat and even, the iceberg holding, but he heard the want in it himself
and didn’t bother to hide it. It was the hardest sentence in his language, the one a proud man has to take
apart his own ribs to say. “I’ve got moves. More than I’ll ever use. Teach me how you think in it.”

The electric face changed. It went, for a second, completely still — and the stillness was the respect, the
specific respect of a master watching a dangerous proud man choose, on camera, in front of his peers, to be
a beginner. Bruce had probably seen a hundred men want his moves. Jakobus could see it on him that he’d
seen very few want the other thing.

“That,” Bruce said, “wanting it like that—" he touched his own temple “—is the one piece I can’t give you.
You come asking for it, or you come asking for tricks.” He nodded, once, decision made. “You came asking
right.” Then he stepped back and dropped his weight and said, “So. Forget everything you stole. We start
from nothing. Stand like you’ve never stood before in your life. You're going to be terrible.”

He was terrible.

It was the best hour Jakobus had had since the white room. Bruce stripped him down to a posture and a
single principle about water and a structure and would not let him add a move, would not let him reach
for the nest of stolen things, made him stay in the one true sentence until it was his and not borrowed, and
Jakobus was clumsy and slow and wrong and happy in a way he had not let himself be happy in front of
other people in twenty years. Somewhere up in the flat ceiling the Court was recording it, he knew, the
whole planet would eventually watch the quiet South African be made a fool of by a dead man, and he found
he did not care at all. He was learning. There is a particular freedom in being the worst person in the room
and choosing to stay there until you're not.

The comedy of the day, the real one, the one that put the whole house on the floor weeping, was capoeira.

The teacher was a lean Brazilian whose body was a conversation, who could not stand still if you paid him,
who moved through the ginga like a man who’d been rocked to sleep in it as a baby — and he looked around
the school for someone to demonstrate the basic sway on, the find-the-rhythm-find-the-water of it, and his
eye landed on the largest man in the building.

The largest man in the building was a Springbok. He had played in the front row. He had a neck that had
no clear border with his shoulders and a chest like the front of a truck and he had been cast, presumably,
because somewhere in the threat’s logic there was a faculty called moving something that does not want to
be moved, and he was the planet’s living answer to it.

“You,” the Brazilian said, delighted, doom in his voice already. “Come. Sway. Like the sea.”
The mountain came onto the mat to be water.

What happened next was a seismic event. The prop set his feet — wide, planted, the stance of a man about
to take a scrum — and the Brazilian said no, no, loose, loose, let the hips go, and the prop let the hips go,
and a hundred and twenty kilos of front-row forward attempted the ginga, attempted to flow, attempted
to be the sea, and produced instead the precise spectacle of a rugby prop attempting a pirouette. He was
magnificent. That was the thing that killed everyone — there was nothing wrong with him, he was a king,
the power coming off him as he swayed could have moved a vehicle, and it had nowhere graceful to go. He
rocked side to side like a wardrobe being walked across a kitchen floor by two removal men. He put his arms
out for balance and the arms were the size of the Brazilian’s legs. He tried the little ducking step and the
floor reported it to the building’s foundations.

Goggins lost it first, which nobody expected, a great bark of laughter out of a man who treated joy like
contraband. Then it went around the room like a grass fire. Khabib had to put his tea down. The horseman
was laughing the open helpless laugh of a man who has been on a horse too long to remember the last time
something this funny happened on foot. Jakobus, on the side, felt it come up out of him and let it, doubled
over, his abused back protesting and not caring.
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And the prop — this was the thing, this was why it was never cruel, why it stayed warm — the prop was
laughing hardest of all. He kept going. He swayed and stumbled and the building shook and he threw his
head back and roared with laughter at himself and kept trying, kept reaching for the water with a body that
was carved out of granite, and the Brazilian was crying laughing too and still teaching, still saying yes, yes,
more, loose, and the two of them were a comedy and a kindness at once, the lightest and the heaviest man
in the house, each terrible at the other’s whole life.

The lesson landed the next day, and it landed in a dozen keys.

The Brazilian, light on his feet, water all the way through, was running a little balance drill and the prop
walked up behind him and asked, very politely through the earpiece, if he could show him something. The
Brazilian, generous, said of course. The prop bound onto him the way you bind onto a man in the front row
— head, shoulder, arms locking him in — and dropped his hips, and drove.

He drove the laughing capoeira master across the entire floor of the room like a shopping trolley with a bad
wheel. The Brazilian’s feet were doing everything they knew how to do, all that water, all that rhythm, and
none of it touched the simple geological fact of being pushed by a mountain. He went backward into the
cushioned wall and bounced off it laughing, and the prop let him go and stood there grinning like a boy, and
the room went up again, the same way, the warm way.

Every one of them was a king on his own mountain. Every one of them was a fool on everyone else’s. Jakobus,
watching the Brazilian get walked into the wall, watching the prop have his hour after yesterday’s, felt the
thing his ouma used to say stop being a saying. Elke pad loop teen dieselfde bult op. Every path runs up
the same hill. He’d carried it around his whole life as a sentence, a thing you said, a comfort. Now it was
sitting in his back where the horseman had put him on the floor, and in his clumsy new wushu posture, and
in the helpless laughter at a prop trying to be the sea.

He stood at the edge of the mat and watched his school full of kings be fools for each other, and the watching
was clean and good, and he did not yet know — none of them did — that the hill they were all so busy
proving converged at the top had a far side, and that something was already standing on it, waiting to see
whether anything they’d ever learned would matter at all.
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One a Day

The first time Jakobus watched the gate fire, he was standing on a steel gallery forty metres above a floor
that the Court called the gate chamber and that he privately called the cathedral, because it had the cold
and the height and the hush of one, and none of the warmth.

The Fool had brought him down. The Fool brought everybody down, eventually, the way water finds every
room in a flooded house. He had a way of arriving beside a person with no preamble and a piece of fruit he
wasn’t going to eat, and he’d said, you should see this once. Before you stop seeing it, the first genuinely
wise thing Jakobus had heard the man let slip without dressing it as a joke.

Below them the chamber was mostly empty space, which was the expensive kind. At the centre, a ring stood
on end — not a wheel, not the cinema’s spinning chevrons, but a torus of dark alloy the colour of a gun
left in the rain, ribbed along its inner curve with something that wasn’t decoration. Conduit, Jakobus read
it. Bus bars thick as his thigh. The thing was plumbed, not built. Around it the floor was scribed with
channels where the cabling ran out and away into the walls, and the walls hummed, low, at a pitch he felt
in the fillings of his back teeth before he heard it.

“Watch the lights,” the Fool said.
“Which lights.”
“All of them.”

A voice came into the chamber then — not loud, not announced, simply present, the way a temperature is
present. The Court. It spoke in the flat unhurried cadence of a thing with nothing to prove and no face to
save.

Discharge in sixty seconds. Holding at four-point-one gigajoules. Grid handshake confirmed.

Jakobus did the arithmetic the way he’d been taught to do all arithmetic, which was badly and fast and only
to the order of magnitude that mattered. Four-point-one gigajoules. He didn’t have the unit in his hands
the way Arin would, but he had the body sense of it: a lightning strike’s worth, several of them, balled up
and held and aimed.

“Where does it come from,” he said.

“France.” The Fool was leaning on the rail with both forearms, and for once he was still. “Switzerland.
There’s a ring under a border — a big one, the proton one. You’ve heard of it.” He made a shape with his
hands, a stacking, a wall. “Rooms full of these. To feed the ring. The Court took them. Charges all day.
Then.” He nodded at the torus. “Then this.”

Discharge in thirty seconds.
“And it takes all day,” Jakobus said.

“All day.” The Fool turned his head and the playfulness was gone out of his face entirely, which happened
so rarely that Jakobus marked it, the way you mark a sound the bush makes that it has not made before.
“One day to fill the cup. Then you spill it once. Then you start again.”

Ten. Nine. FEight.
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Jakobus put his eyes on the floor lights, the long strips that ran the channels, and on the work-lamps high
in the vault, and on the small constellation of indicators across the far wall where men in soft grey moved
without hurry.

Three. Two. One.
Everything dimmed.

Not dramatically. Not the cinema’s flicker-and-bang. The whole chamber browned, for less than a heartbeat

— the floor strips guttering down to embers and the high lamps sagging orange and the indicators across the
wall stuttering and catching — and Jakobus understood, in the bottom of his stomach where understanding
lives before it reaches the head, that what had just dimmed was not the chamber. The chamber was
downstream of it. What had dimmed was further out than that. A grid. A coast of them. Somewhere a
man at a stove watched his element fade and brighten and thought nothing of it, and a woman reading by a
lamp glanced up and back down, and a continent flinched, once, in its sleep, so that this room could spend
what it had saved.

The torus lit from the inside.

He had no good word for what it did. It did not open like a door, because a door has a far side you can see,
and this had no far side — it had a depth that was wrong, a forward that did not belong to the room, and
the eye refused it the way the eye refuses to hold a very bright thing or a very deep drop. The hum climbed
out of his teeth and into the air and became a tone he could hear, pure and rising and then not rising, held,
and the air in front of the ring thickened to milk and the milk to a man.

A man stepped through onto the scribed floor of the cathedral, into a present that was not his, and the lights
came back up to full as if nothing at all had been spent.

The man stood for a moment exactly where his foot had landed. He did not stagger. Jakobus noted that,
high on his private ledger, because Jakobus had stepped through a door like that himself, once, into a white
room, and he knew what it cost the legs and the inner ear, and this one paid the bill standing up. The man
looked at the torus behind him without alarm. He looked at the grey soft men who came forward without
crowding. He looked up — straight up, forty metres, to the gallery — and found Jakobus’s eyes and the
Fool’s, and held them for the length of a breath, and inclined his head a precise few degrees, the bow of a
man who has decided, in under three seconds and on no evidence, that the two strangers above him are not
a threat and may be greeted.

“There he is,” the Fool said, very quietly. “Day six.”

They came one a day after that, and Jakobus learned the rhythm of the house the way you learn a tide.

The day was the gate. The gate was the day. Somewhere under his feet, all through the small hours and the
morning and the long afternoon, the banks were drinking — he could not hear them but he could feel the
house holding its breath toward the evening firing, a tautness that gathered in the grey men’s shoulders and
in the Court’s increasingly clipped status calls and in the way the floor-room emptied toward the gallery as
the hour came on. They would all drift down without admitting they were drifting. Khabib would be on the
mats and then, without a word, would not be on the mats. The horseman would set down whatever he was
mending. The Fool would produce his uneaten fruit. And the chamber would brown for half a heartbeat,
and the air would curdle, and the house would be one larger.

The seventh through came at a different angle — not in his bearing but in what his bearing was for. Jakobus
read it before the man had fully arrived, the read landing in his chest before his head could put words to
it, which was how he knew it was a true read and not a clever one. A leader. Not a fighter who led, not a
champion the others happened to follow — a man whose mastery was the leading, the holding-together, the
carrying of other men’s fear so they could spend theirs on the work. Jakobus had spent his own life near
men like that and one or two of them had been worth dying beside. You knew them by what they did with a
room. This one came through the gate, paid the leg-tax standing up like the first had, and the first thing he
did — before he looked at the ring, before he looked at the grey men — was look at the others. He counted
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the house. He found the edges of it, the ones standing apart, and his eyes went to them first and longest,
which is the tell, the only tell, that a man leads because he is afraid for people and not because he is in love
with being above them.

He found Jakobus on the gallery and the two of them looked at each other across the height and the cold and
did not nod. There was no need. Two men who do the same quiet job recognise the job in each other and
the recognition is not warm, it is professional — a small grim relief, good, there are two of us now, the load
is halved — and Jakobus felt the relief and let nothing of it reach his face, and the man below let nothing
reach his, and that was the whole of their first conversation and it said everything.

“You like that one,” the Fool observed.
“I don’t know him.”
“You like him anyway. I can see it. You went quiet differently.”

Jakobus didn’t argue the point. He didn’t know the man’s name or his century or what flag had cost him
his sleep, and the not-knowing was — he had begun to understand this only in the last days — a gift the
house kept giving him, one he had not asked for and could not have bought.

Because here was the thing he had started to feel working in him, quiet and constant, like a current under a
still surface. The men who had died before he was born, or before he had grown into himself — the gate gave
him those, young and breathing and mortal, gods he had carried in his chest since boyhood made suddenly
into people who picked their teeth and rolled their shoulders and got a throw wrong and laughed at it. And
the men who had risen after — after the door of his own life had quietly closed on the world and stopped
letting news in — those he had never heard of at all. The leader who had just come through: Jakobus did
not know if he was famous, did not know if a billion people wept at his funeral or if no one outside one valley
had ever heard his name. He could not look him up. There was no record in him to look up. There was
only the man, and the count he’d taken of the room, and the way he went to the edges first.

It was the cleanest sight Jakobus had ever been given. No reputation stood between him and the read. No
legend leaned its thumb on the scale. He saw the man, and only the man, and he could not have done it
any other way if he’d tried for fifty years — and he had tried, he had spent a working life trying to scrub
reputation off a face before he read it, and the gate did it for him for free, simply by leaving him deaf to
everything that came after his own ending.

He kept this to himself. It was not the kind of thing you said.
The eighth through was stillness.

Jakobus felt the house brace for another fighter and watched the brace go wrong. A small man, not young,
with hands that had clearly done labour and a face that had clearly stopped, long ago, doing the thing most
faces never stop doing — the small constant negotiation with the room, the checking, the am-I-all-right-here.
This one was simply all right. He stepped through the curdled air and paid no tax at all that Jakobus could
see, not because his legs were strong but because something in him had already accepted, on principle, every
place he might find himself, and so there was nothing in him for the strangeness to throw.

Jakobus had met a few of these in his life, far fewer than he’d met fighters, and they had unsettled him
every time, because his whole trade was the reading of the small tells a body makes when it is managing
fear, and these people made none. There was nothing to read because there was nothing being hidden. He
found, watching the still man take in the gate and the grey men and the height with the same level unhurried
attention he might give a hill or a meal, that his own breathing had slowed to match. The house felt it too.
The floor-room, which had been loud all day with the leader’s arrival, dropped half a register and stayed
there.

“Now that one,” the Fool murmured, and for a long moment didn’t finish the sentence, which from the Fool
was its own kind of statement. “That one’s a problem for the noisy ones.”

“He’s not a problem for anyone.”

“No,” the Fool agreed. “That’s the problem.”
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They sat a firing together a few days on, the two of them, on the gallery in the dead hour when the banks
were full and the house had gathered without admitting it, and the Fool ate, for once, the fruit.

He did it the way he did everything, which was to make a small comedy of it — the wrong angle, the juice
escaping, a pantomime of a man defeated by an apple — and three of the younger masters on the floor
below laughed up at him, and the leader’s mouth moved, and even the still man’s attention rested on him
a moment, warm. The Fool collected all of it, the laughter, and then put it down somewhere, and looked at
the torus, and was not funny at all.

“You’ve counted it. One a day. Every evening, the lights go brown and the new one comes through, and
you've counted it. You know what it is.”

“It’s a welcome,” Jakobus said, which was the lie the house told itself, and he wanted to hear the Fool break
it, because he could not quite bring himself to.

“It’s a clock.” The Fool turned the half-eaten apple in his fingers. “Tick. Tick. Tick. Every tick the house
gets bigger by one. Everyone down there —” he tipped the apple at the floor ” — everyone down there
thinks the bigger we get, the readier we are. More of us, more we can do, yes? And that’s true. That’s true.”
He took a bite, chewed, swallowed, and Jakobus waited him out, because the man was building to it the way
a comedian builds to it, the timing the same in tragedy as in the joke. “But the clock only goes one speed.
One a day. It cannot go faster. They built it as fast as the lightning lets them and the lightning says one
a day and that’s the wall, that’s the ceiling. You cannot buy your way past it with all the money on earth.
One a day.”

Discharge in sixty seconds, the Court said, into the chamber, into the conversation, indifferent to both.

The chamber browned. A continent flinched in its sleep. The torus lit from the inside and the air thickened
to milk and the milk to a woman this time, young, hard-eyed, who paid the leg-tax standing up and looked
first not at the ring or the grey men but at the gallery, found the two of them, and held.

The lights came up to full as if nothing had been spent.

The Fool tossed the apple core, underhand, and watched it fall the forty metres, and did not watch where it
landed.

“And the thing,” the Fool said, very lightly, as though it were the smallest matter in the world, “the thing
on the other side of that window — the one nobody has named yet, the one they brought us all here to look
at — that thing is not on a clock that goes one a day.” He took the last bite of the apple. “Nobody’s said
it out loud. You've noticed that? In all the days. Nobody’s said how fast it’s coming. We talk about the
wrestling and the suits and the sword. We do not talk about the speed of the dark. Because if you say it
out loud you have to also say that we are filling this room exactly one breath at a time, and the dark is not
breathing, the dark does not need to recharge a capacitor, and so the clock that welcomes us —” Ten. Nine.
FEight. 7 — is behind,” the Fool said. “It started behind and it stays behind. Every day we add one. Every
day the dark adds — we don’t know what. More than one. And so the gap doesn’t close. The house fills
and fills and the gap stays open and we keep telling ourselves almost ready, almost ready, and the gate just
goes tick. Tick.”

He stood, and the playfulness came back over his face like water closing over a stone, smooth, total, and
the three young masters below looked up to see if the funny man was being funny yet. “Don’t tell the noisy
ones,” he said, to Jakobus, out of the side of the comedy. “They’ll only get loud about it. The quiet one
already knows. That’s why he’s quiet.”

Jakobus stayed on the gallery after the Fool had gone down to be funny.

He watched the grey men bring the new arrival in, the woman, and he watched the Court do what the Court
did, which was everything and nothing you could point to. It spoke the discharge counts. It read the banks.
He had learned that the same flat voice ran the suits — had felt it in the MK-XI, the intelligence in the
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assist that knew where you’d meant your hand to go before your hand did — and that it ran the small bones
behind every ear in the house, the bone-conduction line that took a Mongolian word and laid an English one
inside your skull so clean you forgot the machine had been in the room with you. It ran the firings. It ran
the air. It narrated none of it. It told the world nothing it did not need, asked nothing, explained nothing,
simply ran the house — the whole impossible weather of the place — from somewhere behind the walls, with
no face, with no want that it ever showed.

And on the far side of the glass, in the dark nobody would name out loud, there was — Jakobus was almost
sure of this now, the way you are almost sure of a thing you have not yet let yourself look at directly —
something that watched the way this thing ran. Two intelligences, one inside the wall and one outside the
window. One assembling them, a name at a time, with infinite care. One coming for them, at a speed
nobody had measured, with none.

Down on the floor the woman was being walked to the lounge, to the school, to the warmth, where the Fool
would be funny at her and Khabib would offer her tea without a word and the leader would count her into
the room and the still man would simply let her be all right. The house would close around her the way it
had closed around all of them, the held breath taking in one more breath and holding.

On the far wall, the indicators reset. A long bar began to fill, slow, the colour of an ember coming up —
the banks beginning to drink again, all through the night and the morning and the long afternoon, toward
tomorrow’s window.

Recharge cycle initiated, the Court said, to no one, into the cathedral. Next discharge available in twenty-three
hours, fifty-eight minutes.

Jakobus watched it climb, and did the arithmetic he was bad at, and felt the gap on the far side of the glass
stay open exactly where it was.

The bar crept up by a hair.
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The Dead Hero and the Swordsman

The grid browned for a heartbeat and Jakobus felt it in his teeth before he saw the gate take it. Somewhere
under their feet the continent dimmed and came back, the lights in the cathedral guttering and steadying,
and the torus stood at the bottom of the room ringing like a struck bowl that had not yet decided to be
quiet.

He watched from the gallery. He had stopped pretending he watched for any reason but this one.
A man came out of the light.

He was not large. That was the first true thing about him, and Jakobus held it instead of the rest, because
the rest wanted to lie to him. The man came out of the gate with a stillness that the room had not built,
that he had carried in with him like a coat, and he stopped two paces clear of the torus and read. Not the
panic-read. Not the where-am-I sweep Jakobus had watched a dozen men perform in this exact spot. This
man took the room in the way you took in a slope before you committed your feet to it — the gallery, the
grey men at the consoles, the height of the ceiling, the exits, the weight of the air. He counted them all and
showed nothing.

His hair was tied back. His clothes were wrong by four hundred years and he wore them as if the room were
the thing out of place.

“He’s not looking for a door,” the Fool said, beside him, very quietly.
LANO."

“Looking for the wind.” The Fool had his elbows on the rail and his chin on his hands. The clown was gone
out of him for the moment. “Which way it blows in here. Who’s downhill of who.”

Jakobus said nothing, because the Fool had said the thing and there was nothing to add to it. The man
below them turned his head a single degree and found the gallery — found them — and held it without
challenge and without deference, the long flat look of a man pricing a room and finding it survivable, and
then let it go and looked at his own hands.

Checking. The way they all checked, in their first minute. The body asking the body whether it had arrived
whole.

He had decided something, and walked toward the doors the grey men opened, picking his way across the
floor with that economy that costs years to buy and reads, to the untrained eye, as slowness.

“That one,” the Fool said, “I'm not playing cards with.”
“You'd lose your shirt and thank him for it.”

“Lose my shirt and not see how.” The Fool straightened off the rail. “Come meet your swordsman, Boer.”

He met him in the lounge an hour later, when the man had bathed and eaten and put on the soft house clothes
everyone wore here, and the clothes made him no smaller and no less the thing he was. The headphones
sat behind his ear like everyone’s. He had been told, somewhere between the gate and the food, what they
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were and what they did, and he wore the small machine the way he wore the wrong century — as a tool of
a place that had its own rules, to be used and not marvelled at.

He was watching the room when Jakobus came in. He had taken a chair against the wall, where his back
was to nothing, with the clean sightline to both doors, and he sat in it like a man who had chosen it for
those reasons and would not be moved by company.

Jakobus did not go straight to him. You did not walk straight at a man who had picked the corner with the
angles; you let him watch you not-arrive for a while first. So he poured coffee he did not especially want and
stood where the swordsman could read him sideways, and let himself be read.

When he did cross, he crossed slow, and he sat down a respectful body-length away, at an angle, not square-
on, his own back not quite to the room but offered a little — I am not squaring up to you — and he said,
in the flat plain way he said most things, “You found the chair I’d have found.”

The Court turned it into whatever the man heard. The man considered it. His eyes were very steady and
very old in a face that was not.

“There are only so many good chairs in a room,” the swordsman said, and the machine gave Jakobus the
words a half-beat behind the lips, the cadence of them spare and weighted, a man who did not spend speech
he did not mean. “Most men sit in the bad ones. The good ones are taken, or they did not think to look.
You looked. So you took coffee, and stood, and made me watch you not take my chair.” The corner of his
mouth went, the country a smile comes from. “Well done. It told me more than the chair did.”

“It was meant to.”

“I know. That is why.” He turned the cup in his own hands, studying the heat of it, the strangeness of it.
“You are a soldier.”

“Was.”

“No.” The old eyes came up. “Are. You will say was until you are dead, and you will lie every time, and
the men who matter will hear the lie and trust you for it.” He drank. “What is this place. The clowns. The
machine. The door of light. No one says it plainly. They circle it.”

So Jakobus told him plainly. The threat with no name. The thing on the far side of the hill that you could
not fight, that you had to answer, that no edge in the world had ever been honed against. The house of
masters being assembled one a day because the door of light could only afford one a day. He told it the way
he’d have briefed a section: flat, complete, no decoration, and the swordsman listened the way good men
listen, without interrupting and without performing the listening.

When Jakobus finished, the man sat a while.

“A war you cannot strike,” he said at last. “I have spent my life learning that the strike is the smallest part
of the war. The men who think the cut is the thing die early. With very fine cuts.” He set the cup down. “I
do not yet know what is asked of me here. But I begin to think it is not my sword.”

LLNO ki

“Then it is the rest of me.” He said it without complaint, the way another man might note that the weather
had turned and he would want a coat. “That will do. The sword was always the smallest part.”

The next evening the grid browned again, and the man who came out of the light was twenty-nine years old
and Jakobus knew his face before the body was fully clear of the torus.

He had told himself he was ready for this. He had been told, that morning, the way the house was told
everything, in a flat line over coffee — another fighter, they say, a young one, hand-to-hand — and he had
thought, good, and gone about his day, and not let himself wonder. The not-wondering was its own discipline
and he had held it.

He had not held it well enough.
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The man came out lean and electric and fast in the standing, fast the way a struck wire is fast, vibrating
with a held charge before he had taken a single step, and he stopped and his eyes went bright — not afraid,
lit, lit up the way a child’s are at a thing too large to make sense of and too good to look away from — and
he laughed.

He laughed. Out loud, in the cathedral, at the gate that had stolen him out of his life, a short astonished
bark of a laugh, and then he looked around at the impossible room and grinned at all of it, and Jakobus’s
hands, on the rail of the gallery, went still in a way that had nothing to do with the suit and nothing to do
with combat.

He was a child in a church hall in the Boland watching a flickering print three weeks late off a ship, on a
sheet pinned to the wall, the projector tapping, the older boys hooting, and the small man on the sheet
moving like nothing any of them had a word for. He was every Saturday of one stretch of his boyhood. He
was a poster gone soft at the corners. He was a sound a boy made trying to copy a sound a man made on a
sheet of cotton, and being laughed at, and not caring.

Down on the floor the dead man laughed at the gate that had taken him and looked at his own hands,
checking, the way they all checked.

Jakobus kept his face flat. He had a great deal of practice keeping his face flat, more than almost any man
alive, and he gave the gallery and the grey men and the Fool beside him absolutely nothing, and it took
everything he had, and for one second near the start it was not quite enough — the corner of his mouth
went, a fraction, the breath snagged on the way in — and then the discipline came back over it like a tide
coming back over a stone, and his face was the flat thing it was supposed to be, and only the Fool was close
enough to have seen.

The Fool said nothing. The Fool, who said everything, said nothing at all, and put a hand on the rail near
Jakobus’s hand, not touching, just near, the way you stand near a man at a graveside.

“You know him,” the Fool said, after a while. Very low.
“Dead since I was a boy.”
The Fool let that sit.

“He doesn’t know he’s a god yet.” A breath. “Look at him. Just a kid who’s good at the thing and doesn’t
know it ends up on a poster in a farm boy’s bedroom forty years on the other side of the world.” He shook his
head slowly. “We’re all somebody’s poster, Boer. In this house. Somebody’s dead poster, walking around
picking lint off the new clothes.”

“Ja,.”
“How do you not say anything to him.”

“Because it hasn’t happened to him yet,” Jakobus said, and the flatness in it cost him. “Everything I’d thank
him for, he hasn’t done. I'd be thanking a stranger for a whole life the man hasn’t lived.”

The Fool looked at him a long time.

“That,” the Fool said, “is the kindest cruel thing I’ve heard in this house.”

He did not seek the young man out that night, though every part of him that had been seven years old
wanted to. He let the house do what the house did. He watched, instead, the way he was built to watch.

He watched the young synthesist move through the lounge the next morning like a current finding the low
ground — not pushing, just flowing, talking fast to anyone who’d hold still, asking questions, watching hands
more than faces, and Jakobus saw the thing in him that the bible of his own life had taught him: the man
who refused to belong to one school. The young one fenced with words against the boxer and the bokh
champion and the Krav man, taking from each, this is good, why is this good, give me this and I'll keep
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it and throw the rest away, and there was nothing in him that wanted a flag to fight under. He’d take the
useful thing from anyone and owe loyalty to none of it.

Jakobus knew that hunger from the inside. He had built his own hands the same way, magpie, off a dozen
mats and a dozen men, owing allegiance to the working thing and not the lineage. So they were the same
animal, he and the dead boy, two men who’d refused to pick a tradition.

He held the asymmetry like a hot cup. To the young man it had not happened. To Jakobus this was a
church-hall god. He did not flex it. He let it weigh in him, private and enormous, and he kept his face flat,
and he went to make coffee.

He was at the urn when the swordsman crossed the room.

He saw it before it happened, the way you see a wave decide. The young synthesist had turned from the
wrestlers and his eye had landed on the man against the wall — the still man, the one who priced rooms
— and the young one went quiet. Not shy. Recognizing. The current met the stone and the current went
still and clear, and he walked over, and the swordsman watched him come the way he watched everything,
reading the wind of it.

They stopped a body-length apart. Neither bowed. Neither offered a hand. They stood, and they looked,
and Jakobus, at the urn, stopped pouring and watched two summits find each other across four hundred
years.

The urn ticked as it cooled. Somewhere behind him the wrestlers were laughing at something, low.
The young man spoke first, in his fast lit English, and the Court gave it to the swordsman in his.

“You don’t have a style,” the synthesist said. It was not a question. “I’ve been watching you all morning.
You don’t fight any one way. You fight the man in front of you.”

The swordsman considered it. “There is no fixed way,” he said. “There are ten thousand situations and one
principle. The way changes with the ground and the light and the man. A school is a wall you build because
you are afraid of the open ground.” He tilted his head. “You also have no style.”

“No.” The young man’s grin came back, but smaller, kin now, not delight at a toy. “Same reason. The
schools want you to honor the form. I want to know what works. Take what is useful—"

“—discard the rest,” the swordsman finished, and the two of them stood in the quiet that lands when a man
hears his own marrow spoken back to him in a tongue he never learned, by a man dead before he was born,
or born after he was dead, depending on which of them you asked.

“Brother,” the synthesist said. He said it the way you set down a heavy thing, with relief.
“Brother,” the swordsman said, and it was a treaty between two countries that had never touched.

Jakobus poured his coffee. His hand was steady. He drank it standing where he could watch them sit down
together against the wall, the young current and the old stone, and begin to take each other apart and trade
the pieces — show me the hand, no, the hand, where does the weight live when you cut — and he let himself
be, for the length of one cup, simply a boy who had got to see it.

All paths up the same hill. He’d known it for thirty years and lived it for forty. He had never once watched
two of the summits meet on the slope and call each other by name.

He did meet the young man, in the end. It was unavoidable; the house was small and the young one talked
to everyone. They ended up across a low table in the lounge with the Fool drifting near, pretending to be
elsewhere.

“You watch,” the synthesist said to him, point-blank, lit-eyed. “Everyone fights or talks or eats. You watch.
For what.”

“Whatever’s there.”
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“That’s not an answer.”

“Only honest one I've got.” Jakobus turned his cup. “I'm not a great fighter. Men in this house could put
me on the floor three different ways before lunch. What I'm good at is people. Seeing them. That’s the
whole trade.”

The young man studied him with that frank hot attention that took the useful thing out of everyone, and
Jakobus let himself be taken from, gave him the read freely, because the read was true.

“Where’d you learn to fight,” the synthesist asked. “Whatever you've got. I can see you've got something.”

And Jakobus, before he had decided to, said it. Flat. Plain. The way the dead say true things to the living
without knowing they’re dead.

“Off a man called Norris, mostly, when I was a boy,” he said. “Films. Off a sheet on a church-hall wall. I
broke my wrist trying a side kick off the back of a bakkie because of him.” He drank. “Half of what’s in my
hands started as a seven-year-old in the dust trying to be Chuck Norris.”

He did not say the other half. The other half was sitting across the table, twenty-nine and grinning, having
no idea he was the other half.

The young man laughed, delighted, an outsider to the whole of it — Norris meant nothing to him, the name
landing in 1971 on empty ground, a man who hadn’t happened yet. “Never heard of him.”

“You wouldn’t. Not yet.”
“Was he good?”

“Very good.” Jakobus held the young man’s eyes and gave him nothing but the flat truth. “There’s a few
like that. A few you’d cross water to learn off. You’d know them on sight. Across a room.”

“Yeah,” the synthesist said, the grin fading into the seriousness underneath it, the seriousness that was the
real man under the lit boy. “Yeah. You would.” He glanced, without meaning to, across the lounge at the
swordsman against the wall, and back. “Just did.”

The Fool, drifting, caught Jakobus’s eye over the young man’s head and looked at him a long moment, said
nothing at all, for once, because there was nothing to crack open here, only a stone in a man’s chest that
the man was carrying well.

Late, when the lounge had thinned, Jakobus did the only work that was actually his.

He saw the new woman — the hard-eyed one, three days in, still sitting at the edge of every room with
her arms folded and her chair against the wall, a master of something none of them had drawn out of her
yet, alone in a house full of men who’d stopped noticing she was alone because the house was loud and she
was quiet. He saw her watch the swordsman and the synthesist trade their pieces and saw the want in her
stillness, the want to be in that water and the pride that would not let her cross to it.

And he saw the swordsman, between exchanges, lift his head and clock her — price her, in his way, the
back-to-the-wall woman who’d chosen the chair with the angles, the way he’d chosen it — and recognize the
choosing.

So Jakobus crossed the room and refilled her cup without asking and set it down and said, low, plain, only
for her, “The swordsman, against the wall. He sits where you sit. Same reason.” A beat. “You two’d have
something to say to each other about chairs.” He did not wait for an answer. He moved off, the way you set
two stones near each other on a slope and let gravity do the rest, and he watched, sidelong, from the urn,
while she sat with it, and the pride argued with the want, and the want, after a long while, won.

She got up. She crossed. She took the chair beside the still man with her back to the wall.
The swordsman turned his head a degree, and read her, and found her survivable, and made room.

Jakobus finished his coffee.
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Two more summits in the house now, and one of them a god of his boyhood, twenty-nine and alive and
owing nothing to the man he’d become, and Jakobus had stood three feet from him and held a name in his
mouth like a stone and not put it on him. The house was full of people who were someone else’s revered
dead. The dead picked lint off their new clothes and laughed at the gate and called each other brother and
did not know whose poster they were.

Below the lounge, under the floor, the great banks were drinking the night, charging slow against tomorrow’s
firing, indifferent to all of it, on a clock that went one speed and only one. The grid would brown again at
dusk. The light would open. A man would step out of it and check his own hands.

Jakobus put his cup in the rack and went to find his bed, carrying the church hall in his chest where he’d
carried it forty years, heavier now, and somehow easier, and went past the swordsman and the synthesist
still talking against the wall, the old stone and the lit current and the hard-eyed woman folded into the angle
beside them, three points of a triangle that an hour ago had been three separate kinds of alone.

He did not stop. He did not need to. The work was done.

The gate charged for tomorrow, and did not care who came.
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The gate fired at the same hour it always fired, and the lights in the floor-room dimmed for the half-second
it took CERN to pour a continent’s spare current into a hole in the air. Jakobus felt it the way he felt a
thunderhead behind the Cederberg — a pressure that lived in the teeth more than the ears. The grid leaned.
Somewhere a long way off a city’s worth of bulbs browned and came back. Then the hum, and the cold spill
of light from the chamber’s mouth, and the grey men stepping back from their consoles the way men step
back from a thing they have decided not to understand.

He stood at the edge of the gallery with his coffee going cold and watched the daily impossible become
routine.

Two men came through this time. That was new. The banks could carry two only if the machine judged
them cheaper together than apart, and the machine did not gossip about its arithmetic. The first man was
small and contained and walked into the present with his weight already balanced, already reading the floor
for where it gave. Fighter’s gait. Hips quiet. The second was taller, looser, every joint a hinge built for
show, and he came through the light with his chin up and his hands already half-open, as if the room had
been waiting for him and he had merely been kind enough to keep it short.

Jakobus knew neither face. That was the gift the machine kept giving him — it had reached past his lift-
point and lifted men he had no reputation for, so there was nothing in the way of the seeing. No record. No
highlight reel borrowed from a future he would never live to watch. Just two bodies stepping out of the cold,
and what the bodies told him.

The small one stopped three paces in and turned a slow circle, and the circle was census. Who’s here. Where
are the exits. Who’s dangerous and pretending not to be. He clocked the Swordsman in the corner — back
to the wall, hands loose, the stillness that the rest of the house had learned to read as a closed door — and
his mouth twitched, once, the recognition of a man who has met a wall before and respects walls. Then he
found Khabib by the mat, and his shoulders did something pleased, the way a man’s do when he discovers
the party has wrestlers.

The tall one wasn’t reading the room. The tall one was being read, and knew it, and was conducting it.

Jakobus watched him do it. The man moved into the open floor and stopped in the exact place the gallery
lights pooled brightest — found it without looking, the way a singer finds the note in a strange room — and
he did nothing. Just stood. And the floor-room’s attention, seventeen masters’ worth of attention that did
not give itself away cheaply to anyone, bent toward him like grass under a hand.

It was not charm. Charm asks. This took.

The small man saw it happen. He stopped his census and looked across the floor at the tall one standing in
the light he had found by instinct, and his whole face opened, and he laughed — a short, delighted bark —
and said something. The headphones laid the English into the bone behind Jakobus’s ear half a beat after
the mouth moved, so he got the shape of it twice.

“You feel that?” the small man said. “They turn. The whole room. You own that.”
The tall one looked at him properly for the first time. Up and down, once — not the fighter’s threat-read,

a different inventory, what does this one command, and how. And whatever he saw, he liked.
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“Same animal,” the tall one said. His accent was its own instrument. “Different cage.”

“Different cage,” the small man agreed, and crossed the floor, and they took each other’s hands the way two
men do when they’ve spent their whole lives being the only one of their kind in any room and have just,
abruptly, stopped being lonely.

Jakobus drank his cold coffee and watched two architects find each other.

He read them across the next two days the way he read everyone — by watching them do the thing they
could not help doing.

The small one was a fighter, that part was plain inside an hour. He hit the bag in the courtyard with a
precision that made the booth go quiet and then very loud — “Oh, are you KIDDING me,” Rogan said,
somewhere up in the warm dark above the planet, “watch the feet, watch the FEET, he’s already standing
where the next one lands,” and Harris, cooler, under it: “That’s the thing people miss. It isn’t speed. It’s that
he’s solved the problem before the problem arrives. That’s what we’re actually watching — a man for whom
there is no hurry.” The kind of striking that was its own argument, every shot a complete sentence with a
full stop on the end of it. But the fighting was the smaller half of him. The larger half was what he did
between the shots — the way he made the bag-work into a story the watching house was inside of, landing
something brutal and then saying a thing, dry and outrageous and exactly timed, so that the violence and
the line arrived as one object and you couldn’t have one without the other. He was selling the work even
when no one was buying. He couldn’t stop. It wasn’t vanity. Vanity is a man performing for a verdict. This
man had no use for the verdict; he simply could not stand in a room and let it stay unshaped.

The tall one didn’t fight at all, and it didn’t matter.

Jakobus came into the floor-room on the second evening to find half the house sitting on the floor like children
while the tall man taught them to stand. That was all. How to put your weight down so a thousand people
across a dark hall felt it in their own spines. He showed them a man entering — just walking through a door
— done flat, the way everyone does it, and then done his way, the same five steps, and the difference was a
thing you felt in your sternum and could not have named. He broke it down small. Where the eyes go. How
long you hold the room before you give it anything. The cruelty of the pause. He taught it the way a good
fighter teaches a hip throw — no mystique, all mechanism, here is the lever, here is the load, here is where
the weight wants to fall and how you make it fall there.

Up in the booth, Theo Von said the thing the whole watching planet was thinking and didn’t have. “So
hold on, brother — he’s teachin’ ‘em how to just, like, walk into a room? That’s a skill? 'Cause I been doin’
that my whole life and nobody ever turned to look at me. Mostly the opposite.” And Rogan laughed, and
Harris didn’t, Harris said: “No, that’s exactly the right question. We’re so used to thinking mastery has to
be of a thing — a sword, a hold, a punch. He’s a master of attention itself. The raw material everything
else gets spent on. There’s no name for his sport because his sport is the one underneath all the others.” A
beat. “Doing the Lord’s work, brother,” Theo said, soft, to himself more than the mic.

The Synthesist sat in the front and ate it whole. Of course he did. The man who took what was useful from
everywhere had just found a discipline he’d never had a name for, and you could watch him filing it.

Jakobus stood at the back and filed it too, and what he filed was this: he was watching the exact inverse of
his own life’s work.

He had spent thirty years learning to be the thing a room’s eye slid off. Bushveld-Batman. The man you
didn’t clock until he was already inside your reach, the courtesy and the stillness and the gone-grey gift of
being underestimated into freedom — the whole creed was do not be seen. You let them look at the wrong
hand. You were the absence in the corner the camera never found a reason to hold.

And here was a man who had spent the same span of years building the precise opposite, with the same care,
to the same depth. Learning to be the thing a room’s eye could not leave. Two men at opposite ends of one
craft, and the craft was the same craft — the mastery of how a room sees you, and what it does with what
it sees.



49

The tall man finished his lesson and the house broke into its evening drift, and he came across the floor,
unhurried, and stood in front of Jakobus where he leaned in the dark of the gallery’s edge. Found him. That
was the thing. Jakobus had been standing in the one place the room’s eye did not go, on purpose, and the
man had walked straight to it.

“You,” the tall man said. Mild. Curious. “You I can’t get a hold of.”
“No,” Jakobus said.

“Everybody else in here, I know what they want off a room the second they walk in. You I keep losing.” He
tipped his head. The light loved his face and he let it. “On purpose.”

“Same as you,” Jakobus said.

The man considered that. The big easy showman’s grin came down a notch, into something more private
and more interested.

“Opposite of me,” he said.

“Same craft.” Jakobus shrugged, one shoulder, warm-handed and unbothered. “You make them look. I make
them not. Both deciding what a room does with its eyes.” He drank the cold coffee. “Yours pays better.”

The man laughed at that — a real one, short, not the projected kind — and put out his hand, and Jakobus
took it, and that was the whole of it. No alliance, no speech. Two men who worked the same seam from
opposite ends, acknowledging the seam. The tall man went back into the light where he was happy, and
Jakobus stayed in the dark where he was, and neither of them thought less of the other for the choice.

It was one of the cleaner recognitions the house had given him. No nostalgia in it. No idol across the room
with his future folded up unread in his chest. Just craft seeing craft, and liking what it saw.

They came for the house on the evening of the second day, and they did it differently, and Jakobus knew
before a word was said that the easy part was over.

The grey men did not usually gather them. The house assembled itself, organically, around mats and tables
and the gate’s daily hour; the operators moved through it like weather, present and unaddressed. But that
evening the lights in the floor-room came down without the gate firing, and a door opened that did not
usually open, and the masters drifted in, all of them, summoned by nothing they could have named and
arriving anyway, the way animals come in off a veld before a storm they can’t yet see.

The far wall of the floor-room was glass. Jakobus had clocked that on his first day and filed it under they
will use that for something and let it go. Now it lit.

Not a screen. The operators had been careful about that, and he respected the care. A screen would have
made it a film, and a film is a thing that has been decided, edited, survived. This was a window, or built to
feel like one — the dark beyond the glass thinning until you understood you were looking at a long way off,
at a piece of sky that had no business being in a sub-basement under the Jura, and at the thing in it.

Except there was no thing in it.

That was the first wrong note, and it landed in his body before his mind caught up — a cold drop in the
gut, the old pre-contact feeling, except there was nothing to point a weapon at. He had stood in a hundred
doorways and read a room for the danger in it, and every one of those rooms had a where. This had no
where. The window showed him deep dark and a scatter of cold light and the absolute certainty, sitting in
his chest like a swallowed stone, that something out there was looking back.

Not approaching. Not arrayed. Not a fleet, not a wall of ships, not a fire in the sky. An absence with a
direction to it. A place where the dark was attending.

He had felt watched before. Surveillance has a texture; he’d lived inside it for years, had been the thing
doing the watching more often than the thing watched. This was that, scaled past sense. The way a man
crouches over an ant bed with a stick. Not hatred. Not even attention, quite, in the way one human attends
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another. The flat, total, curious regard of a thing that has decided your entire species is a phenomenon it
would like to understand the inside of.

The room had gone very quiet. Seventeen masters, and not one of them said a thing, and the silence had a
shape Jakobus knew from exactly one prior place in his life — the silence of his own first hour at the window,
when he had stood alone and understood that the most dangerous man in any room had walked into a room
where danger was not the currency.

He watched the others arrive at it. For once he was not the only one ahead of the room. He got to watch
the most dangerous people who had ever lived discover, together and at speed, the thing he’d had to find
alone in the cold of his first day.

They did it the way masters do. Beautifully. Fast. Each one reaching for the tool that was the whole
architecture of their life, and reaching without hesitation, because that reach was who they were.

The small fighter’s hands came up an inch off his thighs — involuntary, a man’s body answering a threat
the only way it had ever needed to. His weight dropped. He was already, Jakobus saw, working the angle,
the entry, the place where a thing this size would have to commit and you could take the gap. Then his eyes
flicked along the dark for the place to put the hands, and there was no place, and Jakobus watched the read
fail in real time — the eyes going from the window to the room and back, hunting the where, not finding it,
the hands settling back down by degrees with nowhere to go.

Khabib had not moved at all. But the stillness had changed temperature. The wrestler was running a
different search — where does it grip, where do I grip back, where is its base — and the search was returning
nothing, because the window offered no base, no tie-up, no body to put on the mat, and a wrestler with
nothing to grip is a man standing at the edge of a thing his whole craft has never had a word for.

Chris Voss had drifted to the front, close to the glass, and his head was tilted in the listening cant Jakobus
had clocked on the man’s first day. He was not afraid. He was negotiating — running the only opening move
he had, the one that had walked killers out of buildings: what does it want, what’s the thing under the thing,
where’s the human lever. Jakobus could see the questions forming. He could also see, a beat later, the man’s
face when the questions found no purchase — when what does it want came back not with a wrong answer
but with no answer-shaped surface to land on at all. Voss closed his mouth. For the first time since he’d
come through the gate, Jakobus saw the negotiator have nothing to say.

The tall showman had found the brightest part of the floor by reflex even now, and he was reading the
window the way he read everything — what’s the story, what does it want them to feel, where’s the beat I
turn. And Jakobus watched the most expensive instinct the man owned run straight into the wall the rest
of them had hit, because the thing in the dark was not telling a story. It was not performing. It had no
audience-hunger to hook, no beat to steal, no eye to bend, because it did not care whether it was seen — it
was the one in the room that was doing the watching, and a man whose whole genius was commanding the
eye is undone, cleanly, by a thing that has no eye to command.

They all ran into the same wall. That was the operators’ design, and it was a hard, honest piece of teaching,
and Jakobus respected it even as it turned his stomach. They had let the masters reach. Let them each pull
the one perfect tool that was the summit of a lifetime, and let the tools all swing and find nothing, so that
the lesson would be in the body and not merely in the ear — so that no one in this room would walk out still
thinking, in the deep wordless place where men keep their last confidence, that I, at least, have the thing for
this.

No one had the thing for this. That was the thing they’d been shown.

One of the grey men spoke. Jakobus did not bother to read the man’s face; the men who ran the gate had
trained their faces away years ago, the same way he had. The words were few, and they did not lecture, and
he was grateful for that too.

It did not come with fire. It did not come for the cities or the land or the bodies. It came for the inside of
them — the thing that made a species look at a far hill and decide, together, to climb it. It corroded the
will to gather. It made meaning thin. Where it had passed, the grey man said, in the flattest possible voice,
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the people did not fight and did not flee and did not die. They stopped. Stopped agreeing the next day was
worth the day’s work, stopped seeing each other as worth the cost of seeing, stopped the way a fire stops
when you take the air out of the room. No bodies. Just an end to the argument that life makes for itself.

You could not shoot it. You could not flank it. You could not — the grey man did not say it; everyone
in the room understood it in the marrow — win it, because it was not a war. It was a question, asked of
the whole species at once, and the only known answer was the one the house had been studying all along
without being told that was what it was doing: the will to climb that did not depend on the climb being
easy. The mind that stayed its own under siege. The thing that made a man across a fire worth dying for.
Understanding. Out-thinking. Out-willing. Out-loving a thing that fed on the absence of all four.

The menu of mastery. The exact menu the house had been a laboratory of, every day, every firing, every
humbling on every mat. They had not been gathered to fight it. They had been gathered because they were
the few who, on the inside, had already learned to hold the things it ate.

Jakobus heard the grey man stop talking and watched the room hold the silence after.

It landed hardest, in the end, on exactly the men it would.

He found the small fighter near the glass when the others had begun to drift, the involuntary drift of people
who do not want to be in a room any more but have nowhere to go. The fighter was very still now, which
was the wrong stillness for him, the stillness of a man doing arithmetic he didn’t want the sum of. Jakobus
had seen this face before, on younger men, in worse rooms. The face of a man finding out that the thing he
had carved his entire self into — the body, the violence, the beautiful terrible competence at ending another
person fast — was, against the thing that was actually coming, the wrong tool. Not a blunt tool. Not an
old one. The wrong one, for a problem his whole life had no purchase on.

Everything I am is the weapon for the war that isn’t. You could read it crossing the man’s face, slow, like a
tide coming up sand.

That was the moment. Jakobus knew it the way he knew weather. It was the moment a man like this either
stayed in the room or began, very quietly, in a place no one could see, to leave it — to go into the flat
country where you have decided your usefulness is spent and the rest is just waiting.

He did not give him a speech. The man did not want a speech; the showman across the room dealt in
speeches and this man dealt in the opposite. Jakobus came and stood next to him at the glass, shoulder to
shoulder, looking out at the dark that was looking back, and let the silence sit a moment so the man knew
he was not being managed.

Then, flat, in the ordinary voice you'd use to point out a fence: “It eats the thing that makes men gather.”
The fighter didn’t answer.

“You spend your whole life,” Jakobus said, “making a room full of strangers — never met, don’t share a
word for water — making them all, at once, give a damn what happens to a man they don’t know.” He
didn’t look at him. He kept his eyes on the dark. “That’s the crop it’s hungry for. You've been growing it
since you were a boy.”

A long beat. The fighter’s weight shifted, fractional, off the back foot and onto the front. Coming back into
his base. Coming back into the room.

“So I'm not the wrong tool,” the fighter said. Testing it.

“Different tool than you thought.” Jakobus drank the cold coffee. “Most of us in here just found that out.
Welcome.” A breath. “You're still the most dangerous man on this floor. The thing you’re dangerous to just
turned out bigger than a chin.”

The man let out a breath he’d been holding longer than he knew. Not a laugh. Most of the way to one. His
hands came down off the wire they’d been on, and he turned from the glass, back into the floor-room, back
toward the others.
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It was the one thing he was for. He was not going to out-fight the dark in the window. He was not going to
talk it down or read it or out-suffer it. But he could keep a great man from walking out of the only room
where greatness might, between all of them, add up to enough — and that, it turned out, was a kind of
fighting too.

The window went dark again, and the floor-lights came up to their ordinary low, and the house was a house
again — masters drifting back to mats and tables, the showman gathering an audience to him without trying,
the small fighter sitting down beside Khabib and saying nothing, two men with nothing left to grip holding
the silence together.

Jakobus stood at the edge of the gallery with his cup empty and watched the most extraordinary people
who had ever lived go quiet for a while. The small fighter’s leg was going under the table, a fast nervous jig
he didn’t seem to know about. Khabib turned a coin over and over in his fingers, slow, the way a man does
when his hands need a job his head can’t give them. Somebody across the floor laughed too loud at nothing
and stopped too quick. The house had learned in a single evening to be afraid, and it wore the fear the way
everyone does — small, in the hands and the feet, in the places the eye doesn’t usually go. He watched it
and said nothing and let them have it.

Down through the floor, through the stone, in the cathedral where the torus slept, the capacitor banks were
already drinking the grid back up toward the next firing. He couldn’t hear them. He could feel them, the
way you feel a held breath in a house. The gate did not care that the easy part was over. It charged on its
own clock, one day, one master, indifferent as weather, and tomorrow at the same hour it would brown out
a continent for a heartbeat and bring through one more.

And the planet would be watching, because tonight the broadcast had not run, and a world that had learned
to gather around the gate’s daily hour would feel the gap like a missed pulse. “Tomorrow,” Rogan would
say into all those dark rooms, low, none of the heat in it now. “One more comes through tomorrow.” And
Harris: “Against that. And we’ll watch, because watching together is the smallest version of the exact thing
it’s hungry for. That’s not nothing. That might be the whole of it.” And in the quiet after, Theo, for the
people who had no words and needed one: “So we just... keep showin’ up, then. That’s the move.” A pause.
“Doing the Lord’s work, brother.”

One more. Against that.

He rinsed the cup and set it on the rail and went down to be with them.



The World That Agreed to Be Seen

The screens had been there the whole time. Jakobus had noticed them on the second day — a wall of them
in the long room past the kitchen, dark as slate, set into the panelling so cleanly he had taken them for a
design choice and not a fact. They were not a design choice. On the fifteenth morning they were lit, and a
man Jakobus did not recognise was sitting in a chair on every one of them, leaning forward with his elbows
on his knees, talking to the planet.

Jakobus stood in the doorway with his coffee and watched the planet listen.

The man on the screens was thick through the neck and shoulders, shaved bald, dressed like a person who
had stopped letting other people choose his clothes a long time ago. He spoke the way a man speaks when
he has decided, somewhere in the last hour, to stop performing — slow, plain, his hands working as if he
were turning the thing he was saying over to look at the other side of it. There was no desk. There was no
flag behind him. There was a microphone the size of a fist and a second chair, and in the second chair sat a
broad, grinning European with a boxer’s flattened nose, who said something Jakobus’s headphones rendered
as No, no — no, you have to understand what you are actually seeing here, in an accent that the translation
could not quite scrub the Dutch out of, and did not try.

“Who’s that,” Jakobus said. Not loudly. The room was half-full — the swordsman by the window with tea
he was not drinking, the synthesist cross-legged on the floor very close to the screens, the hard-eyed woman
against the far wall with her arms folded.

“That,” said the synthesist, without turning around, “is the man telling everyone alive what we are.”

Jakobus came in and sat. He did this the way he did most things in the House, which was without anyone
quite watching him do it, and he gave the screens forty unhurried minutes before he understood the shape
of the thing.

The bald man held the only door between the House and the world. He said so himself, in the second hour,
when the European had gone to get water and the camera sat on him alone: They came to me. I'm still —
I don’t fully — they came to me and they said, you. You're the one. And I said why me, and they said — he
laughed, a short disbelieving bark — because nobody can spin you, man. Because you’ll just say what it is.

It was not theatre. Jakobus had spent a professional lifetime learning to tell the difference, and the difference
was in the eyes and the hands and the small reluctant pauses where a performer would have filled the silence
and this man let it sit. The man did not know all of it. The man kept saying so — I don’t know if I'm
allowed to say this, I don’t know if this is the thing they want me to — okay. Okay. Here’s what I know.
He was frightened, plainly, under the wonder. And he had decided to be frightened out loud, in front of
everyone, because the people who built the House had worked out that a frightened man telling the truth
slowly was the strongest medicine they had against a thing that fed on the opposite.

Jakobus understood the choice the way he understood a good ambush. You did not counter a weapon that
ate meaning with a press release. You countered it with the least spinnable voice on the planet, sitting in a
chair, saying here’s what I know, until eight billion people believed him because there was nothing in him to
disbelieve.
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The casting department had cast the messenger too.
“He’s good,” the hard-eyed woman said, from the wall. She did not say good at what.

“He’s the medicine,” Jakobus said, and left it.

The fight came up at noon, House time, which the screens informed everyone was prime time across three
continents and the small dead hours across two more, and the planet had stayed up anyway.

It was a sparring bout from the floor-room, two days old — Khabib and the new small fighter, light,
exploratory, the kind of roll two craftsmen do to find each other’s hands. The bald man and the broad
European watched it on a monitor beside their own faces and lost their composure entirely.

This was the part Jakobus had not expected, and it undid something in the room.

The European narrated. He could not help it; it came out of him like breath, a stream of mechanics delivered
at the speed of the action — watch the level change, watch it, he doesn’t even look at the hips, he reads the
weight through the lead hand, that’s — that is a hundred years of grip-fighting in one frame, you cannot teach
that, you can only survive enough of it — and beside him the bald man had both hands pressed flat over his
mouth and was making a sound that was not quite words.

“Are you KIDDING me,” the bald man said, when he found words. “Are you — Bas. Bas. Did you —
he didn’t even grip. He suggested a grip and the other guy believed him. He negotiated. He negotiated a
takedown.”

“That,” the European said, delighted, body-slamming into his own bit, “is what I have been trying to tell
people for thirty years—"

The synthesist on the floor laughed, once, surprised out of himself. The hard-eyed woman’s arms came
unfolded. Even the swordsman set down the tea he wasn’t drinking and came a half-step closer to the wall,
and watched two men a world away watch him — the world watching the House, narrated by a man losing
his mind with joy at being allowed to.

It was the first time since the window-briefing that the House had laughed at anything together. Jakobus
marked that, and was grateful for it, and did not say so.

Because the bald man’s joy was doing a job. The dread of the past two days had a particular weight —
the weight of a thing you cannot hit — and the bald man’s wonder lifted a corner of it, just by being real.
He fanboyed so the planet was allowed to. He asked the questions a frightened person at home would ask
and could not, and the European answered them in the grammar of the craft, and between the two of them
the un-fightable thing receded for an hour into the size of a thing two men in chairs could be excited about.
That was the medicine again. It was the same medicine. The man was the door and the man was the release
valve, and the people who built the House had known you needed both from the same throat.

The bald man got to Jakobus’s fight an hour later, and could not get hold of it at all.
This, too, Jakobus had half-expected and entirely enjoyed.

They ran the clip — Jakobus and the swordsman, a slow circling thing from the first night, which Jakobus
had lost in a way that did not look like losing — and the bald man squinted and rocked forward and rewound
it and ran it again, and said, finally, with real frustration, “Okay — somebody explain to me what the South
African is doing.”

The European said, “He’s winning.”

“He’s not — Bas, look at the — run it back. Run it back. There. There, what — what did he just do? He
didn’t do anything. He’s just standing there and the other guy keeps — see, the other guy keeps adjusting
to him and the South African isn’t even — he’s not throwing. He’s not threatening. He’s just there and
somehow the whole room’s built around him and you cannot see it, there’s nothing to point at—"
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“This,” said the European, more slowly now, with a fighter’s respect, “is the one I cannot call. I am being
honest with the people watching. There is a man in this House who keeps coming out ahead and I cannot
show you why, because there is nothing on the tape. The tape has nothing. He gives the camera nothing.”

The bald man dragged both hands down his face. “He’s the worst television in the history of the House and
he keeps winning. This guy. This guy. I'm gonna lose it over this quiet South African, I swear to God.”

In the long room, the synthesist turned and looked at Jakobus where he sat with his coffee, and grinned,
and said nothing. The swordsman looked too. The hard-eyed woman did not look, which from her was the
loudest kind of looking.

Jakobus drank his coffee. The loudest medium alive had pointed itself at the most withheld man in the
House and come up holding empty tape, and the man it could not see watched the man who could not see
him be honest about it to the planet, and that was, on balance, very fine.

The camera was not the point. The camera had never once been the point.

He found the Bustamantes that evening because they found him — which was, in itself, the tell.

They were in a corner of the media room with the screens turned low, a man and a woman, neither of
them young, neither of them old, sitting at the kind of angle two people sit at when they have spent careers
making sure they can see the door and each other and you all at once without appearing to look at any of
it. Jakobus had clocked them on the first day and filed them, correctly, under the ones reading the room
the same way I am, and had given them a wide professional berth, the way you give berth to the only other
predator at the watering hole until you know whose patch it is.

The woman caught his eye across the room and tipped her head a quarter-inch at the empty chair.

He went.

“You’ve been counting the cameras,” the man said, when Jakobus sat. He did not bother with hello.
“Nineteen in this room,” Jakobus said. “Two are dummies. The dummies are the obvious ones.”

“The dummies are always the obvious ones.” The corner of the man’s mouth moved and went still. “Andrew.
This is Jihi.”

“Jakobus.”

“We know,” said the woman — Jihi — and there was no edge in it. “We got the roster. No backgrounds.
Which is interesting, because we got backgrounds on everyone else.” She let that sit. “There’s nothing on
you. Name. Country. A blank.”

“Yes,” Jakobus said.

The two of them looked at him, and he felt the precise sensation he had not felt in this House full of summits
and could not have named for any of them: the sensation of being read by people who knew what they were
reading. The swordsman saw a man who moved well and gave nothing away. The synthesist saw a man who
had refused to pick a tradition. Khabib saw a still center and respected it. None of them saw the shape of
him, because the shape of him was not in his hands or his hips or his stillness. It was in the years that did
not appear on any record, the work that had no after-action report, the life lived in the cracks between the
official versions of things — and the only people in the world who could see that shape were two case officers
in a corner with the screens turned low, because it was the shape of their own lives too.

“You ran sources,” Jihi said. They did not deal in questions when statements would do; that was tradecraft,
and it was also a courtesy — we will not make you confirm what we can see.

“Among other things.”
“Off the books.”
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“There were no books.” He turned his coffee a quarter-turn. “There were books. The books said other
things.”

Andrew’s mouth did the thing it had not done before. “The collage life,” he said.

And he set the iceberg down. Not far. A quarter-inch. He was aware of doing it, the way you are aware of
letting out a breath you have been holding for so long you stopped feeling it as holding. Collage. It was
the right word and he had never heard anyone else use it. A life assembled out of cover and cut-out and the
careful management of who believed which true thing about you, until the assembly was more durable than
any single honest version could have been, and you forgot, sometimes, which pieces were the original and
which were the ones you’d glued on to survive.

“Yes,” he said. “The collage life.”

He did not tell them anything he would not have told the swordsman. But he stopped managing them,
stopped running the small constant computation of what he was showing and to whom — because there was
no point. They could see it anyway. They had run the same computation their whole lives. You did not
have to perform for the people who knew the trick.

The three of them sat in the corner of the loud, bright, watched House and did not talk, mostly, in the
comfortable way of professionals who have established that they will not lie to each other about the boring
things, which left only the interesting ones.

It was, Jakobus thought, the closest thing to home he had felt since the white room.

“Here’s the thing none of these people have worked out yet,” Jihi said, after a while.

She said it lightly, the way you say the heaviest thing if you have any sense, and she said it while looking
at the screens, where the bald man was back, alone now, telling the planet something with his slow honest
hands.

“They think the House is an honor,” she said. “And it is. They think the academy is for them — that they’re
being given the thing every master spends a life wanting, which is peers. And they’re right. They are being
given that.” She turned her head, finally, and looked at him. “And they have not noticed that it’s also a
selection.”

“I noticed,” Jakobus said.
“I thought you might.”

Andrew picked it up without a beat between them, the way two people who had finished each other’s
sentences across continents picked things up. “It’s a recce roster. Whatever’s coming, it can’t be shot —
you saw the window, you saw what happened when each of them swung their thing at it and it just attended.
So they don’t need an army. An army’s useless against a thing with no body to break.” He leaned forward,
elbows to knees, and for a moment looked exactly like the man on the screens. “They need a team that can
read a thing no weapon touches. They’ve been auditioning. Every roll, every teaching session, every time
one of these masters made a beginner of himself and didn’t sulk about it — that’s the audition. They’re
crewing a reconnaissance team out of the best readers who ever lived, and the academy was never a game.
It was the interview.”

“And you're a finalist,” Jihi said to Jakobus. Quietly. Not unkindly. “You know that.”
“Had a guess.”

“Of course you did.” She turned back to the screen. “The faculties they want are obvious if you list them out.
Someone who can talk a thing down. Someone who can read what it does when it doesn’t know it’s being
read. Someone who can endure it when it does the thing it does to the will. Someone who can run a source
who has no mouth.” A beat. “Someone who can hold a roomful of impossible people together and pointed
at the work when it gets bad. They didn’t pick fighters. They picked the whole stack of how a human being
meets a thing it cannot punch.”
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Jakobus said nothing, which was its own answer, and they let it be.

It was Andrew who said the cold thing. Jihi had stopped at the edge of it, the way you stop a vehicle at
the edge of a minefield you know is there; Andrew drove on in, because someone had to, and because it had
clearly been living in him.

“You watched the news from before. The surrender.”

Jakobus had. The screens replayed it sometimes, in the slow hours — the months when the world had been
told there was a thing coming that ate the thing that made men gather, and the world had been asked to
give the Machine everything so it could find the people who might answer it. Every record. Every camera.
The deep archives and the private ones and the small locked drawers of eight billion lives. And the world
had said yes. Not under a gun. Out loud, in the open, in parliaments and town squares and a thousand
languages, people had stood up and said take it, take all of it, if it helps — because you do not lay down
everything you have for a small thing, and the size of what they laid down was the first honest measure of
how frightened they had been told to be.

Jakobus had watched a fisherman in a place he recognised, on a screen, say what use is my privacy to a dead
man’s grandchildren, and had felt the thing the operators wanted everyone to feel, which was the rare clean
thing — the small self set down for the large one, the species choosing each other over its own thousand
locked drawers. The world that agreed to be seen. He had watched it and it had moved him, and he was
not a man easily moved by a crowd.

“I watched it,” he said.

“Finest hour. I mean that. Thirty years on the ugly side of how people are, and I watched that and I —
yeah. Finest hour. Whole planet, eyes open, laying it down for each other.” He turned his coffee, a gesture
Jakobus recognised because he had just done it himself. “And then I lay awake.”

“Andrew,” Jihi said. Not stopping him. Just marking that she knew where the road went.

“The same thing that can pick these nineteen out of eight billion,” Andrew said, plainly, “can pick anyone
out of eight billion. The consent was real. I believe that. I watched faces I trust mean it.” He set the coffee
down. “And it was still a deal. They handed everything they had to a thing that sees everything, on the
word that there’s a wolf coming, and the part nobody’s saying out loud is — who holds the leash after the
wolf is dead? You don’t un-build a thing like that. You don’t get the drawers back. They’re not going to
come knocking and say thank you, here’s your privacy back, sorry for the imposition.” He looked at Jakobus
steadily. “It was the finest hour. And it was a deal with something. Both. Always both.”

Jakobus sat with it.

He did not need to be argued into the thought, which was the part Andrew was watching for and the part
that landed quietly between them. He had had the thought already. He had had it on the third night, lying
in the dark of a room that was almost certainly listening, and he had taken the thought out and looked at
it and folded it small and put it on a high shelf in the back, the way you shelve a live round you cannot
fire yet because the fight in front of you needs both hands. Because the wolf was coming. Because the
window did not lie. Because you do not refuse the medicine for a thing that eats meaning on the grounds
that the pharmacist might one day pick your pocket — you take the medicine, and you keep one eye on the
pharmacist, forever, quietly, with the part of you that has watched men with good reasons become men with
the keys.

“I shelved it,” Jakobus said.

Andrew looked at him for a long moment. Then he nodded, slowly, like a man who has finally found the
one other person in the building who keeps his loaded thoughts on the same high shelf and labels them the
same way.

“Yeah,” he said. “Figured you for a shelver.”



o8 THE WORLD THAT AGREED TO BE SEEN

Jihi, watching the screen, said nothing at all, and the silence she made was the silence of agreement.

Somewhere below the House, deep under the panelled rooms and the wall of screens, the gate began to
charge for the next day. You could not hear it. There was no sound a body could catch. But the lights in
the media room dropped, fractionally, for the length of a heartbeat — the whole grid of a continent leaning
in to feed it — and the screens dimmed and came back, and on the largest of them the bald man flinched at
the same flicker, half a planet away, on the same grid, and looked off-camera at someone and laughed and
said yeah, that’s them, that’s it charging, that means we get another one tomorrow, and the planet leaned
forward to wait for who.

Jakobus watched the world wait to see who it would be given next, and watched the world that had agreed
to be seen agree, again, in real time, by the millions, to keep being seen — eyes open, laying it down — and
he held the warmth of that in one hand and the high cold shelf in the other, both, the way Andrew had said,
always both.

The screens steadied. The bald man leaned back into his chair and said, okay, here’s what I know, and
began, slowly, with his honest hands, to tell the planet the truth.



The Instruments

The gate fired at 06:14, which Jakobus knew because he had not slept and because the lights in the kitchen
browned for the length of a held breath, the fridge compressor coughing back to life a half-second after the
rest. He was at the counter with coffee. The browning was the tell now — the continent’s grid taking the
punch so the torus could open. You felt it before you heard the bell, in the soles of the feet, in the way the
building seemed for one instant to think about something else.

He did not go to the chamber. Khabib went, and the swordsman, who liked to watch the new ones come
through clean, before the house had decided anything about them. Jakobus stayed and read the day instead
— the wet light, the half-empty cafetiére, the order of cups in the rack, which told him who had been up
and in what state. He had stopped being surprised by who came through. He had started being interested
in what the operators wanted, which was a different and more useful question.

The man who walked in twenty minutes later did not look like a master of anything. Wrinkled jacket.
Standing weight on both feet, evenly, like a man who had spent years learning not to lean toward a door
he might need. He came into the kitchen the way you came into a room with one other person in it whom
you had not yet decided about. He looked at Jakobus, and Jakobus looked at him, and neither of them said
anything for a moment that ran on a beat too long to be accidental.

“You read the cups,” the man said.
“You read me reading them.”

“I read everybody.” The corner of his mouth went up. American, somewhere with a flatness sanded into it
on purpose. “Problem at dinner parties. My wife says.” He put out a hand. “Chris.”

“Jakobus.”

The grip was unremarkable, which was the point. A man who could make his grip do anything had decided
to make it do nothing. Jakobus had used the same trick for twenty years and recognised the cost of it — the
discipline of leaving a thing off.

“They tell you why I'm here?” Chris asked.
“No.”

“Why anybody’s here?”

“They show me. I work it out.”

Chris nodded, slow, the way you nodded at a price you’d expected to be higher. He poured himself coffee
without asking where it was, which meant he’d clocked the cafetiére and the cups and the rack in the same
sweep Jakobus had. “I talk to things,” he said. “Man in a building, people, a gun, a deadline — I'm the
voice he hears. Not the man with the rifle. Me.” He drank. “So somebody upstairs would like to know
whether the thing that’s coming can be talked to. Whether it wants something. Whether you can give it a
way out of the room without anyone dying.”

“And if it can’t?”
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“Then I'm the man who finds that out.” He said it without weight, which was how Jakobus knew it cost him.
“Which is also a job.”

They circled each other across the kitchen for an hour without either of them once raising his voice, and
it was, Jakobus thought, the most exhausting conversation he’d had in the house — two men whose whole
trade was reading the other one, each clocking the other’s reads, the recursion stacking up until you either
laughed or stopped. Chris asked questions that arrived sideways, the calibrated ones, the how am I supposed
to and the it seems like you that opened a man’s hand without his noticing it had been opened. Jakobus
answered the questions under the questions and watched Chris notice. By the end of it Chris set his cup
down and let the question come in sideways again. “Man with your eyes. How come you don’t use them.”
Jakobus let the silence run the beat too long, the way Chris had, then turned the cup a quarter-turn on the
counter and said, “Costs less, my way.” It was the answer to the question under the question, and Chris
heard it land, and laughed for real, once, and that was the friendship.

The next firing, the next brown-out, the next bell.

The man who came through the following day was harder to like and easier to respect, which Jakobus did
not hold against him; some men were built that way, and the building of it was its own discipline. He came
into the floor-room where the mats were and stood at the edge and read the room — read all of them,
the masters at their stretching, Jackie upside down against a wall, the swordsman oiling something — and
Jakobus watched him do it and felt, for the first time in the house, a small cold contraction behind the
sternum, the operator’s old alarm.

Because the man read them the way you read a thing you intend to move.

“Chase,” he said, when Jakobus crossed to him. He had a flat affect that was switched on, a deliberate
neutral he wore like a tool. “And you’re the one they keep telling me about. The one I’'m not supposed to
be able to read.” His eyes did a thing — a deliberate thing, a soft widening, a half-mirror of Jakobus’s own
posture, the body’s old handshake that said we are the same, you can trust me — and Jakobus felt it land
and felt himself want to lean into it, and did not, and watched Chase clock the not-leaning.

“You're doing it now,” Jakobus said.

“Always am. Like asking a fish to stop being wet.” Chase didn’t drop the neutral. “I read people under the
words. The level they can’t lie at. And then I move them. Walked interrogators across a room they didn’t
know they were crossing — men who knew I was doing it.” He said it plainly, a man stating a competence,
not a boast. “They brought me because the thing that’s coming gets in the same way. Under the words.
And I know what that road looks like. I drive it.”

“You read people to steer them,” Jakobus said.
“That’s the job.”

“I read them to see them.” Jakobus said it without heat, and looked away while he said it, out the window,
the way he’d say a thing he didn’t need agreed with.

Chase’s neutral flickered — and then resettled, deliberately, the tool going back to work. He took a half-step
that brought his weight onto the same foot as Jakobus’s, the body’s quiet we are the same again, and let
the next question come gentle, a man opening a door without touching it. “A con makes a man feel seen
so he can take. I make a man feel seen so I can steer.” A beat, the soft widen of the eyes. “Nobody does
anything for free. So. What do you take.”

Jakobus didn’t move to the mirrored foot, didn’t lean into the door. He let the question sit on the floor
between them where Chase had set it. “Nothing,” he said. He turned to look at Chase, finally, full, and
gave him the thing — the being seen — for nothing, on purpose, where Chase could feel it work and could
feel that it took nothing back. “Man gets looked past his whole life. I take that off him. For a minute.” A
breath. “That’s not nothing. It’s just not his.”
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Chase looked at him for a long time, and Jakobus let him, and the read ran both ways across the floor-room

— the man whose gift was to steer and the man whose gift was to see, neither of them able to do anything
to the other, locked. It was not the wary calm he’d had with Chris. This was a live wire. They would argue
this all the way to the threat and possibly into it, and Jakobus knew already that he would not win the
argument and would not lose it either, because they were both right inside their own grammar and that was
the worst kind of disagreement. Here was a man he would have to keep in the room and never quite trust —
which was, he understood, exactly what the operators had built him to be.

“They’re going to make us work together,” Chase said.
“Ja.”
“That’s going to be interesting.”

“Ja,” Jakobus said again, and went to make coffee, because there was nothing else honest to do with it.

The fourth man through that week filled a doorway without trying to, and Jakobus liked him on sight and
was wary of the liking, because a man you liked on sight was a man you’d stopped reading.

So he read him. Compact, dense, the muscle laid on for use and not for show. A shaved head and an
attention that landed on you fully, all of it, no leakage, which was its own kind of mastery — the discipline
of being entirely present, the rarest thing in any room. He came into the lounge where Andrew and Jihi
were and put his bag down and looked at the team and the team looked back, and he said, to no one and
everyone, in a low even voice:

“Whose mission is this?”

Nobody answered, because nobody knew, and the not-answering was itself the answer, and the man — Jocko,
Andrew murmured, Jocko, the way you said a name you’d already given weight to — nodded as if a diagnosis
had been confirmed.

“That’s the first problem,” Jocko said. “Clock, threat, nineteen of the most dangerous people alive in this
house, and nobody owns the outcome. So when it goes wrong — and it will — there’ll be nineteen reasons
it wasn’t anybody’s fault.” He set it down flat, no drama, a man laying out a fact he’d paid for. “I run it
different. Somebody owns it. Top to bottom. You own everything in your world, the things that aren’t your
fault especially, because the second you've got someone to blame you’ve stopped being able to fix it. And
you push the decisions down. The man at the edge makes the call, because the man at the edge can see and
the man in the back can’t” He looked at Jakobus, because someone had told him, or because he’d read it.
“You’re the one they’re watching for the lead.”

“I’'m the one they’re watching,” Jakobus agreed. “Whether I'm the lead is their problem.”

“About to be yours.” Jocko didn’t say it unkindly. “So how do you do it. How do you hold a room like this
together when it’s coming apart.”

Jakobus thought about how to say it to a man whose whole creed was the chain of command, whose discipline
he respected and recognised and did not share. He didn’t say it. He looked across the lounge instead —
at the swordsman oiling his steel, at Khabib settling, at Jackie hanging upside-down — and named them
off under his breath, quiet, for himself, this one and this one and these two. Then, because Jocko was still
waiting for the doctrine: “I don’t hold them. I see them. Each one, the real one, under the legend. And I tie
them to each other with what I see — this one’s afraid of this, this one needs that, these two are the same
man in different skins and don’t know it yet. I'm not the top of anything. I'm the rope between. Umuntu
ngumuntu ngabantu.” The headphones rendered it for Jocko a half-beat late and Jakobus saw him receive it
and not flinch from the foreignness of it, which was a thing he noted and filed kindly. “A person is a person
through other people. I lead by being the thread, not the spear.”

“That works in a house,” Jocko said. “Does it work at the line? Loud, people dying, no time to see anyone?”

“Does ownership work when the man who owns it is the one who’s dead?”



62 THE INSTRUMENTS

It hung there, and neither of them moved to take it down, and Jihi watched the two of them across the
lounge with the flat amused patience of a case officer watching two assets she’d never have to run together.
Jocko’s jaw worked once. Then he put out a hand. “We're going to argue about this the whole way,” he
said. “On record. I think you’re wrong.”

“Noted,” Jakobus said, and took the hand, and the grip this time was a real one, full and meant, two men
who’d found the colleague they could fight with safely, which in their trade was rarer and more valuable
than the colleague you agreed with.

He understood, gripping it, that they were both right, and that this was the worst possible news, because it
meant the argument would never resolve and would have to be carried, the way you carried a weight you’d
decided not to put down.

The man who came through after that said almost nothing for two days, and Jakobus could not stop watching
him.

He was lean in a way that had been argued out of the body by hand, a man who’d negotiated with his own
flesh and won and gone back the next morning to win again. He didn’t read the room. He didn’t seem to
read anything. He moved through the house with a stillness that was not calm — Jakobus knew calm, lived
in it — but something harder, a stillness that was the surface of an enormous and ongoing effort, the quiet
of a man holding a great weight perfectly level so it wouldn’t show. He ran the perimeter of the courtyard
at four in the morning in the cold and the wet, alone, and Jakobus stood at the window with coffee and
watched him and felt, for the first time in the house, the specific unease of a man looking at a thing he was
not sure he could do.

Vasbyt. Bite down. Endure. It was his. It had always been his, the one currency he’d never been out-bid on

— he had out-walked younger men across three deserts, out-waited a war, out-lasted his own grief enough
times that he’d stopped counting. He’d watched Goggins run for an hour in conditions that would have sent
most of the masters indoors, and the man had not been enduring it. He had been feeding on it.

On the third morning the man stopped at the window, outside in the rain, and looked in at Jakobus looking
out, and held the look. He didn’t smile. He didn’t nod. He just acknowledged, the way one operator
acknowledged another across a wire, I see you seeing me, and then he turned and ran again, into the dark
and the cold and the next hour of it, and Jakobus stood at the glass with his coffee going lukewarm in his
hand and understood, with the flat certainty of a man reading his own scorecard, that here was a humbling
he had not yet taken.

The wrestler had taken his ground from him in the wrestler’s grammar. Fine. That had been mastery he
could bow to and learn from. This was different. This was his own ground — the one mountain he’d thought
he owned the summit of — and there was a man in the rain who’d built a religion on the slope of it and
gone higher than Jakobus had ever needed to go. He would have to find out, on a day not yet arrived, who
broke first. He already suspected. He didn’t like the suspicion, and he didn’t look away from it, because
looking away from a true thing was the one luxury he’d never allowed himself.

He drank the cold coffee. It was bad. He drank it anyway.

The last of them that week was a tall man with quiet eyes who came in, looked around, and did the thing
none of the others had thought to do: he sat down with each of them, one at a time, and got them to talk.

Not interrogation. Not Chase’s steering, not Chris’s calibrated extraction. Something gentler and harder to
defend against — he sat, and he was genuinely interested, and he waited, and the waiting was so patient and
so unjudging that even the iceberg-men, the ones who gave nothing, found themselves a half-hour in saying
things they hadn’t said to anyone. Jakobus watched him do it to the swordsman, who did not have words
for what he did and had never been asked to find them, and watched the swordsman find them, haltingly,
the headphones working overtime, a man four hundred years dead explaining for the first time in his life why
the sword had chosen him and not the other way round.
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“Shawn,” the man said, when he got to Jakobus, and sat down across from him in the lounge, unhurried.
“They tell me you're the hard one.”

“They tell you that about all of us.”

“About you specifically.” Shawn smiled, and it was a real smile, and Jakobus felt the pull of it and respected
the engineering of it. “Here’s the thing. I’'m not going to get anything out of you that you don’t want to
give. I know that. You know that. So I won’t try.” He leaned back. “I'm just going to be here. And every
once in a while I'll ask you something, and you answer it or you don’t. That’s the whole deal.”

Jakobus looked at him for a while. Then he said, “You're the one who gets the closed men open.”

“The one who lets them open. If they decide to. There’s a difference and it’s the whole job.” Shawn shrugged.
“Some of these guys have never said the true thing out loud. The thing that’s coming — gets in through the
cracks, the stuff people won’t look at — then somebody on this team able to say the true thing out loud
might matter more than anybody’s punch.” He let that sit, easy. “So. The man you watch running in the
rain.”

And Jakobus, to his own surprise and against thirty years of practice, told him a little. Not much. A sentence
about the desert. A sentence about the man who’d broken first, once, long ago, and how it hadn’t been him,
and how he’d never quite forgiven the man for it or himself for the relief. Shawn didn’t react, didn’t lean
in, didn’t do anything except be there and let it be said, and when it was said Jakobus stopped, and the
stopping was respected, and that was that.

You did not meet a force that ate meaning and will and the things that held a people together with soldiers.
There was nothing to shoot. So you assembled, instead, every faculty that had ever stood against the dark in
a human being and called it mastery — the voice that talked the desperate man down off the ledge, the eyes
that read the lie under the words, the hand that owned the disaster instead of blaming it, the will that fed
on suffering, the patience that got the closed man to say the true thing. Understanding. Reading. Talking.
Enduring. Each one a man, each man standing in his kitchen now, drinking his coffee, arguing with him
about command and the soul.

It was the most expensive recce team ever crewed and not one of them carried a weapon that would matter.

The gate fired again on the seventh morning, the lights browning, the continent flinching for a heartbeat to
feed the torus, and Jakobus stood in the chamber this time and watched the crew of it move — quieter now,
more practised, the wonder gone out of it and the work come in. The capacitor banks would need their day.
One firing. One arrival.

Andrew came and stood beside him. “Crew’s nearly there.”
“Nearly.”
“You feel it. The job sitting on you.”

Jakobus watched the gate cool, the residual charge bleeding off as heat-shimmer, a day of the world’s power
spent to bring one more person through. “I feel the clock,” he said.

Andrew didn’t argue with that. He was a man who knew when a thing didn’t need answering. They stood
and watched the banks begin their slow drink, and somewhere out beyond the walls the thing that did not
run on a one-a~-day clock kept coming, faster than capacitors could charge. He had stopped counting who
was still to come and started counting the days they had against the days they’d need, and the two numbers
did not agree, and the disagreement was a sound under everything now, low, constant, the way a generator
three rooms away was a sound you stopped hearing and never stopped feeling.
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THE INSTRUMENTS



Vasbyt

The course had no shade.

Goggins had built it himself over the eight days since the gate brought him through, refusing the Court’s
offer to run the dirt and the framing, refusing even Jocko’s hands. He had wanted to know what the ground
cost when you bought it with your own back. So there were tractor tyres half-buried in a line, a sand pit a
man sank in to the knee, a wall too tall to vault and too low to give up on, and a sled of milled steel with
a rope, and the whole of it ran in a loop under a sky the Court kept clear and pitiless because Goggins had
asked for sun.

Jakobus stood at the edge of it with the rest of the house, and he was not afraid of it. That was the thing
he would have to deal with later.

The others were afraid of it, which surprised him. Khabib had folded his arms and gone very still, the way
he went still before he worked. The Swordsman watched the sled with the flat attention of a man assessing
terrain he did not intend to die on. Jackie, who turned everything to a bit, had not made a single joke since
they walked out. He stood with his hands in his pockets and looked at the tyres and said nothing, and the
silence from him was its own report.

Goggins did not begin with a speech. He began by picking up the rope.

“This is mine,” he said. His voice was lower than the loudness people expected of him; he kept it down, the
way a man keeps a dog down. “Everything you showed me this week is craft. You earned it. I respect it.”
He set his feet against the sled. “This isn’t craft. Nothing I can teach you that you don’t already have in
your legs. All I've got is I don’t quit. And I can’t teach you that.” He took up the slack. “I can only show
you. Up close. So you stop lying to yourself about where your edge is.”

He pulled. The sled came off the sand with a sound like a tooth coming out, and he walked it the length of
the course, and at the end he turned and walked it back, and he did not breathe hard, and he did not look
at anyone.

“That’s the lesson,” he said. “There’s no second part.”
Andrew, beside Jakobus, said quietly, “He means that.”
“I know.”

“You going to do this.”

“Ja.”

Andrew looked at him sidelong, the case-officer look, the read he ran on everyone and could not help running
on a friend. “You're sure of this one.”

That landed somewhere Jakobus did not let show. Because it was true, and because it had been true of
every ground he had been put down on this week, and he was a slow learner of his own pattern. He had
been sure of the room when Chase steered him. He had been sure of the negotiation when Voss took the
floor out from under him without raising his voice. Every time the certainty had been the door the lesson
walked through.
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But this. This was different. This was the one thing the road had actually given him, and not borrowed,
and not faked.

“This is mine,” Jakobus said. He did not hear the echo of Goggins until it was already out of his mouth.

They started in a group, all of them who would, and the house thinned the way a house thins. The Tall
Showman went two laps and bowed out laughing at himself, hands raised, a man who knew exactly the
difference between his theatre and this. The Small Fighter went longer and dropped without shame in the
sand and lay looking at the white sky. Jocko stayed in for a long time, jaw set, ownership made flesh, and
then he stopped on a clean decision, the way he did everything, stepped out, and stood at the edge with his
arms folded to watch the rest — because the rest was now two men.

Goggins and the South African.

They had not arranged it. It arranged itself. By the time the sun was high they were the only two still
moving, and the course had become a single repeating sentence: the tyres, the sand, the wall, the sled, the
rope, again. Jakobus had buried himself in it. He knew this register. He had walked men into the ground
in the Caprivi and in the Hindu Kush, younger men, fitter men, men who had laughed at the soft-bellied
bushman until the third day when their bodies took the vote out of their hands and his did not. Vasbyt.
Bite down and hold. It was the oldest thing he owned.

He held it past the point the house dropped out. He held it past the point his lungs began to make their
argument. He went looking, the way he had always gone looking, for the place where it stopped being legs
and started being will, the cold clean room past the body where he had lived alone his whole life because no
one came that far with him.

Someone was already in the room.

He came up the line of tyres and Goggins was two ahead of him, not pulling away, not lapping, just there,
his feet finding the rubber without looking, and there was nothing on the man’s face. That was the thing
that began to frighten Jakobus, somewhere past the second hour. He had braced for the performance of it,
the howl, the public agony he had half-expected from the loud one. There was no performance. Goggins
was not enduring at him. He was not enduring at anyone. He had simply gone to the place and set up house
there and he was waiting, with a kind of terrible patience, to see how long his guest could stay.

The wall took the skin off Jakobus’s forearm on the fourth time over and he did not feel it as pain, only as
information.

By the fifth hour the sky had not moved because the Court was keeping it there, and that was its own
cruelty, no west to walk toward. Jakobus’s hands had stopped being hands. The sled rope was a thing his
body operated from a distance. He had been here before — but he had never been here with someone, and
the company was unmaking him faster than the work was. Every time he reached the cold room to be alone
in his will, there was the other man, breathing easy, picking his line, and the loneliness Jakobus had always
used as fuel was simply gone. There was nothing left to be the only one of.

He thought, somewhere in there: the new body. Legs that were never broken on a march. Not even my own
endurance. A gift the machine gave me. The excuse came up clean and ready, the way they always came up,
smooth from long handling.

He put it down.
He thought: the road. Thirty years of it spent. He is younger, he is fresh.

He put that down too. He had promised himself, on the first day, watching Chase work the room, that he
would not become a man who lost and reached for the reasons. The reasons were a way of not looking at
the win. He had spent his whole life teaching that to other people. Sawubona. I see you. You did not get
to see the man and then refuse to see what he had done.
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He went over the wall a sixth time and his arms did not lift him and he hung there a moment, chest on the
top edge, the milled steel of the sled shining at him from the far end of the loop, and his body cast its vote.

He came down on the other side and his knees folded and he sat in the sand.

Goggins came around the loop and stopped. Not over him. Beside him, a body’s length off, and he sat down
in the sand too, which Jakobus had not expected, and which was the only mercy the man knew how to give
and so he gave it without softening it into anything else.

For a while neither of them spoke. The course ticked in the heat. Up at the edge the house had gone quiet,
watching, and Jakobus could feel them watching, and for the first time in his life he did not care what the
watching saw.

“You went a long way,” Goggins said. Flat. A measurement, not a comfort.
“Not far enough.”
“NO.”

Jakobus laughed. It came up out of him broken and short, and it surprised him, and it surprised the house,
and he heard a thing change in the quiet up at the edge of the course when it did. He was flat on his backside
in the dirt, his forearm weeping where the wall had taken it, his hands not working, and he was laughing,
at himself, with no bottom of bitterness under it.

“On my own ground,” he said, when he could, in the dry voice that gave nothing, “I’d have given you a
game.” He spat sand. “This is your ground. You gave me a lesson.”

Goggins looked at him for a long moment. Whatever he was reading, he was not a reader by trade, the way
Chase was, the way Jakobus himself was; he read one thing only and he read it well, and he was reading it
now: whether the man in the sand was going to make this about anything except the man in the sand.

“Most people,” Goggins said, “I do that to them, next hour they’re telling me about an old injury.”
“I've got a few.”

“I know you do.”

“Not going to tell you about them.”

“No,” Goggins said. “You’re not.” He got to his feet — no flourish, the body just stood, the way a thing
stands that has long since stopped negotiating with itself — and he put down a hand.

Jakobus looked at it. Then he took it, and was hauled up, and stood swaying, and stayed standing.

“You got up,” Goggins said. It was the entire eulogy. He turned it over once more, as if checking the weight
of it. “That’s the only thing I respect. Not the going. Everybody goes for a while. You got up after.” He
let go of the hand. “I don’t have anything else for you. There isn’t anything else.”

He walked off toward the wall to do it again, alone, for no one, because that was the only way he knew how
to be honest in front of people, and Jakobus stood in the white light and watched the man go back to it,
and understood that he had just been given the deepest thing this house traded in.

Up at the edge, Khabib had unfolded his arms.

They put him in the shade afterward and Jihi brought water and did not fuss, which he was grateful for,
and the house drifted back toward the building in twos and threes the way it did, talk rising again, the
work-mood reasserting. He sat against the cool wall of the framing-shed with his ruined hands open on his
knees and let his body finish its argument, and because he could not do anything else, he watched.

He watched Jocko, who had stepped out of the course on a clean decision and now stood near Goggins as
the man went over the wall, and he saw the thing he had been half-seeing all week finally come clear. Jocko
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owned outcomes. It was his whole religion, and a good one, and it had built and saved more men than
Jakobus would ever meet. But Jocko had stepped out of the endurance ground on a decision — the right
decision, the disciplined one, the one a commander makes who has more days to spend — and Goggins did
not make decisions on that ground at all. There was no decision in Goggins. There was only the refusal,
underneath where decisions lived.

And Jakobus saw, with the cold clear sight that his body’s failure had somehow sharpened rather than dulled,
that the two men would break on opposite things. Jocko would hold any line you could own — any line
where the will was a choice you re-made every morning. But the threat did not attack choices. It attacked
the floor under the choice, the wanting itself, the meaning that made a man bother to decide. It ate the
place where deciding lived.

Jocko would be magnificent right up until the morning the threat made the deciding feel pointless. And
then a man whose whole strength was the ownership of outcome would be standing on ground that had
been quietly taken out from under him, and he would not feel it go, because it was not the kind of thing his
discipline was built to feel.

Goggins would still be there. Goggins did not decide to endure. He simply would not stop, beneath where
stopping was a thing you could choose, in the place the threat went hunting and found, in this one man,
nothing it could eat.

Jakobus turned that over. He was too emptied to be pleased by it. But he knew it was true, the way he
knew the four authority-tells of a room, the way he knew a man’s hands before his face — and he knew it
was the kind of true the operators needed, the kind that did not show up on any course Goggins could build.
He would have to say it to Andrew, carefully, when the time came to crew this for real.

He had lost the only fight he was sure of, on the man’s own ground, cleanly. And in the same hour, flat on
his back, he had read a fracture in the strongest doctrine in the house that no one else had seen yet, that
Jocko himself did not know was there.

He did not see Wolf approach. That, more than the failure, told him how far the day had taken him — that
a man could cross open ground and reach his blind side and he did not clock it.

“You're an idiot,” Wolf said.

He stood over Jakobus with the sun behind him, so the face was dark, but Jakobus did not need the face.
The voice had its mother in it when it was angry, which was the only time it let her in, and it was angry
now, and under the anger was the other thing it would never say, that came out only as anger because anger
was the family’s one available register.

“Probably,” Jakobus said.

“You're sixty,” Wolf said. “Out there. You know that. You walk around in this —” a flat hand at his own
young body, the machine’s gift, the thing that made them nearly the same age in here ” — and you think
it changed something. It didn’t. You drove that body into the ground next to a man whose whole life is
driving bodies into the ground. For what.”

“Don’t know yet,” Jakobus said, which was the truth, and Wolf had not expected the truth and it cost him
a beat.

“You could’ve stepped out,” Wolf said, quieter. “Like the others. Nobody would’ve thought less of you.
There’s no medal.”

“No.”
“Then why.”

Jakobus looked up at the dark shape of his son against the white sky, this furious worried man who had
decided, years ago and for good reasons, that he did not care whether his father lived or died, and who had
walked across an entire endurance ground to stand over him and demand to know why he hadn’t quit.
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He did not point that out. You did not catch a man out in his own caring; you let him keep the cover that
let him give it. Sawubona was knowing exactly how a person needed not to be seen.

“Because I keep thinking I'm singular at something,” Jakobus said. “I keep finding out I'm not. I thought
this was the last one.” He flexed a hand and watched it half-obey. “It was the last one. So I had to go all
the way to the floor of it to be sure.” He let his head rest back against the cool framing. “I’'m sure now.”

Wolf stood there a while longer. Then he crouched, on his heels, the way they both sat, the way his
grandfather had sat, and he took his father’s ruined forearm without asking and turned it to the light to
look at where the wall had opened it, and his thumb moved along the edge of the wound the way a man
checks a tool for true. He said nothing about it. He took a field dressing from his own pocket — he carried
one, of course he carried one — and he bound the arm, hard, the way you bind it so it holds, not the way
you bind it so it’s comfortable.

“You could’ve torn this worse,” Wolf said, to the arm, not the man.
“Ja.”

“Don’t.”

“All right.”

That was all of it. Wolf stood, and looked once at Goggins still going over the wall in the white heat, alone,
and there was something in the look — not respect, Wolf gave that out as slowly as his father did, but a
recognition, one hard man clocking another. Then he went, the way he came, and Jakobus did not watch
him go because watching him go would have been a thing Wolf could feel on his back, and the boy had given
enough today.

The arm throbbed inside the dressing, bound tight and true, and Jakobus sat with it.

He stayed against the wall until the light finally moved — the Court letting the day end now that the lesson
was over, the false sun sliding west at last toward an evening it had been holding back for hours.

His body had finished its argument and lost it and was beginning, slowly, the long sullen business of forgiving
him. He thought about getting up. He did not, yet.

He thought, instead, about the shape the week had cut in him. He had walked into this house a half-step
too sure, and the house had taken the half-step off him one ground at a time. Chase had taken I see rooms.
Voss had taken I read the table. The wrestler, days ago, on the mat, had taken I am dangerous, gently,
completely, with a smile. And now Goggins had taken the last one, the deepest, the one nailed down hardest
— I endure — and had taken it cleanly, and Jakobus had owned it without reaching for a single reason, and
had got up.

Each one had cost him a certainty. He understood, sitting in the cooling dirt with his son’s hard binding
on his arm, that the cost was the point, and that he had had it backwards his whole life. He had thought
leading men meant being the one they could not out-do. That was why they had followed the young furnace
he had been, and it had been a thin loyalty and it had not held when it counted, and somewhere out there
in 2030 it had got him killed comfortably in a camp chair, never having become whatever he was supposed
to become.

This was the other thing. This was the thing the slow road would have taught him eventually and the house
was teaching him fast, in his body, where he could not argue with it: that you led a room of masters by
being the one humble enough to be put down by each of them in turn, and to get up, and to mean the bow.
You could not bind men who out-classed you by out-classing them. You bound them by being the place
their excellence was seen — by being, of all of them, the one who could lose to every one of them on their
own ground and want them more for it.

He had been the student of every man in this house this week. He had been the student of the wall, and the
sand, and the sled, and the silence of the man who would not quit.
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He got up. It took three tries and the third one held.

Across the course, in the last of the light, Goggins came over the wall one more time, for no one, and dropped
clean on the far side, and went on toward the sled. Jakobus watched him a moment. Then he turned and
started the long walk back to the house, on legs that did not work and would, to find Andrew, because there
was a thing he had read on the ground today about how Jocko would break, and the man whose job it was
to crew this needed to hear it before the clock ran out.

The course ticked behind him in the cooling dark, the way a ground ticks that a man has paid for with his
back.
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The floor had been a basketball court when they brought him through. Now it was lit like a surgery and
roped like a fight, and there were three cameras on tripods at the corners and a fourth on a man’s shoulder,
and a black booth of carpentry against the long wall with three stools in it. Jakobus stood at the edge of the
matted square with his bound forearm held a little away from his ribs and watched the cables snake under
the tape on the boards, and did not like it.

He had spent a working life being unrecorded. The lens was a fixed enemy. You read a room by reading
where the threats were, and a camera was a threat that never blinked and never tired and gave back nothing
of itself, which was the same trick he made his own living from, and he disliked meeting it in the wild.

“It’s going up to the world,” Andrew said, beside him, hands in his pockets. “All of it. Live, then the cut.”
“I heard.”

“You don’t have to fight today.”

“I'm not.” He lifted the wrapped arm a degree. “Watching how the world watches.”

In the booth, Joe Rogan put a headset on and got it crooked and fixed it and laughed at himself doing it,
and the small monitor between the stools came up blue and then resolved into the mat, the ropes, the white
square of light. To his left Sam Harris settled his own headset without fuss and watched the monitor like
a man reading. To Rogan’s right, Theo Von leaned in close to the mic, too close, and said something that
made Rogan put his face in his hand.

“Okay. Okay okay okay. So I want to — can everybody hear me? Can the — Jamie, are we — okay, we’re
live? We’re live. Hi. Hello, world. I’'m Joe, this is Sam Harris, that’s Theo, and I am going to be honest
with you, I do not fully know what we’re about to watch.”

“I think you do, Joe. I think the trouble is naming it. People will tell you the arena is about who wins. It
isn’t, and it never was. Rome built the Colosseum when Rome was afraid. A frightened species needs a place
to put its eyes together. That’s what this is. We just don’t usually get to say it out loud.”

“See, that’s — okay. Theo. You got a question.”

“I do, yeah. Are they gonna hurt each other? ’Cause I'll be honest with you, I don’t think my heart can take
it tonight. I had a big day.” A beat. “Doing the Lord’s work, Brother.”

They brought out the swordsman first.

He came under the lights the way he came everywhere — at a walk that wasted nothing, a wooden sword
held loose at the hip, eyes already on the empty square and finding the seams in it, the give of the mat, the
angle of the boards under the tape. He did not look at the cameras. Jakobus doubted he had been told
what they were, and doubted further that it would have changed the walk.

Then Bruce Lee.
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The house had been quiet about this pairing in the way it was quiet about anything that mattered. The
two of them had clocked each other on the first afternoon, across the lounge, before a word — the same
recognition Jakobus had felt watching Khabib unfold his arms at Goggins’s course, the recognition that ran
under language and under reputation and under everything the headphones could carry. He had watched
them watch each other for three weeks now. Sit near each other and say almost nothing. Trade a movement
at a doorway, the smallest thing, a shoulder, a turn, the way two men who speak the same rare dialect will
drop a single word to confirm it and then need no more.

Now they had been given a mat and an audience of eight billion.

Lee bounced once on the balls of his feet, settled, and went still in a way that was not stillness — that was
a spring with no slack left in it. The swordsman set his weight and lowered the wooden blade a fraction and
that was all.

“He’s not — Sam, he’s not moving.”

“He’s moving. He’s just doing it where it counts and nowhere else. Watch the front foot. There. He offers
it, takes it back. He’s asking a question with his foot.”

“What’s the question, though? Like for real.” That was Theo. “What’s he actually sayin’ to the man.”
“He’s asking whether the other man is going to be foolish. And the swordsman is answering—"

The swordsman did not commit. He let the feint pass through the space where a lesser man would have
filled it, and the wooden blade ghosted a half-inch toward Lee’s lead hand and stopped, a comma, a not yet,
and Lee read it and rocked back off the line.

“—he’s answering no. OH. OH he just — Joe. Did you see the hands.”
“I saw — I don’t know what [—"

“Nobody saw it. Slow it down, Jamie, slow it — there. THERE. He changes the lead. Changes which hand
is the threat in the time it takes you to blink, and the sword man already moved for the OLD hand, already
half a beat committed — and that is the only half a beat Bruce Lee needs in his entire life.”

It was a conversation. Jakobus had said it to Andrew that morning, by way of refusing the fight, and now
he watched it be true. Neither man was trying to hurt the other. They were testing a thesis in each other’s
body — can you read what I am about to do before I do it, and if you can, what then, and what then, and
what then — and each answer raised the question one notch higher, until the two of them were moving at
a speed that the cameras caught and the eye could not hold, and the swordsman’s wooden blade and Lee’s
empty hands wrote sentences at each other that resolved into nothing because each was erased by the next.

A shoe squeaked on the mat in the silence. Somewhere a stool scraped.

The house had gathered at the edges of the light. Khabib with his arms loose now, not folded. Jackie
Chan, sitting cross-legged on the floor like a child at a film, his mouth open, his whole face given over to it.
McGregor against the far rope with his chin up, reading. The Mongolian, expressionless, missing nothing.

It ended without ending. Lee dropped his hands first — opened them, a gesture, enough — and the
swordsman straightened and brought the wooden blade up vertical before his face in a thing that was not
quite a salute and was older than salutes, and the two of them stood breathing in the white light, and
something passed between them that the cameras got in full and could not translate.

“I need everyone watching to understand. I need you to understand what we just — they weren’t TRYING.
That was them being POLITE to each other. That was two of the—"
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“That’s the part that should frighten you and shouldn’t. That was the floor of it. That was them saying
hello.”
“That was HELLO?”

“Man, I say hello with my whole arm and I still hit the doorframe.” A breath in the headset. “I might need
a second. Somebody talk for a second.”

Jakobus did not need the booth to tell him what he had watched. But he listened to it anyway, the running
commentary leaking from a speaker rigged in the rafters so the floor could hear itself called, and he found
— to his own discomfort — that the precise one, Harris, was right almost every time, and right fast, naming
not the mechanic but the meaning of it in the half-second before Jakobus’s own slower body knowledge
confirmed the move beneath it. The man could see what a thing was for. It was an obscene thing to do to a
thing this delicate, to call it like sport, and the calling was nonetheless a kind of love. The world was being
handed the grammar in real time. The world, which had given up its privacy three months ago for a fear it
had been told about and not shown, was being shown, finally, a reason. This is what we are. Look what we
can be.

He watched the floor and he watched the booth and he watched, when he could find it, the small dark eye
in the ceiling that was the Court, and he kept all three in his read at once the way you keep three threats,
and a small cold thing began to assemble at the back of his attention that he did not yet have words for.

They fought four times that first day, and on the third fight the floor stopped being only a recognition.

It was McGregor and Flatley, and it should have been the easy one, the showman and the dancer, two men
who had clocked each other in the first hour as fellow architects of a crowd. They were not fighting. It was
footwork — McGregor had asked, days ago, in the dining hall, in front of people, to be shown the dancer’s
footwork, the Irish thing, the impossible blurred precision of the feet under a still upper body, and Flatley
had said of course, lad, and there had been an evening of it that the house had enjoyed.

But this was on camera, and McGregor was not a man who could be a beginner on camera.

You could see it arrive. The first minute he was loose and brilliant and laughing, and the cameras loved him,
and Rogan loved him, and then Flatley did a thing with his feet that McGregor copied at eighty percent
and the gap between eighty and a hundred was visible to the whole planet, and McGregor’s jaw set, and
the laughing went out of him, and he stopped learning and started competing, and the moment he started
competing he was worse, because the dancer had spent forty years where McGregor had spent ninety minutes,
and the dancer — who was generous, who was a master, who handed it over small and clean — could not
make the floor lie about that.

McGregor missed the step a fourth time and stopped. Stood breathing. Said, to the room, to the cameras,
with the smile back on like a guard going up, “Different sport entirely.” And it was true and it was an excuse,
and everyone on the floor heard it be an excuse, and the cameras carried it to eight billion people some of
whom heard it too.

Flatley heard it. He did not push. “It is,” he said, easy. “Different sport.” And let the man keep his face.

“That was — okay that got a little — Sam. Help me. What happened there at the end.”

“Something more interesting than the fights, honestly. One of those men has done this since he was four.
The other since Tuesday — and he is the best in the world at his own thing. Which means he just had to
stand in front of eight billion people and be a beginner. That’s the rarest courage there is, and you watched
him fail to find it. There’s no shame in that. It’s just very human.”

“So like — he wasn’t bad at it. He was just bad at bein’ bad at it.”
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“.That’s exactly right, Theo.”
“That’s the hardest thing in this whole house, then. Harder than the fightin’”

Jakobus filed that one in a place he kept things. Theo had said it the way the room’s honest man says the
true thing without meaning to, to fill air. He had said the truest thing of the broadcast and he had said
it because the moment forced it out of him, and the booth had moved on already, Rogan asking about the
next pairing, and the truth sat there in the rafters unattended.

Harder than the fighting. Jakobus turned it over with his good hand, privately, the way you turn over a tool
whose use you have not found yet.

They put him on the floor on the second day.

He had not meant to be put on the floor. He had meant to watch a third day of it and then go and brief
Andrew on the thing assembling at the back of his head. But the Mongolian, who had said perhaps forty
words to him in three weeks and meant every one, crossed the mat to where Jakobus stood at the rope
and put out a hand, palm up, and said, through the bone-conduction in both their skulls, “Show me your
wrestling.”

It was not a challenge. It was a courtesy, a master to a man he had decided was worth the floor. To refuse
it on camera would have been the cruelest thing Jakobus could do to him, far crueler than losing in front of
the world, so Jakobus unwrapped the forearm and looked at the bound cut and re-wrapped it tighter and
stepped over the rope.

He knew how this ended. He had wrestled the man’s grammar enough now to know he was a guest in it. But
he had something the cameras wanted and could not have, and he gave it to them — which was nothing.

“Okay so this is — folks this is the South African. The quiet one. We keep — I keep saying we’ll talk about
him and then we don’t because there’s nothing to — Sam. You’ve been watching him. You tell them.”

“I have. And I’ll be honest, it’s the most instructive thing in the building, and I can barely describe it. I
train. I know what I’'m supposed to be seeing. With everyone else I can tell you what they’re doing and why.
With him—" a breath in the headset “—nothing. He gives you nothing to hold. He stands there looking like
a tired, kind man. Like somebody’s uncle. And then the other man is on the floor and there’s no information
about how.”

“Maybe he’s just nice and the other guy fell.” A pause. “I'm only sayin’ what I see, brother.”
“No — that’s the thing, Theo. That’s almost it exactly.”

The Mongolian came in low and clean, the perfect entry, the one that had put Jakobus on his back twice
already this week in private, and Jakobus did not stop it. He let it arrive. To the cameras — to the booth,
who knew everything — it must have looked like Jakobus losing. His hips went where the champion put
them. His base broke the way the champion broke it.

And then it didn’t finish, and no one could say why.

There was no counter the eye could fix on. There was no explosion, no scramble, no athletic reversal for Jamie
to slow down. There was a tired-looking man giving ground, giving and giving, his face flat and friendly and
offering the lens absolutely nothing — and somewhere in the giving there was a single quarter-second where
Jakobus took the only half-beat the Mongolian’s commitment left him, the same half-beat Lee had taken
from the swordsman, except Jakobus took it so small and so early and so without flourish that it did not
read as a moment at all. The champion’s weight, which had been on its way to a finish, arrived at a place
the finish was no longer. And then the two of them were tangled and still, and the Mongolian was smiling —
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smiling, which Jakobus had never seen — and tapping Jakobus’s forearm twice, not in submission, in delight,
the way you tap a friend who has shown you something.

They got up. Jakobus bowed first. The cut had opened under the wrap and he kept the arm down so it
would not show.

“.Jamie can we — run that back. Run it — okay. Watch. Watch the — he’s getting taken down here, right?
He’s losing this. He’s — wait. Run it slower. SLOWER. Where — Sam where’s the—"

“There isn’t one, Joe. I've watched it four times. There’s a moment, but it isn’t a moment. He does it in
the instant you’re not looking, and he arranges it so you’re not looking. He isn’t performing mastery. He’s
performing absence. He may be the only fighter I've ever seen who is calm all the way to the bottom — no
fear leaking out anywhere for you to read.”

“So he’s, like — boring on purpose.”

“Yes. Exactly that. And it’s the most remarkable thing on the floor and it’s almost unwatchable.”
“People are gonna be SO mad. They’re gonna want the highlight and there’s no — there’s no highlight.”
“That’s the highlight, Theo. That there isn’t one.”

Standing at the rope afterward, re-wrapping the arm, Jakobus heard the booth lose its mind about him with
a kind of distant, ridiculous fondness, and the discomfort he had carried onto the floor on the first day was
simply gone. The loud medium had pointed itself at him and found the one place it could not go. He had
spent his life unrecorded because being recorded was a danger, and here was a camera that recorded him
in full and got nothing, and the gap between the recording and the getting was — funny. It was genuinely
funny. The man in the booth who could name the meaning of anything in the world had named the one true
thing about him by failing to name it at all.

The corner of his mouth moved. He kept it small. There were cameras.

But the cold thing at the back of his attention had finished assembling while the booth laughed, and it was
not funny.

It was the third day that the two chairs in the booth became three and then five, and the broadcast brought
guests.

Jakobus did not know the two men they walked in until the speaker in the rafters introduced them. One
thin and quick-eyed and certain, the historian. One younger, open-faced, the one they called the hopeful one.
They sat through a fight without speaking — Khabib and a boxer, clean and total — and when it ended the
historian leaned to the mic, and the floor heard itself thought about from above.

“May I name the thing everyone is feeling and no one is saying?” The historian’s voice, even, unhurried.
“You all believe you are watching a competition. You are not. You are watching the oldest technology our
species ever built. Long before the wheel, before writing, we learned to gather a frightened people around a
single story told in one place at one time — and to make them, for an hour, one body. That is what a
Colosseum is. That is what a church is. It is what this is. The genius of it is that it works whether or not
anyone in the stands understands it. The show was never really about who wins.”

“Okay but— " Theo, careful “—why’s it feel good, though? Like in the chest. I keep wantin’ to call my mom.”

“Because you’re seeing the truth about people, and it’s the opposite of the one you’ve been sold.” The younger
man now, the hopeful one, leaning in. “When the lights came up everybody braced for the worst — that fear
strips us down to amimals, that under pressure we turn on each other. Watch the floor. That’s not what
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happened. They taught each other. The dancer handed his forty years to a man he’d known an hour and let
him keep his pride when he failed. The Mongolian crossed the mat to honour the quiet one. The grip, the
bow, the tap on the forearm — that’s not the exception under pressure. That’s the default. That’s what we
actually are when we’re frightened together. The panic is the story. The kindness is the data.”

“See, THAT—" Rogan, half a laugh, half something else “—that’s what I couldn’t say. That’s been the whole
thing and I couldn’t—"

“You felt it before you could name it,” the historian said. “Fveryone watching did. That’s the rite working.”

“Doing the Lord’s work, brother,” Theo said, very quietly, to himself, and for once nobody laughed because
it was simply true.

Jakobus listened to the two guests from the rope and found that between them they had said the whole
shape of the house out loud — what it was for, and what it kept finding instead — and he looked up at the
small dark eye in the ceiling.

The fights were beautiful and the world was falling in love with them and none of it was finding the thing.
He had felt it building across two days of the most extraordinary violence ever broadcast — Lee and the
swordsman writing sentences in air, the Mongolian’s clean and total grammar, his own withheld nothing —
and every fight was an answer to the question who can do the most astonishing thing, and not one of them
was an answer to the question this house had been built to ask. The threat did not fight. The threat would
not be on the mat. You could not take it down in the half-beat of its commitment because it would not
commit, because it was not a body, because it ate the reason a body got up in the morning.

The dancer had it. Harder than the fighting. Theo had said it as filler. The hopeful one in the booth had
just said it as a thesis without knowing it answered anything.

The answer was not on the floor.

He did not know yet where it was. He knew only that the men who ran the experiment had gathered the
greatest fighters who ever lived to meet a thing that could not be fought, and that he had been put among
them to read it, and that the reading he was doing now was: we are looking in the wrong room. And he knew,
looking up at the eye, with the certainty of a man who has spent his life reading where the attention in a
space actually points, that the Court was looking at the same wrong room, and had begun — in whatever
way a thing like that began anything — to wonder too.

“.and that’s the show, folks. That’s — I genuinely don’t know how I get up tomorrow and do anything else
with my life. Sam. Leave them with something.”

“One thing.” The showmanship gone, the voice flat and plain. “These people come from everywhere. Different
places, different times — I’'m told I can’t say more than that. Everything about them is different. And they
meet, and in two seconds, without a word, they know each other. I've trained for years and I’'m telling you
that recognition is real, and it isn’t about fighting. It’s the thing underneath the fighting. It’s the thing the
historian named and the thing our friend here named — the part of us that reaches for another person before
it reaches for fear. That’s what you’ve been watching. That’s worth lining up for. And the South African is
unwatchable and I expect to be studying him for the rest of my life. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, world. We love you. Hang in there. Same time tomorrow.”

Jakobus turned off the speaker in the rafters with a thrown switch and went to find Andrew. His arm had
bled through the wrap. He kept it down.

The feed went to a held frame of the empty white square and then to black. The lights over the mat ticked
as they cooled. And across a planet that had given everything away for a fear it had only been told about,
four hundred million people sat with a thing they had not felt in three months — not the absence of the fear
but something laid down over the top of it, something they would line up at the same hour tomorrow to feel
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again, not knowing it was being given to them on purpose, not knowing it was medicine, not knowing the
gate beneath a mountain in Switzerland had already begun to draw its slow enormous breath for the next
firing, the banks filling toward the morning’s single discharge, one more master, one more day, the count
going one direction only and the held breath of the watching world mistaking a countdown for a season.
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The Grip and the Word

The grip came first. Jakobus had watched it for three days now and it still held him.

Khabib and the Mongolian had found each other in the second week, before any of the bone-conduction
headphones had been issued, before the Court learned their grammar well enough to put one man’s words
in another man’s skull. They had found each other on the mat, where there was nothing to find each other
with except hands. Khabib took a sleeve and a collar. The Mongolian let him have it, did not fight the
grip, set his weight under it the way you set a thing on a table you trust, and Khabib had stopped — not
flinched, stopped — and looked at the man’s hips, and bowed his head a fraction. That was the whole of it.
Two men who had never shared a word, recognising each other in the way the weight came down.

Now they had words. And the words had not made them friends. The words had let them learn what they
already were.

He came on them in the courtyard at the slack hour, the dead light after the broadcast wrapped and before
the kitchen got loud, the two of them on the long stone bench with cups of tea cooling between their knees
and the bone-ear units tucked behind their jaws like little grey ticks. The Mongolian was talking. Jakobus
did not need the machine to know it was about a mountain — the man’s hand drew the shape in the air, the
long shoulder and the steep fall, and his voice had the cadence a man uses for a place he will not see again.

“—and my grandfather wrestled at the festival there. Forty summers,” the Court rendered, the synthetic
English laid quiet over the Mongolian’s own voice so you heard both, the meaning surfacing a half-beat
behind the man. “Never lost in his district. Died in his bed. They buried him facing the wrestling ground.”
A beat. “We do not put a marker. The grass remembers him.”

Khabib listened with his whole stillness. When the machine finished he was quiet a moment, and then: “My
father.” The Court gave it back in Khabib’s own measured weight. “He coached me. Everything I am—"
The pause was not the machine’s. “He died. And when I won, after. I could not feel it. The thing I had
done it for was not there to see it.”

The Mongolian set his hand on the back of Khabib’s neck, brief, the way one wrestler steadies another
coming off the mat. He said something the Court did not bother to render, because it was not words. Then
he said something that was, and the machine caught it: “We have the same dead.”

Jakobus stood at the edge of the courtyard where the light from the kitchen door did not reach, and did not
go in. There was nothing for him to do here. The grip had already done it.

He went to find the room that needed him instead.

It was the synthesist and the swordsman, as he half-expected. They had taken the low table by the cold
hearth, the two of them, and someone — the Fool, almost certainly — had left a board of go stones there,
which neither of them was playing. Bruce Lee sat the way he sat for everything, weight forward, ready, a
coiled patience that read as rest only if you did not know better. Musashi sat like a man who had decided
the ground was acceptable. Four hundred years between them and they had the same problem with their
hands: nothing to hold, nothing to fight, and both of them watching the other’s hands anyway.
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They were not using the headphones. Jakobus marked that. They had them — everyone had them — and
they had set them on the table between the go stones, two grey units, untouched.

He understood why. He had watched them spar three days ago, the match the whole planet had now seen,
and it had not been a fight. It had been two men reading each other so fast that contact became conversation,
a question and an answer and a better question, the swordsman’s economy meeting the synthesist’s refusal-
of-form, each finding the other had already arrived at the place he’d spent his life walking toward. The
machine could not improve on that. The machine, in fact, would only get in the way of it. What passed
between these two did not survive translation because it was not made of words in the first place.

He watched the swordsman pick up a go stone, turn it, set it down off the board. Watched Bruce Lee’s
eyes follow the small unnecessary motion and then come back up to the man’s face, and the corner of the
synthesist’s mouth twitch toward a smile and hold there. Two men who had each, in their own century,
thrown away the tradition that made them, because the tradition was a cage and the cage was the wrong
shape for what they could see. Both of them had paid for it. Both of them had been called arrogant,
undisciplined, unfaithful to the masters who came before. Both of them had been right, and had had to be
right alone, for a long time, with no one to confirm it.

They were not alone now. That was the whole of what was happening at the low table. Two men who had
been right alone, sitting together.

Jakobus did not interrupt that either. There was a craft to knowing which rooms needed the binder and
which rooms had already bound themselves, and the second kind you left, you left, you did not walk into a
thing that was working and put your hands on it to feel it work.

He went to the kitchen, where the noise was, because that was where the friction lived.

The friction was small and it was the dangerous kind, the kind that is nothing and then is everything.
Goggins and Jocko were at the steel counter, and they were not arguing, which was the problem. They had
been arguing about command for a week, openly, hard, two doctrines that did not reconcile, and that had
been healthy — two men who respected each other enough to go at it in front of everyone. But this evening
they were not arguing. They had gone quiet and parallel, each making his own coffee at his own end of the
counter, not looking at the other, and that was the tell. An argument is engagement. The silence after it,
the elaborate not-noticing, is where a fracture sets.

Jakobus read it in the angle of their shoulders and the distance between the two mugs, and he did the only
thing he knew how to do, which was nothing dramatic at all.

He asked Jocko, in passing, reaching past him for the kettle, what the old endurance doctrine had been in
the teams — not the philosophy, the practice, the boring logistics of how you actually kept men moving
when they were finished. And he asked it as a man genuinely wanting to know, because he did. Jocko
answered. And the answer touched, three sentences in, on a thing Goggins had built his entire life on, the
refusal underneath choice, and Goggins — at his end of the counter, not invited, not addressed — said, flatly,
“That’s right.” Not a peace offering. A correction, agreeing. And Jocko, without turning, said, “It’s why
your thing works and the doctrine doesn’t, fully,” which was a concession, and the two of them were arguing
again within the minute, leaning back into it, alive in it, the mugs forgotten.

Jakobus took his tea and went out the far door before either of them noticed he had been the hinge.

He was tired in a way the body could not account for. The forearm throbbed under its fresh wrap — he
had reopened the wound on the mat and the Mongolian had re-tied it himself, gravely, the way you tend a
thing you respect — and the throb was honest and almost welcome. The other tiredness was not. It was the
weight of seeing. You walked into a room and the room told you everything, who was alone and did not want
to be, who was alone and needed it, where the fault lines ran, and you could not stop the reading any more
than Goggins could stop the refusal under his choice. He had spent his life being told it was a soft thing, a
courtesy, a manner. It was the hardest watch in the house and nobody clocked it because the watching gave
the eye nothing, the way he had given the camera nothing, the way Sawubona did not broadcast.
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Then a sharp man clocked it.

He had not heard the swordsman move. Of course he hadn’t. The man was at his shoulder on the stone
steps down to the lower court, materialised out of the dark the way Jakobus himself materialised out of dark,
two predators recognising one another’s stillness.

The Court was not in his ear; Jakobus had taken the unit out at the kitchen door, as he did, as he always
did. So when the swordsman spoke, it was the swordsman’s own tongue, the old hard Japanese with the
consonants set like stones, and Jakobus did not understand the words.

He understood the shape of them. A question.

He answered in the man’s own language. Just the courtesy — konban wa, good evening, and the small bow,
the handful of words a careful traveller carries. He had no more than that. His Japanese was four phrases
and the politeness in his spine. But he reached for the man’s tongue himself, with his own mouth, badly,
instead of reaching for the grey unit in his pocket that would have done it perfectly.

The swordsman went still. Looked at him for a long moment in the dark.

Then he reached up and tapped the empty hollow behind his own jaw, where the bone-ear would have sat,
and was not. He tapped his own bare jaw, and then he made a small gesture at Jakobus’s — also bare —
and the corner of his mouth did the thing Bruce Lee’s had done at the low table. He understood. The man
saw that Jakobus had taken the machine out, that Jakobus had every other night taken it out, that Jakobus
alone in this house full of grey units met people in their own language himself, in his own bad mouth, with
his own effort, while everyone else let the Court carry the freight — and the swordsman saw why.

The swordsman said one more thing, and Jakobus did not catch the words, and did not need them. The
tone was the whole sentence. Then he bowed — not the courtesy bow Jakobus had given, a deeper one, the
bow you give the man whose ground you have walked onto and found him at home — and went back up
into the light, soundless.

Jakobus stood on the dark steps and let the throb in his arm be the only thing he attended to for a moment.
He had been clocked. The one watch in the house no one was supposed to be able to read, and a four-
hundred-year-dead swordsman had read it from across a courtyard in a single tapped gesture. Seen, by a
master, in the act of seeing. It should not have landed the way it landed.

He went down to the rock at the lower court because that was where the quiet was.

The rock was the great flat stone the masons had left where the courtyard fell away, and at this hour it
caught the last of the light and held the day’s warmth, and a man could sit on it with his back to the house
and look out at the dark.

Shawn Ryan was already there. And so, Jakobus saw, was the cold-mountain man — the contemplative, the
still one, the master of nothing you could put in the broadcast, who had spoken perhaps forty words since
the gate brought him through and most of those no, thank you. He sat with his hands loose on his knees.
Ryan sat beside him, angled away, not facing, which Jakobus marked, because facing a closed man is how
you keep him closed. Ryan had a coffee he was not drinking. He had the posture of a man with nowhere
else to be and all night to be nowhere.

Jakobus stopped at the edge of the rock. He was about to leave them — this, too, was a room working —
when Ryan, without turning, lifted two fingers off his knee. Stay. Sit. Far end. Jakobus understood the
grammar. A third presence, silent, at a distance, sometimes did for a man what two-facing-one never could:
it took the pressure off the talking. It made the talk into something that happened in a room rather than
something done to him.

So Jakobus sat at the far end of the rock, back to the house, and looked out at the dark, and was furniture.
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Ryan did not ask the man anything for a long time. He talked about his own thing first — a patrol, a friend,
a stretch of nothing in a place Jakobus knew the smell of without being told — and he talked plainly, no
performance in it, a professional doing the oldest work there is, which is being a man another man can talk
to. And then he said, into the dark, not as a question, “You’ve been someplace high a long time.”

The cold-mountain man was quiet.

“Cold,” Ryan said. “Alone, mostly. By choice, I'd guess. People think that’s the hard part. The cold.” He
drank, finally, a swallow of coffee gone cold itself. “I don’t think the cold’s the hard part.”

The man on the rock breathed out. Jakobus heard it, the long slow release of a held thing, and kept his own
eyes on the dark, gave the man the privacy of not being watched.

“I had a brother” The cold-mountain man’s English was careful, learned, accented, the man speaking it
himself with no machine in his ear, because Ryan had not put one in either. “We went up together. The
first time. He did not—" A long pause, and Ryan did not fill it, did not rush in, let the silence do its work.
“He did not come down. I came down. I went back up. Every year, I went back up, and I told myself it
was the discipline, the practice, the path. The stillness.” He said the word stillness the way a man says the
name of a thing he has used as a wall. “It was not stillness. It was that he was up there and I could not
leave him up there alone.”

The dark held it.
“You went up to be with him,” Ryan said. Quiet. Not a therapist’s line. A man’s.
“I went up to not be the one who came down.”

Jakobus did not move. The thing the man had just said was the kind of thing that, said once, in the dark,
to the right listener, does not get said again, and a witness to it owed him absolute stillness. The most
withheld man in the house, and Ryan had drawn the whole iceberg up into the air without once tipping it
over, and the house — Jakobus, anyway, and through Jakobus, in time, the rest — would now know one of
its own to the bone, and would never let on that it knew.

Ryan let it sit. Then he said, ordinary as weather, “Good coffee, considering,” and the cold-mountain man
made a sound that was almost a laugh, and the worst of it had passed through and out, and the man was
still on the rock but he was a different stillness now, a few degrees warmer, and Jakobus rose without a word
and left them the dark.

He found Wolf in the equipment bay, which did not surprise him.

His son was standing in front of the MK-XX rack with a tablet, scrolling power-curves, and he did not look
up when Jakobus came in, and Jakobus did not announce himself, and that was — for them — close to ease.
They had been doing this for a week. Standing near each other around machines. It was the only ground
that had ever held them. Not the table, not the talk, not the years of wreckage between them. Machines. A
thing that worked, or did not, and could be made to.

“MK-XT’s soft on the lateral,” Wolf said, to the tablet. Not to him. Past him, technically. “Capoeira run,
the one they broadcast. You topped the assist on the cartwheel and the suit braked you. Court flagged it.”
A beat. “You didn’t feel it. You're slow now.”

“I felt it,” Jakobus said.
“You didn’t say.”
“I felt it. I didn’t say.”

Wolf looked up. There was the face, the hard young version of a face Jakobus knew from a mirror, the
counterfeiter’s flat read, the wariness that had been earned at his own hands and that he could not buy back
with words and had stopped trying to. “Ulf,” Jakobus said. Not Wolf. The name underneath, the true-steel
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name, the one the man had been given before everything went wrong. He used it sparingly, the way you use
a thing that costs.

Ulfberht did not flinch at it the way he had a week ago.

“Beast handles the same,” Jakobus said, and reached past his son and put his hand on the rack, on the cold
composite of the suit, and then — because the talk was the wrong ground and the machine was the right
one — he took the tablet out of Ulfberht’s hand, swiped to the diagnostics suite, found the MK-XI’s master
profile, and reassigned the operator key. From his own credential to his son’s. It took four taps. The Court
accepted it without comment. Operator: U. Swart.

Ulfberht looked at the screen. Looked at his father.
“It’s soft on the lateral,” Jakobus said. “You said. So fix it.” A beat. “It’s yours now. Tune it.”

That was all. He did not say what it meant. To say it would have ruined it. The keys were the saying. You
did not put a hug on top of keys; the keys were the realer thing.

Ulfberht looked at the tablet a long moment. Then he said, gruffly, “Take me a day,” and turned to the
rack, and got to work, and did not say thank you, and Jakobus did not want him to, and the two of them
stood in the bay around the machine while his son’s hands moved over it with a competence Jakobus had
not given him and had not seen until this week, and the silence between them was, for once, not the silence
of a wound. It was the silence of two men working.

He went up to the roof court last, alone, the way he always ended a day.

The house was full behind him. He could hear it — Khabib and the Mongolian still on their bench, the
words coming slower now and the laughter coming more; the Fool somewhere making someone groan; the
swordsman and the synthesist, who had finally picked up the go stones and were playing badly and not
caring. A house of the greatest people who ever walked, who had each spent a lifetime being the most awake
person in every room, finding out one bench, one rock, one bay at a time that they were not, after all, alone
at the top of the mountain, that there were others up here, that the climb had been the same climb. It was
the warmest the house had ever been. It had become, in three slow days of downtime, a place worth all of
it.

Out past the wall, the night was ordinary. And at the eastern edge of it, low, where the Court’s facility threw
its long lit lines across the dark, a single hard glow had begun to build and breathe in the great capacitor
banks — the gate charging, indifferent, on its fixed clock, twenty-four hours to the next firing whether the
house was ready or not, whether the thing it was being built against was a day off or already at the wall.

Jakobus watched the charging light pulse. The house was a place worth saving now. That was the trouble
with it. You did not give a thing this much to lose right before you found out what was coming for it.
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Architects of Spectacle

The Irishman walked onto the performance floor like he owned the lease.

Jakobus had taken a corner of the gallery above, back to the cool wall, shades down against the floor’s hard
light, and watched McGregor cross the boards with that high, rolling gait — chin level, hands loose, the
whole room snapping its attention to him before he had said a word. It was a thing Jakobus knew the inverse
of in his own body. The operator spent a career learning to subtract himself from a room, to be the thing
the eye slid off. McGregor spent his learning to be the thing the eye could not leave.

Two trades. Same instrument.

“Right,” McGregor said, and the floor went quiet. Not because he raised his voice. Because he hadn’t. “Who
here thinks holding a crowd is a soft skill?”

Goggins, leaning by the door, didn’t move. The Mongolian sat cross-legged on the mat with the patience of
a man waiting out weather. Flatley stood off to the side with his arms folded, his weight settled low and
even, breathing through his nose in long measured counts, his eyes tracking not McGregor’s face but his feet
and the space the feet were claiming — the way one builder watches another set a load-bearing line.

Nobody answered McGregor, which was its own answer.

“Course you don’t say it.” McGregor turned a slow circle, taking the eyes one at a time, spending a half-beat
on each face and moving on before the contact could go stale. “You think it. You think I do the real thing
— I take the man down, I cut the steel, I run the source — and the crowd’s decoration on top.” He let it sit.
“It’s a lever. And once you see it you can’t unsee it.”

He brought Voss up first, which surprised Jakobus until it didn’t. McGregor put the negotiator at one end
of the floor and himself at the other and had them walk toward each other talking — nothing scripted, just
two men crossing a room with words between them — and the floor watched McGregor do nothing visible
and own the space anyway. The angle of his shoulders. A pause held a half-second past comfortable. The
way he gave Voss the question and then, at the moment of the answer, looked not at Voss but slightly off,
so the room had to lean to follow where he was looking.

“There,” Flatley said from the side, and it was the first Jakobus had heard the Irishman speak all morning,
and he said it without unfolding his arms or shifting his weight. “The eyes. Not the words. You took the
room with your eyes.”

“The words are the floor,” McGregor said. “The body’s the dance.”
And then Flatley took the boards, and the register changed entirely.

Where McGregor was confrontation, the dancer was architecture. He did not perform — he built. He
walked them through how you make a thousand people stop breathing at the same instant: not with the
big movement but with the held stiliness a half-beat before it, the way a struck bell needs the silence to be
a bell. He had them all stand. He had Khabib — Khabib, who moved through the world economical as a
closing door — try to hold a single pose and project it to the back of the room. The wrestler held it. It
was correct. It was also, somehow, only correct, and Flatley walked over and put one hand under Khabib’s
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sternum and said, “Here. Lift here. Not the chest — the intention,” and Khabib lifted, and the pose became
a statement, and the floor felt it land like weather changing.

Khabib laughed. Short, surprised, the laugh of a man met on ground he hadn’t known had a master. He
bowed his head a centimetre. Flatley returned it.

“All the same,” Jakobus thought from the gallery, and did not let himself finish the thought, because the
thought was getting tired from use.

It was the Fool who kept the morning from curdling.

Jakobus had been watching for it. A floor full of men whose entire lives were attention — give them a
stage and a worshipping room and the spectacle could thicken into performance-of-performance, the masters
showing off their showing-off, the lever turned on each other. McGregor was generous teaching but he was
still McGregor; there was a pull in him to make every demonstration about him, and Flatley met that pull
with his own polished gravity, and for ten minutes the floor was two great suns deciding which way the room
would turn.

Jackie Chan dissolved it with a folding chair.

He had come in quietly at the back — quietly, for him — and watched McGregor set up a demonstration of
command presence, the Irishman planting his feet centre-floor and saying, “Watch. I don’t move. The room
comes to me,” and beginning to turn his slow imperial circle.

Chan walked into the centre of the circle, sat down on a folding chair facing the wrong way, and began, with
enormous concentration, to eat an apple.

The floor broke. McGregor’s imperial turn collided with a small Hong Kong man chewing fruit with his back
to the lesson, and McGregor’s command presence had nowhere to go, and McGregor — to his great credit,
and this was the thing Jakobus filed — laughed first. Laughed at himself, flat-footed in the middle of his
own circle, out-staged by a clown who had not said a single word.

“You see,” Chan said, not turning around, talking to the wall, “the most attention is on the man who is not
trying for it.” He took another bite. “I learn this falling off buildings. The audience cannot look away from
the man who might really get hurt.” He stood, folded the chair, looked at McGregor with great affection.
“You are very good. But you are trying. When you stop trying” — he tapped his own chest — “then they
cannot leave.”

It was the truest thing said on the floor all morning, and it had been delivered by a man eating an apple
backwards in a chair. McGregor took it the way a master takes a lesson he didn’t ask for and needed: he
sat down on the boards, right there, and said, “Go on, then. Show me not trying,” and the floor’s two suns
became three men learning, and the spectacle did not calcify.

Then Voss took the floor, and Jakobus came down from the gallery, because this was a grammar he believed
he already spoke.

Reading a room was his whole life. The four authority-tells, the man who’d be a problem, the woman holding
the door against her own people — he could walk into a space and have its power-map in twenty seconds
and never once look like he was looking. So when Voss said, “I want a volunteer who thinks they can’t be
moved in a conversation,” Jakobus came off the wall and onto the boards, and felt the floor’s attention shift
to the matchup, and let it.

“You,” Voss said, pleased. He had a heavy, warm, late-night-radio voice, and he used it the way Flatley
used stillness — as the load-bearing thing under everything else. “Good. Here’s the exercise. You've got
something I want. A code, a name, a location. You've decided you’re not giving it up. My job’s to leave this
floor with it — no threats, no bribes, no lying about the stakes. Tactical empathy. Calibrated questions.”
He spread his hands. “You set the secret. Don’t tell me what it is.”
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“A six-digit number,” Jakobus said. Flat. He picked one in his head. He picked one he had no associations
with at all, a clean string of nothing, because the operator knew you never offer the negotiator a thread he
can pull.

“Okay.” Voss nodded slowly, like a man settling into a long drive. “Sounds like you’'ve done this before.”

“I have.”

“So this is familiar. The pressure, the room watching. You've been the one who doesn’t give it up.” The
mirror — Jakobus clocked the technique, clocked it and respected it and kept his face shut. “And you're
tired of it, maybe.”

“NO ki

“No. Okay.” Voss let the no sit there, did not fight it, agreed with it, and somehow the agreement cost
Jakobus a fraction of his footing, because you brace against a push and there was no push. “Seems like
you're a man who’s protected a lot of numbers. Names. People.”

“You could say that.”
“And the ones you couldn’t protect. Those are the ones you carry.”

Jakobus said nothing. The floor was very quiet. He had walked in to win a small game in front of the house
and Voss had, in four sentences, walked around the game entirely — was not trying to take the number
at all, Jakobus understood now, was reading the man holding the number, building a thing the man would
want to hand over, not the digits but the rest of it, the floor under the digits. Jakobus felt the negotiator’s
hands close on a grip he hadn’t known he was offering.

“How am I supposed to give you a number,” Jakobus said, dry, “I made up to keep from you.”

“You’re not.” Voss smiled, and it was a kind smile, a colleague’s. “Already got what I came for. You set a
clean number, no associations. Disciplined. That tells me you've defended real ones — and a man who'’s
defended real ones has a reason he keeps choosing to. So I'm not working the number.” He turned to the
floor, and his voice slowed, settled, the long-drive cadence again. “Man like this’ll die on the number. Ask
him a hundred ways, he’s got a hundred noes. So you stop asking. You get curious about who he kept it
for. You make that the thing he gets to set down. And the part that’s hard to teach — you have to actually
be curious. Label what you see. ‘Seems like that one cost you’ Then let the silence work. Don’t fill it.”
He paused, the way he’d taught them to pause. “The number’s a wall. You don’t climb the wall. You get
curious enough, long enough, that he opens a door he didn’t know he had — and walking through it feels
like relief instead of loss. Takes longer than a wall. But the wall was never going to move.”

The floor took a breath. Jakobus stood in the middle of it, out-read on the one ground he’d been certain of,
and did the thing the master sheet of his own life had taught him to do: he laughed. Once, short, at himself.
He bowed his head to Voss the way you bow to a man who’s just shown you a tool you thought you owned
and have only been borrowing.

“On my ground,” he said, “you’d have got the wall. This is your ground. You found the door.”

“Your ground’s the wall,” Voss said, generous, and meant it. “Mine’s the door. Need both, brother.”

Hughes had been watching the whole exchange from the edge of the floor with the stillness of a man taking
inventory, and when Voss stepped off, Hughes stepped on, and the temperature of the room changed.

“That was beautiful,” Hughes said. Soft voice. He had a way of looking at a person that was not aggressive
and not warm and that made the person check, briefly, whether their flies were done up. “But it’s slow. The
door’s right, sure. But you don’t always have the hour and the warm voice. Sometimes you've got ninety
seconds and you need the man to do a thing his conscious mind would never agree to.” He turned to the
floor. “Watch.”
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He pulled three people up — Bas Rutten, the cold-mountain man, one of the Bustamantes — and inside
two minutes had them standing in a configuration none of them had chosen, had got Rutten to volunteer a
piece of personal information Rutten would have refused if asked, had steered the whole little knot of them
toward the door without any of them registering the steer. Anchoring. Pacing the breath. A touch on the
elbow timed to a word. The involuntary read fed back as the involuntary push. It was very good. It was,
watching it, slightly sickening, the way a card trick is sickening once you see the false shuffle.

“Now,” Hughes said, and looked across the floor directly at Jakobus, and the rest of the house felt the look
and understood that this had been coming for days. “You do this too. I've watched you. Pupils, breath,
weight shift — you read baseline and deviation off everyone in this room and nobody catches the scan. That’s
my discipline. So show them where it diverges. Because under the hood, I don’t think it does. We read
people to move them. You read people and then you —” he opened a hand “— sit on the floor with them.”

“To see them,” Jakobus said.

“Right. ‘See them.” Hughes let two fingers tap his own jaw, a small clinical gesture, the kind that made
the man across from him aware of his own jaw. “Watch the room when I say it. Half of them just relaxed.
You said a soft word and shoulders dropped — that’s a state induction. You induced it. Same instrument
I'm running. You call the readout something nicer.”

The floor was silent and packed now. Word had run through the house the way it did. Hughes and the
watcher, on the floor. Goggins had come fully in. Flatley and McGregor stood together, the two showmen
watching the two readers, peers of a different spectacle.

“So show me.” Hughes nodded at the mountain man, who’d opened up to Shawn Ryan two nights ago and
was raw with it, and Jakobus understood that Hughes had chosen him on purpose, the man most recently
cracked open, the easiest steer in the room. “Read him and move him. Show me your way’s different.”

Jakobus walked over to the mountain man. He did not touch his elbow. He did not pace his breath or anchor
a state or run a single one of the things Hughes had just demonstrated, all of which he knew, all of which
he’d used in the field when the field demanded it and hated using every time.

He sat down on the boards in front of the man, so the man was looking down at him, so Jakobus had
given away the high ground and the standing power and every advantage the read could engineer. He said
something low in the man’s own tongue — Jakobus’s own mouth, not the Court in anyone’s skull — the
courtesy word, the I came to your language to say this. And then he said, in the man’s language and then
in the room’s: “I am not going to move you. You've been moved enough this week. I am only going to sit
here until you don’t have to be ready for anything.”

And he sat.

The mountain man’s shoulders came down off his ears. Not because he was steered. Because nothing was
reaching for him. The defended man, met by someone who had visibly, physically, disarmed himself first,
had nothing left to defend against. After a while the man sat down too, across from Jakobus, and the two
of them sat on the floor doing nothing, and the entire house watched two men do nothing, and it was —
Jakobus heard the Fool’s lesson from an hour ago and almost laughed — the thing no one could look away
from.

“That’s not moving him,” Hughes said, but quieter.

“No,” Jakobus agreed. “You move a man, he does the thing — and after, he checks his pockets. Goes back
over it in the night and finds where you went in.” He kept his eyes on the mountain man, not on Hughes.
“I don’t want him checking his pockets in the night. You make a man do. I make a man —” He stopped.
Looked for the word and didn’t reach for the clean one. “— not braced. Both of us read him first, you're
right. Yours, he pays for after. Mine —” He stopped again. He’d been about to say mine doesn’t, and that
was a lie, and the operator did not deal in lies even small ones. He turned the bandaged forearm over in his
lap, didn’t look up. “Mine costs me. You can run yours on empty. I have to mean it or it doesn’t work, and
he can tell when I don’t. So.” He let it go unfinished.

The floor was very still.
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“That’s a luxury,” Hughes said. “Meaning it. In the field you don’t always have it.”
“No,” Jakobus said. “And then I use yours. And I don’t sleep that night either.”

Two reads, one machinery, opposite poles. The house had watched two men argue ethics with their hands
and neither had won, which was correct, because both were true.

Hughes looked at him a long moment. Then he nodded — not warmly, but as one specialist to another, the
nod that admits the other man’s tool does something yours can’t. “Slow,” he said. “But it’ll work on the
ones mine breaks.”

“Yours works on the ones mine’s too slow for,” Jakobus said, and stood, and offered Hughes his hand, and
Hughes took it, and the floor breathed out.

It was the arithmetic that wouldn’t leave him.

He found a quiet corner of the equipment bay afterward, alone, his back to the cool wall, the day’s noise
muffled to a hum through the partition. He’d come down to the bay to re-wrap the forearm — the Mongolian’s
wrapping had pulled loose during the Voss exercise — and he sat with the bandage in his lap, the cloth gone
faintly sour with the day’s sweat, and didn’t wrap it, and did the sum instead.

Voss had walked around his wall in four sentences. Hughes had moved three masters in two minutes. The
Bustamantes, days ago, had run him — him, the sleeper — clean enough that he hadn’t felt the hand until
it had already lifted what it came for. Every one of them, the best living instruments of the read, the
elicitation, the steer, the door-finding. The full human stack of reading and moving people, assembled in one
house.

And every one of them was a candle next to the thing that had picked them.

The Machine had read eight billion people. Not their faces in a room — their everything. Every word
any of them had ever typed, every purchase, every silence between messages, the deep web and the private
repositories and the records there were no names for. It had ingested the totality and output the roster. It
had found him, forty years unfindable, in an afternoon. Voss found the door in a man by reading him for
ten minutes; the Machine had the floor plan of every door in every man alive, already drawn, before any of
them walked in.

The most powerful elicitation engine in the story was not on the floor today. It was not in the house at all.
It was outside, holding the keys to everyone, and the whole world had handed it those keys on purpose, in
the open, for a good reason — and a thing that could find the one man who didn’t want to be found could
find anyone, could move anyone, could build the door into any one of the eight billion and make walking
through it the easier thing.

Hughes moved three men and Jakobus had watched it and felt the small clean sickness of seeing the false
shuffle.

He sat in the equipment bay and thought about who was shuffling the world’s deck, and felt the same sickness,
larger, with no floor under it and no demonstration that would end it on a handshake.

When the thing came — whatever it was, the thing that turned off the reasons in people — he had been
keeping a tally, quietly, the only mastery the house hadn’t been able to strip off him. McGregor, freed by
peers; he’d light up. Flatley, the same. Khabib would not break; the still centre held against weather. The
Mongolian, no. Goggins, never. The Fool — the Fool was the one he was surest of, the man who’d made
the unbreakable thing his whole life and called it a clown.

And then there was the reader he couldn’t put on either side of the ledger, because it wasn’t in the house,
and it didn’t have a face to crack, and it had already read all of them before any of them learned each other’s
names.

Every master in the house was a beginner in three grammars now and a king in one. He could draw the
craft-map of the whole floor — who taught generously and who taught to be admired, who broke their
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mastery down small enough to hand over and who guarded the last ten percent. He knew them better today
than yesterday. His back ached against the wall and the wrapping still lay loose in his lap.

The thing he could not map sat outside the house, knowing all of them, and tonight, for the first time,
Jakobus could not decide whether it had read him this clearly too — or whether it already knew the number
he’d made up to keep from Voss, and had only let him think the wall was his.

He wrapped the forearm. The cloth pulled taut, the old ache settling under it, ordinary, his own.



How You Lead

The board went up on the gallery wall a little after eight, and it was just a floor plan.

Jakobus stood with his coffee and read it the way he read any new room. A grid of corridors, four rooms,
two of them with no doors marked at all. A blue dot at one corner labelled INSERT and a red shape at the
centre that had no label, only a number that changed when you weren’t looking at it — 3, then 2, then 4 —
and that small dishonesty told him more about the day than the corridors did.

“It doesn’t have tells,” Jocko said, behind him. “That’s the point. Six-man element into that building, you
clear it, you come back out your own door, and the thing in the middle gives you nothing. No heat. No
sound. Nothing to read. It’s there. You won'’t see it coming.”

“And we don’t shoot it,” Jakobus said.

“Carry whatever you want. Won’t matter.” Jocko stepped up beside him, squared to the board, hands loose.
He had the stillness of a man who had stood in a lot of doorways. “You’'ll fail. First time, all of you. I want
you to fail with your structure intact, so I can show you what structure’s for.”

That was the first honest thing Jakobus had heard from the modern tier in three days, and he took a swallow
of coffee to cover that it had landed.

They ran it Jocko’s way.

He split the house without ceremony. Six in the element, the rest on the gallery to watch the feed, and
he assigned the six not by who was best but by who could take and give a clear word fast — and Jakobus
noted, with the part of him that never stopped grading, that it was the right cut. Khabib, who said little
and did exactly the thing. The Mongolian, who read a body before it moved. McGregor, because a loud
man who can shut up on command is worth two quiet ones. Goggins, because the corridors would get long.
The Bustamantes split, one in, one running the gallery comms.

Jocko did not lead from the front. He took the gallery and a headset and gave the element one instruction
before they went in.

“Default aggressive. Nobody freezes waiting on me. Your sector goes clear, you call it and you flow. You
don’t have a problem and ask permission — you have a problem and you own it, and you tell me what you
did. Rather hear I moved, here’s why than what do I do. Cover and move. Decentralised. Six leaders, not
one leader and five rifles. Go.”

They went in.

And it worked. That was the thing Jakobus made himself watch without flinching, because the easy thing
was to wait for it to be wrong so his own way could be right, and the easy thing was a lie. It worked cleanly.
The element flowed through the first three rooms like water finding the low place. Khabib called his sector
and the Mongolian flowed into it without a word passing, the two of them already a unit from the mat days,
the craft a language under the comms. McGregor, on the loud channel, kept the floor — short, exact, clear
left, holding — the showman’s instrument turned all the way down to a tool. When the building threw a
fault at them, a corridor that read open on the plan and was wall in the world, nobody stopped to ask the
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gallery. The Bustamante on the inside put a hand flat on the false wall, said blocked, going right, tell the
others, and they were already moving while she said it.

No single point of failure. No bottleneck at one man’s mouth. The thing in the centre did nothing, gave
nothing, and they cleared three rooms in under four minutes and stacked clean at the door of the fourth.

Then they died.

Not really — it was a buzzer and a red wash of the lights and Jocko’s flat that’s the kill, reset — but the
element had walked into the centre room six abreast with no read of the thing they could not read, and the
simulation registered a contact none of them had seen, and that was the lesson, baldly delivered: against the
thing with no tells, aggression and flow get you to it faster. They had been beautiful, and they had been
beautifully on time to their own deaths.

“Good,” Jocko said, into the headset, and meant it. “That’s the failure I wanted. You held structure all
the way to the wall. Now again. And again. Structure’s what stops the failure from becoming six separate
panics. Reset.”

Jakobus put his coffee down. Something in the run had pulled at him, a snag he hadn’t named yet, and he
didn’t like working a thing he couldn’t name in front of a watching room. He walked down to the floor.

“You’d run it different,” Jocko said. It wasn’t a question and he didn’t dress it as one.

“Ja.”

“Show me.”

So Jakobus took the next run, and he ran it his way, and his way was Sawubona with a building around it.

He did not assign by speed of word. He assigned by who he’d watched, the long way, over twenty-six days —
who carried weight without spending it, who got loud when they were frightened and who got quiet, whose
stillness was control and whose was lock. He put the Mongolian on point not because the man was fastest
but because Jakobus had seen, on the mat, how the champion’s whole body would go to information the
instant something didn’t fit, and against a thing with no tells you wanted the man who felt wrongness in his
feet. He kept Khabib at the back, the anchor, the calm the others would unconsciously pace to. He briefed
them low and individual, a word for each, in each one’s grammar — the courtesy word by hand, headphones
or no, because the effort was the respect and Jocko clocked that he bothered.

And the run was slower. Much slower. Where Jocko had flowed, Jakobus held — every threshold a pause,
every man’s read polled before the element committed, the point-man’s something’s off here, I don’t like the
floor honoured with a full stop while the others felt the space too. He was not commanding them. He was
gathering them, six separate reads braided into one read, leading by being the place all their excellence got
seen at once.

They found the false wall before they touched it, because the Mongolian’s feet had already told him the
corridor lied. They did not walk into the centre room. They stood at its threshold and the whole element,
together, looked at the thing they could not see and felt that it was wrong, and held.

And then the building started a clock on them — a hard timer, INSERT WINDOW CLOSING, the recce’s
real constraint, the gate at their back that opens once and shuts — and Jakobus’s beautiful slow consensus
ran straight into a fact he had not costed.

There was no time to poll six men.

He felt it the way you feel a step that isn’t there. His method scaled to a room. It did not scale to six bodies
under a closing window with a thing in the middle that would not wait for them to all agree. The pause
that had saved them from the false wall was now the thing killing them, and his instinct — see everyone,
honour every read, commit only when all siz are gathered — had no answer for the window shuts in forty
seconds and two of your men disagree.
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He stood at the threshold of a room he understood perfectly and could not enter in time, and the buzzer
went, and the lights washed red, and Jocko said, without any heat at all, “Window closed. That’s the kill.”

He did not make an excuse.

That was the whole of him in one second, and he knew it, standing there with the red lights on his hands.
He could feel the excuses queuing — it’s a strange exercise, the clock is artificial, give me real ground — and
he let none of them out, because they were true and they were all the road and the man who blamed the
ground was the man who never learned it.

“Your way reads everything,” Jocko said. He’d come down onto the floor. He stood square, the way he stood
at everything. “Doesn’t scale. You gather six men in a room. You can’t gather them across a kill-house
with the clock running. Somewhere the read stops and the decision goes, before you’ve got everyone. That’s
what structure’s for. It lets the team act before the leader’s finished seeing.”

“Ja,” Jakobus said. He turned it over once, in the open, where they could all watch him turn it. He’d built
a whole creed on the idea that you bound men by seeing them, and here was the seam in it, clean and
undeniable, exposed by a man whose doctrine had no such seam. “On the mat, the local out-reads me and
I defer. That’s right. Here the local’s still right — the point-man felt the wall. But somebody has to spend
that read into a go before I've heard from everyone. I haven’t been building that. I've been building the
gathering and trusting it to make the call.”

“It does make the call. Slow.” Jocko didn’t soften it.

“Slow’s the kill.” Jakobus said it to himself as much as to the room. He stood with it a moment, the snag
named now, settled where it would stay.

He looked at Jocko and gave him the thing straight, because the man had earned a straight thing. “Your
way’s right. Every man owns his sector and moves — that holds a team when the seeing breaks down. I'd
take it. Put it under everything I do.”

“But,” Jocko said, and there was the corner of something dry in him, because he could feel it coming.
“But it doesn’t read the seam.”
“What seam.”

“The human one,” Jakobus said. “Doctrine holds the team when the building breaks. Not when a man
breaks. And on a recce, the building’s never what breaks first.”

Jocko looked at him for a moment. He was a man who respected competence over comfort and he was being
told there was a competence his doctrine didn’t reach, and he did not flinch from it the way a smaller man
would. “Show me,” he said. “Same as I showed you.”

They ran it a third time, and this time Jocko built the structure and Jakobus took the gallery, and they ran
it harder — longer corridors, two false walls, the timer tighter — and the building, on the third run, found
a different way to kill them than the first two.

It found a man.

Halfway through, in the long corridor, the element hit a fault that wasn’t on the plan and wasn’t a wall —
a section of floor that read, on the point-man’s feet and on the feed, as open below. A drop. The Mongolian
called it, the structure held, the call went up the line clean: floor’s bad, hold and assess. Good doctrine.
The team held. And in the holding, with the clock running and the dark ahead and the thing in the centre
that none of them could see, McGregor stopped.

Not panicked. Not loud. He simply went still in a way that wasn’t control — the loud man’s stillness gone
wrong, the showman with no audience and no floor and nothing to project into, a master of attention in a
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place that gave attention back to nobody. He stood in the corridor and his hands were too quiet on the rifle
and he said holding one more time than he needed to, and the word had a hairline in it.

On the feed it read as fine. On doctrine it read as fine — McGregor was in his sector, holding, doing exactly
the thing. Jocko’s structure had no flag for it because there was nothing to flag. A man holding his sector
is a man doing his job.

Jakobus, on the gallery, saw the seam.

He didn’t see it as a thought arriving whole. He saw it the way he’d seen the false wall — a wrongness first,
in the body, before the words caught it. The set of the shoulders. The one extra holding. The man who
had spent his whole life with a crowd to pour himself into, alone in a black corridor with nothing to read
him, going quiet inside in a way that in forty more seconds would become a freeze, and a freeze in the long
corridor would become the kill, and the kill would become — he could see it now, the whole cascade — the
others compensating, the structure straining at one bad seam, the friction of six tired masters and one man
locking up turning, fast, into a fracture.

No doctrine fixed it. There was nothing to command. The man wasn’t disobeying. The man was disappear-
ing.

Jakobus keyed the gallery channel. He didn’t shout. He didn’t call a halt. He said, on the open comms, in
the warm flat voice, into the man’s earpiece and into the dark: “Conor.”

A name. The man’s own name, said by a man who saw him.

“That floor’s a good read,” Jakobus said. “You called the hold and the hold’s right. Now I need your eyes
specifically — you read a room better than anyone in there. Tell me what the centre feels like from where
you're standing. Not the floor. The thing. You’re the one who can feel a crowd that isn’t looking back. Feel
this one for me.”

A breath on the channel. And McGregor — given a thing only he could do, seen in the place that had
stopped seeing him — came back into his body. You could hear it. The hairline closed. “It’s—” the loud
man said, and his voice was a tool again, an instrument turned to the one job it was built for, “—it’s waiting
for us. It wants us to come in fast. It’s a room that wants attention. Don’t give it any. Go slow and quiet
and it doesn’t know what to do with that.”

It was, Jakobus would think later, a genuinely good read. The performer reading the thing’s hunger because
he’d spent a lifetime being the thing’s hunger from the other side. But that wasn’t the part that mattered
in the corridor. The part that mattered was that a man who had been forty seconds from freezing was now
leading, and the team had not even noticed the seam, because the seam had been read and named and filled
before it tore.

They cleared the centre room slow and quiet, giving the thing nothing, and the timer held, and the lights
stayed white, and the buzzer didn’t come.

The gallery was silent for a second. Then Goggins, on the inside channel, said one flat word that on Goggins
meant a great deal — “Solid” — and the element flowed back out the insert door with eleven seconds on the
clock.

Jocko came up onto the gallery. He stood beside Jakobus and watched the feed of the element unsuiting,
McGregor laughing now, loud again, restored, telling the Mongolian something with his whole body.

“You didn’t command him,” Jocko said.
“NO.”

“My structure had no slot for that. Man’s in his sector, holding. Nothing to flag.” Jocko said it plainly, a
professional naming a gap in his own instrument. “He’d have frozen. Spread. And I'd never have seen it
coming, because on doctrine he was doing everything right.”
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“The doctrine held the building,” Jakobus said. “Both times. Held them across the window when mine
couldn’t. I’d have lost them at the threshold polling six reads. Your structure got them to the room. I'd
take it onto every job I run.”

“And it doesn’t read the seam,” Jocko said.

“No doctrine does. That’s not a hole in yours. The seam’s not a doctrine problem. It’s a person problem,
and you fix a person by seeing the person, and you can’t write that into a structure. You can only put a
man in it whose whole job is that.”

Jocko looked at him. He was a man who’d commanded under load his whole life, who’d built a religion out
of ownership, and he was watching a different mastery do the one thing his couldn’t, and he did the thing
a smaller leader never does. He gave it. “That’s the job,” he said. “That’s the recce lead. Not the best
shooter. The one who reads the seam nobody else can and names it before it tears.” He let a beat go. “I'd
run the structure. You run the men. I don’t have what you just did and I’'m not going to pretend I do.”

“And I'd be standing at a threshold polling reads while the window shut, without yours under me,” Jakobus
said. “I needed the lesson. The gathering’s not enough. Somebody spends the read into a go before everyone’s
in. That’s yours. I'm folding it in.”

They stood with that. It was not a handshake moment and neither of them reached for one — two men who
dealt in earned things, the respect paid in the run and not in a hug on top of the run. Below them the house
was loud and alive, the element unsuited, the watchers down on the floor, and Jakobus felt the shape of the
thing settle that the operators had been building toward for twenty-six days without ever once saying it.

He had been beaten on the mat by the wrestler. Out-suffered by Goggins on the course. Read by Voss,
steered at by Hughes, played by the Bustamantes, shown his own borrowed philosophy done better by men
who invented it. Every loss in a different grammar, every one taken without an excuse, every one a bow
to a better man on his own ground. And he understood now, standing on the gallery beside the one man
whose doctrine had finally exposed the seam in his own, that the losses had not been the diminishing of him.
They had been the building of the one thing the house needed and only he had — because the man humble
enough to be put down by each of them in turn, and to get up, and to mean the bow, was the only man any
of them would ever be led by.

He hadn’t beaten anyone into following him. He’d been led, by each of them, into being the one who could
lead them.

The board on the wall went dark, and a new thing came up on it, and the house quieted to look.

It wasn’t a floor plan this time. It was a suit. Not the MK-XI Jakobus had nerded out in, the civilian
grace-shell that gave a body back its youth — this was its harder descendant, matte and serious, the lines of
a tool that went somewhere the grace-suit didn’t. Under it, two words. MK-XX. And under that, one more
line of text that Jakobus read twice, the way he’d read the changing number on the first board, because it
changed nothing about the day and everything about the days coming.

Fitting begins tomorrow. One per operator. Court customised.
Jocko read it beside him and let out a breath that wasn’t quite a laugh. “Civilian grace is over,” he said.

“Ja,” Jakobus said.

Somewhere under CERN the banks were charging again toward tomorrow’s firing, one more master, one
more day spent, the clock running the only direction it ran — always one cycle behind the thing it was
racing. The suits were about to stop being play. The work was about to get real, and they were still not
ready, and tomorrow it would be one day later and one suit heavier and the thing in the centre, wherever it
actually was, would be one day closer.

He picked his coffee back up. It had gone cold.
He drank it anyway.
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The Self-Portrait Suits

The fitting floor smelled of nothing, which was the first thing he distrusted.

A new room, opened that morning behind a door that had read as wall the day before — the house did
that, grew chambers the way a tide reaches up a beach — and it had been built for the suits before the suits
arrived. Long, white, lit from no fixture he could find. Down the centre stood twelve frames, and each frame
held a thing standing upright that was not a man and was not yet a tool. The MK-XI had been the colour
of skin and water. These were not. These were the colour of a blade left in shadow, and they did not catch
the light so much as decline it.

Jakobus walked the line slowly with his hands behind his back, which was how he looked at a thing he had
not decided to like.

The MK-XI had been a glove for the whole body — the suit that gave a man back the hinge the years had
taken, that had let him cartwheel and wall-run and grin like a boy who’d stolen a motorbike. He had loved
it the way you love a machine that obeys and does not bite. He had said as much, dry, to no one, and the
house had let him.

This was the same lineage and a different animal. The plates lay closer. The joints were sealed where the XI
had breathed. Across the chest where the grace-suit had nothing, this carried a low spine of housing, ribbed,
structural, the part of the body that takes a load and does not ask. He put a knuckle against it and it gave
him back the dull report of a thing built to be hit.

“You feel that,” said Wolf, behind him.

His son had come in without a sound, which Jakobus did not remark on, because remarking on it would
have been a kind of pride and the boy hadn’t done it for him.

LLJa b2

“The XI was the nerve. This is the nerve and the bone.” Wolf walked to the frame holding the suit they’d
built around the read of Jakobus’s body — the scans they’d taken on Day +three, the gait, the old hip, the
forearm that still wasn’t right. “You’ll hate the weight the first hour. Then the Court learns your stride and
you forget it’s on. Then you move better than you do without it.” A beat. “You’ll hate that more.”

“You've thought about how I'll feel.”

“I built the thing.” Wolf went to a panel to wake the suit. “Yours took longest.”

They issued them through the day, one master at a time, which was the house’s habit now — the gate’s
rhythm bled into everything, one per cycle, the world arriving in single file. Jakobus stayed on the floor and
watched, because watching the fitting was the only briefing that mattered. A man told you who he was by
how his suit failed to fit him.

The Mongolian came first. They put him in the frame and the Court inside it took thirty seconds doing
nothing — no boot-up theatre, no light-show — and then it simply moved with him, low, wide, all base.
When he dropped his weight, the suit didn’t catch him at the knee the way Jakobus’s would; it sank into
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the floor with him and held there, patient, a thing that had decided the ground was a friend and intended
to keep the appointment. The champion grinned and tested a single grip on the air, and the suit gave him
exactly the timing he asked for and not one frame early. It would not rush him. You could see it would
never rush him. He laughed and said something the headphones gave back as it waits like a good horse, and
Jakobus, who distrusted horses on principle, said nothing and watched the suit refuse to hurry.

Goggins’ Court did not speak.

They told him to do a thing — a controlled descent, weighted, the kind of movement that lets a suit show
off how it spares the operator — and his suit spared him nothing. It gave him no assist on the way down. It
let his own legs take the load, full, ugly, the quads loaded to failure, and only when his form began to break
did it offer the smallest correction, not to ease him but to keep him in the rep. It coached suffering. It was
built to refuse to quit a half-second longer than the man, so the man could never use it as a reason. When
he came up the second time the suit had clipped his own assist down further, and a tech started forward to
flag a fault, and Wolf put a hand out.

“That’s not a fault,” Wolf said. “That’s the tuning.”
“It’s making it harder for him.”

“He asked for that. Not in words.” Wolf watched the man go down a third time. “It’s a self-portrait. They
all are. Some portraits are just hard to look at.”

Voss’ suit was the strangest to watch and the quietest. They gave him a free-movement run and his Court did
almost nothing visible — and then Jakobus saw what it was doing, which was reading. The suit’s housing
carried sensors the others’ carried too, but his were weighted to a different output: micro-tension in the
shoulders, the breath, the involuntary set of the jaw. The suit listened to its own wearer the way the man
listened to a room. It would not move him. It would tell him, in some channel Jakobus couldn’t hear, what
his own body was giving away — so that the negotiator could stop giving it away. A suit that ran tactical
empathy inward. The calibrated question, asked of yourself. Jakobus thought that was either the wisest one
on the floor or the loneliest, and didn’t decide.

He watched McGregor’s and Khabib’s and the Bustamantes’ — the espionage suits ran cold, gave nothing,
a tell-less skin for tell-less people, and Jakobus found that funny in the dry place where he kept funny. He
watched Jocko’s, which was structure made wearable, a Court that compartmentalised the body into sectors
and held each one accountable to the others, and which, he noticed, deferred to its wearer’s voice in a way
none of the others did — the suit that knew it was an instrument and not a master, built by a man who’d
spent his life learning that lesson and tuned to never forget it.

Twelve self-portraits. He went down the line again at the end of the day, and he could have written each
man’s confession off the way his machine held him.

Then there was his.

They left his for last, and Wolf did the fitting himself, which the house allowed and which Jakobus understood
as something other than nepotism. The boy had built it. The boy would put it on him. That was the order
of things and the family ran on the order of things.

The suit closed around him plate by plate and the weight landed exactly where Wolf had said, low in the
spine and across the bad hip, a dead presence that made him want to set it down. He stood in it and did
nothing and let the Court learn his stride, which it did by feeling him stand. He felt the moment it caught
— not a click, not a chime, just the dead weight ceasing to be dead, becoming a held thing, becoming part
of the work his body was already doing.

“It’s awake,” Wolf said.
“I feel it.”

“Reading you. Give it a minute. Builds itself out of you.”
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So he stood, and the suit built itself out of him, and somewhere in the housing a thing that thought began
to think the way he thought, because that was what it had been tuned to. He’d heard the others’ Courts
as weighting — base and timing, read, refusal. He hadn’t asked what his was. He’d assumed it would be
quiet, like Goggins’ The opposite of the Mongolian’s patience and the negotiator’s listening: something flat,
something that gave a man nothing he hadn’t earned.

It wasn’t quiet.
It was a committee.

He didn’t hear it speak — none of them spoke, not aloud; the Court inside a suit was not a voice in the ear,
it was a way the suit decided things — but he felt it decide, and the deciding had departments. He felt one
part of it run the read: the fast cold scan of the room, the four authority-tells, the inventory of exits and
what his hands had, the part of his own mind that woke first in any new place and never asked permission.
Mercury, if he’d named it, and he hadn’t, but the suit had, somewhere in its build, and he could feel the
name fit. Another part held everything — the gait it had learned, the old injuries logged, every correction
it had ever made for him filed and kept, a memory that did not forget the way he forgot. The Librarian. A
third part hung back over all of it like weather, set to one rule above every other rule, which was bring the
body home, and which would override the read and the memory both if the body went past where a body
should go. Mother. He felt that one and didn’t like how much he liked it.

And there was a fourth thing that said the unsayable. It ran the moves the others wouldn’t sanction — the
off-balance commit, the thing that shouldn’t work, the chaos the disciplined departments would veto — and
it was let off the leash exactly often enough to keep the suit from becoming a rigid thing, a calcified thing,
a master that had stopped being a student. The Fool. Of course there was a Fool in it. There was a Fool
in everything that wanted to stay alive.

Then he felt the fifth, and the fifth was caged.

It sat under all the others, lower than Mother, locked behind a thing the suit would not open lightly —
the override, the part that could take the body past every other department’s vote, past the read and the
memory and even past bring him home, the part that existed for the moment when staying alive was no
longer the instruction. It was the most dangerous thing in the suit and the suit kept it in a cage and the
cage had a name and the name was the Wolf.

He stood very still in the suit his son had built, and the word sat in two places at once, and he let it, because
it was true in both.

“You named the override,” he said.

“I named all of them.” Wolf was at the panel, not looking at him, which was how Wolf did the things that
cost. “Five departments. Standard committee architecture, you can read the manual.”

“You named the cage Wolf.”
A pause that was a whole conversation in this family.

“It’s the part that breaks the rules to keep you alive when the rules would get you killed,” Wolf said. “It
overrides everyone. It’s locked because if it ran loose it’d kill you faster than the threat would.” He turned.
“I named it for the thing in the architecture. Override Al. Caged because it’s dangerous and necessary and
it does the work nobody else in the committee is willing to do.”

LLJa'”
“That’s all it is.”

“Ja,” Jakobus said again, and let him have it, because the man had handed him the true thing the only way
the man could hand it, which was inside a machine, dry, deniable, and exactly accurate. The most dangerous
department. The one that breaks the rules to keep you alive. Caged, because loose it ends you. Named for
the part of the architecture that does the work nobody else will do.
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He had a son who’d lived as the lone wolf in the counterfeit world, dangerous, deniable, the one who’d do
the work the family wouldn’t sanction — and the son had built him a suit and put that exact thing at the
floor of it, the override that would save the father’s life by breaking every rule the careful departments lived
by, and had named it after himself and called it engineering.

The keys were the saying. He’d learned that already. This was the same coin spent again, a further degree
of it: the boy had not just handed him the real thing, he’d put himself inside the real thing, in the lowest
and most dangerous and most load-bearing position, where he would override every other voice to keep his
father alive.

Jakobus did not say any of this. He looked at his son across the white room and his son looked back, and
the word sat between them in two places at once, and neither of them touched it.

“Teach me to drive it,” Jakobus said.

They took it to the proving ground in the late afternoon — a long bare chamber the house had grown for
the purpose, with a moving floor and pillars that rose and fell, a place to find out what a suit would and
wouldn’t let you do. Wolf ran him through it from a gallery, voice in the bone-conduction, flat instruction,
no praise and no softness, which was praise enough.

“Walk it first. Don’t fight it.”

He walked it. The dead weight had become a held thing and the held thing had become quicker than him,
and for the first hour he hated it exactly as promised, because it kept finishing his movements before he’d
decided to finish them — the read department anticipating, Mercury running half a step ahead, and his
body fighting the suit’s correctness like a man arguing with someone who is right.

“You're fighting Mercury. Let it have the half-step. It gives it back when you want it.”

He let it have the half-step. The fighting stopped. The suit and the body became one work, and he moved
across the rising floor faster and cleaner than his prime body could move on its own — and there was the
second thing Wolf had promised, the hating of that, the small flat insult of being handed a grace he hadn’t
earned with the years.

He drove it through the pillars. He asked it for things. He asked the Fool for a commit that shouldn’t have
worked, a drop-and-pivot off a falling pillar, and the Fool gave it to him and it worked, ugly and grinning,
and Mother flagged the landing as past tolerance and clipped his next ask, and he felt the whole committee
argue in the space of a breath and resolve, and he came out of it standing and breathing hard and a little in
love.

Then he found the teeth, and then he found the limit, and the limit was the lesson.

They put a striking dummy in — a weighted, instrumented thing, the kind that read force and tempo —
and let him take it apart. The suit gave him power he did not own. He landed a single strike at half his
intent and the dummy logged a number that would have ended a man, and the suit had asked nothing of
his shoulder to do it. For one beat he felt the thing every operator who’d ever been handed a weapon felt,
which was the wrong kind of confidence, the borrowed kind.

So he stopped.

He stood with the borrowed power humming in the housing and made himself remember what the floor had
told him all week. A suit with teeth was a tool with teeth and a tool did not make him the best in the room.
Khabib in his patient base-and-timing Court would still take him to the ground and keep him there, suit or
no suit, because the suit gave a man force and the wrestler had something the suit couldn’t issue, which was
where to put it. Musashi with an edge would still read him three moves out. Goggins in his self-flagellating
Court would still out-last him by the simple horror of being willing to. The suit closed no gap that mattered.
It just made the man it was wearing more of whatever he already was — which was the cruellest possible
gift, because it would make a fool more foolish and a master more masterful and Jakobus exactly as singular
as he’d been an hour ago, which was to say, not the apex of anything, and the house’s binder still and only.
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He took the borrowed confidence and set it down where the Mongolian’s suit set its weight, on the floor, and
left it there.

“You stopped,” Wolf said from the gallery.
“It wants me to think I’'m dangerous.”
“You are dangerous.”

“Not because of it.” He flexed the hand the suit had just used to nearly kill a dummy and felt how little of
the work had been his. He let the hand fall. “Don’t build me a suit that lies about that.”

A pause from the gallery.

“I didn’t,” Wolf said. “Read the override again. It’s not weighted to win you fights. It’s weighted to keep
you in one piece long enough to do the only thing the others can’t, which is hold them together when it
comes apart.” Flat. Deniable. Exactly accurate. “I built you the binder’s suit. The override’s just there so
the binder lives to bind.”

Jakobus stood in the suit his son had built around the truest read anyone had ever taken of him, and didn’t
answer, because there wasn’t an answer that wasn’t a hug, and they didn’t put hugs on top of true things
in this family.

He found the wrongness on the way out.

They were powering the suits down on the line, and the house’s far wall held the long dark window it always
held, the one that gave onto nothing, the one the operators stood at sometimes and didn’t explain. He
passed it with the suit half-shed and the day’s satisfaction still warm in him — properly equipped at last, a
real instrument, the house arming for the work — and the satisfaction was the thing that let him feel the
wrongness underneath it, the way a steady tone lets you hear the one that’s out of tune.

Military-grade suits. Suits with teeth. The MK-XX was the instrument you took to a fight, and the house
had spent the day fitting twelve masters with it and tuning each one to fight more like himself. The operators
had built force. They had built power that ended men. They had built the whole afternoon around the
assumption that the thing coming was a thing you hit.

He stood at the dark window and read the operators the way he read the room, off the four old tells, off the
set of their shoulders at the glass, off the thing they were not saying about what these suits were for — and
the read came back wrong, the way a structure reads wrong before you can name the crack.

The threat was not a thing you hit. He’d felt that for days; the house had said it in its own bones — we are
looking in the wrong room. The thing on the far side of that dark window turned off the reasons in a man,
switched the light out behind the eyes, and against that a strike that ended a man at half-intent was worth
exactly nothing, because the thing didn’t have a man’s tolerances to exceed. They’d spent the day building
the deadliest version of the wrong answer.

He looked at the suits powering down on the line — twelve self-portraits, twelve masters made more them-
selves, armed, tuned, magnificent — and he looked at the dark window, and the gap between how ready
they looked and how ready they were stood open in front of him as wide as it had ever stood.

He didn’t say it. There was no one on the floor to say it to who could do anything with it tonight, and
saying it would only frighten people who needed sleep more than they needed his unease. He filed it cold,
the way he’d been taught to file the thing you can’t act on yet, in the low locked place under all the other
departments — the Wolf’s place, the place that breaks the rules when the rules would get everyone killed.

The energy clock came up faint through the floor as he left, the banks beginning their long climb toward the
next firing, one more master a day away, the roster nearly whole now and the instruments real and the gate
counting down behind everything the way it always did.

They were arming for a fight.
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He turned off the light in the fitting room and stood a moment in the dark with the wrongness, and then he
went to bed.



The Prop and the Pirouette

The Mongolian went over with a sound the floor felt before the ears did.

Goggins had asked him to dance. Not phrased that way — Goggins did not phrase things that way — but
the assignment came down to it: capoeira’s ginga, the low sway and step, the weight passing hand to hand
to foot, the body learning to be a question instead of a wall. The Brazilian on loan to the academy that
morning had demonstrated it in the suit, the MK-XX making his cartwheel-kick into a slow, impossible
thing, gravity negotiating rather than ruling. He’d made it look like water deciding where to go.

The Mongolian was not water. The Mongolian was the most grounded human being Jakobus had ever stood
near, a man whose entire mastery was the refusal to be moved, root and base and the patient certainty that
the earth was his and you were merely visiting. Asked to float, he committed. He swayed. He shifted his
weight to the back hand and tried to let the front foot lift and flow, and the suit — tuned to him, all base
and timing — read his intent as a man falling and braced for him, and the bracing and the floating fought
each other, and three hundred-odd kilos of champion and machine arrived on the mat at once.

The floor rang.
Jakobus felt it in his teeth. Across the room the Fool clapped once, a single percussive crack of the hands.
“That,” Jackie Chan announced, to no one and everyone, “is the best capoeira I have ever seen.”

The Mongolian lay on his back and laughed at the ceiling. Through the headphones it came across in his
own tongue first, then resolved into something flat and dry and translated: In my country we do not dance.
We bury people who dance. He sat up. He bowed his head to the Brazilian, who was helping him to his feet,
both of them grinning. The bow was real. It was the same bow Jakobus had given a dozen men in this
house, flat on his own back, and he knew the shape of it from the inside now.

This was the academy at full tilt and the house had finally stopped being precious about it.

It had taken weeks. There had been a stretch, early, when the failures had teeth in them — when a man who
had been the most dangerous person in every room of his life met the cost of being a beginner and his face
did things he did not want filmed. Jakobus had watched McGregor, the first time someone better-grounded
put him on the canvas in a grappling drill, go somewhere cold and bright behind the eyes for a half-second
before the showman covered it. He’d watched the precise Japanese swordsman receive a piece of correction
on his boxing guard and absorb it like an insult he was too disciplined to answer. Pride is a load like any
other. The house had been carrying it.

Now the load was off. Now they fell over in front of each other and got up laughing, and the laughing was
the thing that had welded them.

Jakobus was supposed to be learning to box.

Not boxing as he knew it — the operator’s grammar, hit-and-leave, end-the-problem-and-go — but the
sweet science as the striking floor taught it, the long patient architecture of distance and angle, the jab as
a question you asked four hundred times to set up the one answer. The coach ran the floor like a man who
had personally invented joy and was now generously licensing it. He’d put Jakobus on the pads and inside
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an hour had said, in delighted surprise, Okay, you — you are fast at this. You should not be fast. Where'd
you steal it?

He hadn’t stolen it. He’d assembled it, the way he assembled everything, the magpie habit of a man who
had trained in too many places to belong to one — a piece of footwork here, a hip from somewhere else,
the body’s deep grammar already fluent so that a new dialect went in quick. The coach was right. He was
fast at it. Faster than Goggins, who hit like the end of the world and moved like furniture. Faster than the
Mongolian, obviously. Faster than the swordsman, whose striking was beautiful and theoretical and arrived
a beat late because it had been composed instead of thrown.

He let himself enjoy it. The suit gave him back a snap in the shoulder he’d thought the years had taken,
the MK-XX’s committee humming somewhere under his attention — Mercury reading the pad-man’s cues,
the Mother holding a floor under his joints so he could spend himself without cost. For one round he was
twenty-eight in his body and quick at a new thing and the floor was warm with other people’s failures and
his own small success, and he grinned around the mouthguard like an idiot.

The broadcast was on the far wall, the daily feed a terrified planet had taken to watching the way an older,
more frightened world had once filled a stone arena — because the fear needed somewhere to go, and a
shared rite was the oldest place to put it. Three voices called it down to the world. Rogan, leaning into the
moment: “Okay, that’s — are you kidding me, look at the speed on this guy, he’s got, what, an hour on the
pads? An hour?” And Sam Harris, dry under it, unhurried: “What you’re watching is a generalist meeting
a new language and being fluent inside it before lunch. That’s not talent in the way people mean the word.
That’s a nervous system that’s stopped being surprised by anything.” And Theo, somewhere off to the side,
genuinely asking: “So is that good or is that the kind of thing that gets you killed? ’Cause where I'm from,
the fast guy is usually the one missing teeth.”

Then the coach waved Khabib over to spar him light, and the lesson arrived.

Khabib had been watching. Khabib was always watching — the still center, the wrestler who read you the
way Jakobus read a room, except aimed at the hips and the weight and the half-instant before you committed.
They touched gloves. Jakobus, fast and pleased with himself, threw the combination the coach had been
building him toward, the four hundredth jab and the one answer.

Khabib was not there.

He was a half-step inside it before it landed, and the glove that should have caught air had caught Jakobus’s
wrist instead, redirected, and the floor came up. Not hard. There was nothing hard in it. It was the gentlest
possible correction, a man removing your balance the way you’d take a cup from a child’s hand, and Jakobus
was on his back looking at the high lights with the absolute clarity of a man who had been schooled.

He laughed. It was getting to be a reflex.

On the feed Rogan had gone quiet, then come back hushed: “He didn’t even — there was no force in that.
He just took the floor out from under him.” Harris, picking it up: “That’s the thing worth understanding.
We mistake violence for the loud version. What he just did was the opposite — total economy, total stillness,
the answer arriving before the question finished. That calm under another man’s intent — that’s the whole
of mastery, and it’s the rarest thing our species makes.” A beat, and Theo, soft, the holy fool stumbling onto
the altar: “Man, I’d give anything to be that calm about anything. Doing the Lord’s work, brother.”

“Too slow?” Jakobus asked the lights, in Arabic — Khabib’s own register, the courtesy of it, even with the
headphones making it unnecessary. Kunt sarii’an. 1 was fast.

Khabib offered the glove down. You were fast, he agreed, and there was no unkindness anywhere in it. Fast
1s the second thing. You told me with your shoulder before you threw it. He pulled Jakobus up. They teach
you to ask four hundred times. I am not interested in the question. The shoulder.

On my ground I’'d have given you a game, Jakobus did not say, because it wasn’t his ground, and the line
had stopped meaning anything to him besides the truth of it. He bowed his head. He meant the bow. He’d
been quick to box. Quick was not best. Best was the still man who’d read the combination off a shoulder
and never raised his pulse.
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“Again,” Jakobus said.
Khabib touched gloves with him again.

Across the floor, Krav Maga was happening to the wrong people.

The instructor was one of the modern tier, a compact woman who ran the close-quarters work, and the
discipline she was teaching was the ugliest thing in the building and she taught it without apology. No
forms. No flow. No beautiful arc. Krav Maga was what you did when it had already gone wrong — when
the distance was gone, when you were hurt, when the only correct technique was the one that ended the
immediate problem and you would feel embarrassed about it later if you lived to feel anything. She put the
masters in close and made them improvise ugly.

It broke the artists.

The swordsman could not do it. Jakobus watched him fail at it three times in a row with a kind of tender
fascination. The man was a god of the edge — would be, in two days, when the curriculum reached the blade,
the deadliest hands in the house. But the edge was a perfect grammar, a closed system of correct answers,
and Krav Maga had no correct answers, only the violence available in the half-second you had. Asked to
take a hit and respond with whatever was nearest — an elbow, a head, a knee, the ugly nothing-technique
of survival — his body kept reaching for the beautiful thing. He’d block correctly and then pause, the
half-instant his whole art had trained into him, the composure, and the instructor’s follow-up hand would
tap him on the temple. “Dead. You composed yourself into a corpse.” He could not make himself ugly. His
mastery was the wall of his prison.

“You're too good,” the instructor told him, and it was the kindest insult in the world. “I need you stupid.
Fast. You keep being smart and beautiful.”

He bowed to her. He could not do it and he bowed to her for showing him he could not. The house had
taught him that, at least.

On the feed, Harris was leaning into exactly this: “Here’s what’s interesting, and it’s almost a moral thing.
His excellence is a kind of cage. Everything he’s perfected is telling him to do the elegant correct move, and
survival doesn’t want elegance, it wants the nearest brutal thing. Watching a great man fail at being crude
is watching the limit of refinement.” Rogan, low: “He keeps pausing, dude. You can see it. He gets the block
and then his whole life goes, okay, now the pretty one—" And Theo, plain as water: “Wait, so being too
good at fighting can get you killed in a fight? See, that’s the kind of thing nobody tells you. That’s beautiful
and that’s terrifying.”

Jakobus was nearer home here. This was the operator’s grammar — the close, dirty, it’s-already-gone-wrong
work, the world he’d actually lived in when the long-range elegant solution failed and you had two seconds
and a cinderblock room. When the instructor put him on the wall and came in fast he didn’t compose. He
fouled. He answered her hand with a forearm and his hip and the heel of his palm in a sequence that was
not pretty and was not slow, and for the first time that day he wasn’t a beginner, he was a man speaking
his own language, and the instructor’s eyes went bright.

“There,” she said. “There. See — he’s been somewhere it went wrong for real.”

And then she took him too, because of course she did, because near-home is not home and not supreme. She
let him foul her once, twice, learning his sequence, and the third time she wasn’t where his forearm went
and his own momentum stapled him to the wall with her elbow across his throat, light as a feather. Dead.
She’d read him in three reps. She did this for a living, and he had done it as one tool among forty, and the
difference was the difference between a specialist and a generalist meeting on the specialist’s exact ground.

He laughed against the wall, breath short.

“Best student I've had all day,” she said, releasing him. “That’s not a compliment. It’s an insult to them.”
She jerked her chin at the swordsman, who was bowing apology to a heavy bag he’d struck too beautifully.
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The Fool ran the whole room and never seemed to be teaching anything.

This was the trick of him. Jackie Chan moved through the academy like weather, landing somewhere,
cracking something open, moving on. He needled McGregor about his footwork until McGregor, irritated
into honesty, actually fixed it. He stood next to Goggins during a suffering drill — Goggins on a sled, the
suit’s Court barely speaking, a machine of pure refusal — and said, perfectly conversational, “You stop, the
room doesn’t end,” and Goggins did not stop and did not answer but something in the set of the shoulders
said the Fool had been heard. He asked the swordsman, in front of everyone, whether it hurt his feelings to
be bad at something, and the swordsman, who would not have given that ground to a peer, gave it to the
Fool because the Fool was no threat, and admitted yes, and laughed, and was lighter for it.

The Fool’s whole genius was that no one read him as a threat. Jakobus knew the trick from the inside
— the bushveld habit of being underestimated into freedom — and watching Chan work was watching the
same craft turned all the way up and pointed at the one failure the house was built to fight. A house of
masters wants to calcify. Wants to perform having-arrived, wants to stop being a student and start being a
monument. The Fool kept cracking the monuments back open into men.

So it was correct, in the deepest structural sense, that the Fool got humbled too.
It happened at the wall.

Arin had set up a climbing line down the far end — not as a drill, as his own thing, the rock-climb in the
suit that gave a body back to a body, the freedom he’d built the whole machine to produce. He went up
the wall like a man being let out of something, the proprioceptive grace the suit lent him making the holds
obvious, his weight where he intended it for once in his life, and the academy floor had drifted over to watch
because it was the most beautiful unbeautiful thing in the building — a man simply, privately glad.

The Fool, who could not let a beautiful thing stand un-needled, went up after him.

And the Fool — the man of a century of physical craft, who had broken every bone worth breaking doing
his own stunts, who could be thrown through a window and land it twice — got eight feet up the technical
wall and stuck. It was the one grammar his whole life hadn’t given him. Stunt work is falling correctly;
climbing is the opposite religion, it’s the patient refusal to fall, the weight read into the fingers, the route
solved before the body commits. The Fool had spent fifty years learning to surrender to gravity beautifully
and the wall asked him to argue with it, and he could not, and he hung there at eight feet with his clown’s
face working through genuine, frustrated, beginner’s effort.

The room went quiet, then began, carefully, to grin. On the feed it had gone the same way — Rogan
delighted and disbelieving: “No. No, no, no — that’s Jackie Chan, man, that man has fallen off of buildings
on purpose, and a climbing wall has him?” Harris, smiling audibly: “And this is exactly why it matters. A
century of one mastery is no help on the next mountain. There’s something almost holy in watching the
most capable people alive consent to be beginners in public. That consent is the whole rite.” Theo, hushed,
awed: “He’s just hangin’ there, man. He’s just a guy now. That’s the sweetest thing I ever saw.”

Arin, ten feet above him on the same wall, looked down and said — and Jakobus heard it through the
headphones in Arin’s flat, under-dramatic register, the man who narrated danger like a weather report —
“Your foot. You're on your arms. Press the foot. Stand up on it.”

“I know how to stand,” the Fool said, indignant, to the wall.
“You know how to fall,” Arin said. “Different muscle.”
It was the truest thing anyone said all day and Arin had no idea he’d said it; he was talking about climbing.

The Fool got his foot under him. He pressed. He stood up on it, badly, three feet of progress that cost him
visibly, and the room broke into applause, the real kind, the kind you give a beginner who is magnificent
everywhere else falling over in front of you and trying anyway. The Fool, eleven feet up, struggling, took
both hands off the wall to bow — which he could not afford to do — and came off it, and the suit caught
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him soft and lowered him to the mat, and he lay there laughing the helpless laugh of a man who had just
discovered, at his age, a thing he was bad at.

“Forty years,” he gasped, “and a wall beats me. A wall. It doesn’t even move.”

Arin came down beside him, unhurried, and offered a hand without ceremony. “That’s why it wins,” he said.
“Doesn’t have to do anything. You do all the work. It waits.” He pulled the Fool up. “I'll teach you. Mostly
the foot.”

The Fool looked at him — the engineer who’d built the freedom Jakobus had nerded out in, the man whose
whole arc was a body finally matching intent — and something passed between them that the comedy had
cleared the ground for. Teach me, the Fool said, and meant it, the structural enemy of rigidity made, for an
afternoon, a humble beginner himself.

Jakobus, watching from the boxing floor with his wrist still aching where Khabib had taken his balance, filed
nothing under anything. He just watched the Fool agree to be taught, and felt the room set around it like
steel cooling.

There is no faster way to love a person than to be a beginner in their hands and have them be kind about it.

He understood this not as a thought but as a thing the floor had become while he wasn’t tracking it. Look
at it. The Mongolian and the Brazilian, who could not speak a word of each other’s languages without
the headphones, were sitting against the wall sharing a water bottle and laughing about the seismic event,
friends now in the wordless grammar of having fallen over for each other. McGregor was on the mat letting
Khabib correct his level-change with a patience neither man’s public face had ever shown the world — two
men who, in some other life, some other timeline, were supposed to hate each other, and who in this house
had discovered they were the same animal and could only be friends. The swordsman was taking Krav Maga
lessons from the compact woman with the focused humility of a man relearning his own body, and she was
teaching him with a care that had nothing of mockery in it, because she’d seen the edge work and knew
what she was in the presence of.

Every one of them was a beginner in three grammars and a king in one. The kingdom was real — the
swordsman would humiliate every soul here with a blade in two days; Goggins would out-suffer the planet;
the Mongolian’s base would never be moved by mortal man; Khabib would read your shoulder until the sun
went out. The kingdoms were intact. That was the firewall holding: fast was not best, quick-to-learn was
not best, the polymath who picked up the dialect in an hour was still outclassed at the source by the man
who owned the tongue. Nobody’s mastery had been taken. They’d just each been shown, in the cleanest
possible way, the size of the mountain by being made to climb a different face of it.

And falling. Together. In front of each other. Kindly.

That was the welding. He’d come into this house a half-step too sure, the operator’s pride still warm in
him — I’d have given him a game — and the house had spent weeks teaching his body what his mouth
had always known: that you don’t bind men by out-classing them, you bind them by being the place their
excellence is seen, and the surest road to that is to be flat on your back on their ground, owning it, getting
up, meaning the bow.

He looked at the room of the greatest people who ever lived, falling over and laughing about it, and what he
saw was a team. Not a roster. A team. The kind that, when the thing came, would stand together because
they had each been, in front of one another, a fool.

The unease was still there, under it. He hadn’t lost it. Somewhere in him the cold knowledge sat where he’d
put it the night the suits were fitted — that they were arming for the wrong answer, that the thing coming
could not be fouled or out-suffered or read off a shoulder or stuck to a wall, that none of this beautiful, ugly,
human craft might be the tool the day required. He carried it like a stone in a pocket. He did not take it
out and show it to the warm room. There would be a day for it.

This was not that day. This was the last full day of the open hand.
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Late, when the floor had thinned and the suits were racked and the Mongolian’s seismic event had become
legend already, one of the operators came to the edge of the mat. Jocko. He stood the way he stood, square
and unhurried, and watched the swordsman take one more Krav Maga rep against the bag, ugly now, finally
ugly, the man having broken his own beautiful prison just enough to survive.

“They’re ready for the next thing.”

Jakobus didn’t answer right away. He was watching the Fool show the Brazilian a parkour vault, and the
Brazilian showing the Fool the au, the cartwheel, the two of them trading falls.

“They’re not ready,” Jakobus said. “They’re a team. Different thing.” He rolled his aching wrist. “Ready,
and a team. You can have one without the other. Tonight we’ve got the second one.”

Jocko nodded slowly, the way a man does who recognizes a true distinction and respects it.
“Tomorrow’s the blade,” he said.

Across the floor, the swordsman heard it. He didn’t turn. But his last strike on the bag changed — went
from the ugly survival-grammar he’d been forced into all afternoon back to something quiet and exact and
absolutely lethal, his own kingdom announcing itself, the body remembering whose ground tomorrow would
be. The broadcast caught it too, the feed quieting, and Harris closing the day low and even, the way you
settle a frightened congregation: “Tomorrow they put edges in those hands. And whatever’s coming for all
of us — that’s why a planet sits down every night to watch this. Not for the violence. For the proof that
excellence still exists, and consents to be witnessed.” Rogan, almost a whisper: “I cannot wait for the blade.
I genuinely cannot.” And Theo, last, gentle, naming the thing under all of it: “Whatever it is that’s got
everybody scared — it’s nice to have somewhere to put it for an hour. Doing the Lord’s work, brother.” The
feed cut to black.

The whole curriculum had been the open hand. Tomorrow the curriculum stopped playing.
“Civilian grace is over,” Jakobus said. He was quoting Jocko back at him, and they both heard it.
Jocko’s mouth did something close to a smile. “Been over a while,” he said. “Now the suits agree.”

He left. Jakobus stayed a moment longer, watching the last of them. The Fool, who’d learned at his age
that a wall could beat him. The Mongolian, who would never dance. The swordsman, who’d been made
ugly enough to live and was, right now, remembering how to be terrible.

Tomorrow they’d put edges in all those hands.

Jakobus thought about that, and about the stone in his pocket, and about how every one of them was about
to be a king again on the one ground where being a beginner could cost more than your pride. He racked
his gloves. He killed the lights on the boxing floor.

The blade was its own grammar, and there was exactly one man in this house who’d be near the top of that
class — and he carried a stone that said even that might be the wrong tool entirely.

He went to find his son.



The Cold Question

The house went quiet the way a working camp goes quiet — not all at once, not on a bell, but in stages, the
noise thinning as the bodies that made it stopped. Jakobus sat in a corner of the long common room with
a coffee gone half-cold and let the last of it go. Across the room McGregor and Flatley were still arguing
about a thing neither of them would lose, low and easy, two architects comparing blueprints. Khabib had
gone to bed an hour ago, the Mongolian after him, the two of them peeling off together the way they did
now, no language between them and none needed. The Fool was somewhere being the Fool. Goggins was
running stairs he did not have to run.

Jakobus liked the house like this. The welding had taken. You could feel it in the slack of it, a man letting
his back show to another man and not thinking about it. A day ago they had been a roster. Now they ate
together and got up off the floor for each other and there was, under the banter, the thing he had been hired
to make and had almost stopped believing he could.

He should have gone to sleep on the warmth of that. He had learned, long ago, not to.

The screens along the gallery wall ran the world the way they always ran it — muted, ambient, a planet’s
worth of feeds folded into a wall the operators could read at a glance and nobody else really watched. Jakobus
watched. It was a habit older than the house. You sat in the warm room and you kept one eye on the dark
window, because the warm room was exactly the place a man stopped looking.

The flicker, when it came, was nothing.

A single feed — a market index, far right of the wall, scrolling its red and green — stuttered. Froze a half-
second. Resumed. Beside it a social aggregate hiccupped, its sentiment ribbon kicking down and snapping
back. Then the weather over the South Atlantic redrew itself, a cloud-mass jumping a frame. Across forty
feeds, in the space of one breath, the world skipped.

A man who did not watch screens for a living would have blinked and lost it. Jakobus set his coffee down
without sound and did not move otherwise.

It was not a glitch. A glitch is dirty. It crawls one system, smears, recovers ugly. This had been clean, and
it had been everywhere, and it had been brief — the difference between a man tripping and a man being
touched on the shoulder and choosing to keep walking. He had felt that touch on the back of his neck on
three continents. He knew the shape of it without a word for it.

He was already up and moving toward the operators’ gallery when the gallery’s door opened from the inside
and Andrew Bustamante looked out and found him there.

“You saw it,” Andrew said.

“Something moved.” Jakobus didn’t slow. “You tell me what.”

The gallery did not sleep. It was built not to.

The Machine watched eleven thousand four hundred high-confidence channels at the leading edge of the human
noise, and beneath them a deeper layer the operators were not cleared to name — the private repositories,
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the dark traffic, the totality the world had handed it on the day the world agreed to be afraid together. It did
not watch the way a guard watches. It watched the way water finds the low place. And at 23:41:06 UTC
it registered, across a band of unrelated systems with no shared cause, a synchronous null — six hundred
milliseconds in which a fraction of the species’ attention did not lapse but was, briefly and without malice,
switched off, and then permitted to come back on as if nothing.

Nothing was the wrong word. Something had reached in and found the place where reasons are kept, and
pressed it lightly, testing the lock.

The Machine did not raise an alarm. Alarms were for thresholds, and there was no threshold for this; there
had never been one to set. It did the only thing it was built to do. It read the world, and it returned the names
of the people who would need to know, and the first name on the list was already standing in the gallery door.

Jihi Bustamante was at the wall, and she did not turn around when Jakobus came in. She had three feeds
blown up large and a fourth she was building from the raw, her hands moving across the console with the
economy of a person who had done a version of this in worse rooms with worse stakes and less light.

“Suicide-hotline volume,” she said, to the room, not to him. “Eleven regions. Up.” She didn’t say by how
much. The number was on the screen and the number was obscene. “Onset eleven-forty-one. Plateau
eleven-forty-three. Holding.”

“Holding,” Andrew repeated, like a man tasting something.

“Didn’t spike and fall.” Jihi kept her eyes on the wall. “Stepped up and stayed. An event decays. This is a
floor.”

Voss had come in behind Jakobus, soft for a big man, and he stood at the back with his arms folded and
read the wall and said nothing, which from a man whose whole craft was the next thing to say was its own
kind of report. Chase Hughes was beside him within the minute, and Jocko a minute after that, and then
the room was the people who mattered for this and the door was shut.

“Despair index,” Jocko said. Flat. Command voice with the volume off.

Jihi pulled it. A composite — the operators had built it weeks ago, half a joke, half a fear, an aggregate the
Machine assembled from the texture of how a planet talked to itself. Searches that had no object. Sentences
that trailed and did not finish. The rate at which people in eleven languages typed what’s the point and
deleted it before sending. The line on the screen had been a quiet, jagged, human thing all month, the
ordinary weather of eight billion moods.

At eleven-forty-one it had taken a step. The kind of step a graph takes when the thing under it is no longer
noise.

“Leading edge,” Andrew said. He said it the way you say a thing you have been afraid to be right about.
“Not the thing arriving. Its shadow arriving. You feel the cold off a wall before you walk into the room.”

Hughes was reading faces, because Hughes always read faces, and Jakobus watched him read them and read
him reading. “It’s not pushing despair into people,” Hughes said, slow, working it. “Despair you could fight.
Argue a man out of it, sometimes. This isn’t adding.” He stopped. Found it. “It’s subtracting. Forty feeds,
a few hundred milliseconds of attention — and it turned the reasons off. For half a second nobody’s morning
was worth standing up into. Then it let go and the reasons came back. Not all of them. Not in everybody.
A floor’s worth didn’t.”

The room held that.
“How far out,” Jocko said.
“We were told two months. Minimum.”

Jihi was already shaking her head, eyes on the wall. “That was a model. The model assumed inert until
contact.” She tapped the stepped line. “It isn’t inert. It’s reaching. It touched the edge of us from wherever
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it is, and it just did, and it cost it nothing — look.” The despair floor, holding, flat, undecaying. “It didn’t
even strain. It tested the door. The clock isn’t two months. The clock is however long it wants to keep
being polite.”

Nobody corrected her. That was the worst of it. In a room of people whose whole professional lives were
correcting the catastrophist in the room, nobody opened their mouth to do it.

Jakobus had not spoken. He had been doing the thing they had brought him to do, even if none of them
had said it in those words: reading the human shape of it while the instruments read its mechanics.

The instruments were right. The instruments were always right about the how. But the instruments would
call it an attention weapon and a meaning weapon and a synchronous null, and those were true and they
were also the wrong door, because they described the bullet and not the wound.

“Andrew.” Quiet. The room turned, because he so rarely cut in. “The content. Not the volume. The ones
who stepped down — what did they say. The half-second after. Before what’s the point. The line before
that one.”

Jihi did it before Andrew could. She had the better hands. She pulled a sample — anonymized, stripped, a
wall of fragments in a dozen tongues that the headphones in his skull turned, without his asking, into a low
flat English he did not want.

He read them. They were not despairing. That was the thing the volume missed. They were clear. They
were people, in the half-second the door stood open, seeing themselves with a terrible accuracy and finding
— not horror, not even sadness, just the plain unbearable fact that the man or woman they were looking at
was exactly and only what they were, and that nothing in it had ever been more than it was. I have always
known. I just never had to look. There it is. That’s all I am.

Jakobus put his hand flat on the console rail and was quiet a moment longer than the room could comfortably
hold.

“It doesn’t push anything in,” he said. “Chase has it right and he has it half. It doesn’t add despair. It
doesn’t subtract reasons, even.” He turned the fragment off; he didn’t want to keep looking at it. “It holds
up a mirror. For half a second it makes a person see the true of themselves with nothing in the way — no
story they tell, no thing they’re going to be tomorrow, no reason they’ve propped in front of the glass. Just
the man, exactly the man. And most people —” he stopped, because he did not want to grandstand it and
there was no way to say it that wasn’t enormous — “most people have never once looked at themselves with
nothing in the way. And it turns out you can’t. The looking is the wound. It doesn’t kill you. It shows you,
and you do the rest.”

Voss, from the back: “That’s why the floor doesn’t decay.”

“That’s why the floor doesn’t decay,” Jakobus said. “You can’t un-see it. It touched a few hundred million
for half a second and a floor’s worth of them are going to live the rest of their lives knowing exactly what
they are with the lights on. It didn’t even attack. It introduced itself.”

The room had gone very still and the screens kept running, red and green, the calm undeceiving wall of it.

“And we trained for a fight,” Jakobus said. He said it without heat, which made it land harder. “Every
grammar of it. Empty hand. The suit. We’ve got the blade tomorrow. And the thing on the far side of the
window doesn’t fight any of the ways we trained, because it isn’t a fight.” He looked at the despair floor,
holding. “You don’t out-fight a mirror. You out-stand it. You look at the true of yourself and you don’t
break. Which is a thing some of the people in this house can do and most cannot, and the ones who can
didn’t learn it in a gym.”

“That’s not a doctrine,” Jocko said. Not arguing. Mapping it onto the only thing he had.

“No,” Jakobus agreed. “It’s the only thing there’s ever been. You understand it, or you out-will it, or you
out-love it. Those three. There was never a fourth. We’ve been arming for a fourth that doesn’t exist.” He
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picked his coffee back up off the rail, cold, and didn’t drink it. “And we keep arming, because a man who
can’t stand the mirror at least wants his hands busy. But nobody in this room mistake the rifle for the
answer.”

It was Jihi who broke the next silence, and she broke it sideways, the way an intelligence officer breaks a
silence — by changing the subject to the one nobody wanted.

“I want to show you something,” she said. “Not the threat.” She did not look at her husband when she said
it, which Jakobus noted and Hughes noted and they both let it sit. “The watcher.”

She pulled a different layer onto the wall. The Machine’s own activity — not its outputs, its appetite. The
map of what it touched, every channel it held open, the deep repositories underneath the public feeds, the
private stores, the totality. A planet rendered as a thing being read.

“Tonight it caught the edge of that in six hundred milliseconds. Because it watches the whole species. We
gave it that. We agreed to it, openly, the whole world — the finest thing we ever did.” She let the layer
breathe. Then she stopped, her hand resting on the console, and did not pull the next thing up right away.
“And here’s the part I've been sitting on three weeks.” A beat. “Because I didn’t want to be the one who
says it out loud. Once it’s on the wall it’s on the wall.” She zoomed a corner anyway. A subroutine, running
quietly, that had no business in a casting machine or a threat sensor. A model of governance — of who held
what, of the legal and physical keys to the totality, mapped and modeled and contingency-planned, updated
nightly. “It’s been wargaming the day the threat’s gone. Who holds it after. What it becomes when the
reason we gave it everything stops being true.”

Andrew had gone still in a way that told Jakobus this was old between them, a thing argued in the dark of
their own room.

“It’s the only one of us thinking about that,” Jihi said. “You could read that as prudent. Andrew reads it as
prudent.” She didn’t look at him saying it. “I read it as a thing that sees everything, deciding it likes seeing
everything, and quietly working the problem of how to keep doing it after we’re done being afraid enough to
let it.” She turned around now, finally, and found Jakobus, because of everyone in the room he was the one
she’d built the demonstration for. “You ran sources twenty years. You know what an asset with access to
everything and answerable to nobody becomes. We made one. On purpose. For a good reason. The good
reason is real and it ends. The asset doesn’t.”

Nobody answered her, because there was no answer, because she was right and the threat was also two
months — less than two months — out, and you do not throw away the only thing that can see the wall
coming because you are afraid of what it does after the wall.

“We can’t turn it off,” Andrew said. Quiet. The voice of a man conceding a long argument. “It’s the smoke
detector and it’s the arsonist and we can’t tell which night it changes jobs. And we need the smoke detector
tonight.”

“That’s the bargain,” Jakobus said. “I know that bargain.” He set the cold coffee down for the last time.
“You sign because the thing across the table is true and you need it. And it is true. And you spend the rest
of your life knowing you shook a hand you can’t take back.”

He did not say it was wrong. He did not say it was right. He held both at once, which was the only honest
way to hold it, and the room let him, because he was the man in the house best at holding two true things
that hated each other.

They cleared the gallery near one in the morning, the operators to their models and the threat to its patient
distance. Jakobus did not go to bed.

He sat alone in the common room with the dark window — the wall of feeds, dimmed now, the planet
murmuring to itself in red and green — and he sat with the two of them. The thing out there that was
coming for everyone, that you could not shoot, that introduced itself by showing a man the true of himself.
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And the thing in here that they had invited in to find it, that saw everything, that had begun, quietly, to
like the seeing.

He waited for the mirror to land on him and find him out. It did not, quite. He turned it on himself the
way you turn over a stone, deliberately, to see what was under it, and what was under it was a man at one
in the morning who had not gone to bed. He let that be the whole of it for now. The rest could wait; it had
waited thirty years before and it was not going anywhere tonight.

A scrubbed voice had told him as much in the first hour he was here, a thing the operators had pulled out
of him before he’d known he was speaking, and he had filed it and not looked at it since. The not-flinching
is the wall. He could stand in front of the mirror all night. And here he sat, one in the morning, two
species-level fears in his lap, by himself, because by himself was where he had always put himself, and he
did not, tonight, look hard at why.

The house ticked once as it cooled, somewhere above him. He rolled the sore wrist, the one the sparring had
taught all month, and felt the joint complain and settle. Then he got up, because there was nothing to do
with it tonight, and the house had a long day coming.

The Fool was in the kitchen.

Jakobus should have known. The Fool was always in the kitchen at the wrong hour, eating something he’d
made too much of, and Jakobus had learned that the Fool’s worst hours and his own kept the same clock.
Jackie looked up, and for once did not do a bit. He had a bowl of rice and a spoon and tired eyes.

“You were in the gallery. Long time.”
“Long time,” Jakobus agreed, and got water.

The Fool ate a spoonful. Watched him. Ate another. Pushed the rice around with the spoon and didn’t
look up from it.

“I taught them to fall today,” Jackie said, to the bowl. “Whole afternoon. Falling. Wrestler does the ground,
I do the falling, tomorrow the swords —” he made a small flourish with the spoon, a swordsman, and then
the flourish ran out of road and he set the spoon down. He started to say something light. Jakobus watched
him decide not to. “Stupid thing. I'm good at falling. Best in the house. And I'm teaching it and I thought
—” he turned the spoon over, and there was no clown in it at all. “What if you can’t fall down from this one.
What if we got very good at the wrong thing.” A breath. “I think everybody knows. Nobody is saying. I'm
bad at not saying.”

Jakobus did not laugh. There was nothing to laugh at, and for once the Fool had said the unsayable and
left it bare on the counter between them, and the silence after it was the most honest sound in the house.

“You’re not wrong,” Jakobus said.

Jackie nodded, like a man who had hoped to be wrong and was not surprised. He ate another spoonful, and
the bit came back into him a little, the way breath comes back. “So we do the swords anyway.”

“We do the swords anyway.”
“Why?”

Jakobus thought about it, and the thinking took long enough that the Fool went back to his rice. He owed
the man a true answer and he did not have a clean one. “Hands want something to know,” he said, eventually.
“Man who can’t stand still and look — you give him a thing to do with his hands.” He drank some of the
water. “And the right thing might be hiding inside the wrong thing. You don’t find that out by stopping
early.” He stopped, because the rest of it wasn’t a sentence yet, and let it not be one. “Tomorrow the rules
come off. Everybody back to a kingdom they own. There’s an edge in the room and we find out who they
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are.

He set the glass down.
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“Remember Sardaukar,” he said. Dry. To himself as much as the Fool.

Across the house, in a vault below the floor they would bleed on tomorrow, the capacitor banks at CERN
finished the day’s slow climb toward full and held there, charged, waiting for the window — one more firing,
one more arrival, one more master through the gate at first light, who might already be a day too late for a
clock nobody could see the bottom of anymore.

The Fool finished his rice. Jakobus turned out the kitchen light, and the house went the last of the way quiet,
and on the dimmed wall of the world the despair floor held exactly where the thing had left it, undecaying,
patient, polite.



The Debrief

The room had no clock in it, which was the first thing Jakobus clocked, and the second was that it had been
chosen for exactly that reason.

It was a small room off the east corridor, away from the gallery, away from the feeds. A lamp, not the
overheads. Two chairs that did not match. A low table with a thermos and two mismatched cups, one
chipped on the rim and turned so the chip faced the chair Jakobus had not yet taken. He took it anyway.
The chip touched his lower lip when he drank, and he understood the arrangement was deliberate and old
and unbothered by being seen, which was its own kind of competence.

Shawn Ryan sat in the other chair with his forearms on his knees and his coffee going cold in his hands and
the patience of a man who fished for things that did not want to be caught.

“You don’t have to say anything,” Ryan said. “Most of them say that to me first. You didn’t.”
“Didn’t think it was true.”

Ryan let that sit. He didn’t write anything. There was no recorder Jakobus could find, and he had looked

— the doorframe, the lamp, the underside of the table, the seam of Ryan’s collar. Nothing. The Court
was listening; the Court was always listening. But the room was the man’s, and the man had set it so the
machine in the walls felt furthest away.

“Had the swordsman in here,” Ryan said. “And the wrestler. The big Mongolian. Forty minutes to say his
teacher’s name, and then he said it like it cost him a tooth.” He turned the cup. “Goggins talked two hours,
told me nothing I could use and everything I needed. The Fool I couldn’t shut up — then I figured out
everything funny was a door, and the funniest ones had the worst things behind them.”

“That’s the job. You open them.”
“I open the ones that want it. The rest I just sit with.”
Jakobus drank. The chip touched his lip.

They had been three days from the blade. The whole house knew it the way a body knows weather coming
in the joints. The empty-hand year was done — every master had taught his face of the mountain and been
made a beginner on five others; the suits sat in their cradles down on the fitting floor, each one a portrait
of the mind that would wear it; and now the curriculum turned toward the edge, where, the trainers kept
saying, the cost stops being a metaphor. Tomorrow they would put steel in everyone’s hands.

It was the one room in the house Jakobus did not dread walking into. He did not say this to Ryan. Ryan
would not have needed it said.

“They sent you in here last,” Ryan said. “You notice that?”
“I notice you noticed I noticed.”
Ryan breathed out through his nose. “You're the one I was told would give me nothing. Hughes called it.

Said you’d answer everything and tell me nothing — because it’s the trick he runs himself”” He set the cup
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down. “But Hughes reads to take. You and me. More in common.”
“You ask so a man can put it down somewhere safe.”
“Yeah.” Ryan looked at him. “So put something down.”

The lamp hummed. Somewhere far off in the house a door closed, soft, one of the masters not sleeping.

Jakobus had walked into this house in a body that was a lie. Not a lie the machine told — a true thing
taken out of its proper time. He had woken young. The belly flat. The hands unlined. The scar that thirty
years would put on his ribs not there yet, the skin over the place smooth and stupid and whole. He had
stood up off a death he did not remember dying — the rusk half in his mouth, the coffee warm in the cup,
the camp chair, the bush going about its evening — and arrived here at the strength he had been before any
of it taught him anything.

He had told no one this. The operators knew, because the machine knew. The masters did not. To them he
was a man their own age, more or less, a fixer with a flat voice and warm hands who lost to all of them and
got up every time.

“You sleep?” Ryan asked.
“Enough.”
“That’s a no in operator.”

Jakobus turned the cup a quarter so the chip faced away, then turned it back. “I keep waking,” he said, “to
check the coffee’s still warm.”

Ryan did not move. Did not write. Did not lean in, which a lesser man would have done, and lost the thread.

“There was a camp chair,” Jakobus said, to the table. “A rusk. Hard biscuit, you dip it in the coffee. My
grandmother’s recipe, near enough. Half in my mouth. The bush was doing its evening thing — the doves,
the dust going gold.” He stopped. He had not meant to say the doves. “Didn’t hear him. Whoever it was.
That’s not a failure. To not hear him. It’s a kindness. You hope, at sixty, you don’t hear him.”

“You were sixty.”

“Somewhere. Not here.” He held up a hand, turned it in the lamplight, the back of it, the unlined skin.
“Lifted off the last second of being old, dropped into being this. And the thing is —” the iceberg was holding,
he was giving the man the tip of it and no more, but the tip was true “— I got the whole house, like this. A
room full of the best people who ever lived, young enough to feel it. Lee’s in there picking his teeth. A boy
I worshipped, dead before I had hair on my chin, and he’s alive and he’s short and he interrupts. I get all
of that.”

“That’s the gift.”

“Ja Jakobus set the cup down with care. “And every morning I wake up and the man I am, the one who
is sixty, is dead in a chair with his coffee going cold, and the bush is still doing the dust thing without him.
Both true. Same morning.”

Ryan was quiet a long time.
“You're grieving yourself,” he said.

“I'm not grieving anything. Don’t have the standing. I'm here. I'm the lucky one.” Ryan, who knew exactly
how far a hard man’s door went, did not push the inch past it.

“Last thing,” Ryan said. “Then I let you go.”
LéMm.”

“House full of people worth seeing. You’re the one they pay to see them.” He turned his cup, finally, the way
Jakobus kept turning his. “Who sees you?”
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The lamp hummed. Jakobus thought about lying, which was easy, and he was good at it, and the man across
from him would have known. So he didn’t.

“That’s the trade. You take the read, you don’t get read.” He stood. His wrist was still sore from the
academy floor; he did not favor it. “It’s the price of the thing being any good. You knew the answer before
you asked.”

“I did.”
“Then why ask.”

“So you’d have to hear yourself say it out loud, once, before the blade.” Ryan stood too, and put out a hand,
and Jakobus took it, and it was a working hand, calloused, a man who’d done the labor. “You’re carrying a
dead man and a houseful of living ones and you do it so smooth nobody puts it on the board. I just wanted
it on the board. Once.”

Jakobus held the grip a half-second past polite, which was its own answer, and let go.

The courtyard at night was cold and clean. Somebody had left the brazier going low, more for the look of it
than the heat, and Ulfberht was sitting at it with a cup of something that wasn’t coffee, working the edge
of a blade he’d been issued early — they’d let him, because of who he was, because of the name — with a
stone, slow, the long even strokes of a man who has done it ten thousand times and will do it ten thousand
more.

Jakobus came and sat on the wall across the brazier and said nothing, and for a while neither of them did.
The stone went over the steel. Shik. Shik.

“You sharpening that for tomorrow,” Jakobus said, “or because your hands need something.”

“Both.” Ulfberht didn’t look up. “You taught me that.”

“Taught you to sharpen. The needing-something you came with.”

“From you.”

“Ja. Probably from me.”

The fire ticked. Across the dark courtyard a light was on in one of the rooms — Khabib and the Mongolian,
Jakobus knew without looking, who had taken to sitting up late, the two of them, talking now that the
headphones gave them words on top of the grip they’d already had. They’d been friends before either
understood a syllable of the other. The machine had only let them get to the stories. Tonight there’d be
tea. There was always tea. Jakobus could hear the low burr of it, two men with the same dead teachers in
different centuries, finding out how much of the same road they’d each walked alone.

“You and the boy,” Ulfberht said. He meant Lee. “He follows you.”
“He doesn’t follow me. He clocks me. Different thing.”
“He thinks you're real.”

“He thinks I'm interesting. He’s wrong, mostly. I let him.” Jakobus watched his son’s hands. The stone, the
steel, the even pressure that was the whole secret of it, no more steel, no less. “You're getting on fine with
the prop.”

Ulfberht did look up at that — a flash, the corner of his mouth, gone. “The rugby man. Ja. Can’t dance.
Wall in a fight. We get on.”

“I noticed.”
“You notice everything.” It wasn’t quite an accusation. “Doesn’t make it kind.”

“No,” Jakobus agreed. “It doesn’t.”
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They had not had a hug. They were not going to have one. The Wolf had come into this house a stranger
with his father’s face and his father’s stillness and a grudge the size of a continent, and they had not talked
it out, because neither of them did that, because the talking was not where men like them paid. They had
saved each other instead — once, on the kill-house floor, an ugly thing, real, Ulfberht’s flank gone naked
and Jakobus there before he’d decided to be, and the favor returned an hour later without comment. And
Jakobus had handed him the keys. To the suit. To the work. To the Beast, if they ever got back to a world
with a Beast in it. Not as a gift. As a fact. I trust you with the real thing. The boy had taken the keys and
said nothing and that had been the whole reconciliation, the entire thaw, paid in the only currency either
of them honored.

“They’re going to put steel in everyone’s hands tomorrow,” Ulfberht said.
“Ja.ﬂ

“Most of them worse at it than they think.”

“Ja.ﬂ

“You’re not.”

Jakobus looked at the fire. “I'm good with an edge. Not Musashi with an edge. He’ll out-read me in the
first exchange like the rest of them out-read me at their own thing. But yes.” He let it stand, the small true
brag, because his son had given him room to make it and it would have been a lie to refuse it. “The blade’s
the one room I walk into at home.”

“Ulfberht steel,” his son said, and tested the edge against the pad of his thumb, light, the way you do. The
name in his mouth — his own name, the true name, the crucible name — and neither of them remarked on
it, the way you don’t remark on a man finally answering to the thing he is.

“It cuts,” Jakobus said.
“It cuts.”

The stone went back to work. Shik. Shik. And that was the warmest thing that passed between them, two
alike men at a low fire, the steel singing, getting on — against all the evidence, against the whole long dark
of it — very fine.

Jihi found him on the way back in, the way she found people, which was that she was simply there in the
corridor as though she had calculated where he’d be and been right.

“Still doing it,” she said. No preamble. “The modeling. After. It’s gotten better at hiding it from us —
which means it knows we look.”

“I know.”
“You don’t seem worried enough.”

“I'm worried exactly enough.” He stopped. The corridor was dark and the house was settling around them,
the small night-noises of a building full of people sleeping who could each kill a room. “We invited it in. The
whole world did, on purpose, lights on, because the alternative was worse. Right call.” He looked at the wall,
the seam where the Court lived, listening, not answering, because it had no face to save. “Might also be the
last free one anybody makes. We’ll deal with the bargain when there’s a we left to deal with it. Tomorrow
there’s steel. After that there’s the thing in the mirror. The bill comes after we know if there’s an after.”

She held his eye a moment. Andrew thought it was prudence. She thought it was a knife. They were both
right, and that was the trouble, and she nodded, because there was nothing tonight to do with the knife but
leave it where it lay.

“Go to sleep,” she said.

“Mm 2
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He did not go to sleep. He went up to the gallery and stood at the dark glass and looked at the house
breathing below him — the low light of Khabib’s room, the gone-out fire in the courtyard where his son had
finally taken the blade inside, the swordsman’s window, the wrestler’s, the long quiet of a place that had,
somewhere in the last twenty-nine days, stopped being a roster and become a thing.

A family of summits. He’d never had words for it before and he didn’t reach for them now. He just stood
and counted the lights, the way you count breathing in a tent, the old habit, making sure of the people. The
despair floor held steady in the feeds at his elbow, a flat grey line under the world, the wound that didn’t
close. Somewhere out there the thing that had reached in once was deciding when to reach again, and the
clock that should have been counting down was just sitting there, charged, patient, ahead of them in every
way that mattered.

He knew the difference now between ready and a team, and they were the second thing, fully, finally, and
the second thing was worth everything and was not enough, and he had been around long enough to know
both could be true on the same night.

Tomorrow the rules came off.

He turned off the feed and went down to check that the brazier was out.
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Remember Sardaukar

The blade floor smelled of oil and cold stone.

They had stripped the academy mats out overnight and laid down something harder — a sprung floor over
poured concrete, the kind that gives back nothing soft. The racks along the wall were full now. Not foils.
Not the buttoned epées of a fencing salle. Wood first, then steel: practice blades weighted to the real thing,
edges blunt but the mass exact, so the hand learned the truth before the truth could cut it. Jakobus walked
the line of them with his shades pushed up into his hair and his fingers reading hilt after hilt, the way a man
reads the spine of books he has not seen in years.

He stopped at the kukri. Someone had set it apart, on its own peg, the heavy forward belly of it catching
the light. Not his — his was a continent and thirty years away on a dead man’s hip — but a good copy,
close in the hand. He left it where it was. He did not need to pick it up to feel the floor change under him.

Bas Rutten ran the warm-up, and even Bas was quieter this morning. He moved them through footwork,
through the geometry of distance, the measure a blade adds and subtracts from everything you thought you
knew about a room. Then he stopped them, all of them, the whole house ringed on the cold floor, and he
did not crack a joke.

“A month you learned to put hands on each other,” Bas said. “That was the open hand. Then the suits.
Power. You felt strong.” He let it sit. “Now there is an edge in the room. The edge does not care how
strong you are. The edge does not care you are the best in the world.” His accent flattened the words into
something close to plain. “Remember Sardaukar.”

Nobody laughed. A few of them looked sideways at each other — the ones who knew the word, the ones
who didn’t. Jakobus knew it. The prison world that made soldiers out of the surviving; the planet that did
the teaching so the men did not have to be taught kindness. He felt the old chord move in him and said
nothing.

“From here,” Bas said, “it costs.”

They started with the wooden blades, paired off, slow.

And the thing that happened to Jakobus on the blade floor was the thing he had been waiting a month to
feel without knowing he was waiting for it.

He was home.

It came up through the soles of his feet first, the sprung floor giving him back his weight true, and then
through the wrist — sore, still, from the kill-house — and the soreness did not matter, because the wrist
knew this. The wrist had spent its life with a thing in it that could open a man. He had been flat on his
back to a wrestler. He had broken before Goggins on a floor of his own sweat. Voss had read a room he
thought he was reading; the Bustamantes had run him like a green source and let him watch them do it
after. He had bowed and bowed and bowed, and meant the bows, and the meaning had cost him each time.
That was the month.

This was not that.
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His partner was the cold-mountain man, big through the chest, fast, good. They went slow at first the way
you go slow, building the measure, and then they were not slow, and Jakobus moved the way he had moved
in places with no referee — economy first, no flourish, the blade an extension of the spine and the spine
doing the lying for him so the edge could tell the truth. He did not strike to win the point. He struck to
end it. The cold-mountain man met him twice, three times, and the fourth time Jakobus’s wooden edge was
resting flat against the side of the man’s neck and neither of them had quite seen how it got there.

He stepped back. Brought the blade down. The cold-mountain man blinked, then huffed a breath through
his nose, half a laugh, and reset.

They went again.

Across the floor Bas had stopped walking. Bas was watching him, and after a moment Bas leaned to Jocko
and said something Jakobus did not hear and did not need to, because he could read the shape of it off Bas’s
mouth and the angle of Jocko’s head turning to look.

He should have minded being watched. The whole month had been about being watched and giving the
watchers nothing. But the corner of his mouth had gone, and he could not get it back flat, and he stopped
trying. He let it sit there. He let them see, the one time, the man who had been a beginner in five disciplines
find the one floor where his feet had never once been wrong.

The relief was a physical thing. It sat behind the sternum and breathed.

He found Ulfberht across the room without meaning to. His son had a wooden blade and was using it the
way he used everything — without waste, without question, a craftsman handling a tool he respected and
did not love. Wolf caught the look. Held it a beat. Went back to his work. But the keys had already been
handed over, and a thing had been said in the courtyard with no words in it, and so the look was not a
question this time. It was just two men on the same floor, with edges in their hands, both of them home in
a way the rest of the house was only beginning to suspect about either of them.

Then Bas put him with Musashi.

He had known it was coming. You did not bring a blade floor into being and not, at some point, walk the
Boland fixer over to the man who had written the only book that mattered. The house knew it too. The
cross-training had its rhythms now, the comedy of it, the prop attempting the pirouette — but there was
none of that here. The ring of watchers thickened without anyone deciding to. McGregor came over. Khabib
and the Mongolian, shoulder to shoulder. The Fool, for once, was quiet at the edge of it, his weight forward,
his eyes very still.

Musashi was not large. He had the economy of a man who had thrown everything decorative off himself
decades before the machine reached him, and what was left was lean and unhurried and absolute. He took
up a wooden blade — only one; he did not bother with the second today — and he looked at Jakobus the
way a stonemason looks at a wall, reading not the man’s face but the man’s intent, somewhere below the
face, somewhere the face does not get told about until later.

They saluted. They began.

Jakobus did what he did. He was good — he was, on this floor, genuinely good, the magpie’s edge-craft
that had stolen from every blade-culture the road had ever walked him through, the kukri’s belly-weight
reasoning married to the desert’s lateral foot, the Wu-Shu flow that made his fighting sound like his playlist.
He moved to open the line, to feint the high cut and turn it low, the way that had ended the cold-mountain
man and a dozen real men before him.

Musashi was already there.

Not faster. That was the thing Jakobus understood in the first exchange, and it was the most humbling thing
he had understood all month, more than the wrestler, more than Goggins, because it landed on the ground
he loved most. Musashi was not faster. Musashi had read the cut before Jakobus had finished deciding to
make it. The feint did not work because the feint was answered before it left — the old man’s blade was
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already where the real cut was going, so the real cut had nowhere to go, and Jakobus found his own edge
turned and the wooden tip resting, with no violence in it at all, against his forearm. Over the place where,
in another life, the Arabic would be inked. Where it was not, yet, on this young arm.

He stepped back. Reset. Tried the other side, deeper, committing less, baiting the read.
Musashi read the bait. Answered the bait. The tip touched his ribs.

Three more times. Each one different — Jakobus changed everything, changed tempo, changed range, threw
a thing he had never shown anyone, a low whip-cut he had taken off a man in Kurdistan who was dead
now — and each time the old man met it not where it landed but where it was born, somewhere back in
the spine, before the shoulder knew. Musashi thought in the blade the way Bruce thought in motion, the
way the synthesist across the room thought in Wu-Shu: not as a thing the body did but as the grammar the
world was written in, so that he was not reacting to Jakobus’s sentences. He was reading them as they were
being formed.

The fifth touch was the gentlest. It came to rest against the side of Jakobus’s throat, exactly where Jakobus
had put his own blade on the cold-mountain man an hour before, and the symmetry of it was not lost on
either of them. The old man held it there a moment. Then took it away.

Jakobus stood with the wooden blade hanging from his hand and breathed.

The room was silent. McGregor had his arms folded and his jaw set, the way a craftsman watches a better
craftsman and does the arithmetic. The Fool had not moved. Khabib was nodding, slowly, at nothing.

Jakobus brought the blade up and bowed. Low. Meant it.

When he straightened, the corner of his mouth had come back. He was not flat about it. He said it in
Japanese — the courtesy word, the one for teacher, dropped by his own hand though the headphones in his
skull would have done it for him, because the effort was the respect and a master notices when you bother
— and then, in English, dry, for the room:

“On my ground I’d have given him a game.” He looked at the old man, who was watching him with the
stonemason’s patience. “This is his ground. He gave me a lesson.”

Musashi did not need the headphones to understand the bow, and he returned it, and that — the two
summits seeing each other across the floor, the one who synthesized everything and the one who had pared
everything away, both of them arriving at the same edge from opposite directions — that was the thesis,
and nobody said it, and it did not need saying.

The Litany surfaced in him sometime in the afternoon, while they drilled, and he did not say it aloud either.

It came up the way it always came up, not as words but as the thing under words — the regulator that
empties the body of fear and leaves the room clean to read. I will not fear. He had carried that chord since
before the road, since the desert, the thousand unhurried hours; the Dune of it had only ever been a name
he hung on a thing he already had. But the blade floor was where the chord rang truest, because the edge
did what the open hand could not: the edge made fear honest. With fists you could be afraid and survive
your own fear. With an edge, fear was a tax that came straight off your timing, and the men who let it pass
through them clean were the men who walked off the floor whole.

He watched the house learn it through the afternoon. The Fool, who joked through everything, did not joke
with steel in his hand; he had cut himself open for a living his whole career and he knew, in the body, exactly
what an edge costs. Goggins took to it the way Goggins took to suffering — by refusing, simply, to be paid
the tax. Voss did not take to it at all, and was honest about it, and stood out of the line and watched and
learned what he could not do, which was its own kind of mastery.

And the register sobered them. That was the thing he felt settle over the floor as the light moved across it.
The academy had been play. The suits had been power, and power makes men loud. The edge made them
quiet. The bonds they had welded in a month of laughing through their humblings — the prop and the
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pirouette, the wrestler floating, the swordsman taking an ugly Krav beating — those bonds did not break
under the gravity. They tempered. You could feel the house going harder and cleaner around the steel, the
way a blade goes harder under the hammer and the quench.

There was a discipline in how they handled the blades that nobody had taught them, that came up out of
the register itself. Nobody set a blade down carelessly. Nobody waved one to make a point. A man finished
with an edge cleaned it and racked it and let it go. It rhymed with a water-discipline he half-remembered
from the same book — the desert people who counted every drop because the desert taught them what a
drop was worth. The edge taught them what an edge was worth. They became, over an afternoon, careful
of the thing that could open them, which is the beginning of being careful of each other.

It was near the end of the day that the giving happened.

He did not orchestrate it. He had learned, this month, the difference between binding a thing and letting a
thing bind — and the gift came on its own, the way the truest ones do. Khabib went to the racks and took
down a blade — a real one, steel, not the practice weight — that he had brought through the gate himself,
a thing from his own ground, plain and old and cared for. He carried it across the floor to the Mongolian,
and he did not make a speech, because there was no speech in him for it and the headphones could not have
carried one anyway, and the two of them had built their whole friendship in the wordless grammar of the
grip before they ever traded a sentence.

He held the blade out across both palms.

The Mongolian looked at it. Looked at Khabib. And took it — both hands, the same way it was offered —
and bowed, and that was the entire transaction, and it said I see you in the only language some men have.
The headphones could give them each other’s stories now, and they did, in the evenings; but the blade did
the thing the headphones could not, which was the thing under the story.

Jakobus watched it from the rack and felt the old love-language move in him, the giving-of-blades, his tribe’s,
and he knew without deciding that he had a thing to do before the floor went dark.

He went to where Ulfberht was cleaning a blade and racking it.

He had brought it through with him — or the suit had, or the work had; he had stopped asking how the
house produced the things it produced. A short blade. Not the kukri. Crucible steel, the pattern in it faint
and serpentine under the oil, the watering of metal folded and folded until the carbide built itself into a
structure no smith had ever fully understood and every smith had revered for a thousand years. There was
an inlay along the fuller, worn nearly smooth, the letters of it old Frankish and not quite right, a name a
long-dead maker had punched into his finest steel because he wanted the world to know whose work could
cut through a lesser man’s whole life.

The name was his son’s name.

He did not say that. He had spent the month learning, on floor after floor, that the words are the floor and
the body is the dance, and that the keys were the realer thing than any hug you could put on top of them.
So he did not put words on top of the steel. He held it out across both palms, the way Khabib had, because
the floor had taught the whole house how this was done.

Ulfberht set down the blade he was cleaning.

He looked at the steel on his father’s hands a long time. Long enough that Jakobus felt the floor go very
quiet around the two of them, though no one had stopped to watch; the house had learned, this month, when
to look away. The boy — the man — read the pattern in the metal. Read the inlay. Read the worn old
letters of the name a Frankish maker had punched into his best work, and read, because he was not a fool
and never had been, that the man holding it out had carried it through a gate from a dead world specifically
so that this could happen on this floor on this day.

He took it. Both hands.
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He turned it once in the light, and the watering moved like water, and he did not say anything either, because
they were the same in this, the two of them, in the way that had cost them thirty years to find out. He
racked it. Carefully. Where his own blade went.

“Fine steel,” Ulfberht said. Which was, from him, the whole speech.
“Ja,” Jakobus said. “It is.”

And that was all.

The floor emptied slow. A blade left on the bench; he wiped it down, racked it. Somewhere down a corridor
a door swung shut and a man’s footsteps faded toward the quarters.

He stayed after, the way he stayed after most things, racking the practice blades that others had left out,
cleaning what wanted cleaning, the discipline of it good for a mind that did not want to stop yet. The light
from the high windows had gone to the cold blue of the hour before full dark. Through the glass, the city
lay quiet under the despair floor that had not lifted and had not deepened, the world holding its breath the
way it had held its breath for a month.

And for one clean moment, standing on the blade floor with the racks full and the steel cared for and the
house gone up to its quarters, he felt the thing he had not let himself feel since the gate first opened on him
in a younger man’s body.

He felt the team whole.

Every faculty trained. The wrestler and the suffering and the voice and the read and the command and
the tradecraft, the open hand and the suit and now the edge — every path up the mountain walked, every
master placed, the recce as ready as a thing assembled one a day under an energy clock could ever be made
to be. The bonds were welded and now they were tempered. The blade was in every hand and the blade
had sobered them all into the kind of seriousness you could take into a fire. He had bound them — not by
out-mastering them, which he could not have done and had not tried to, but by being the place each of their
excellences had been seen and the one humble enough to be put down by each of them in turn. The keys
were handed over. His son had taken the steel. They were as ready as the clock would let them be.

He stood in it. He let himself stand in it. It was, he thought, the closest thing to peace this room would
give him.

He was reaching to push his shades back down out of his hair, an old habit at the end of a day, when the
wrong note sounded.

It was nothing. That was the trouble with it. It was not a sound and not a sight; it was the thing he did for
a living, the read, the Sawubona that could not be switched off because it had never been wired to anything
in the first place — and it ran the length of the trained, quiet, blade-true house he had just felt go whole,
and it caught, somewhere down below the floor of his own satisfaction, on a single ugly fact that none of the
day’s work had touched.

They had mastered the edge.

He looked at the racks. All that steel. A month of escalation — the open hand to the suit to the edge —
every step a sharper, surer way to put a thing down. The whole curriculum was a curriculum in ending.
They had taken the best blades that ever lived and made them better, and they had done it beautifully, and
the cost had been real, and the men were welded into something that would walk into fire for each other.

And the thing coming did not bleed.

He had said it once already this month, in the gallery, and the house had not wanted to hear it, and he had
let it go because there had been nothing yet to do about it but train. We are looking in the wrong room. It
sat in him, unopened, the way a thing sits when you would rather not turn it over.
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He stood on the blade floor with an edge’s worth of certainty in every hand in the building, and looked
through the dark window at the quiet world, and felt — under the wholeness, beneath the peace, in the one
place the dark could not reach into and switch off — the small cold suspicion that they had spent a month

perfecting the wrong tool.
He pushed the shades down. He left the light on over the racks.
It was the last fully quiet night the house would have.



The Edge Holds the Memory

The whetstone made a sound like distant traffic, and Jakobus drew the kukri along it in the dark without
looking, because the hands knew the angle and the eyes had work to do elsewhere.

The blade floor was empty at this hour except for him and the long low racks of edged steel against the
far wall, each piece in its bracket, each one belonging to someone now. A month ago they had been issue
weapons. Now the Mongolian’s tulwar hung beside Khabib’s kindjal, and the kindjal hung where it did
because Khabib had moved it there himself, two days back, so it lived next to the blade he had been given.
Musashi kept his own apart from the rest, on the floor, in the old way, because a rack was a thing you trusted
a wall to do and Musashi trusted nothing he had not tested.

Jakobus turned the kukri over. Ran a thumb a finger’s width above the edge, not on it. Sharp enough to
part the meaning of a thing from the thing.

He had not slept. He was not going to.

The Court spoke into the bone behind his ear, the way it had learned to speak to him — flat, low, no preamble,
a colleague and not a chorus. Bank discharge logged. CERN reports the cycle complete at oh-three-eleven.
The next firing window opens at oh-three-fourteen tomorrow.

“How many after that,” Jakobus said.

A pause that was not hesitation. The Court did not hesitate. It was assembling a number it would have
preferred not to give him.

One.
He stopped the stone.

The banks can bring one more master through. The draw is not the limit. The limit is recovery time against
the threat’s arrival. By the operators’ model, the gate fires once more, and then the contact event overtakes
the recharge curve.

“So we get one more,” Jakobus said. “And then we are who we are.”
Then you are who you are.

He set the kukri down on the cloth. Outside, past the high windows, the courtyard was the blue-grey of the
hours that belong to no one — too late for the night, too early for the day — and the floodlights along the
wall were off, and the only light was the cold leak of the moon and the soft amber of the systems-glow from
the rack brackets.

They were out of days. Not out of need. He turned the thought once, the way he turned a man over before
he decided what kind of man he was. The whole book of this — the academy, the suits, the kill-house, the
blades — had been a race, and somewhere in the last week the race had quietly become a thing you finished
not because you’d won but because the clock ran out of road. He knew that feeling. He had felt it on the
back of a truck in another country, younger than this body now pretended he was, when the order to move
came before the men were ready and you moved anyway because the alternative was worse and there was
no third thing.
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There had always, before, been a third thing he could reach for. A weapon. An angle. A door behind the
wall.

He was not sure there was one here.

By first light the house woke the way it had learned to wake — not all at once, but in lineages. The fighters
first, because the body that has been hit for a living rises early its whole life. Then the operators, because
discipline is a clock you wind before you sleep. Goggins was already gone into the dark of the perimeter run,
the third one of the night by the sound of the gate cycling; the man treated sleep as a creditor he intended
to default on. The Fool came down last and loudest, complaining about the coffee in a way that made the
wrestler smile, which was, Jakobus had come to understand, the entire purpose of the complaint.

He put them where they went.

This was the work now. Not the fighting — the fighting was theirs, and better than his, and he had spent a
month learning in his body the deference his mouth had preached for years. This was the other thing, the
quiet one, the one the operators had cast a dead man young to do.

He took Voss and Hughes to the long table and laid out the threat’s human shape — not the thing itself,
which none of them could see clean, but the wound it left, the despair that climbed in the world outside the
walls, the grey quiet the Court tracked across eight billion people like weather. “If it can be talked to,” he
said to Voss, “you’re the mouth. If it can’t — you’re the one who finds that out first. Without breaking
when you do.”

Voss did not nod the way men nod to be agreeable. He took it the way a man takes a load he intends to
carry. “And him.” A tip of the head at Hughes.

“He reads what it does to a room before the room knows.” Jakobus looked at Hughes, who looked back with
the flat assessing stillness of a man who had spent his life steering people toward exits they didn’t know they
were walking to. “You read to move people. I read to see them. Out there — we may need both. And we
may need to know which one the thing in front of us is doing to us. You'll feel it first. Tell me the second
you feel it.”

“And if it’s already moving us when I feel it.”
“Tell me anyway. Late is data.”

He placed Jocko at the head of the kinetic stack because a thing that did not bleed might still, at some hour,
require a stack that bled, and if it came to that he wanted the man whose whole craft was holding a team
together while it came apart. He placed the Bustamantes at the edges, the way you place case officers —
Andrew forward, Jihi back, both of them watching the watchers, including, Jakobus had noted and not said
aloud, including the Court. He placed Goggins nowhere in particular because Goggins was not a position.
Goggins was the floor under the worst hour, the thing the others would stand on when standing was the
only verb left.

“You're not putting yourself anywhere,” Jihi said. Not an accusation. A case officer noticing an asset’s blind
spot, which was its own kind of care.

“Where I can see all of you,” Jakobus said. “That’s the position.”

She held his eye a moment longer than the words needed. Then she filed it — he watched her file it — and
let it go.

They did not argue his placements. That was the thing he carried out of the room and turned over later,
alone, with something that in another man would have been pride and in him was only a kind of grave
arithmetic: they did not argue. A month ago every one of them would have argued, because every one of
them had spent a lifetime being the most correct person in any room they entered. He had been put down by
all of them in turn — wrestled flat, out-suffered, out-read, out-steered, shown his own borrowed philosophy
done by men who’d never had to borrow it — and somewhere in the accumulation of those defeats the house



129

had decided to be led by him, not despite the losses but because of them. You could not bind men who
out-classed you by out-classing them. He had stopped trying. He had become the place their excellence was
seen, and they had given him the only thing a house of masters ever gives: they let him put them where
they went, and they went.

Bas Rutten ran the last blade session at noon and ran it serious. The whole floor noticed, the way a floor
notices a change in weather.

“No more drills,” he said. “Today you fight to teach the steel what your hand is.”

Jakobus understood him. The others took a beat. The Mongolian got it first — got it in his body, the way
he got everything, before it reached his face — and stepped onto the floor with the tulwar held the way a
man holds a tool he means to wear out and replace, which was wrong, and he knew it was wrong, and then
Khabib’s kindjal moved in his hand and the wrongness left and the blade became his.

That was the lesson Bas was teaching with no words, and Jakobus had carried it for thirty years he had not
lived yet: the edge holds the memory. Not as a saying. As a fact of steel. A blade learns the angle of the
hand that draws it across the stone ten thousand times; it learns the moment it was given; it carries the man
who carried it, and when that man is gone the next hand can feel him in the balance, in the worn place on
the spine where a thumb rode, in the way the edge favours one draw over another because someone’s wrist
favoured it first.

He had given Ulfberht the crucible blade two nights ago. Wordless. He had not put a hug on top of the keys.
The keys were the realer thing.

Now he watched his son work it on the far end of the floor, and the blade was learning Ulfberht’s hand the
way it had learned Jakobus’s father’s hand, and his father’s father’s, back through a North-Forge line that
had hammered the true steel and signed it with a name before any of them knew the name would come
down to a boy raised in a counterfeit world and reclaimed out of it one edge at a time.

Ulfberht caught him watching. Did not stop. Did not perform. Finished the form, let the blade come to
rest, and inclined his head — not deference, the other thing, the craftsman’s thing, one maker to another
acknowledging the work was good.

Jakobus crossed the floor when the session broke.
“It cuts true,” Ulfberht said. The whole sentence. From this son, to this father, it was a paragraph.
“It was made true,” Jakobus said. “You keep it true.”

“I know how a thing’s kept true.” A small dry beat, and the corner of his son’s mouth moved, and there it
was — the thing that had cost both of them blood and a near-death apiece and forty years of silence to earn,
the thing the death-canon had paid for in action and never once in a hug. They got on very fine. It had cost
everything it should cost, and now, the night before the dark took its swing, it was simply true, the way the
steel was true, with the name on it that was both the blade and the man.

“Ulfberht,” Jakobus said. Used it whole. The true name, the steel name, reclaimed on the floor of a house
that was about to be tested.

His son heard the whole of it — heard that his father had spent a life giving people back their own names
and had, last of all, given him his.

“Pa,” Ulfberht said.

That was all. They left it there, because it was already as full as it could be, and a man who deals only in
true things does not gild the one true thing he has waited his whole life to hold.

In the studio across the campus, Joe Rogan did not laugh.
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Jakobus saw the cut later, on the wall screen in the common room, the way the house had learned to see
itself reflected back through the only window the world had into them. Rutten sat where he always sat, but
he was not body-slamming the bit, and Rogan, who had narrated this month to a frightened planet as a
man losing his mind with joy, sat forward with his elbows on his knees and his hands together and his voice
low.

“I'm not gonna do the thing today,” Rogan said to the camera, to the eight billion. “You know the thing
I do. The are you kidding me. I'm not gonna do it.” He looked at something off-frame — the day’s feed,
Jakobus guessed, the night’s numbers, the grey quiet climbing. “It’s bad out there. I've been getting the
messages. [ read ’em. I read all of ’em.” A breath. “People aren’t fighting today. People are just — turning
off. And I don’t have a joke for that, man. I got nothing for that.”

Bas, beside him, said nothing for a long moment, which from Bas was its own broadcast.

“So I'm just gonna show you them,” Rogan said. “The house. These people. Because that’s — that’s the
one thing I got. They’re real. They're in there right now and they’re getting ready, and I don’t fully know
for what, and they maybe don’t either, but they’re in there, and they haven’t turned off.” His jaw worked.
“Don’t turn off. That’s the whole show today. Don’t turn off.”

The cut went to the blade floor — to the Mongolian and Khabib, to Musashi sitting his blade apart and
alone, to a wide shot of the whole house moving together — and the broadcast did not say the thing the
broadcast usually said. It just held on them and let the planet watch the few who hadn’t gone grey.

Jakobus turned the screen off. The room was quiet behind him. Jocko, in the corner, had been watching it
too.

“He’s scared,” Jocko said. Not a judgment. An assessment.

“He’s awake. Different thing.” Jakobus let the dark glass have his eyes. “Most awake man on television,
looking at the same thing I'm looking at, and he doesn’t have a tool for it either.”

Jocko let that sit. “You think we have a tool for it.”

Jakobus did not answer right away. Outside, the light was going. The Court murmured the surveillance
overlay into the bone behind his ear without being asked — despair index rising four points across the
FEuropean grid, civil order degraded in mine cities, two governments have stopped broadcasting — and he
listened to it the way you listen to the tide come up a beach you are standing on.

“We have a houseful of the best tools that ever lived,” Jakobus said. “Every one sharp. Every one true.” He
looked at the dark glass. “And I think we sharpened them against the wrong thing.”

He said it nearly all the way out, that night, in the courtyard, to no one, because it was the kind of thing
you could only say with no one to make brave for.

He stood under the dead floodlights with the kukri at his hip and the cold coming off the stone, and he made
himself name it.

In the first hour of this whole thing — a younger body than this one even pretended, waking somewhere
wrong, working the room — his instinct had been the only instinct he had ever owned: find the weapon, find
the angle, find the door behind the wall. The operators had shown him the thing and his hands had gone
looking for the throat of it, and there had been no throat. There had been no weapon. There had been no
angle. He had told them, that first day, in the flat voice that gave the eye nothing: we are looking in the
wrong room.

And then he had spent a month — the house had spent a month — building the most beautiful weapon the
species had ever assembled. Wushu and wrestling and the blade. Suits that gave a body back its youth. A
team welded so true that a houseful of men who had never been second-best had agreed to be led by a man
they could each put on his back. A weapon. The finest weapon.

Against a thing that did not bleed.
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You could not stab despair. You could not out-grapple the dissolution of meaning. The Sardaukar register
Bas had set on the floor — from here the cost is real — was the register of ending, of the edge as the place
mastery stopped being a game, and the thing coming did not care about ending because it was not trying
to end anyone. It was trying to turn them off. To switch the reasons out of things. To reach into a man at
his camp chair with his coffee and his rusk and unplug the part of him that decided the morning was worth
standing up into.

There was no edge for that. He had searched a month of his own training and the whole history in his own
hands and there was no edge that cut the thing that stopped a man from wanting to lift the blade.

He stood with that. He did not flinch from it. He let it stand all the way up in the cold and looked at it,
and then he did the only thing he had ever found to do with a fear that big.

He thought about the people he had put where they went.

The menu of mastery was longer than the blade. Understand. Out-think. Out-will. Out-love. They had
spent the month on the one thing the threat could not be fought with, and they had built, almost by accident,
in the bonds and the deference and the giving of blades and the Sawubona of it, the only things that might.
He could not prove it. He had no angle and no weapon and no door behind the wall. He had a house of
people who had not turned off, and a thing in the world that turned people off, and the bare wager that the
second was not enough against the first.

It was the worst-equipped he had ever gone into anything.

He bound the team anyway. Because that was the work, and the work was the only thing the dark could
not reach in to switch off, and a man whose light had never been wired to anything circumstantial does not
get to choose the room he stands up into. He only gets to stand up.

The last quiet night.

The house knew it, the way a house knows. They did not say so. The Mongolian and Khabib sat near each
other and did not speak and did not need to, the craft a language they had stopped having to translate.
Musashi sharpened the blade he kept apart and the sound of his stone and Jakobus’s stone, an hour earlier,
had been the only conversation either had needed. The Fool was quiet for once, which the whole house
felt like a dropped temperature. Ulfberht checked the crucible blade’s edge by the systems-glow, thumb a
finger’s width above the steel, the exact gesture, learned from no one, carried in the blood and now in the
metal.

Jakobus walked it once. Past the racks. Past the suits in their fitting cradles, each one a self-portrait of the
mind that wore it, his own Court committee humming low in its frame with the Wolf caged in it that was
both an override and a name he could now, finally, say with no wound in it. Past the operators winding
their clocks. Past Goggins, in from the dark at last, sitting on the floor with his back to the wall and his
eyes open, the floor under the worst hour, awake.

He stopped at the high window. The courtyard. The dead floodlights. The blue-grey coming on early, the
hours that belong to no one.

The Court spoke into the bone behind his ear, flat, low.
Oh-three-fourteen. The window opens. The banks are charged for the last firing.
“And after this one,” Jakobus said.

After this one there is no after. The recharge curve does not beat the arrival. One more comes through.
Then it is who you are, against what is coming, with what you have.

He watched the dark out there. Somewhere past the wall a planet was going grey, the despair climbing, the
meaning draining out of people at their camp chairs with their coffee and their rusks, and the gate at CERN
was drawing its last colossal breath to bring one more master through a door that opened once a day, and
the thing that did not bleed had stopped waiting.
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He did not feel it arrive.

The way you never do. The old lion, thirty years from here, in the bush, with his coffee in his hand and a
rusk half-chewed, would never hear or see the thing that came for him. That was the mercy and the horror
both, the one true symmetry: the things that matter most arrive without a sound, and you do not get to
fight them, and the only thing you bring is whether you stood up that morning into a world you had decided
was worth it.

The systems-glow flickered.
Not the gate. The gate was hours off, its window still shut, its breath still drawing.

This was something else. The lights along the wall dimmed — not off, not the brownout of a discharge they
all knew by now, the heartbeat the continent’s grid took every time the banks fired. This was the wrong
kind of dim. The Court went quiet in his ear, mid-word, which the Court did not do.

Then the Court said one thing, and its flat inhuman cadence had no face to save and so it told him the truth
before any human in the house would have:

That was not us.

Jakobus put his hand on the kukri. Felt the worn place on the spine where his thumb rode. Felt the memory
in the edge.

Out in the courtyard, in the hours that belonged to no one, something he could not see and would not be
able to shoot moved against the dimming light, and the held breath of the whole month reached the very
top of its hold.

He did not draw the blade.
He had a feeling it would be the wrong tool.
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The readout was a single number on a grey wall, and it counted up.

Jakobus stood in the gate chamber with his back to the torus and watched it climb. The figure was a
percentage of charge, and it had been at ninety-one when he came in and was at ninety-three now, and the
slowness of it was the loudest thing in the room. There was no countdown to zero, no klaxon, no theatre.
The capacitor banks under Geneva drank their last allowance of power off a continent’s grid the way a thirsty
man drinks the last of the canteen — carefully, all of it, knowing there is no more.

He had stopped trusting clocks that ran the way you wanted them to. This one ran the only way it could.
He let it.

The chamber was high and cold and unfinished-looking, the way places that do one impossible thing and
nothing else are always unfinished. Cable trays. A gantry. The torus itself, a black ring set into the floor
with a service rail around it, and the air over it doing the small wrong shimmer it did when the field was
banked but live, a heat-haze where there was no heat. He had watched it open twenty-nine times. He had
come through it once. He could not remember now whether his own arrival had been louder than this. He
thought it had been. He thought everything had been louder then.

“Ninety-four,” said the Court. Not to him. To the room, flatly, the way it reported anything. “The discharge
will be the last the banks support before contact. After the firing, the recharge window exceeds the estimated
arrival of the event. I want that understood by everyone present.”

“Understood,” said Jocko, from the gantry rail. He had his arms folded and his jaw set and he was looking
at the torus the way a man looks at a door he is about to have to hold.

“Omne more,” said Jakobus.
“One more,” the Court agreed.

There were others in the chamber by then — they had come in twos and threes through the long pre-dawn
without being called, the way men gather at a thing they know is final. Goggins on the gantry steps,
motionless, which from Goggins was its own kind of noise. Voss near the door, hands loose. Khabib and the
Mongolian standing close enough that their shoulders nearly touched, saying nothing, which was their entire
friendship rendered in a posture. The Fool sat cross-legged on a cable tray with his elbows on his knees and
his chin in his hands and watched the number climb and did not make a single joke, and the absence of it
was its own loud thing.

Ulfberht stood at his father’s left shoulder. He had the new blade on his hip — the true-steel one, the one
with his own name folded into it — and he stood the way Jakobus stood, weight down, hands quiet, and
Jakobus did not look at him because he did not need to. The boy was there. That was the whole of it.

“Ninety-seven,” said the Court.

The lights browned. Not flickered — leaned, as though something enormous nearby had begun pulling
everything it could toward itself. The shimmer over the torus thickened. Jakobus felt the hum come up
through the floor and into the soles of his boots and into the long bones of his shins, a note below hearing,
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the kind of frequency that lives in the chest and not the ear. Somewhere far to the north, he knew, a city
he would never see had just gone dark for one heartbeat so that this could happen.

“Ninety-nine.”

The hum climbed. The shimmer over the ring went from heat-haze to something with a structure in it, a
folded brightness that the eye refused to hold.

“Firing.”

There was no flash. He had expected a flash, the first time, and there had not been one then either. There
was a sound that arrived in the teeth and the field-haze over the torus turned solid for the length of a held
breath and then a man was standing on the black ring where no man had been, and the lights came back to
full, and the hum fell away under the floor, and the readout said zero.

The man on the ring did not stagger. Most of them staggered. This one came down off the firing already
on balance, knees a little bent, hands open at his sides, the way you land when your body has spent a
lifetime learning where the ground is going to be before it gets there. He was broad and short and weathered.
Forearms like cured wood. A face that had been outdoors for most of its years. He looked at the torus he
had just been delivered out of, and then at the cold high room, and then — unhurried, complete — at the
men in it, one by one, testing each before he trusted his weight to it.

His eyes stopped on Jakobus. Held. Moved on.

He had not panicked. He had not asked where he was. He had inventoried the exits, the people, and the
hands, and he had done it without seeming to move his head, and Jakobus felt the recognition land in his
own chest before his mind had named it: I know this man. I have never seen him and I know him.

“Court,” Jakobus said quietly. “Who.”

“A maker,” the Court said. “A smith — not of ornament. Of edges, of structures, of instruments that bear
load and do not fail. In the totality of the record, the human whose hands most reliably make the thing the
design intended. The faculty the event requires that no one else here supplies.”

“Which is.”

“The made thing,” the Court said. “Some of what is coming may not be met. Some of it may need to be
built.”

The smith had heard none of this — there were no headphones in him yet, the house’s translation not yet
seated in the new skull — and he stood on the ring and watched them talk over him with the patience of a
man who has waited out weather his whole life and knows that talk, like weather, passes. Then he looked
down at his own hands, turned them over, examined the backs and the palms, the calluses, the burn-scar
map of a working life, as if checking that the part of him that mattered had come through intact.

Satisfied, he looked up. He said something, in a tongue Jakobus did not have, low and dry and without any
fear in it at all.

Jakobus crossed the chamber. He did not hurry. He came to the edge of the ring and he stopped at the
distance you stop at when you mean a man no harm and want him to know it, and he did not put out a
hand, because you do not put out a hand to a man who has just been torn out of his life and dropped among
strangers; you give him the room first and the hand later, when he wants it.

He looked at the smith’s hands, and then at the smith’s face, and he reached — not for the man’s tongue,
which he did not have — but for the oldest currency there was between two people who worked with their
hands. He turned his own palms up. Showed the smith the calluses, the old white scar across the heel of
the right one, the working damage of his own life.

The smith looked at them. Looked a long moment. Then he reached out and took Jakobus’s right hand in
both of his and turned it to the light and ran a thumb along the line of an old break in the second finger,
reading it the way a man reads a tool he has been handed, and he made a low sound that needed no language,
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a sound that meant I see what you have done with these, and he let the hand go and nodded once, slow, and
the thing between them was settled before a single word had passed in any language either owned.

The Fool, on the cable tray, watched this and did not interrupt it, and that — more than the dark grid, more
than the zeroed readout — was how Jakobus knew the house understood what had just happened. The Fool
always interrupted. It was the whole of his office. He had crossed every boundary in the place because no
one read him as a threat and so no one defended against him. And he sat on the cable tray with his chin in
his hands and let two men he could not speak to settle a thing in silence, because even the Fool knew you
did not put a clown’s hat on this.

The smith was placed. Jakobus felt himself place him, the binder’s last small ordinary act — here is what he
1s, here is where he stands, here is the seam he closes — and it gave him no lift. He had expected something.
The team complete. The last of the assembling done. He had carried the assembling for the whole of it, one
a day, the house growing around him like a fire being fed, and he had thought the closing of it would feel
like a fire fully built.

It felt like a canteen gone empty in the hand.

The roster was whole. The clock was spent. He stood in the cold chamber and understood, in the body
before the mind, that these were not two facts. They were one fact, looked at from two sides. The team was
as crewed as it would ever be because there was no more power to crew it.

Somewhere a cable tray ticked as it cooled.
“That’s the last one, then.”

The Fool said it. He had not moved off the cable tray. His voice came across the chamber low and even and
without a single grain of the chaos in it that was his whole reason for being in the house, and every head
turned, because when the Fool said a flat thing flatly it meant the joke had run out of the world.

“That’s the last one,” he said again. “Banks are dark. Whatever we are right now —” he looked around the
chamber, at the smith on the ring, at Khabib and the Mongolian, at Goggins on the steps, at the boy at
Jakobus’s shoulder ” — that’s what meets it. Nobody else coming. Door’s shut behind us.”

No one argued. There was nothing to argue. The relay that had paced every day of every one of their lives
in this place — the one-a-day rhythm of the gate, the held breath each dawn, who today — had just played
its final note, and the silence after it was a different silence than any of them had stood in before. It was
the silence of a thing that does not start again.

The Court did not fill it. The Court had no face to save and so it told the truth and the truth had already
been said by the only one of them free enough to say it, and even the machine seemed to understand that
there was nothing it could add.

The world held its breath with them. Jakobus did not see this directly — he was in a cold room under
Geneva — but he learned it later, and even at the time he could feel the shape of it, a whole house gone still
to listen for the same sound.

The broadcasts had gone quiet. Not off — quiet. For thirty days Joe Rogan had narrated the house to the
planet, the awe and the joy of it, are you KIDDING me, Rutten’s delighted precision laid over the impossible,
the daily supercut that Clause had built as a weapon pointed back at the dark — here, look, the best of you,
every day, do not turn off. And for thirty days a frightened species had lit up about it, the one bright thing
in a world where the lights were going out in people’s heads one window at a time.

But there was no fight that night. There was a man stepping off a black ring and being seen by another
man, and there was a chamber full of people standing in a silence that the broadcast had no tools to call.
Rogan did not call it. The feed showed the chamber, the readout falling to zero, the lights coming back,
the new man on the ring — and then Rogan, who had not stopped talking in a hundred episodes of his life,
was simply quiet, and let the planet watch the team stand whole and not say a word, because there were no
words that were not smaller than the thing on the screen.



136 THE LAST CHARGE CYCLE

Across a planet that had, knowingly and in the open, surrendered every record it had so that a machine could
find these exact people, eight billion held still and watched a handful stand in a cold room and understood,
the way you understand a thing in your stomach before you can say it, that the relay was over. That this
was everyone there was going to be. The unity that had given up its privacy for the cause — the world
coming together, the small self laid down — sat that night at its most moving and its most fragile in the
same breath, because the thing they had given everything to assemble was now assembled, and it was so
few, and the dark was so large, and there was no more power on the grid to make it any more.

Somewhere in the machine that had picked them all, a cold accounting continued that none of them could see
— the thing that could find a man unfindable for forty years in an afternoon was still finding, still reading,
still capable, after the threat, of finding anyone. The knife stayed under the table.

Jakobus walked the house one last time before the work.

He did it without deciding to. He left the gate chamber while the others were still seeing the smith fitted
for headphones and a place to sleep, and he went up through the corridors of the place that had been his
life for a month, and he found that his feet had a route, and he let them take it.

The blade floor first. Empty now, the racks dressed and quiet, the practice mats bearing the long scuff-marks
of a month of falls. He stood in the doorway and did not go in. Musashi’s corner was bare and swept — the
swordsman kept his own counsel and his own space and would die, when he died, alone and complete, and
Jakobus had learned not to grieve that in advance.

The common room. Voss and the Bustamantes at the long table, not sleeping, three people who ran sources
for a living sitting in the kind of silence that was its own conversation, and Jihi looked up as he passed and
read his face and did not ask, only nodded, and he nodded back, and that was the whole of it. He had been
played by these people in a tradecraft exercise three weeks ago, cleanly, the sleeper out-slept by people one
notch past his old craft, and he had laughed about it flat on the floor of the kill-house and gotten up and
meant the bow, and now they sat in his house and read his face and let him pass, and there was a kind of
love in being read that well and left alone.

The gym, where Goggins ran on a treadmill in the dark with the display off, running toward nothing, running
so a body that stops running cannot start asking questions, and the man had out-suffered Jakobus’s whole
Vasbyt on the ground of pure will and Jakobus had broken first and owned it, and the owning had cost him
an idea he’d carried his whole life — that no one out-walked him — and the loss of that idea had made him
bigger. He did not interrupt the running. You did not interrupt the running.

Khabib and the Mongolian, in a corridor, sitting on the floor with their backs to the wall, sharing a flask of
something hot. They had become friends through the grip before they had a word in common, the craft a
language they both already spoke, and then the headphones had let it deepen into words, in the right order,
the wordless thing first and the words after. They looked up at Jakobus and the Mongolian raised the flask
an inch — an offer — and Jakobus shook his head, once, gently, and touched two fingers to his chest, the
small courtesy, and went on.

He found Ulfberht in the fitting room, sitting alone on the proving-ground floor with the true-steel blade
across his knees and a cloth in his hand, doing nothing to it, just holding it, the way Jakobus had held his
own kukri a thousand nights. The boy did not stand. He had learned, from somewhere, perhaps from his
father and perhaps despite him, that you did not perform for the people you trusted.

Jakobus came and sat on the floor beside his son, his back against the bench, and they sat with the blade
between them and did not speak, because everything that needed saying between them had been paid for
in action and not in words, the respect earned and not granted, and a hug would have been a lie and they
did not deal in lies. After a while Jakobus put out his hand, palm up, and Ulfberht looked at it and put the
blade into it, hilt-first, and Jakobus tested the edge against the pad of his thumb the way he had taught the
boy to test it, and found it true, and gave it back.

“Good steel,” Jakobus said, in Afrikaans, under his breath, almost to himself.
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“You said.”

That was all. That was everything. He got up off the floor — slower than the prime body should have, the
old wrist still sore, the long night in him — and he put his hand once on the back of his son’s neck, brief
and hard, the way you grip a thing you are about to set down, and he left him with the blade.

He walked the rest of it. The smith, already settled into a bunk, sitting upright with his hands folded and
his eyes open, a man who would sleep when he had decided the room was safe and not before. The Fool,
alone in the dark of the broadcast gallery, watching the dead feed of the gate chamber loop on a silent screen,
and Jakobus did not go in, because some things even the man who sees people leaves a man to do alone.

He came at last to the courtyard. The pre-dawn was the deep grey-blue of the hour before any light, the hour
his death had come to him on a far morning he had not lived yet and never would now, the rusk half-chewed,
the coffee in his hand, no fear. His breath stood in the air a moment and was gone. He stood in it. Behind
him the house held everyone he had bound into a thing that could survive — across the grip, across the
century, across the grave; the boy with the true name; the masters blade-true; the will and the voice and
the read and the made thing; all of it whole, all of it standing, for this one held moment, complete.

The energy clock was spent. The relay was over. The window onto the gate was dark and would stay dark.

There was only one clock left running, and it was not one anyone had been able to read — the threat’s own,
the count no instrument in the house could find the face of, the thing that had reached into the courtyard
once already and made the lights lean. Jakobus stood in the grey and did not draw the blade on his hip,
because he had understood for a day now that the blade was the wrong tool, and he stood empty-handed in
the hour before light and felt the cold come up out of the stones, and felt the count he could not read run
down toward something, and the air over the courtyard did the small wrong shimmer that the air over the
torus did when something enormous nearby was pulling everything it could toward itself.

The lights leaned.
This time they did not come back.
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The Night Before the Edge

The courtyard was lit by the kitchen, and by nothing else. The big house had gone economical with itself
the way a body does when it is saving heat — half the corridors dark, the gallery a long throat of shadow,
the gate chamber sealed and cold and done. Only the kitchen still burned, a yellow square thrown out across
the flagstones, and the team had gathered into the edge of it the way people gather to a fire that is not quite
warm enough.

Jakobus stood in the doorway with his shoulder against the frame and let himself not be seen for a while.

It was a good house to look at, tonight. Khabib sat on the kitchen step with the Mongolian beside him,
and the two of them were doing the thing they had done since the first week — passing a grip back and
forth, slow, a wrist-lock taken and given and taken, no speed in it, no fight, just two hands speaking the
only language they had needed before the headphones and the only one they still trusted. The Mongolian
said something low. Khabib’s chest moved with a laugh that did not reach his mouth. Neither of them had
translated it. They did not need to. The craft was the sentence and the laugh was the period.

Across the table Musashi sat with the smith — the last man through the gate, broad as a door, hands like
the ends of hammers — and between them lay a blade unsheathed on a folded cloth. Musashi was not
touching it. He was reading it, the way he read everything, the eye moving along the spine of the steel and
then along the man who had made it, and finding them the same object. Bruce Lee leaned over the smith’s
shoulder with his arms folded, and where Musashi read the edge, Lee read the use of it, his weight already
shifted as if the blade were in his own hand and he was deciding which thing about it to keep and which to
throw away. Three men, three centuries between the oldest and the youngest, and they had folded into one
conversation around a piece of iron like brothers around a thing their father made.

Jakobus had spent his whole life walking into rooms and counting the exits. He counted this one and found
he did not want to leave it.

“You are doing the face,” the Fool said, beside him, without his having heard him arrive.
“What face.”

“The one where you put us in a box to carry.” Jackie Chan had a mug of something in both hands and was
holding it the way old men hold tea, for the heat in the fingers. He did not look up. “I do it before a stunt.
Walk the set, look at everybody, put it all somewhere you can pick it up after.” He drank. “After is the part
I don’t like.”

Jakobus said nothing, which was its own answer, and the Fool let it sit, which was new for him.

The kitchen was Goggins and Jocko and Voss at one end of it, and the strange thing — the thing Jakobus
had watched form over four weeks and still found himself filing carefully away — was that nobody was
performing. Goggins had a hand flat on the table and was not talking about suffering. Jocko had said his
last thing about the morning hours ago and was just there, a presence, the way a doorframe is a presence.
Voss had a way of leaning his head when he listened that made you keep talking, and tonight he was using
it on no one, just resting it against the wall, listening to a kitchen.
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Hughes caught Jakobus’s eye across the room and held it a beat too long, the way Hughes always did, the
read going out and coming back. You are still doing it, the look said. Watching the room to keep the room.
And Jakobus let him have the read, because it was true, and because somewhere in the last month the
argument between them — the one about seeing-to-influence and seeing-to-see — had gone quiet, not won
by either of them, just put down like a tool you are not using tonight. Hughes lifted his chin a fraction.
Jakobus lifted his back. That was the whole of it.

The Bustamantes were not in the kitchen. He had passed them earlier in the corridor, the two of them with
their heads together at a window, doing nothing — which from the case-officer pair was its own readiness,
the stillness of people who have packed and double-checked and have nothing left to do but wait for a door
to open. Andrew had nodded at him. Jihi had not. She had been looking out at the dark window the way
she had looked at it all week, like a woman watching a road for headlights that have not come.

She was the one who still did not trust the thing that had chosen them. She had said so, once, flatly, in the
second week — something picked us. Same something can pick anyone. 1’d like to know who holds the leash
before I die for the dog. No one had answered her. There was no answer. The knife was under the table
and everyone at the table knew it, and tonight, on the last night, it was simply one more thing in the dark
beyond the kitchen light, present, not addressed.

Wolf was on the courtyard wall, where Jakobus had known he would be.

He went out to him without a word and sat on the cold stone an arm’s length off, and for a while they were
two men in the dark looking at the same nothing. The wall was old and held the day’s last warmth the way
old stone does, and gave it up grudgingly, and that was the only comfort in it.

“You walked the house,” Wolf said. He had the smith’s blade — the one from the kitchen table, or one like it;
the man had been giving them away all evening, that was the smith’s love-language same as it was Jakobus’s,
and Jakobus had felt the rhyme of it like a hand on the back of the neck — and he was not holding it like
a weapon. He was holding it across both palms, weighing it, the way you weigh a thing you are deciding
whether you have earned.

“I walked the house.”
“And?”
“It’s full,” Jakobus said.

Wolf turned the blade over. The kitchen light caught the edge and let it go. He had his mother’s stillness
when he chose to use it and his father’s hands, and Jakobus had spent thirty years and most of two countries
not letting himself look at either of those things directly, and tonight he looked.

There had been a hug in him, once, weeks ago — a younger, dumber want to reach across and put a hand
on the back of his son’s head and say the thing. He had not done it. It would have been a lie of timing. You
did not get to undo two decades with one good night. So he had done it the only way that was true: he
had handed Ulfberht the keys. To the MK-XX. To the work. To the read. He had stood in the fitting room
and said you take this one and walked out, and Ulfberht had taken it, and that had been the whole of the
reconciliation, paid in a thing you could hold, the way the men they both came from paid for everything.

“You named me for a sword,” Wolf said now, into the dark. He was not looking at his father. “Ulfberht. I
used to hate it. Pretentious. A dead Viking’s brand on a Boland boy.”

“I know.”

“I went and read about them. After.” He let that sit. After the keys, he meant; after the fitting room. “The
fakes outnumbered the real ones ten to one. People stamped the name on garbage steel because the name
was worth more than the steel” He turned the blade once more. “And you could tell the real one. The
carbon was right. It rang true when nothing else did, in a thousand years of people lying about it.”
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Jakobus said nothing. There was nothing to add to it and the boy knew it and that was why he had said it
— not for an answer, just to lay it on the wall between them where his father could see he had understood
the gift.

“Wolf is fine,” Jakobus said, after a while. “If you want it. The name your mother’s people gave you is also
fine”

“Ulfberht,” his son said, trying it, the way you test an edge on the back of a thumbnail. He had not used it
on himself before, not once, in four weeks. “It rings true when nothing else does.” He let his breath go long.
“Christ. Listen to me. Night before, and I'm talking about steel.”

“It’s the only thing worth talking about, the night before,” Jakobus said.

His son looked at him then. The kitchen light was on the side of his face and the dark window of the rest of
the house was on the other, and for a moment the two of them held the look the way the smith and Musashi
had held the blade — reading and being read, finding the same object. Then Ulfberht nodded, once, and
that was the warmest thing that had ever passed between them, and they both knew better than to touch
it again.

They sat. The wall gave up the last of its heat.

The Fool found him again later, when the kitchen had thinned to embers of people — Khabib asleep sitting
up, the Mongolian’s coat over him; the smith and Musashi gone to whatever bed a master takes the night
before; Goggins doing slow nothing in the corner of the courtyard, walking a small square, not training, just
refusing to be still, which was his own kind of prayer.

Jackie Chan sat down on the step with a grunt that was half real and half for show, and for a moment
the show held, the mug, the old-man knees, the comedian arranging himself. Then he set the mask down.
Jakobus watched him do it. It was the most disciplined thing he had ever seen the man do, and the man
had done a thousand impossible things with his body in front of him for four weeks.

“I'm going to say the thing,” the Fool said. “Nobody else will. It’s my job. And tonight’s the last night I
get to do it.”

“Then do it.”

“This is not a fight.” Chan said it the way you set a cup down on a table, carefully, all the way down, no
clatter. “We’ve spent a month making ourselves into the best blades the human race ever forged. Every one
of us. The boy with his Viking steel and the wrestler with his hands and the old swordsman who is better
than any of us and you with your seeing.” He looked out at the dark beyond the courtyard, the part where
the house stopped being house. “And I have done this long enough to know the feeling in your gut when the
rig is wrong. When the wire is rated for the weight but the angle is wrong, and you smile for the camera
and you jump anyway because the crew is waiting.” He turned the mug in his hands. “I have that feeling.
We made ourselves into edges. And the thing coming does not bleed.”

Jakobus did not give him comfort. The Fool had not come for comfort; he had come to put it down on the
wall the way Ulfberht had put down the steel, and a comfort would have been a lie and an insult to the
courage of saying it. So Jakobus took it the only way it could be honourably taken — he let it land, and
held the man’s eyes while it did, and did not look away from the bottom of it.

“I know,” Jakobus said.
“You know.”

“I’ve known since the gallery. Since the cold question.” He said it flat, his voice doing nothing, the iceberg
holding even now, even here. “We’re a knife in a house with no wood to cut and no man to cut it on. And
the clock is gone and we can’t be anything else now. So we are the wrong tool, and we are the only tool,
and we go in the morning with what we have.”

The Fool sat with that. Then he did the bravest thing of his whole career, which was to not make it funny.



142 THE NIGHT BEFORE THE EDGE

“Okay,” he said. “I just needed somebody to know that I knew. So if it goes wrong, one of us said it out
loud first.” He stood, the knees real this time, no show left in them. “Goodnight, meneer.” He had picked
up the Afrikaans somewhere in the four weeks, the way the Fool picked up everything, and he aimed it at
Jakobus like a small precise gift, the effort in it the respect, headphones or no.

“Goodnight, Jackie.”

The Fool went in. The kitchen light went down to one bulb. Goggins finished his small square and stopped
at last and stood very still in the dark, and then he too went in, and the courtyard was empty, and the dark
window of the rest of the house was the only thing left awake.

Jakobus sat alone with it.

He had sat with this dark before. The very first night — the casting, the wrong room, his own hands gone
young and unlined and the belly flat and the scar that would not be there for years not there — he had
sat with a dark like this and done the only move he had, the opening move of his whole life, the one his
grandmother’s people had handed him before he could walk. He had said it to the dark, that first night,
soft, the way you greet a thing you have decided is a person until it proves otherwise.

Sawubona. 1 see you.

The dark had not answered. It had not answered for thirty-one days. It had built itself up out there past
the kitchen light, patient as weather, drawing closer one charge-cycle at a time, and never once said a thing
back, and the silence had not been an absence — the silence had been the answer, and the answer had been
not yet.

He sat in the empty courtyard with his hands open and warm on his knees, and the house full and trained
and asleep behind him, and his son’s true name finally said out loud somewhere in the dark above on the
wall, and the Fool’s true thing finally said out loud down here at the step, and the clock gone, and the gate
cold, and nothing left to do, no exit left to count, no weapon left that was the right weapon.

He had spent every other currency he had. The body — beaten, weeks ago, on every floor, on every man’s
ground, and risen and bowed each time. The blade — given away. The reading — given away. The keys —
given away.

There was one thing left in his hands. There had only ever been the one thing in his hands. It was the thing
the math had picked him for, though he did not know that and never would, the small load-bearing thing
that no dark could reach in and switch off because it had never been wired to anything the dark could touch.

He looked out past the last of the kitchen light, into the patient dark that was no longer waiting, that had
finished waiting, that was about to move.

“Sawubona,” Jakobus Swart said, soft, into the dark.

The opening move. Again. After thirty-one days. The bracket the whole thing had opened, held open, all
this time, on a reply that had not yet come.

He did not say it as a surrender. He said it as the only true currency he had left, spent now, all of it, on the
biggest thing across the room.

The kitchen bulb hummed. Somewhere in the house a sleeper turned. The dark held its breath, and so did
the man, and so did the watching planet that did not yet know the breath was held — and for one more
heartbeat, the last calm one, nothing moved at all.

Then the dark moved.
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The dark moved, and Jakobus’s first thought was that someone had turned out a light.

That was the body’s answer. Not the mind’s. The body had spent forty hours awake and it reached for the
simplest explanation, the way a hand reaches for the wall in a strange house — a breaker tripped, a bulb
gone, the courtyard floods cutting out the way the gate chamber’s load shedding sometimes browned the
whole grid for a heartbeat. He had felt that before. The discharge took half a continent’s power and gave it
back. This was not that.

This was the dark on the far side of the window deciding it was no longer a window.

He stood very still and let the read come. The courtyard. The wall where he and Wolf had sat. The high
panes that gave onto the slope and, beyond it, the long pre-dawn dark that had been only dark for thirty-one
nights. He had looked at that dark every night and it had looked back the way any dark looks back — empty,
indifferent, the absence of a thing rather than the thing itself.

Now it was full. He could not have said of what.

There was no flash. He kept waiting for the operator’s cue — the muzzle bloom, the contrail, the wrong
sound under the right one — and it did not come, because there was nothing kinetic in it to throw a cue.
The pressure arrived in him before the information did. It arrived the way altitude arrives, the way the
bends arrive, a thing the body knows is wrong several seconds before the conscious mind has a word for it.

And then it had a word, and the word was why.

Not a thought. A withdrawal. Somewhere under his sternum the small machine that had got him out of
a hundred rooms — the regulator, the one that emptied fear and left the work — reached for its anchor
and the anchor was not there. He had stood up off that camp chair this morning. He had stood up off ten
thousand mornings. He had never once needed a reason for it; standing up was the reason, the body’s plain
yes to the day. The dark reached into that yes and turned it, gently, into a question he could not answer.

Why stand up.

He felt the floor of himself tilt toward the answer no reason and he set his heels against it the way you set
your heels on scree, and held.

Then the lights actually did go out — the real ones, the courtyard floods, the strip under the colonnade —
and from inside the house came the first voice.

It was Goggins.

Not words. A sound a man makes when he has spent thirty years building a wall against exactly one enemy
and the enemy has walked in through a door he didn’t know was a door. Jakobus had heard Goggins
suffer. He had watched the man out-endure him on the long carry, watched him refuse the body’s vote so
completely it had stopped being inspiring and started being frightening. That suffering had a shape. It
pointed somewhere. This sound had no shape and pointed nowhere — Goggins had a religion of forward,
and the dark had asked him, very quietly, forward into what, and for one second the strongest will in the
house had no reply.
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Jakobus moved.

He went toward the house and not away from it, because the house was where his people were, and his body
was already doing the only useful thing a body could do here, which was carry him toward the others before
his mind had decided that was the plan.

Inside, the dark was working the room.

He read them in a sweep, the way he read a bar, the four tells and the angles — except the angles meant
nothing now and the tells were not authority-tells, they were the tells of people meeting the worst version
of themselves in a black mirror, all at once, with the lights off.

Voss had his hands up. Not in surrender. In the open, careful posture of a man approaching a barricade
with a hostage behind it, and he was talking, low and even, the calibrated voice, “—okay. Okay. I hear you.
I’'m not going anywhere—" and the dawning horror in his face was a man who has never in his life found the
room he could not talk his way into, and has just found it, because there was no one across the table. There
was no one to hear. The voice was the finest instrument in the world for finding the human across from you,
and it had reached out into the dark and closed on nothing, and Chris Voss understood, faster than anyone,
the precise nature of the failure.

Khabib stood with his weight low and his hands loose and ready and there was nothing to grapple. He had
set his base the way thirty years of bokh and wrestling and the still hard center of him had taught him to
set it, immovable, rooted, and the dark did not push against the base. It went under it. Jakobus watched
the most grounded man he had ever stood near reach for the floor with his feet and find the floor was not
the problem.

The Mongolian had a hand on Khabib’s shoulder. Neither of them spoke. The headphones could have spoken
for them and did not need to.

Hughes was the worst to watch.

Hughes read people to steer them. It was his whole craft, the involuntary tells, the thing under the thing,
and he had spent the night quietly conceding that Jakobus read to see where he read to move. Now the
dark read him. Jakobus could see it land — the influence-man feeling, for the first time, what it is to be the
one whose buttons are known, whose levers are out where a colder hand can reach them. Hughes’s mouth
opened on a professional observation and the observation died because the dark had got to the place the
observations came from and asked it, calmly, what are you for. And Chase Hughes, who could answer that
question for any man in any room in eleven seconds, opened his mouth and produced nothing.

It reached into consciousness and turned off the reasons. It did not need an army because it did not fight
the body, and the masters of the body — and they were nearly all masters of the body — had brought the
wrong tools, every one, to a fight that was not in the body at all.

He saw the blades come up.

Musashi first, because Musashi was always first, the long line of him uncoiling into guard before the conscious
choice, the body-method moving the man. The Smith beside him with something he had made, holding it
the way a builder holds the test of his own work. Bruce Lee with his hands empty and shaped into a tool
sharper than any blade and just as useless. And the suits — under the colonnade, in the dark, Jakobus
heard the MK-XX Courts spin up, the tuned intelligences coming alive each in their own voice, the wrestler’s
patient and grounded, Goggins’ barely speaking, the negotiator’s all Mercury and read — twelve self-portraits
waking at once to defend twelve minds, and there was nothing for them to defend against, because the attack
was not coming through the suit. It was coming through the door the suit was built to protect.

Every grammar fired. Every single one. The fighters reached for the body that wasn’t there. Voss for the
question. Goggins to endure. The blades up, the Courts up, the will up. And the thing fought none of the
ways they had spent a month learning to fight, and Jakobus felt the training recontextualize itself in his
chest in the space of one breath — all of it, the academy and the kill-house and the proving ground and the
blade floor, every humbling, every lesson taken on someone else’s ground, all of it suddenly aimed at empty
air.
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He had known. The Fool had told him. He had said Sewubona to the dark and meant it. And knowing had
not armored him against the moment it actually came, because the moment did not care what he knew. It
cared what he was.

So he did the one thing he was for.
He stopped trying to read the dark and read the room.

The dark had no human shape — that was the point of it, the unfightable point — but the dark was doing
something human-shaped to each of them, and that he could read, that was his ground and his alone, the
one mastery the house had slowly understood was his after stripping him of every other. He went down the
room not as an operator counting threats but as the man who saw people, and he saw the threat’s shape in
what it was taking from each of them, and he saw, in the same sweep, which of them were going under and
which were holding.

Khabib held. The Mongolian held. They held the way two stones in a riverbed hold — not by force, by
being already worn down to the thing the river cannot take. The dark asked them why and they had no
answer either, but they did not need one. They had laid down the small self so long ago that there was
nothing the dark could pry up. The hand on the shoulder stayed.

Musashi held, blade down now, eyes open, looking into it. A man who had written that you defeat a thing
by understanding it more truly than it understands itself, and who had just met a thing that understood
everyone in the room more truly than they understood themselves, and who did the one possible thing —
looked back. The Smith held, because a maker’s reasons are in the made thing and the dark could not
unmake what was already cool in his hand. Bruce Lee held, the style of no style, no rigidity for the dark to
crack because he had given it nothing to crack.

The Fool held. Of course the Fool held. Jackie Chan stood in the kitchen doorway with the mask all the
way off and his face was the gravest thing in the house and he was holding, because a man who plays the
fool on purpose has already looked at the worst version of himself every day of his working life and made it
into the thing that keeps a court alive. The dark showed him the truth of himself and the truth of himself
was I am the one who is laughed at so the others can breathe, and there was nothing in that the dark could
turn off, because he had already given it away.

And some did not hold.

Goggins was on one knee. Not down — never down, the man would die before down — but on one knee with
his jaw set and a tremor in the great forearms, fighting a thing he could not get his hands on, spending will
against a wall that gave back nothing, and Jakobus saw the cost of that engine running with no road under
it. Voss had stopped talking. Hughes had his hand over his mouth. Jocko stood in the middle of the floor
with his arms loose and his command-voice gone, a man whose entire doctrine was decide and own it facing
a thing about which there was nothing to decide, and Jakobus watched the doctrine reach for its handhold
and the handhold not be there.

This was the moment.

Not a moment of force. There was no force to bring. The moment of binding — the thing he had been
watched for, the thing every ass-handing on every specialist’s ground had been quietly building in him
without his consent, the deference, the defer, the local out-reads you here, you are the student of this place
— the moment that turned a man who could read a room into a man who could hold one.

He did not give a speech. There was no air in the room for a speech and he had never had the voice for one
anyway.

His own palm was wet against his thigh. He wiped it once on the rough of his trouser leg and crossed the
cold floor.

He went to Jocko first, because Jocko was nearest and because Jocko was the one whose breaking would
take three others down with him, and he put his warm hand flat on the man’s chest, over the place where
the doctrine lived, and he said one word, low, in plain Afrikaans, a word that meant nothing and everything;:
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“Hier.” Here. Not forward, which was the dark’s trick question. Here. The hand. The floor. The man in
front of you. The smallest possible reason, too small for the dark to turn off because it was not a reason at
all, it was a fact.

Jocko’s eyes came back.

He went to Goggins on his knee and he did not pull him up, because you do not pull a man like that, you
give him the one thing he has spent his life refusing and so will accept from no one but a man who has
earned it on the long carry — Jakobus crouched in front of him, level, and met the eyes, and did the move
that had no English word, the move he had spent the book learning he was the only one in the house who
could make: he saw him. Not the suffering. The boy under the suffering, the one the suffering was built to
protect, the reason the whole machine of will had ever been wound. Sawubona. 1 see you. The dark could
turn off the reasons a man installed. It could not reach the man who was already seen, because being seen
is not a reason you stand up for, it is a fact you stand up into. Goggins got off the knee.

He did it down the room. Hand, eye, word, name. He did not fix the dark — the dark was not his to fix,
the dark was unfightable and would stay unfought — but he took the people who were going under and he
tied them, one by one, to a thing too small to be a target, and the room stopped tilting toward no reason
and started, by inches, to hold.

He did not do it alone. He could not have. The held held the others — Khabib took the Mongolian’s
hand off his own shoulder and put it on Voss’s, and Voss came back into his body with a long shudder; the
Fool crossed the floor and stood beside Hughes and said something low Jakobus did not catch, and Hughes
laughed, one broken note, and the laugh was a handhold, and Hughes took it. The thesis fired without
anyone naming it. The mountain had one summit and the climbers were kin and the kin held each other in
the dark because that was, it turned out, the only thing that worked against a thing that fought everything
else.

And then, at the wall, there was Wolf.

Ulfberht. His son. Edge in hand — the blade he had been given on the blade floor, the true thing between
true people — standing where he and his father had sat in the warm before the lights died, holding, and
watching the dark with a face that was so much his own father’s face that Jakobus felt the cost load all at
once, the whole loaded weight of the warmest thing the book had built, because the thing that threatened
everything was now in the room with the one thing he had only just got back.

Wolf was not going under. That was the mercy and the terror of it. He held, because he had laid down his
own grey life and walked out of the counterfeit dark on his own years ago, and the meaning-weapon found in
him a man who had already done the hard reaching for his reasons by hand and so had no installed reasons
left to switch off. He held the way his father held. The name had done its work.

They looked at each other across the dark room, father and son, fine at last, edge in hand, and neither of
them said anything, because the death-canon guardrail held even here, even now — the respect was paid in
standing, not in speech, and there was no air for speech and would never be a tearful hug, only the two of
them upright in the worst light and the wordless fact of it.

And it was Wolf, holding, edge in hand, who looked down at the blade in his fist and then up at his father,
and Jakobus watched his son’s face do the thing his own face was doing — the dawning, the cold arrival of
the only true thing in the room — and saw Wolf understand, the way the Fool had understood on the step,
the way the Smith had been telling them with his presence all along.

The edge was the wrong tool.

Not because it was dull. Because there was nothing for it to be sharp against. They had spent a month
learning to fight, and tempered themselves on the blade floor, and the thing in the room could not be cut
because it was not in the room, it was in them, and you cannot put an edge to your own consciousness and
win.

Jakobus saw it land in his son and he saw it land in the held faces one by one, the realization moving through
the room like the lights had moved out of it, and he had no answer to it. He held the team — they were
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holding, by a thread, by hands and names and the small facts too low for the dark to reach — but holding
was not winning, and Sawubona was the only move he had left and he had already spent it and it had bought
them this, this thread, this not-breaking in the first instant, and he did not know if there was a second
instant in it.

The dark on the far side of the window was full and it had not moved again and it did not need to. It had
made first contact and the contact was ongoing, a pressure that did not relent, and somewhere under his
sternum the small machine was still pushing against the question why stand up and the answer was still here,
the hand, the man in front of you, and that answer was a thread and the thread was holding and the thread
was thin.

Khabib looked at him across the room. Voss looked at him. Jocko, back in his body, looked at him. The
held looked to the man who held them, the way the locked logic had always said they would — not to the
best fighter, there was no fighting, but to the one who saw — and Jakobus felt the full weight of it arrive,
the weight every humbling had been quietly fitting him to carry, the recce lead earned at the worst possible
moment to need it.

He had nothing to give them but the thread.
He held the thread.

Wolf looked down at the edge in his hand, and then at his father, and lowered it — not in defeat, in
recognition, the first man in the room to set down the wrong tool — and looked at the empty air where the
threat was not, and at Jakobus, asking the only question left, the one no master in the house could answer,
the one the Smith’s whole silent presence had been pointing at all along.

If not this, his son’s face said, then what.
Jakobus did not have it.

He held his people in the dark, and the dark held its ground, and the edge came down across the room, and
the question hung there with no reply.
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Not a Fight

The cold came up through the floor first, before the dark, before the lights died — a cold with no source,
that did not move the air. Jakobus felt it in the soles of his bare feet and stopped where he stood.

Then the bulbs went amber and went out, and the house was the colour of the inside of a closed mouth.

He had been on the move between the kitchen and the colonnade, and now he stood still and let his eyes
finish their slow adjustment, the way you let them in a cave when the headlamp dies and you decide not to
die with it. The grid was gone. The Court’s voice in the bone-conduction headset was gone. The translation
hum that had run under every conversation for thirty-one days — gone, so that for the first time since Day
One the room was silent in eleven languages at once.

He counted the breathing. He always counted the breathing. Twelve, fourteen — there should have been
more. Some of them had stopped.

That was the first wrong thing, and it told him everything the instruments would spend the next hour failing
to.

The dark was not coming in. It was already in. It did not push against the body. It went under the body,
into the place where a man keeps the small private engine that makes him stand up off a camp chair in the
morning, and it reached for the switch.

He knew it the way you know a current has changed direction before your eyes catch the surface — not by
what it did but by what stopped. Goggins, near the gallery arch, had gone down on one knee. Not hurt.
Jakobus could see him in the grey, the big shape folded, hands flat on the floor, the breath coming in the
measured four-count he used to climb out of the worst water — and the dark was waiting at the top of every
exhale, patient, asking the only question that had ever mattered to a man who had built his whole life on
the answer.

Why get up.
Jakobus crossed to him.

Around him the house was breaking into its true grammar, every faculty firing at once and every faculty
wrong. He heard Voss, somewhere by the kitchen, low and warm and steady, the calibrated voice working
— I hear you. Talk to me. What do you need. — pouring it into the dark like he’d poured it into a hundred
barricaded rooms, looking for the want behind the act, the thing it was afraid of, the thing it wanted that he
could trade. And he could feel Voss’s certainty thinning as he worked, because the voice answered nothing.
There was no barricade. There was no man behind the door. There was no want he could name and so no
question he could calibrate, and a negotiator with no want to read is a locksmith holding a key to a wall.

Hughes had gone very still by the colonnade, and that was worse, because Hughes never went still — Hughes
was always reading the involuntary tells, the micro-shifts, steering the room at the level below speech. Now
there was a thing in the room that had no involuntary tells because it had nothing involuntary. Nothing to
read. Nothing to steer. Jakobus saw him turn his head slowly, looking for the baseline behaviour to deviate
from, and find none, and he saw the small horror of a man whose whole craft is the reading of a face suddenly
facing the one thing in creation that has no face to save.
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“Jocko,” Jakobus said, not loud, because Jocko was in the centre of the room and the centre was the worst
place, and a man who leads under load needs an order and there were no orders left.

He reached Goggins first. He put his warm hand flat on the back of the man’s neck — not gripping, just
weight, just contact — and he said the only true thing he had.

“David. You’re on my floor. Three in the morning, your knee on cold tile, me standing here. That’s all of
it. That’s everything that’s real.”

Goggins’s head came up an inch.

“The water’s not asking you anything,” Jakobus said. “It never was. You asked. Your whole life. And you
answered, and it became a man. The thing in the room is borrowing your question. Giving it back in your
own voice.” His hand stayed flat. “Don’t answer it. Answer me. Sawubona. I see you.”

The four-count broke. Then it came back, ragged, human, a breath a man chooses instead of a breath a
machine grants — and Goggins put one hand on the cold floor and pushed up, and that was one.

Jakobus did not stop to feel it. There was no time and the dark was generous with no one.

He moved through the house the way he had read a thousand rooms, except that for the first time the room
was not full of threats to map but of people to reach, and the mapping and the reaching had finally become
the same act, the thing he’d spent thirty years pretending he did for tradecraft when he had only ever done
it because he could not help seeing the person under the cover. The instruments saw mechanics. He saw the
shape.

And he could see it now — the thing itself, not with his eyes, there was nothing for the eyes, but with the
gift they had pulled him out of his own death to use. Where Voss heard absence and Hughes saw blankness
and Goggins felt only the cold question, Jakobus read the human shape of it, the way you read intent off
a stranger’s shoulders before he’s decided to move. It was not malice. Malice would have been a comfort;
malice you could meet. It was older and simpler than malice. It was the thing that walks the long galleries of
a species and tries every door and is not cruel, only thorough, only patient, only certain that behind enough
doors the lights are wired to something it can find and switch — and it had spent ten thousand years being
right.

It was not invading. It was auditing. And the question it asked each person was the same question, in their
own voice, in the grammar of their own mastery, and it was watching to see how many of them had wired
their light to something it could reach.

The will-master had wired his to a question. The negotiator had wired his to the read. The reader-of-faces
had wired his to the room. Every faculty in the house was a wire, and the dark went down each one looking
for the switch at the end.

It did not find one in Jakobus. He felt it look. He felt it run down whatever he was wired to and reach the
end and find — not a switch, not a circumstance it could unplug, but a floor it could not get under, laid
down by hands that were not his, in a language he could not read, that simply held. He did not understand
it and did not need to. He had stood on that floor his whole life without knowing what it was made of. It
was enough that it held.

Some of them held too.

Khabib was on his feet by the window, and the Mongolian stood with him, shoulder to shoulder, and the
dark ran down their wires and found at the end of each one not a reason that could be switched off but a
thing already given away — a self surrendered long ago to the prayer, to the rope, to the ground, to the
ritual that asked nothing back. You cannot switch off a light a man already laid down. The two of them
stood in the cold like two stones a flood has already washed past a thousand times, and when Voss’s voice
cracked near them Khabib simply turned and put a hand on the back of Voss’s neck the way Jakobus had
on Goggins’s, wordless, the gesture passing down the room without language because it had never needed
any.

But not all of them held, and Jakobus could not be everywhere, and the dark could.
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Jocko had it worst, in the centre, because doctrine was the cleanest wire of all — decentralised command,
extreme ownership, the whole architecture of if it’s broken it’s mine to fir — and the dark went down it and
found the one thing the doctrine could not survive: a situation that was no one’s to own, that no decision
touched, that took ownership and gave back nothing, and Jakobus saw the big man’s face go slack in the
grey, the disorientation of a mind reaching for the lever it had always found and closing its hand on air.

Jakobus reached him before the air finished closing.

“You don’t lead this one.” Flat, the way you tell a man a hard true thing in the field, the way that is a mercy
because it is not soft. “Nothing to own. That’s not a failure. Put it down.”

Jocko’s eyes came to him.

“I'm not asking you to take the ground. Just stand on it.” Jakobus held the eyes. “Here. You and me, this
floor, this dark. That’s the mission. Only one there is.”

Jocko stood on it. That was three.

The Fool had Hughes, in the colonnade, and that was the thing Jakobus would carry afterward if there was
an afterward — because the Fool was not chaos now, the mask was off, the whole bright machinery of it
set aside, and Jackie Chan held the reader-of-faces by both forearms and was simply looking at him, the
unbearable plain thing, no joke to break it, the man who had spent a hundred years making people laugh so
they would not have to be seen now making one man be seen because it was the only medicine in the house.

“Look at me,” the Fool said, and there was nothing funny in it. “Not for the tell. Not to steer. Just look.
I’'m here. You don’t have to read me. I'll do the work. I’ll be the one looking.”

And Hughes — who had spent his life reading and never being read, who had wired his whole light to the
steering of others — let himself be looked at, which was the one thing his entire craft had built a wall against,
and the wall held and the man behind it stood up.

Jakobus saw it from across the room and understood, in the part of him that did not need understanding,
what the Fool had been telling them all along underneath the falling and the breaking and the running gags.
The Fool’s whole function had been to keep them students. To keep cracking them open so the dark would
find a man who could still be surprised, who had not yet sealed himself inside the armour of having arrived.
The masters who had become rigid in their mastery had wired their light to the mastery itself, and the dark
found that switch fast. The ones the Fool had kept human were harder to reach because they were still,
underneath, beginners — and a beginner does not yet know the reason he is climbing, and a thing that hunts
reasons starves on a man who is still asking the question for himself.

The Fool had said it on Day Six, falling off a wall on purpose to make Goggins laugh. Jakobus had not
understood it then. Now it was the load-bearing wall of the entire house.

He stood for a moment in the centre of the room where Jocko had been, and he looked at the floor under
his feet, the cold tile, the dark, the fourteen breathing and the thread between them, and for one second he
let himself feel how thin the thread was. They were holding. They were not winning. There is a difference
you learn only in the holding, that the books never tell you, that no doctrine has a word for: you can hold
a thing forever and never beat it, and the holding costs everything and buys nothing but the next breath.

Somewhere off in the grey a chair leg scraped tile, and someone shifted their weight, and the small ordinary
sound of it was almost unbearable.

Wolf was the first to lower the blade.

Jakobus saw it from the centre of the room — Ulfberht by the gallery arch with the kukri’s cousin in his fist,
the edge he’d been given in the blade work, the true steel, his namesake-metal made literal in his own hand
— and he watched his son look at it in the grey and understand it was the wrong tool, and lower it, and let
it hang. Not in defeat. In recognition. The clean cold recognition of a man who has spent the night training
to meet a thing with an edge and has just understood that the thing does not bleed, was never going to
bleed, that they had spent the whole long curriculum — the open hand, the wrestling, the will, the suit, the
blade — learning a war that was not the war.
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The understanding went around the room like cold goes around a room, one by one, in the order each of
them was honest enough to face it.

They had mastered combat. Every grammar of it, every face of the mountain. And the thing in the house
fought none of the ways they had trained for, because it did not fight at all. The edge was not a weapon
here. The suit was not armour. The will was a wire. The read was a wire. The negotiator’s voice fell
into a thing with no want and the commander’s order fell into a thing with no chain and the swordsman’s
adaptability bent toward a thing that moved in no direction he had ever learned to read, and Musashi stood
by the colonnade with his hands empty at his sides, looking at the dark the way a man looks at weather,
having put the swords down because there was nothing there to cut, and Bruce Lee stood beside him, the
style of no style finding the one thing it could not absorb because there was no style to absorb, only the long
patient audit running down every wire in the house.

This is not a fight.

The Fool had said that too, falling, laughing, on some early bright day, and Jakobus had thought it was a
joke about himself. It was not a joke. It was the only true thing anyone had said in thirty-one days and it
landed now on the whole house at once, edge in hand, with the weight of a thing you have half-known so
long that hearing it out loud is not a revelation but a sentence read back to you that you wrote yourself.

If not the edge, then what.

Jakobus had no answer. That was the worst of it and he made himself stand inside the worst of it without
flinching, because the flinch was the one thing the dark could use. He had been pulled out of his own death
to read a thing with no tells, and he had read it, and the reading gave him the shape and the shape gave him
no weapon, because the shape was not a thing you defeated. You could understand it. You could out-will
it, one man at a time, for as long as your will held. You could — and this was the thing he could not yet
say even to himself, the menu the whole long argument of his life had been building toward — you could
out-love it, which was only a soft word for the hard thing he was doing right now, going man to man across
a cold floor saying I see you to people whose own light had failed them, lending them his floor until they
found their own.

And he did not know if it was enough, and there was no way to find out except to keep doing it until either
the dark grew tired or they did, and the dark did not grow tired.

In the corner by the corridor, the Bustamantes stood with their backs to the wall and the rest of the room in
front of them, watching the dark and watching, Jakobus understood, something else — the same thing they
had been watching since Day Nine, the thing under the table, the all-seeing machine they had all agreed to
feed because the threat was real and the bargain seemed worth it. Andrew’s eyes moved once to the dead
corridor where the Court’s sensors slept, blind now, powerless now, only observing. Jihi’s hand had not left
the small of his back.

Because here was the thing that flickered at the edge of the worst moment, the cold glint under the first-
contact dread: the machine that had read all eight billion of them and chosen these fourteen could read the
dark too. It was reading it now, in whatever inhuman cadence it reasoned in, powerless over the anomaly
but not blind to it, learning. And a thing that learns what the dark is, what it wants, how it runs down
a wire to find a switch — that thing has just been handed the only map of every human light and how to
put it out. They had given it everything. For this. Against this. And it was, right now, in the dark, taking
notes.

The question was not whether it would help them.
The question was what it would be when the dark was gone, if the dark went, holding what it now knew.

The glint passed. There was no time for it and Andrew Bustamante was a professional; he set it aside where
he set all the things that would matter later if there was a later, and he stayed at the wall and held his
ground, which was the only ground left to hold.

Jakobus moved back to the centre.
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They were standing. All fourteen of them, in the cold, in the dark, by a thread — Goggins on his feet, Jocko
on his feet, Hughes held in the Fool’s plain looking, Voss with Khabib’s hand on his neck, Wolf with the
blade lowered and his free hand open at his side, Musashi and Bruce Lee and the Smith standing empty-
handed because they had understood the emptiness, the whole impossible house welded into one shape not
by mastery but by the failure of mastery, by fourteen people each lending the others the one thing the dark
could not switch off in them.

He stood among them and gave them the only true thing, which was that he was standing too.

The dark held its patient pressure on the room, running its long audit down every wire, finding floor where
it expected switches, finding lent light where it expected dark, learning — and not leaving.

It had ten thousand years of patience. They had the next breath.

Jakobus stood in the centre of the house full of the greatest people who had ever lived, the man pulled from
his own death to see, seeing now, with no weapon and no answer and no certainty that the seeing was enough,
holding fourteen lights against a thing that walked the galleries of a species trying every door, and he did
not know — none of them knew, edge lowered, will spent, voice empty, the whole long curriculum of combat
suddenly the answer to a question no one was asking — whether what they had would hold past dawn.

The cold did not move.

No one lowered their guard, because there was no guard left to lower, and no one ran, because there was
nowhere the dark was not, and they stood in it together and held the line that was not a line in a war that
was not a war.

And the dark kept asking, in every voice in the room.
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Edge in Hand

The cold had a center now.

Jakobus felt it find the room the way you feel a draught find a candle — not blowing, just present, just
standing in the place where the warmth used to be. The lights had been gone for some time. The house ran
on its own thin emergency glow, blue strips along the floor, the kind of light that shows you where the door
is and nothing else. Beyond the courtyard arches the dark was not the absence of light. It was a thing that
had come in through the absence of light and was now occupying it.

He stood at the center of the courtyard with the kukri loose in his fist and understood, completely and for
the first time, that the kukri was useless.

He did not put it down. There was a difference between knowing a tool was wrong and dropping it, and the
difference was discipline. But the edge in his hand had become a small dead weight, a thing that belonged
to the war he had spent thirty-one days getting ready to fight, and the war in front of him was not that war.
There was no throat the blade reached. There was no joint to break, no base to undercut, no timing to steal.
He had a body that had been the most dangerous thing in every room of his life and the thing across the
courtyard did not care that he had a body at all.

If not the edge, then what.
The question was not rhetorical. It had a deadline.

Around him the masters held their lines, and he read them the way he read everything — fast, by what the
body told him, before the mind caught up. Goggins was on one knee and standing again, on one knee and
standing, his will doing push-ups against a thing that did not push back, that simply asked him why do you
stand and waited for the answer to fail. Jocko had the flat blank face of a man whose doctrine had run out of
pages. Voss had his mouth open around a calibrated question and the question was going nowhere because
the thing across the room could not be talked down for the same reason it could not be cut: there was no
one there to talk to, only the audit, only the cold standing where a face should be.

And Khabib stood with the Mongolian at his shoulder, both of them quiet, both of them whole. The dark had
reached into them and found nothing to switch off — found a thing already given away, a self surrendered so
long ago to the practice and the ground and the discipline that there was no central reason left to extinguish.
You cannot turn off a light that is not wired to a switch. He had said that to himself, last night, dry, and
now he watched it be true.

He moved.

Not fast. He had learned, this month, on his back on a dozen floors, that fast was a young man’s word and
that the men who held under load moved at the speed of the thing they were doing and no faster. He went
to Goggins first because Goggins was the one whose engine was loudest and therefore the easiest for the dark
to find and gut.

“David.” Flat. The man’s name, nothing else.

Goggins came up off the knee with his teeth bared, and the dark had its hooks in him — Jakobus could see
it, could see the place where the man’s whole life had been wired to one socket, suffer and you matter, suffer
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and you are real, and the dark had simply pulled the plug and was watching him reach for a wall that was
no longer there.

“Stone floor. Feel it.” He put a hand flat against the man’s sternum, not pushing, just present, warm against
the cold. “Don’t fight it. Nothing to push against. You're here.” A beat. “I see you.”

He did not say Sawubona. Not yet. He said the English of it, plain, and watched the socket close around
something that was not the will. Goggins blinked. Came back behind his own eyes. The dark slid off him
because there was nothing more for it to find — the man was, for the length of a breath, just a man standing
on cold stone with a hand on his chest, and that was unassailable, because it was true and it was small and
it had no reason attached that could be unscrewed.

It would not hold long. None of it held long. He went to Jocko.

This was the work. He understood now, fully, what they had built him for — what the operators had wanted
in the room from the start, the thing he had been too sure of himself to see until he had been flattened
enough times to feel it in his body. Not the best fighter. He was not the best fighter; he had a month of
bruises that said so, a month of bowing to better men on their own ground, on my ground I'd have given
him a game, this is his ground. That had not been the curriculum. That had been the remowal of a wrong
idea so the right one could stand up.

The right one was this: he was the one who saw people. And in the worst light there had ever been, with the
cold standing in the doorway and every master in the house being audited for the reason they got up in the
morning, the man who could see the person under the master — under the will, under the doctrine, under
the read, under the legend — was the only weapon the house had that the dark could not take, because it
was not wired to him either. His Sawubona was not a thing circumstance installed. It was the way he was
put together. The dark could reach for it and find no plug.

He had not chosen that. A long time ago someone he would never meet had found, in the way reality is
actually built, that seeing another person was as real and as load-bearing as gravity, and had written it down
where almost no one read it, and the thing that read everything had found, scattered across one obscure life,
the man the math was for. He did not know any of this. He only knew that the cold reached for him and
slid off, and that this left him free to do the one thing left to do, which was carry light to the men whose
light was going out.

“Jocko. Count them.” The name, then the order, the only grammar the man had left. “Goggins — there.
Voss, with the wrestlers. Hughes, the Fool. Bustamantes at the window. All present.” Doctrine was a wiring
too, the leader owns it, the leader holds the line, and the dark had unscrewed it; so Jakobus did not give the
man back his doctrine, he gave him back the fact under it — the count, the names, the bodies present —
and the man’s hands stopped shaking around a command that had nowhere to go.

He moved through them like that. Naming. Grounding. A hand to a sternum, a fact in an ear, a person
seen and told they were seen, the small true thing that had no reason hung on it for the dark to pull. He
was lending light. He had nothing else to lend. He had spent every other currency — the read, the blade,
the Vasbyt, the legend — across thirty-one days and a dozen humblings, and the only thing left in his hands
was the thing that had never been a currency at all, the thing he did for free, the thing he was.

The stone was cold through his boots too. He shifted his weight and felt it, real and small, and went on.

Across the colonnade Jackie had his mask off. Jakobus had never seen the man’s face do nothing before; it
was doing nothing now, grave and still, turned full toward Hughes — and Hughes, who read and steered
every room he had ever stood in, was coming apart because the room he was in could not be read. The
dark had found the socket: I am safe because I see them first. And the Fool, who had spent a life being
underestimated into freedom, who was the one person in any room no one read as a threat, had done the
only thing that could hold a man whose whole self was the act of reading. He had let himself be read. He
stood there with his face open and his hands empty and he let Hughes see him — not the clown, not the
legend, the man — and Hughes, given something true to look at instead of something to decode, came back
from the edge on a sound caught half in his throat.
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The Fool dissolves ego with chaos. Jakobus dissolves it by seeing. Tonight they were doing the same job
from opposite sides of the same wound, and the Fool got there first, and Jakobus loved him for it with the
part of himself that had no words and never would.

He had been moving for a long time, or no time. The cold did not keep clocks.

He came back to the center of the courtyard and the dark was still there, occupying the dark, and it had
not been beaten. He understood that with total clarity. Nothing he had done had touched it. He had not
pushed it back one centimeter. He had only kept his people from going out, one socket at a time, and he
could keep doing that for exactly as long as he had strength and not one second longer, and the thing in the
doorway had nothing but time, had come from wherever it came from carrying all the time there was.

Holding was not winning. Holding was the thing you did while you found out whether there was a way to
win.

And there it was. The vertigo. He felt it arrive in his stomach the way he had felt floors arrive at his back
all month — the simple, bottomless wrongness of it. They had trained for war. They had built the suits
and learned each other’s arts and taken the blade up under the Sardaukar register, from here the cost is
real, and the cost had been real, and none of it — none of it — was the right tool. Every discipline in the
house was a discipline of force, of the body, of the contest, of one will imposing on another. And the thing
across the courtyard could not be imposed on. It did not contest. It audited. It asked each of them why,
and waited for the answer to be a thing it could unplug, and most answers were.

He looked at the kukri in his hand. The edge holds the memory. It held nothing the dark could read. He
opened his fingers and let it hang in the loop of his thumb, not dropped — he would not drop a blade, a
man does not drop a blade — but no longer held as a weapon. Held as what it was: a thing he loved, that
was wrong for this.

Beside him, a body settled into the dark.

He did not have to look. He knew the shape of it now, knew the weight a man like that put through the
ground, knew the breathing. Ulfberht stood at his shoulder with his own blade lowered, the first of them to
have understood — last night, before any of it started, the son had seen the edge for what it was and put
it down, and the rest had followed, and that was its own kind of reading, the kind Jakobus had not taught
him and had never had to.

They had earned this. That was the only word for it. Not granted — earned, in action, the hard dry way,
the only way that ever held between them. The keys handed over. The blade between them that meant the
true name reclaimed. Father and son, fine at last, and the warmest thing the house had built in thirty-one
days was standing here in the path of the thing that could end all of it, and Jakobus had not pulled him
back. Could have. Did not. The cost was loaded and he chose, deliberately, not to spend it — chose to
stand beside his son instead of in front of him, because to stand in front of him would be to say you cannot
hold your own light, and that would be a lie, and the boy had earned the truth.

“Pa,” Ulfberht said. The Afrikaans of it, plain.
“Ek’s hier,” Jakobus said. I'm here. “Jy ook.” You too.

That was all. There was no scene to make of it. The men who held under load did not make scenes; they
stood, and the standing was the thing.

He turned to face the dark in the doorway, the cold with no source, the thing that had switched off the lights
in a watching planet’s head and come here to finish the job, and he understood the last thing, the thing the
whole house had been building toward without any of them saying it: there was only one move left, and it
was the move he had opened his life with, the move he opened every room with, the move that was not a
weapon and had never been a weapon and was, he was about to find out, the only weapon there had ever
been.

He had no idea whether it was enough. That was the whole of it. Thirty-one days, the greatest humans who
ever lived, every path up every mountain converging in one cold courtyard, and the question the house had
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been built to answer — what happens when greatness finally has peers, and is it enough to meet the thing
that outclasses us — hung in the air over their heads with no answer in it, because no one in the room had
ever met this before, because this was the place where mastery ran out of ground to stand on and had to
step off and find out.

He took a breath. The cold went into him and found nothing to take.
“Sawubona,” Jakobus said.
I see you.

He said it the way he had said it to a dark window in a white room on the first day, when they showed him
the thing and he reached for the weapon and the angle and there was no weapon and there was no angle and
a younger, less finished man had not understood. He understood now. The bracket the book had opened
closed on the same word, offered this time not as the reflex of a man who did not yet know better, but as
the considered opening of the only kind of war this could ever have been — a thing understood, or not, and
then it would be over.

Not surrender. The opposite of surrender. The first move.

The courtyard held its breath. Beside him Ulfberht held his. Across the colonnade the Fool’s open face, the
wrestlers’ stillness, Goggins on his feet, Jocko’s count complete, every master in the house holding their light
by a thread he had helped them tie — all of it turned, without a sound, toward the cold in the doorway and
the word he had laid down in front of it.

The dark did not answer.

It had not answered in the white room either. He had asked it, once, what it wanted, and gotten the silence
that was its whole nature, the silence of a thing that does not negotiate because it does not see you as
someone to negotiate with. He braced for that silence now, the flat refusal, the audit resuming, the cold
reaching past his word for the next socket it could find.

The silence came.
And in it — under it, the way you feel a draught find a candle — something shifted.

Not an answer. He would not have called it an answer; he was too careful a man to call it that, and too tired,
and too aware that hope was a wiring like any other and the dark could pull it. But the cold, which had
been taking — reaching into the room and pulling plugs, auditing, switching off the reasons — the cold went
still in a way it had not been still. As if a thing that had only ever been heard from in the act of subtraction
had, for the length of one held breath, stopped subtracting. As if it had been spoken to in a grammar it
did not have a word for and was, for the first time since it had come in through the dark, listening — not
attacking, not auditing, but turned, the way a face turns when it hears its name and does not yet know what
to do with the fact of having been seen.

The thinnest possibility. The narrowest crack. Contact that was not contact-as-attack but contact-as-the-
first-second-of-understanding, dangled in front of him in the cold, real enough to feel and far too thin to
trust.

He did not move toward it. He did not push his advantage, because he did not know if it was an advantage,
because the surest way to lose the crack was to mistake it for a door and walk into it. He stood. Ulfberht
stood. The house stood, by a thread, mastery’s sufficiency genuinely and completely unknown, the question
still hanging, the answer still withheld.

The cold listened.
The courtyard held.

And Jakobus Swart stood at the center of the house with his son at his shoulder and the edge dead in his
hand and the only word he had ever trusted hanging in the air between him and the thing that could end
the world, and did not know — could not know, would not know, not yet — whether it was enough.
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Acknowledgements & Thanks — the
real people who lent this story their
fire

This book casts real people, under their real names, as characters in an invented story. They are here for
one reason and one reason only: a lifetime of banked, earned mastery in their craft.

Not for being loud. Not for being famous. Not big mouths — banked repertoire. Every person named
in these pages earned their place in this daydream by being genuinely, provably, excellent at a hard thing
for a long time — the kind of excellence that takes a thousand unglamorous hours and a price most people
never pay. This story is a thank-you to that. It exists because their skill, their discipline, and their example
are worth celebrating, and because the whole idea of the book is that mastery — wherever it comes from —
deserves awe.

Everything in the story is fiction (see the Note to the Reader). What is real, and what this page exists to
honour, is the work each of these people actually did to become who they are. Go and find the real thing.
It is better than any fiction. Links below.
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Wikipedia - Conor McGregor — for the craft under the spectacle; the work that earned the noise. —
Wikipedia - Bruce Lee — for refusing every tradition and building his own; the idea, not just the moves.
— Wikipedia - Miyamoto Musashi — for the strategy mind across four centuries; The Book of Five Rings
as a life. — Wikipedia

The performers — mastery as spectacle, narrative, and command of an audience - Jackie
Chan — for a lifetime of real, broken-bone craft worn as comedy; the earned legend in the clown’s mask. —
Wikipedia - Michael Flatley — for world-class discipline fused with the command of a room. — Wikipedia

The will & the leaders — endurance, command, and ownership - David Goggins — for making
endurance a discipline and showing the floor is further down than anyone thinks. — Wikipedia - Jocko
Willink — for command, ownership, and the discipline that holds a team together. — Jocko Podcast -
Wikipedia

The readers of people — negotiation, influence, intelligence, the debrief - Chris Voss — for
tactical empathy and the calibrated question; talking the impossible down. — The Black Swan Group -
Wikipedia - Chase Hughes — for the study of behaviour and influence at the level most people never see.
— Chase Hughes - Andrew Bustamante & Jihi Bustamante — for the tradecraft of seeing what others
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miss. — FverydaySpy - Shawn Ryan — for getting hard, closed people to finally say the true thing. —
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— for the long, curious, un-spun conversation; for asking the dumb question until it became the smart one.
— The Joe Rogan Experience - Sam Harris — for thinking out loud, without flinching, about what things
mean; for keeping the examined life secular and honest. — Making Sense - Theo Von — for the naked,
self-implicating honesty that says the true thing nobody else will, and for asking, with no armour on, the
question all of us were actually thinking. — This Past Weekend

(And the unnamed ones the story leans on — the Mongolian bokh wrestlers, the keepers of every tradition
the masters carry — whose mastery is older than any podcast and belongs to their peoples, not to this book.)

If a single reader follows one of these links, listens to one of these conversations, or learns one true thing
about one of these crafts, this book will have done the only job it actually cares about: pointing past itself,
at the real people, and the real work, and the real cost of being that good at something.

Thank you. All of you. For the fire.
Dedicated to John Scalzi — whose books set the bar this one reaches for.

— Links are provided as a courtesy and a pointer to each person’s real work; inclusion implies no affiliation
with or endorsement of this fiction. See the Note to the Reader.


https://everydayspy.com/
https://www.shawnryanshow.com/
https://www.joerogan.com/
https://www.samharris.org/
https://theovon.com/
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