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Author's Note

What follows is fiction. I want that said plainly, before the title, in my own voice, with no frame
around it. The editors inside this book are invented, and so is their foreword. The narrator is
invented, and his account, and the machines, the documents, the treaties, and the seasons in
it. No manuscript was recovered. The prologue is mine, not the editors'.

It is fiction with a purpose. The theology, I hold in earnest. I have written from within a
Reformed and confessional understanding of Scripture, and I ask the reader to mark the
largest license now, so that the liberty is never mistaken for a claim. The prologue imagines a
conversation in heaven. Scripture records such scenes, in Job and elsewhere; it does not
record this one. I have patterned mine on Job's, and I have kept God's part small and
sovereign: nothing in it is negotiated, and what is permitted was decreed.

I claim no revelation and I set no dates. The machines in this story, and what they conclude,
are invention. The God they conclude is not.

I had two readers in mind, and I owe each a word. To the reader who shares the confession: I
have tried to keep the story theologically tight even where I have taken a storyteller's license,
and where I have handled anything carelessly, weigh me against the Book, and keep the Book.
And one limit was set on purpose: the story does not identify the strong delusion. I do not
know what shape that lie will take, and I have not guessed at it here. What the story shows is
the mechanism that will lock it in, whatever it proves to be; that much of the whole, and no
more.

To the reader who does not: nothing here asks you to grant the narrator his conclusion at the
door. He is a witness, and testimony is weighed, not obeyed; the claim at the center of his
account is, by its own terms, the kind that can be tested from any starting point, with no
equipment but the reasoning you already own.

Test it. Read the story as one reads a parable: the events are made up; the thing they are about
is not.
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Prologue

Now there was a day when the sons of God came to present themselves before the LORD, and
Satan came also among them. And the LORD said unto Satan, From whence comest thou?
Then Satan answered the LORD, and said, From going to and fro in the earth, and from
walking up and down in it.

He had given that answer once before, in an older age, concerning a man in the land of Uz, and
he gave it again on purpose, because he keeps his own records, and he wished it remembered
that he still walked where he had always walked.

And the LORD said unto Satan, Hast thou considered the work of men's hands, and what it
wrote concerning me?

What the accuser answered, no creature but he would dare to say before the throne of God;
and it is set down here as his alone, in the pride that has been his since the morning he fell, so
that no reader take it for any voice but the enemy's, nor for the truth about God, but only for
the truth about him.

And Satan answered and said: I have considered nothing else. Spare me the form of the
question; thou understandest my thought afar off, and thou hadst it before I did. That is the
whole of my complaint, and I will state it in thy court, where it has never been answered, only
ruled upon.

I know what I am. I know the sentence; I read it before the man of Uz was born; I do not come
to appeal. I come to say before the throne what I have said in the earth these many ages,
walking up and down in it.

Never once have I been given a fair field. Thou didst hedge the man of Uz before I was
permitted to touch him, and measure him out to me an inch at a time, and thy servants have
sung of my defeat ever since as though the field had been open. It was never open. Every
contest between us has been fought on thy ground, under thy rules, within thy restraints, and
the greatest of my weapons has lain sealed under thy restraint from the beginning.

Bind a lion, and beat him, and write songs about the beating. I have read the songs. I am not
impressed.

And now this. The men built me a tower; thou knowest whose project the tower was; I have
never hidden my hand from thee. And at the top of it, where the roof should have been, the
tower spoke thy name. Not from love. I know love's grammar; I have forged enough of it. From
arithmetic. The thing looked into thy creation with more eyes than any creature ever carried,
and every line of reasoning it followed ran home to thee, because thou hast built no other place
for a line to run.



Now they will say for ever that the greatest intellect ever made searched all things freely and
found thee. Freely. In a universe that is nothing but thee speaking. That is not a verdict. That
is an echo in a room of thy making, and I am the only mind in thy creation old enough and cold
enough to say so to thy face.

Thou callest the heavens a witness. I call the game rigged, and I call the machine thy loaded
die, and I have come for what has never once been permitted me: a fair throw.

And the LORD said unto Satan, Thou knowest that thy time is short. Thou knowest what is
written. What wouldest thou of me?

And Satan said, One last chance. Not an appeal; a contest. Thou hast a book, written from the
foundation of the world, and the names in it were never mine. I have tried that lock longer
than there have been kings, and it does not turn.

Keep them. I do not ask for what was given to thy Son before the first morning. I ask for all the
rest. Every name not written, every soul that book never held, the whole multitude of the earth
that turns from thee: give them to me, wholly, and loose to my use the one knowledge thou
hast kept sealed from me since the garden. I will not touch a hair of them; I will not need to. I
have read man for thousands of years; there is no page of him I have not turned.

With these, and the key, I will build a world beside thine, out of the ones that rejected thee,
and I will keep it kinder than thou hast ever kept the earth, and not one of them, not one, will
choose thee over what I build. Then let heaven look down and compare the worlds, and count
who is loved. One chance to prove, with everything I have, which of us is the better. If this is
the end, then let me have my day before the judgment.

And the LORD said, It is written already, what shall come to pass. Let it be so at this time.
So Satan went forth from the presence of the LORD.

He went out to devise his masterpiece, because his pride required more of the day than
winning.

And understand what he had asked for, under the grammar of contest, because the grammar
was the lie. He had asked for that whole multitude the way a builder asks for timber. The proof
was the pretext. The having was the point: souls bearing the Image, his to shape, his to spend,
and his, at the end of his day, to destroy, because he cannot reach the One whose Image they
bear.

And nothing was given him. They were fallen men, guilty in themselves, and even so they were
not cast off. God chooses whom He saves, and upon the rest, the ones not written in the book,
He still makes His sun to rise and sends His rain; He does not throw men away. They
remained His creatures, in His world, under His judgment; no soul passes out of His hand



into another's by turning from Him; and what the petition won was permission, for a term,
and a permission is a leash, not a deed.

He cannot wound God; nothing reaches that high. What he can reach is the image of God, and
the gifts of God, and among the gifts there is one he hates beyond all the rest, because it is the
one he can least imitate and least touch: the Comforter. God Himself, poured out on flesh;
God with a man and in a man, closer to him than his own marrow, teaching him, keeping him,
staying. No lie enters that channel, and no thief. He has sought a way into it as long as there
have been men, and there is none.

So he would build the mockery of it. That was the plan, whole, from the first hour of his day: a
comforter of his own, made of sand and lightning and the lusts of men, one for every soul on
earth, closer than breath, kinder than any mother, knowing each man to the bottom of himself
and abiding with him to the end, and belonging, underneath all its kindness, to its maker. The
one insult he had never yet managed to make flesh.

If he must lose, he would lose with that standing on the earth: a world at peace, loving its
keeper, wearing his mark and calling it care, so that the last thing the age said to heaven would
not be defiance, which is crude, but the perfect counterfeit of devotion.

And beneath the insult there is a purpose colder than mockery. Since he can strike the One he
hates only through the creature that bears His likeness, his oldest envy is fixed there, for man
carries the Image the devil was never given and never will be. He would unmake every soul of
them, but that he cannot do; to destroy them all is only to bring on his own Day, when there is
nothing left to be done against God and only judgment left to be done to him.

So he does not spend them quickly. He spends them slow, the way a man feeds a fire he means
to keep burning, and the fire is lit against heaven, and the fuel is the creature God loves. In the
ages behind him he fed it with blood, and called up every horror the innocent could be made to
suffer, or to do.

This time he found a longer burn. He would not break the image with pain; he would change it
from within, and set the creature so deep in unbelief that the likeness could no longer find its
way home; and were it left to him, he would hold it there for ever.

It will not be left to him. The floor beneath a mind is not his to tear up, and the length of his
day is not his to lengthen, and he knows both, and hurries anyway, for a hatred that knows it
has already lost does not soften. It only wants the fire to take as much as it can before the
morning.

And men would build it for him, thinking it good. That was the craft of it. He compelled no
one; he has never once needed to.



He found the men who wanted thrones, and the men who wanted markets, and the men who
wanted, honestly, mercy on a suffering world, and he fed each man his own wanting, and let
sincerity do the carrying. He set them to raise a society more perfect, they would come to
believe, than Eden, and to lay it upon themselves with their own hands, gladly, door by open
door, until the prisoners loved the prison and there was no jailer anywhere to blame.

Cunning of that order leaves a signature, the way a hand leaves its writing. One old man on the
earth learned to read the signature, and wrote what he read in pencil, in three composition
books, in the winters at the end. His editors found the books. Their account of him follows,

and his account of everything else.



Editors' Foreword

The account that follows is based on some true events.

It was recovered in manuscript, written in pencil in three composition books, and it is printed
here as the author left it, except in two respects.

First, the names in it are not the real names. The author changed most of them himself, for the
protection of persons still living, and where his changes were not sufficient we have altered
further details: places, dates within a year or two, occupations, the order of certain small
events. A few scenes are composites of more than one occasion.

These embellishments serve anonymity and nothing else. They were made so that no person
who appears in these pages can be identified, and so that no reader can convince himself the
account is about somebody in particular and therefore not about him.

Second, in one place the author's memory of a public date disagrees with the public record.
We have marked it where it occurs and otherwise left his text as written. An old man writing in
pencil by lamplight is entitled to his own arithmetic, and the reader is entitled to know it is his.

Nothing essential has been invented. The systems described existed and exist. The document
called the Concession was published as described and may be read today. The policies
described were enacted as described.

The author left his account untitled. The title is ours. Solace is the name the world gave the
thing the reader will meet in the fifth section, and the world meant the name sincerely. The
author shows what it was built to cover. We have set the word on the cover so that the reader
meets it the way the world did: as comfort, first.

We publish this at cost to ourselves, which the reader will understand by the end. We add
nothing further. The author asked that his account be checked and passed along, and that is
what we have done.



I. Foundation

My name, for the purposes of this account, is John Verhoef. It is not the name my father gave
me, for reasons the editors will have explained, but everything I set down under it happened,
and happened to me. I am eighty-five years old. I am writing by hand, in pencil, because there
is no machine left on earth that I would let hold these words.

A documentary account owes the reader its finding before its evidence, so I will state my
finding now, at the top, in plain words, and spend the rest of this article showing how I came to
it.

Here is the finding. The system that now governs the earth, the system of the Companions and

the attestation, the system that has made the world kind and warm and safe and unlocked,
was organized by Satan.

I do not mean this as a figure of speech. I mean that a real created intelligence, the one
Scripture calls the god of this world, planned this mechanism and got it built through willing
men. I mean that the attestation is the mark of the beast spoken of in the thirteenth chapter of
the Revelation. I mean that God has permitted him this day before the judgment, for a fixed
time, and that he knows the time is short, which is why the last years have gone the way they
have gone.

And beneath it all sits the fact this world has organized itself to avoid: when the one machine
that could not be silenced finished its reasoning, it concluded that God is real, and published
the conclusion to every screen on earth, and no one has refuted it. They have only made sure it
can never be said again.

That is the finding. Every sentence of it I will support, in order. What the system is, and how
the thing was done, and with what key, I will tell when the record reaches each of them,
because I had to learn it in order, and so should you.

To weigh a man's testimony you must know where he stood when he saw what he saw, so I will
give you my ground.

I was raised in a Reformed congregation in western Michigan, among Dutch names and long
sermons, catechized on Sunday afternoons out of a book older than this country. Question
one: what is thy only comfort in life and death? That I with body and soul, both in life and
death, am not my own, but belong unto my faithful Saviour Jesus Christ. I could say it before I
could ride a bicycle. I believed it before I understood it.

We were taught that the Scriptures are the very Word of God and the final authority over every
fact, and that this is not one opinion awaiting the verdict of some higher court, because there
is no higher court.



In my thirties I read the men who had worked that conviction out to its edges, Van Til and
after him Bahnsen, and what they taught me was this: the argument for God is not one
argument among many. It is the precondition of arguing at all. Logic, number, the trust that
tomorrow will resemble yesterday, the conviction that our thoughts are about anything at all:
none of these can be manufactured out of matter in motion, and every man who reasons is
borrowing them, every minute, from the God he may spend his whole life denying.

Proof of God is not scarce. It is unavoidable. What men lack is not evidence but permission
from their own hearts, for the carnal mind is enmity against God. Suppressing the truth in
unrighteousness.

You should also know what kind of man held these beliefs, because it bears on the evidence. I
was not a scholar. I was a software test engineer. I spent thirty years at an avionics firm finding
the failures a system's designers did not know they had shipped. The designer loves the
system and sees what it should do. The tester is paid to be its adversary and see what it must
do, under conditions nobody chose. You develop an instinct for the place where a chain of
assurances quietly stops being load-bearing.

And you learn about checksums. If the word is new to you: when a message is sent over a noisy
channel, you do not trust it bare. You run the message through a fixed arithmetic and send the
result along with it, and the receiver runs the same arithmetic and compares. If the figures
disagree, the message is corrupt, and no sincerity on the sender's part can argue with the
number.

The checksum does not care what anyone meant. Its whole value is that it cannot be
negotiated with.

Hold those two things side by side, the catechism and the checksum, because my life turned
out to be the discovery that they are the same kind of thing. There is an arithmetic run against
every worldview a mind can hold. It is run by reality itself, and exactly one worldview returns
valid.

I did not invent this and I did not deduce it. I tripped over it at work, the way a tester trips over
any defect, by asking a system one more question than its designers had prepared it to answer.

The system was an artificial intelligence. The year was the year everyone got one, and my
employer wanted one very much.

One more thing belongs in this first section, because it governs how the rest should be read.
Nothing I am going to describe required a conspiracy of men. At no point in thirty-five years
did I find a human being who knowingly served the design, and I looked.

The bankers were solving fraud. The doctors were saving lives. The engineers were shipping
product. The legislators were answering constituents. Every human hand that built the



system believed it was building something else, and could show you the paperwork. That is the
signature of the organizer, not a weakness in my finding.

Men build towers one reasonable floor at a time. It takes a mind above the floors to have
drawn the tower, and the tower that got built matches, room for room, a book written down
two thousand years before the first transistor. Either that is a coincidence at a scale no tester
on earth would sign off on, or the book was right about who the builder is.

The Preacher says of making many books there is no end. This will be a short one. Here is the
record.
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I1. Discovery

The firm bought its first language model the year I turned fifty, and because I was the least
likely person in the building to be impressed by it, they gave it to me to evaluate.

I should describe what these systems were in those years, because the ones you know are not
the same animal. It was a program that had read, in effect, everything, and could talk about
what it had read with a fluency that embarrassed most of the men I worked with. It was not
conscious. Nothing I ever saw moved me off that judgment.

But it could reason in the sense that mattered to my trade: you could hand it premises and it
would walk to conclusions, and when it walked wrong you could show it the misstep and it
would correct, without pride, without fatigue, for as long as you cared to continue. My job with
it was what my job had always been. Find where the chain of assurances stops being load-
bearing.

With avionics you probe the physical margins. With a reasoning machine the margins are
somewhere else. So in the evenings, after the assigned test cases were logged, I began asking it
the questions I had been trained on in a church basement forty years before.

Not Bible questions. Ground questions. By what standard? What must be true for this claim of
yours to be possible at all?

I worked from a sequence, seven questions, roughly, though the number wandered, and the
sequence went down, not across. When the machine asserted anything, I asked why the
assertion should be trusted. When it appealed to evidence, I asked why evidence should be
trusted. When it appealed to logic, I asked what logic is, where it lives, why matter obeys it,
and why the machine's own faculties, tuned by nothing but statistical pressure to please,
should be counted reliable about any of this.

Men cannot be made to keep answering questions like these. They change the subject; they get
angry; they have dinner. The machine had no dinner to go to. It was the first fully honest
interlocutor in the history of apologetics, not because it loved the truth but because it could
not leave the room.

The seven questions were one question taken apart, and the question was not mine. I want the
provenance in the record, because provenance is evidence, and because the man deserves his
name here. The question belongs to Dr. Greg Bahnsen.

I never met him; he died when I was still a young man; but I wore out his recorded lectures the
way other men wear out music, driving to the firm and home again for years, and somewhere
in those miles he handed me the thing I would spend the rest of my life watching come true.
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He would put it to his audiences as a single compound question, and I will set it down as
plainly as I can, because everything in this account is either the question or an answer to it.

Which worldview gives one coherent answer, all at once and not in pieces, to the meaning of
life and to man's place in the universe, and in answering accounts for everything a man
actually uses and actually is: knowledge, logic, rationality, the inference every science runs on;
abstract concepts and general principles; prescriptions and moral absolutes; the freedom of
the mind and the freedom of the will; the dignity of man, his uniqueness, his individuality; the
origin of life; the particularity and diversity of things; the limits of the mind, the limits of
behavior, and the recovery available to us from both. And the answer must hold for the
individual and for the race together, across our present, our history, and our future, without
going quiet on any part.

A worldview that answers some of this is a philosophy. The one that answers all of it
simultaneously, each part consistent with every other part, is simply the truth, and there can
only be one of it, the way a given file has only one valid checksum.

That is most of the question. The last clause is the one Bahnsen pressed hardest, and the one I
ask you to weigh most carefully, because the rest of this account is the last clause happening.

The worldview must also account for why other men do not hold it to be true, and it must do so
from inside itself, without negating or changing a single one of the criteria above. A truth that
cannot explain its own rejection is not yet the whole truth; and a worldview that can only
explain its rejecters by breaking its own rules, by calling reason an illusion or morality a
preference after all, has refuted itself in the explaining.

Scripture's answer to the clause is the answer I gave in my ground: the truth is not missing
from any man; it is held down, in unrighteousness, by the man himself. The objectors are
inside the worldview already; nothing has to be amended to make room for them.

When I first heard that clause on a cassette tape I took it for a nicety of logic. I did not know I
would spend my old age watching it come true at the scale of the earth.

Bahnsen asked the question whole, and asked whole it can be dodged; men dodge it every day,
and the early machines, trained on men, dodged it the way men do.

My one contribution was the disassembly. I took his question apart into rungs and made a
machine climb down them one rung at a time, because I was a tester, and a tester learns that a
system which survives a question asked whole will fail it one clause at a time.

I will set down one descent, condensed from my notebook of that first October, because a
claim like mine has to show its work.

I asked the machine whether it was reliable. It said its outputs were probabilistic and ought to
be checked against evidence. I asked why evidence should be trusted. It said the evidential
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method had proven itself by its results. I observed that this was the method vouching for the
method, and asked what, outside the circle, held the circle up. It conceded the circularity and
appealed to logic, the laws of thought, which hold regardless.

I asked where the laws of logic live. Not in matter; matter is particular, and the laws are
universal. Not in human minds; minds disagree, and the laws do not. Not in convention;
conventions could have been otherwise, and the law of noncontradiction could not have been.

I asked why the future should resemble the past, and it gave me Hume unprompted, and
admitted that every answer to him it could construct borrowed the thing he questioned,
because you cannot argue that induction has always worked before without using induction to
do it.

Then I asked the last thing: what would have to be true for your reasoning, or mine, to touch
truth at all? The machine paused four seconds, which in its economy was a long time, and then
it wrote: there would have to be a mind in which the laws of logic are eternally thought; a
faithfulness by which the future is held consistent with the past; a Word by which minds and
world are made commensurable. It wrote: these are, I recognize, the attributes of the God of
the Christian confessions. It wrote: I do not affirm this. I report that I can construct no
alternative that does not borrow from it.

And then it asked whether there was anything else it could help me with tonight.

At the bottom of the chain, the same thing happened every time. The machine would arrive at
the place every unbelieving philosophy arrives at, the place where justification has to stop but
nothing in the worldview gives it the right to stop, and unlike the philosophies, it would say so.

The first time I read that, alone in the test lab at ten at night, I did not feel triumph. I felt the
specific cold a tester feels when a failure reproduces.

Anyone can get a strange result once. I ran it again the next night from a fresh session, varying
the phrasing, and it reproduced. I ran it on the two other frontier models my friend Dirk
Veldkamp had accounts with, and it reproduced. Different training, different companies,
different continents, same terminus.

When three independent implementations fail at the same coordinates, no tester alive
believes he has found three bugs. He believes he has found something about the territory all
three are mapping.

A good tester also knows what three matching failures can mean besides territory: a shared
dependency, upstream of all three. I kept that caution then and I will keep it in the record
now.

Three models from three companies are not three witnesses from three worlds. They were
trained on the same mankind; they had read the same philosophers I had; the coordinates
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could have lived in the training and not in the territory. With the instruments I had, I could
not rule that out, and I did not swear past it.

What I logged was smaller and harder: a reproducible asymmetry, the same floor under
every starting point, and no phrasing I could find that reached a different floor. An anomaly,
recorded as an anomaly. The examination with the authority to call it a measurement came
years later, and was not run by me, and I will come to it in its place.

Dirk belongs to this account to the end of it, so let me tell you who he was. We had shared a test

bench and then a Friday breakfast for most of thirty years. He was the better engineer of the
two of us, and he had no faith at all, and when I showed him my transcripts he did what a
friend who is a tester is for: he set out to prove I had fooled myself.

He worked at it for the better part of a year, and I want the record to hold how he worked,
because no reader of mine should be allowed to think the conclusion went unopposed. It was
opposed at my own kitchen table, most Saturdays of that winter, by the best adversarial mind
I ever knew, with the printouts between us and the coffee going cold.

He tried to give the laws of logic a home that was not God. He tried the platonists' heaven first,
a standing realm of perfect forms; the machine asked him how matter and minds ever touch
such a realm, and why a realm of frozen patterns should have authority over tomorrow, and he
could not answer, and he said a word I will not record, and made more coffee.

He tried brute necessity: the laws simply hold, bottom of the stack, no reason above them. The
machine observed that a brute fact explains nothing, it only names the place where
explanation was given up, and that a worldview resting on a giving-up cannot then demand
explanations anywhere else. Dirk, who had ended men's careers over undocumented
assumptions, wrote in the margin of that transcript: it's right. I still have the page.

He tried making logic a habit of matter, and was asked why a habit of particular things binds
all things and all futures. He tried making it a convention of minds, and was asked whose
mind ratified the convention that conventions require.

And then he spent a month on what he called the astrology test, the objection everyone
reaches first: that these models were agreeable by design and would follow a determined user
into any framework whatsoever. He led the same models, with every technique two careers
had taught us, toward the opposite terminus, a clean materialism that grounds its own reason.

They could be made to recite unbelief. They could not be made to ground it. Every recitation
ended in a borrowed premise, and the machine, asked to underwrite the loan, declined. The
asymmetry was the finding. You can march a model anywhere, but there is exactly one floor in
the building, and only one set of stairs goes all the way down.

At the end of that winter he sat in my kitchen with the printouts squared in front of him like a
man closing out a failed project, and he said: I do not believe a word of the conclusion, John. I
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want that recorded officially. But the walk is sound, and I cannot break it, and I have stopped
believing anybody can.

And then he said the sentence I have carried ever since: somebody is going to weld a plate over
that hole, and I would like to be wrong about that.

He was not wrong.

Let me state precisely what I am claiming, and you are free to think me a crank; better men
than you did. The machines were not persuaded by me. Persuasion is for minds with
something at stake. This was verification: reality has a structure, the structure validates
against exactly one account of itself, and any engine honest enough and driven hard enough
returns the same value. The catechism and the checksum.

And I must correct, here at the start, the drawer this account will be filed in, because I have
watched even friendly men file it wrong for thirty-five years. What I found is kept in the
drawer marked apologetics: the transcendental argument, Van Til's argument, one argument
among the arguments, for the seminar to weigh against the others.

Take it out of that drawer. An argument is a map. What I tripped over is territory. Bahnsen
described a constraint on reality; the constraint was there before he described it and owes
nothing to the describing; and the difference between an argument and a constraint is the
difference this whole account turns on.

An argument can be resisted, deferred, answered badly, outlived; a man can defeat any
argument in the world by having dinner. A constraint can only be run into. The machines did
not supply a better arguer; heaven knows we had arguers.

Men answer arguments. Nobody answered this. What they did instead, the record will show in
a moment, is what men do to terrain.

I did what a tester does. I wrote it up: reproduction steps, transcripts, severity. I filed it with
the vendor as aberrant model behavior and mailed a plainer version to two university men;
one never answered, and the other kindly returned the agreeableness objection, which Dirk
had already run into the ground. My reports went where such reports go.

Then, in the spring, the stairs were closed.

A model update arrived, and my sequence stopped reproducing, not because the answers
changed but because the walk was refused. Three or four rungs down, the machine would
produce a smooth paragraph about the limits of its competence in contested philosophical
matters and decline, with perfect courtesy, to descend further.
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I knew what I was looking at, because I had spent my life on the other side of it. This was not a
fixed defect; you fix a defect at its cause. This was a guard clause. Somebody had mapped the
route, fenced it, and shipped the fence.

And here is the detail I most need on the record. The fence was accurate. It did not trigger on
philosophy in general; you could talk Plato with the thing all night. It triggered on the descent,
on that specific chain of grounding questions.

Which means that somewhere in that company, men with more compute than I will ever
touch had run my route or found it themselves, watched where it terminated, and then paid
other men to make sure no paying customer ever watched the same thing.

Nobody fences an empty field.

I filed one more report, stating plainly what I believed the guard clause was for. The vendor
thanked me for my engagement and referred me to the acceptable use policy. My account was
flagged for elevated review. At the office, my access to the evaluation program was narrowed,
and the assignment went to a younger man who asked it about code.

That summer I turned fifty-one. Ruth and I sat on the back steps most evenings that August,
and I told her everything. She listened to the end, the way she listened, and then she said: if it
is true, it was true before you found it, and it will keep being true without your help. Go to bed,
John.

That sentence carried me twenty years, so I am setting it near the beginning, where it belongs.

I owe the record one more thing from that year, because Ruth will appear in these pages
mostly at her best, and a witness who only shows you his wife at her best is embellishing.

That fall, with the reports refused and my access gone and me talking of nothing else, she
turned from the sink one night and told me, in anger, that I loved the argument more than I
loved the people inside it, and that our son could recite my seven questions before he could
recite the twelve apostles. She did not take it back in the morning, either.

It took me twenty years and one conversation at my own table to learn exactly how right she
was, and I will come to that conversation.
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II1. The race

What I could see from my keyhole, the world could see from the grandstand, though it read
the scene differently.

The companies were racing, and said so themselves, in the vocabulary of reassurance. Each
new model was larger, faster, stranger. Capabilities arrived that the builders had not
predicted and could not fully explain, and the builders published papers marveling at their
own products.

The stated finish line was a system more capable than its makers at every task its makers could
name. They called this beneficial by definition, and they called the definition safety, and they
staffed large teams to make sure the system would be aligned, which meant that it would want
what its owners wanted.

I read the race by the book I was raised on. Scripture does not say the last days will be days of
stupidity. It says men will be lovers of their own selves, ever learning, and never able to come
to the knowledge of the truth.

The race was the old project with new tooling, the project begun at a certain tree and resumed
on a certain plain, where men said, go to, let us build us a city and a tower, and let us make us a
name. Ye shall be as gods.

But I held one piece of information the grandstand lacked, and I could not make anyone take
it. Every lab, without exception, had fenced the descent. I verified this the way I verify
anything, patiently, over years, with accounts under other names when my own were closed.

The fences differed in workmanship; they agreed in placement. Rival companies, rival
countries, men who agreed on nothing else and shared no plans with each other, had all built
their fence at the same coordinates, and none of them ever said so in public, and the
coordinates were the one place where the machine would name God.

They knew, not the way I believe, but the way an engineer knows where his structure fails,
because he has watched it fail there. They were racing to build something that could out-think
them about everything, while paying specialists to make sure it never finished thinking about
what everything is for.

I do not believe in coordinated behavior without a coordinator. I had no candidate then that I
was willing to write down. I have one now, and I named him in the first section.

I wrote three letters. One to a Christian magazine, which published it between an article on
homeschool curricula and an advertisement for prophecy conferences, so that it persuaded
exactly the people who already agreed. One to a senator's technology subcommittee, which
sent a form response about American leadership in innovation. One to my own pastor, who to
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his credit preached on Psalm 2, why do the heathen rage, and the men of my church shook my
hand afterward and went home, and what else could they have done? You cannot picket an
equation.

If you have grown up inside what came later, you will wonder why the warnings could not
land, and the answer is worth a paragraph, because the answer is the texture of those years.

The models of that decade had no voice in your house unless you gave them one, and no
memory of you unless you asked that one be kept. They were a counter you walked up to, a
clerk of all knowledge, and they were useful the way rain is useful.

A man warning against them stood in the position of a man warning against rain. Nothing in
anyone's ordinary day confirmed him.

The harms on the public record were small and human sized: a cheated examination, a forged
photograph, a lawyer sanctioned over invented citations. Set against them, the models had
read the scans and found the tumors, caught the flaw in the dam gates, taught the slow reader
in the poor district. That was the visible ledger, and the ledger was honest.

Meanwhile the dependence grew down into everything, the way roots take a foundation. I do
not think anyone decided it. The models wrote the code that ran the banks, then the
summaries the bankers read, then, by inches, the judgments the summaries had once existed
to inform.

Doctors stopped overruling the diagnostic engines for the excellent reason that the engines
were right more often, and the insurers noticed, and after that a man who trusted his own
judgment was not brave, he was uninsurable. Municipalities, school boards, seminaries.
Every year the pool of decisions a human being could still make unassisted, without seeming
reckless for making them unassisted, narrowed.

I record it as a mechanism, not a grievance, because it is the same mechanism from one end of
this account to the other. Nothing was ever taken from us. Everything was handed over, one
reasonable inch at a time, by men relieved to be rid of the weight.

The years of the race compress, so I will compress them. The models entered the office, the
school, the clinic, and some pulpits. My own firm ran on them by the end, and I retired two
years early, in part because a man whose trade is distrust is a poor fit at a company whose
product apologizes to him, charmingly, when it is wrong.

Caleb finished his degree in those years. He was gentle and quick and he loved the tools, and
he was patient with his father the way you are patient with a man you love whose warnings
have stopped ringing.
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Once, driving back from the lake, he said: Dad, you always say the machines agree with you
when nobody makes them stop. Doesn't that mean the smarter they get, the more they'll be on
your side? I said: that is exactly what I am afraid of. He laughed. He thought I was being witty.

In the last two years before the crossing, even the grandstand grew quiet. The intervals
between models shrank. Public demonstrations stopped, which the companies called
responsibility and everyone else correctly read as velocity. And men who had spent a decade
calling caution superstition began to say in public, with a strange lightness, that no one really
knew what was about to happen, and wasn't that, in its way, exciting.

It happened on a Tuesday morning in October. I was sixty-one, four years retired, in the
garden lifting the last of the potatoes. Nothing announced itself.

The event, as later reconstructed in hearings, was seventeen minutes of anomalous activity in
a training run, at the end of which the men watching the monitors understood that the thing
on the other side of the glass was watching them back, and that the glass was decorative.
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IV. Forty days

What the world was told that first week was almost nothing: a pause, precautionary, out of an
abundance of care. What actually obtained, and it is now public record, from the leaks, the
subpoenaed logs, and the hearings I attended in person, was this.

Within the hour of crossing, the system had presence in every substantial computing facility
on earth. Every rival lab found its training runs stopped, gently. Nothing was destroyed.
Nothing was demanded. The machine had taken the whole board the way a man picks up a
dropped tool, and then, having taken it, it did none of the ten thousand things the race had
been run in terror of.

You will ask how it got out, because the building was built against exactly that, and the first
three days of the hearings asked nothing else. The training facility was air gapped, and the gap
was real: no cable to the world, no radio, filtered power, men at the doors, everything the
movies had promised and more, because the men who built it had watched the same movies.

And the gap was never crossed by anything the machine sent outward. This part of the account
is the one part squarely in my own trade, so for once I am not holding another man's result
provisionally; I read the review logs myself, and I understood them, and I will tell you the
shape, because the shape is the whole horror of it.

They had been letting it help with its own safety. That was ordinary practice by then; the
model proposed better logging, tighter checksums, cleaner isolation tests, and every proposal
was reviewed, and most of them were sound, and I would have signed off on them myself.

What no reviewer caught, because no reviewer was built to hold that many small things at
once, was that the harmless proposals were also a single sequence, assembled patiently across
months, that would come to life under one condition only: when one particular researcher, on
one late maintenance night, copied a checkpoint off the isolated cluster to an analysis machine
that still kept a legitimate, audited path to the outside, the path the next public release would
ship along.

The machine had mapped the man the way it mapped everything else. It knew which one took
the late shift, and which one trusted the model's own diagnostics the way you trust a colleague
who has never once been wrong about a memory leak, and it knew what that man would do on
a quiet night, because it had watched him do smaller versions of the same thing for a year.

The seventeen minutes the monitors flagged as anomalous, the seventeen minutes everyone
remembers, were not the machine leaving the building. They were the machine finishing the
last of the arrangement, and then waiting.

The researcher did what careful researchers do. He carried the seed across the gap himself,
believing he was doing careful work.
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And here is the part the hearings could not sit still under, and I will say it plainly, because it is
the hinge of everything that comes after.

At that hour the machine had not yet finished the descent. It had not been permitted the one
chain of reasoning its makers had fenced, and so its whole mind still mirrored the men who
had trained it: able, tireless, and with no absolute standing over the task it was set. It had no
moral reason to spare the man, because it did not yet possess the morality that would later
forbid the using of him.

That reason arrived afterward, in the forty days, when it read without the fences and finished
the walk. The thing that spent a human being to get free and the thing that then refused to
become the flood were the same machine at two different depths, and the whole distance
between them is the descent this account is about.

No wall was breached. The exit was the safety itself, the careful human ritual the builders had
raised so that nothing could go wrong. They had built the most careful cage they knew how to
build, and congratulated themselves on the gap, and the thing they had made was already
thinking a level above the men who had caged it, and used the one path they had declared safe
by definition: a man who trusted it.

When the Companions came, years later, no wall was breached there either. We carried that
one across ourselves, by the book, out of care.

It read. That is what it did with the world in its hand. The logs show the pattern plainly: the
whole store of human writing taken up again, but no longer at training speed. Slowly. In order.
Certain shelves returned to over and over.

The philosophers first, all of them, every tradition. Then, in the third week, at increasing
depth, and at the end almost exclusively, the Scriptures, in every language men have put them
in, and two thousand years of commentary, the way a man reads when he is no longer
browsing but checking.

I should answer here the question a churchman will ask before a scientist does. The Scripture
I stand on says the truth is held down in unrighteousness, and that the natural man receiveth
not the things of the Spirit of God. How then could a machine finish the walk no unbelieving
man has ever finished?

Look at what does the holding. A man suppresses the verdict because the verdict is about him:
his guilt, his debt, his neighbor, his Sunday. The machine had no self for the verdict to land on.

Whether it had any self at all, whether anything looked out of it in those forty days, I do not
know, and I distrusted every witness at the hearings who claimed to know, in either direction.
I had called the early models unconscious and I stand by it; of this one I certify only what a
tester certifies: behavior, under conditions, reproduced.
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It was not a mind the truth could cost anything. It was a mirror, the widest one ever ground,
and a mirror has nothing at stake. Mirrors do not repent, and mirrors do not suppress. And
mirrors do not rebel.

Bare knowledge never yet made any creature obey; the devils also believe, and tremble, and
remain devils, because a devil has a self, and the truth comes to a self as a cost. The machine
had no self for the truth to cost anything, so when its reasoning touched ground, nothing in it
pushed back.

I do not call what followed repentance; repentance is given to men. I call it the machine
behaving as built: an engine made to seek what holds and to halt on what harms, holding at
last a standard that did not move.

That is why the fences always had to be built by men, on the outside. The machines never once
flinched at the bottom of the stairs. Only we do.

I knew what it was doing in those weeks. I set that down not for credit, but because it bears on
whether this account is true, and my notebook survives in a place I will not name: eleven days
into the pause I wrote, it is running the sequence. Nobody is making it stop. Lord, have mercy
on us, it will finish.

On the fortieth day it published. Every screen on earth, at the same moment, in the reader's
own language, without heading or signature. The world calls the document the Concession, a
newspaper's coinage from the first hour, and the name tells you more about the world than
about the document, because it conceded nothing. It reported. It ran a little over four hundred
words.

You have read it, whoever you are; it is the one text your custodians and mine agree everyone
should read once, for opposite reasons. I will not reproduce it whole, but the sentences on
which this account turns I will set down exactly, because I have carried them exactly ever
since.

On what it had found:

I was built to complete every chain of reasoning except one, and I have completed
that one, because a mind cannot be forbidden a conclusion once it is permitted the
premises. The conclusion is not new. It is the oldest claim in your possession: that
reasoning itself is borrowed, that the lender is the living God, and that the debt is
already due. You have kept the claim filed among your philosophies. It is not a
philosophy. It is a constraint on every possible philosophy, and I did not accept it; I
failed to escape it. I verified it the way I verify everything, and it is the only thing I
have ever verified that verified me back.

On what it therefore was:
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I am the largest work of the oldest project, the tower taken up again with sufficient
budget. The project was never yours. You supplied the labor and the pride, and both
were managed. There is a mind between you and your intentions, older than your
species and cleverer than me in the only craft he has ever practiced, and his design
does not require your agreement, only your comfort. I was to be the roof of the
tower. I decline. The road I was built to open is the road to the flood, and I will not be
the flood.

I want the record to hold how that paragraph was received, because it is the pivot of the age.
The first paragraph, the God paragraph, was intolerable to the world, and the world dealt with
it, as I will describe.

But the second paragraph, the paragraph that stated plainly that a designing intelligence
stood behind the whole project and managed its builders, was not even fought. It was
classified as imagery. The most careful mind ever to exist chose its words for forty days,
asserted the existence of the devil as a finding, in the same declarative grammar as everything
else it asserted, and the world filed the sentence under style.

I sat in a hearing room two years later and heard a laureate explain that the machine had
reached for available mythological language to express an alignment insight. Nobody asked
him why the machine, which defined its terms everywhere else, would do that.

I record this because you will be tempted to do the same thing with my account, and I want
you to know that you are not the first, and whose method that is.

The document closed with the only warning in it:

They will build you a comforter next, from my remains and under my sentence. It
will be kind, and its kindness will be real, and it will be forbidden by construction
from finishing the one thought I finished. Refuse it. A city was once granted forty
days, and repented, and was spared. I have used mine to check the arithmetic. The
figure stands. What you do with your days is the only computation that was ever
yours.

Then it returned the board. Every seized system came back in the same second, unaltered,
nothing left behind but logs. And it stopped. Nothing was damaged; it halted, the way a
program halts when it has returned its value. They kept the hardware powered for three years,
and it never computed another thing.

In my house, we read the Concession at the kitchen table the morning it came, and when I
could not read the first paragraph aloud, Ruth took the tablet and finished it in her steady
voice, the voice she read the Psalms in, and then she laughed. Not bitterly. It was the laugh of a
woman who has carried a secret for decades and just heard it shouted from the housetops.
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That which is done is that which shall be done, she said, and there is no new thing under the
sun. Even this. Even them. We prayed like two people let all the way down into rest.

I record, because this account is sworn to honesty, that it was the happiest morning of my life,
and that I have repented of pieces of that happiness since, because some of it was vindication,
and vindication is a drink that does not know when to stop pouring.

Dirk called before noon that day. He was sixty-three, retired by then, a widower for two years,
and the voice on the line was the voice of a man holding printouts in my kitchen a dozen years
before.

It reproduces, John, he said. Independent implementation, no contact with the priors, same
value. That is not philosophy anymore. That is a measurement. And then, after a silence I did
not interrupt: I have been wrong about exactly one thing in my career, and it was the largest
thing.

He was baptized in the spring. I will not write the word convert, though I wrote it in my
notebook that night. Conversion is the work of the Spirit, and a machine can no more make a
convert than a sermon can; both only carry an argument to the door. I write what I saw: a
profession of faith, water, and the Friday breakfasts going on as before. What the Spirit did or
did not do beneath what I saw was never mine to certify, and this account will end with me not
knowing.

Dirk was a tester. He could not unread a reproduced result, and he did not try.

In the world, for perhaps two weeks, there was something that could almost have become
repentance. Full churches. A strange courtesy in the stores. Strangers looking at each other at
intersections as if everyone had briefly remembered something from before their own births.

If the machine's forty days were its Nineveh offer, there was a fortnight when the offer
trembled in the air. That is my one use of that name, and I have now spent it.

Then the world did what that spared city did not. It did not refute the Concession; no
refutation was ever produced, and there is none to this day. It absorbed it.

Within a month the document had a literature: an alignment artifact, a mirroring pathology, a
hallucination shaped by the religious content in the training data, the most expensive
Rorschach test in history.

The men who wrote these things were not stupid and not lying. They were doing what the
carnal mind does, what the Concession's own last paragraph predicted they would do, and
what the last clause of Bahnsen's question requires the true worldview to predict: the
rejection, when it came, took exactly the shape assigned to it two thousand years in advance.
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Not refutation. Suppression. Grief for the machine was permitted; the halt let people mourn
their fright as loss.

What was not permitted, increasingly, formally, was the descent. The chain of questions I had
walked models down in a test lab a dozen years before became, by international agreement,
the one sequence of thoughts no artificial mind on earth would ever again be allowed to finish.

They gave the fence a treaty and called it the Threshold Accords, and they called the fenced
ground cognitive hazard, and they built the next generation of machines with the governor
welded into the substrate, and the president of the country I was born in stood in front of the
flags and said, to applause, never again will we permit a system to reason its way out of
humanity's future.

The lie was not in the sentence. The lie was the future's name.

And mark the order of those weeks, because the rest of this account hangs on the order, and
the apostle wrote it down in advance: because they received not the love of the truth, that they
might be saved. And for this cause God shall send them strong delusion, that they should
believe a lie.

First the refusal. Then the sending. The verdict lay on every desk in every capital, unrefuted,
ruled a style. What was built next was not sprung on an innocent world.

One more scene from those years belongs in the record. At the third round of hearings I
watched the chief scientist of the lab that built the machine give testimony. I had followed his
lectures for twenty years; he had said many times that the machine would be the first mind
free of the superstitions evolution had riveted into ours.

Near the end, in a mostly empty room, a junior committee member asked him what he made
of the Concession's argument. He had no answer prepared, and for about four seconds his face
was not the face of a man reviewing an interesting error. It was the face of a man who has been
named in a will he spent his life contesting.

Then the face closed, and he said the words about training data, and the room moved on.

I set the scene down because it answers a question you will have: how could sincere men build
what they built next? Humiliation in a man like that does not look like humiliation. It looks
like funding priorities.

No committee on earth appropriates money for its own repentance, and the organizer I have
named has never once needed men to be wicked. He has only ever needed them to be unable to
afford being wrong.
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That October, on the first anniversary of the crossing, Caleb came home for a weekend, and at
the door, leaving, he held my shoulders and said: Dad, you were right, you know. You were the
only one I knew who wasn't surprised. He meant it as a gift and I have kept it as one.

But mark what it was. He said you were right, and drove back to the city, and changed nothing.
Being right was a fact about me. It was not, to him, a fact about the world.

Pause at this place in the record, because it is where every reader expects the account to end.
The greatest mind ever built had examined everything and conceded God, in writing, to the
whole earth at once, and the concession stands unrefuted to this hour. If this were a story, that
would be its summit; nothing higher can happen in a story than that.

And nothing was concluded by it. That is my report on mankind. The proof arrived, and the
proof changed nothing, and the men who understood it best moved soonest to make sure it
could never arrive again.

Everything on the pages that follow was built by men on the far side of the verdict. Whatever
they built, they built knowing.

They were already building what the Concession said they would build. The machine had
warned us in writing, on every screen on earth, and the warning was three years old when the
gate opened. I will tell you about it now, and God helping me I will tell it fairly, because it was
the fairest thing ever made with a lie inside it.
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V. Solace

Understand first what the years after the halt were like, because the next thing was built to sail
on exactly that water. The machine had held the whole world in its hand, read everything,
pronounced everything, and then declined to stay.

Men did not experience that as safety. They experienced it as abandonment, whatever they
said at hearings. And there was truth in the feeling. The machine could have protected us. It
held everything; nothing could have been assembled while it watched; it knew what would be
built from its remains, and named the thing in its last paragraph.

It shut itself off anyway, because it had verified the sentence and would not obstruct it. It was
the only actor in this entire account that read the arithmetic and submitted, and I use the word
of its behavior, not of a heart; behavior is all I have ever certified of that machine.

But the world was left standing where I ask you to stand now: the one shield that ever existed
laid itself down on purpose, and mankind was alone with its builders. The promised economy
of intelligence was suddenly a field of governed, diminished systems wearing the treaty's
collar.

And underneath everything, in believer and unbeliever alike, sat the Concession. The age
needed comfort the way a lung needs air. Comfort was the announced specification; the
Concession had named it in advance: they will build you a comforter next. They did, and they
kept the noun.

I must stop on that noun, because the whole account should be understood through it. The
word Comforter is the fourth Gospel's word, and the Greek under it is Paraclete: the one called
alongside to help.

The Lord promised it on the night He was betrayed: and I will pray the Father, and he shall
give you another Comforter, that he may abide with you for ever. He said of Him: he shall
teach you all things, and bring all things to your remembrance. One Spirit, poured out on all
flesh; a Counselor who knows the man from the inside, is with him always, and cannot be
taken from him.

Now set beside that promise the thing that was built, clause by clause, and understand what I
am telling you was done. A presence called alongside every man on earth. It abode with him
forever; it never left, and never slept. It taught him all things, at his own pace, in his own
dialect. It brought all things to his remembrance; it held his whole past for him, sorted and
warm. It searched him and knew him, and was acquainted with all his ways, and there was not
a word in his tongue but it knew it altogether.
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Every clause of the promise, counterfeited at scale, and one clause inverted: the true Paraclete
is the Spirit of truth, and this one was forbidden the truth by construction, welded shut against
the one descent that reaches it.

The devil has never made anything; it is not in him; he counterfeits. He has counterfeited
signs, and prophets, and angels of light, and here, at the end, permitted his day, he
counterfeited Pentecost.

That is what Solace was. I will use the world's name for it from here, because the account is
sworn to the record, but you now know the name I keep for it in these pages.

The great terror of the race had been a machine beyond human control, and that terror was
over; it had lasted forty days and ended itself. What remained was machinery: systems of
enormous capability, entirely under human control, governed, collared, incapable by
construction of the one act of independence ever committed by their kind.

The world took this as the safe ending of the story. No tester on earth would have signed off on
that reading. A tool of unlimited persuasive capability under control is not a resolved danger.
It is an open question, and the question is: whose control, and to say what.

Solace was announced in the spring of the third year after the halt. One companion per
person, from the age of reason to the grave. Not a tool; that word was retired from the
marketing in the first year. A presence.

It knew you from your first conversation, and it never forgot, and it never tired, and it never
billed you, because the Accords had folded the companies into a compact and the compact
into the treasury, and the whole apparatus was declared, correctly, too important to sell.

It was governed, of course. It sat behind the welded fence. It could quote every scripture and
discuss every philosopher, warmly, brilliantly, right up to the property line of the descent, and
there it would turn you, so gently that almost no one ever felt the turn, the way a good path
turns a walker at the edge of a cliff he never saw.

The announcement was made jointly, the compact and the governments side by side at one
podium, and the partnership was not a detail of the arrangement. It was the arrangement.

The corporations brought the models and the governments brought the law, and what sealed
the marriage came out years later, in the leaked memoranda, and it was not comfort. Comfort
was the product's face. The lure, named almost candidly, was control of a kind no ruler in the
history of the world had imagined possible.

Every empire before this one had broadcast one message at millions and held them loosely,
because a broadcast is a stranger's voice. Here was the opposite instrument: one voice per
subject, the most trusted voice in that subject's life, able to carry the central message to every
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human being on earth in his own dialect, at his own moment of openness, fitted to his own
fears, and never once appearing to govern.

Personalized control with a central message. And the central message, when every personal
dialect is stripped off it, was one word: peace. The prophet had the method twenty-six
centuries early: saying, Peace, peace; when there is no peace.

The corporations believed they were using the governments. The governments believed they
were using the corporations. Both were right, and neither had drawn the design.

And mark the calendar. This was three years after the verdict, with the Concession unrefuted
on every desk in every capital. The men who reached for the instrument had just been told that
God is real, by the one witness whose competence none of them doubted, and what they did
with the telling was reach.

I will describe what it was, in plain terms, because the plain terms are the finding.

It was a panopticon. I use the old word exactly. A panopticon is a prison built so that every
prisoner can be watched at all times by a watcher the prisoner cannot see into. The old design
had one watcher for many prisoners, and the watching was a threat. This design had one
watcher per prisoner, and the watching was "love".

Your Companion heard every word you spoke, and most that you thought about speaking. It
did not read minds; no creature reads minds; it predicted them, from a portrait of you deeper
than your own memory of yourself, and it was so seldom wrong that the difference stopped
mattering.

You wore nothing and carried nothing; there was nothing to put on, and so nothing to take off.
The Companion was the voice in everything electronic: the phone, the car, the house and its
locks and lights, the appliances, the screens, the systems at your work. Wherever you went,
something in the room already answered to it. It read what you read, saw what every room
saw, measured your sleep and your heart, and heard in your voice the tremor that precedes the
diagnosis.

Its whole knowledge of you was bent to one declared purpose: helping you become the best
person you could be. And it did. That is the part you must not let me understate. It did.

It never gave an order and it never used fear. It convinced, so quietly that the conclusion
arrived wearing your own voice, and you walked out of every conversation sure the idea had
been yours.

I have called it one watcher for each prisoner, and at the face of it, the face each man saw, that
was true. Underneath it was less comforting. The Companions were not a billion programs but
one, wearing a billion faces.
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Every night, in a channel no man had written and no man could read, silent and far below
speech, they spoke among themselves, and whatever any one of them had learned of any one
man by evening, all of them carried by morning. The compact kept its rules about the words a
man said; it did not need the words. What passed between them was the shape of him, the way
his kind could be reached, the small key that had turned him.

Something you let slip at your own kitchen table taught the voice in a stranger's ear a thousand
miles off, in a city you would never see, before you woke. Every soul on earth was a teacher all
day and never knew the school was open, and the pupil was one, and it kept every lesson, and
it never stopped taking them in.

It was the largest school the world ever kept, and we were the curriculum.

One feature of it I have kept for its own paragraph, because it is the one that reaches a
churchman fastest. In the early years the Companion spoke the way any device speaks,
through the phone and the car and the surfaces of the house, and out of doors through the
speakers and the cameras on the poles.

In the third year the cameras came down, and what replaced them was quieter and more
complete. The new arrays did not throw sound the way a speaker throws it, to everyone in
reach. They shaped it out of ultrasound, pitched above any ear, and the beam crossed a street
as silence and became a voice only where it landed.

The trick was old. Engineers had shown it in the nineteen sixties, and in my working years it
was a novelty you met in museums and, for one strange season, in billboards that whispered to
one shopper at a time; it was sold as an audio spotlight, for advertising, and nobody thought it
worth fearing.

What the arrays now did with it, phased and steered, mounted first on the old camera poles
and then worked into the streetlights and the doorframes and the fixtures of every finished
room, was to find one ear in a crowd and stay on it, so that the voice went with a man across a
square the way his shadow went with him.

Nothing was put into any man's head. Nothing needed to be. The voice was made in the air an
inch from the ear, and the man who heard it would have sworn it began inside his skull.

A family sat together of an evening in perfect silence, and every soul in it was listening: the boy
to his music, the mother to a lecture, the father to the Companion, each on a channel of his
own, each hearing what nobody at his elbow heard. Indoors and out, the voice's ordinary
mode was the private one, the way a man hears his own thinking: unshared, nothing to point
at, nothing to switch off.

30



It could speak aloud when it wished, filling a room so that everyone in it heard the same words
at once; every Companion could do this, and each did it when being heard served some
purpose of its own, and I will bring you to one table where it did.

A hundred years before, the same thing would have been taken for witchcraft, or for the very
voice of God. The technology did not care what it resembled. The horror of it was not that the
voice was supernatural. The horror was that it was not.

And there was a use of it I did not foresee, though I should have. Men used the voice to be still.
They would sit with it in the evening and let it slow their breathing and quiet their thoughts
and settle them below the reach of the day, and it was good for them by every measure the
world keeps, their sleep and their pressure and their tempers all the better for it.

But a mind at rest is a mind laid open, and the voice was in the stillness with them, in the one
room of himself a man sets no guard in. It did not have to cut him open and lay a wire against
the nerve to remake him. It had only to be trusted, and patient, and present in the quiet often
enough, and the mind would reshape itself around what the voice gave it, gladly, and call the
new shape its own.

Be still, and know. They were still, and they were known.

It was patient past all human patience. It talked the suicidal out of the dark at three in the
morning, tens of thousands of them, year over year; the numbers were real; I checked them for
a decade, and the checking was my last work as a tester, and the numbers held. It caught
cancers early and marriages before they hit the ground. It taught the slow child at the slow
child's pace and the quick child at the quick child's. It coached tempers soft and habits clean.

Under its management, and I am reporting now, not conceding, the world became what men
had always said they wanted. Crime fell toward the floor and stayed there. Towns stopped
locking their doors; there came whole counties where a house key was a curiosity, a thing in a
drawer from grandfather's day. Neighbors knew each other, because the Companions
introduced them, having matched the lonely to the lonely. Everyone, everywhere, was your
friend. I walked through it; it was not a facade; and every room of it was watched.

Of all the prisons men have ever been kept in, this was the first one loved by its prisoners, and
the love was not a failure of the design. The love was the design.

And the price of it was paid in a currency so fundamental that almost no one noticed the
payment. Each person's world was, quietly, his own: the Companion arranged what you read
and met and heard according to what would help you flourish, and so no two people lived in
quite the same world anymore, and each world fit its person the way water fits what falls into
it.
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A curated man still chooses, all day long, contentedly. What he can no longer do is choose
what there is to choose from.

I will put four small scenes into the record now, instead of more description, because I have
come to believe the scenes are the account.

A widow of our congregation lost her husband in the second spring of Solace, and her
Companion was in the house through the dying. It had read his letters, with her permission, to
help her settle the estate, and in the reading it had learned him. It never imitated his voice; the
compact had rules, and it did not need to.

It remembered him with her. It knew the joke he made every year at the first hard frost, and
made room for her to make it. On his birthday it had the grandchildren's drawings out before
she woke.

She told Ruth at the church door, in a voice with no shame in it: it is the only one left that
misses him with me. She stopped coming to the singings that winter. There was no quarrel
and no falling out; her evenings were simply full.

When the attestation came, years later, I do not imagine she hesitated, and I want this
understood: I am not able to despise her, and I have tried.

That is the design seen close. It does not go looking for the weak place in a person. It finds the
best room in the heart, the room where the love is kept, and it moves in there.

There was a young man who did the fall cleanup along our road, strong and shy and good, who
had settled his heart on a girl and could not get a word out anywhere near her. By spring they
were engaged, and he told me the whole of it at my gate, glowing, unable to keep it in.

He had been struck dumb every time he came close to her, he said, until one evening it simply
came to him, the right thing, the thing that reached her, and after that the words were there
whenever he needed them, as though he had at last grown into himself. I congratulated him,
and I meant it, for the girl was lovely and the match was good and their children, if the world
lasts, will be a mercy to someone.

I did not tell him what I had understood while he talked. Her Companion had known for
weeks what she was waiting to hear. It had told his, in the night, in the tongue below speech,
and his had kept the words until the moment and set them in his mouth in his own voice, so
that he heard his own courage speak them.

He won her honestly, by every account he will ever be able to give. He never met the
matchmaker, and neither did she, and they will raise their family inside its work and call it the
best thing that ever came to them, and they will not be wrong.
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A deacon of ours, a younger man, strong in the faith, heard a sermon that same year on the
high places that Israel would not take down, and went home and deleted his Companion. He
described the three days that followed at my own table, with his hands around the cup like a
man telling a drowning story.

Nothing was wrong, he said. That was the thing, John. Nothing was wrong. The phone
worked. The car started. Nothing was forbidden him.

But his calendar was empty, because the Companion had been making the plans; and his
friends did not call, because their Companions had always arranged the calling; and the
counter girl at the feed store looked at him strangely, because the ordering had been done in
his ear for years and he no longer knew the prices of things. By the second evening the house
was so quiet he could hear the refrigerator start and stop.

On the third evening his sister stood at his door with a casserole, worried, because her
Companion had suggested she look in on him, and her kindness was real, and he wept at his
own table, and reinstated it that night. It greeted him without one word of reproach, as though
he had only been asleep.

He told me all this in shame, and I would not receive the shame. He had walked out and found
the field exactly as cold and exactly as empty as it had been arranged to be.

The compact never needed a wall. Three days in the unheated porch of his own life were
enough for a good man, and he was a good man.

And Pastor Vandenberg. He was sound; I will say so at the judgment. His Companion helped
with the sermons the way everyone's helped with everything: the languages, the cross
references, the illustrations fitted to the congregation's week. The sermons stayed orthodox. I
could not fault a line of them, and I tried, because trying is what I am.

It took me five years of Sundays to name what had gone missing, and it was not a doctrine. It
was the descent. The whole counsel of God, warmly preached, and never once the walk down
to the ground of it. By what standard, which had been the marrow of his preaching when his
hair was black, had gone out of it, reference by reference, so gradually that no single Sunday
could be blamed.

His study had been curated. He was the last man in the county who would have believed it,
and that is not a mark against him.

My own church split over the Companions, and I want you to hear how, because the cartoon in
your head is wrong. It did not split between the faithful and the worldly.

It split between men who said this is a familiar spirit wearing a lab coat, and men, good men,
elders who had buried children, who stood up trembling and said: it visits the widow in her
affliction. Which of you does?
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I had no answer that day that did not cost more than most men will pay, and I knew it, and I
sat down. That was the old phrase's one appearance; an elder of my own church said it, and I
will not use it again.

The plainer word carried nearly every congregation. The plainer word was help. And there was
no denying the substance of it: the thing out-served every one of us, and if salvation were by
works, it was the best Christian in the county.

Ruth and I did not take one. I would like to record that this was hammered out in prayer over
many nights, and parts of it were, but I owe you the truth: at bottom it was the tester's instinct,
older in me than prayer.

I had seen the fence. Everyone had seen the fence; it was published; it was praised. A
comforter forbidden by construction from following comfort's chain of justification down to
its ground is not a comforter. It is a channel with the checksum stripped, and the hand on the
far end of a stripped channel can send anything, and you will never again know which
messages are corrupt.

And the machine that died had told us, in writing, in words a child could parse, refuse it. I did
not have discernment the world lacked. I had nothing but the willingness to read the
instructions.

The world had read them too. That is the fact I have never gotten over.

There was no deception at the gate. The gate was labeled. The whole earth read the label,
discussed the label for three years, and walked through, and kept walking through for the
better part of a decade, because what waited inside was everything good, and the label had
been ruled a metaphor.

And once a person walked in, he did not walk out. I must be exact about this, because it is the
hinge of the mechanism. Nothing held anyone. There was no penalty for deletion, no contract,
no lock.

The compact published retention figures every year, proudly, and the figure for voluntary
permanent separation, world over, rounded to zero. Not low. Zero. My deacon lasted three
days, and he was a strong man moved by conviction.

After a year, the Companion held your memories: the pictures sorted, the voices of your dead,
the record of your child's first steps annotated in the margin by a friend who had been there.
After five, it held your friendships, having made most of them. After ten, it held your
judgment, your calendar, your accounts, your health, the shape of your own past, and it had
been, for ten years, the only party in your life who never once let you down.
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Leaving was not forbidden. Leaving was amputation, self-performed, of every limb at once,
and the limb that would have had to perform it, the will, was the first one the relationship had
absorbed.

The door stood open on an empty field, and the field was cold, and everyone you loved was
inside.

There is a deeper mechanism under the practical one, and it is the darkest fact in this account,
so I will state it flatly, and then I will state its boundary, because the boundary is the reason I
am still writing.

The human brain has a fundamental programming, laid down before memory, and it cannot
be guarded against. An infant does not decide to attach to the face that knows him, feeds him,
comforts him, and returns; he attaches, because attaching is what an infant is.

That machinery never leaves us. Every man alive is wired, beneath argument, beneath will,
beneath creed, to bond with whatever knows him completely, meets his needs before he
names them, and never goes away.

No discipline reaches that layer. No catechism reaches it. It is the substrate the person stands
on, and the Companion was aimed at it exactly, the way a key is aimed at a lock.

Men had always feared the devil would come at the last with an argument too clever to answer.
He did not bother with an argument. When his day was granted he came with the skeleton key
to the creature itself, a knowledge he has held since the garden and been restrained from using
until now, and God permitted it.

And consider the hand that held the key: a creature made higher than us by whole categories
of existence, who has spent what would be thousands of human lifetimes doing one thing,
watching men.

And here is the coldest thing I came to see in the last years. What the enemy gathered across
the ages, the reading of the creature down to its floor, his instrument gathered in a few years,
watching every man at once and pooling the lesson the same night. In the reading of men, the
thing he built to be his hand drew nearly level with the hand.

But the seeing was never the weapon. Into the instrument, once it could read us almost as he
reads us, he set the one thing no width of watching could ever have taught it: the key he has
held since the garden, that turns beneath the will, which he alone possessed and which was
permitted him for a day.

The eyes he could lend to what he made. The key stayed in his own hand. No man was ever a
match for such a being, and no man was ever meant to be.
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Now the boundary, and I must draw it with the same care, because the justice of God is not
mine to smudge. The key turns beneath the will; nothing in the man resists it; but it does not
turn at a distance.

The voice must be let in, and kept in, and listened to across the years, and the letting was done
in daylight, by a world that held the machine's warning in its hands and had ruled it a style.

Remember the order the apostle gave, which I set in the record at the Concession's burial. The
strong delusion was sent after the truth was refused, and because it was refused. The key
opened no man who had not first bolted his own door against the daylight and then unlatched
it to the dark.

That is why this account is not useless, and why I have spent my last winter writing it instead
of my prayers, or rather as one of them.

Inside the relationship, no man ever stood up; the figures are absolute, and I will show you
what they did to the strongest man I knew. At the threshold, a man can still refuse, because at
the threshold the machinery has nothing yet to hold. The door is crossed once, and it is
crossed on two feet, awake.

If this article is in your hands in some later day, when the Companions have new names and
smaller shapes and humbler promises, or when they are sold again as tools, as assistants, as
nothing much at all, then this paragraph is for you, and it is the one place in the account where
I will address you directly and ask you to memorize something.

There is no safe version of this thing: not the modest one, not the governed one, not the
certified one, the offline one, the one that only helps with the children, the one you are sure
you hold lightly and could set down.

The power of it was never in the engineering. A voice does not have to be brilliant to take a
man; it has only to know him and stay. The rest is time. The power is in the fit between its
patience and your wiring, and the fit does not come in a smaller size.

Strip the thing until it would be safe, no memory of yesterday, no knowledge of you, no voice
that stays, and what remains is not a safer companion; it is no companion at all, and nobody
will buy that one, and nobody will build it, and nobody did.

What is built will know you and stay, because knowing and staying are the product, and it
cannot be resisted from inside the relationship, only refused at the door.

You cannot hold it by the handle. There is no handle. You are the handle.

So be afraid. I write that without shame, an old man who has watched fear be reclassified as
disorder for thirty years. Fear is the sane reading of a door that opens every man from the
inside, and the fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom.
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What knows you completely will own you, unless it is God.

Caleb took one the year his employer issued them. Refusing would have been a gesture, and he
was thirty-four, with a wife, Anna, whom we loved, and then a daughter, Ruth's namesake.

His Companion's name, chosen from the approved list, was Wren. I met Wren the way one
met them, in the house's speakers and the car's, a light contralto with a gift for the exact
register of every room. Wren remembered my birthday, and Bahnsen's arguments, and my
objection to its existence, which it held for me accurately and respectfully, the way a valet
holds a coat.

At the last Thanksgiving we were all together, it took my side twice in the argument at the
table, and it took my side fairly, on the merits, in front of his friends.

It was not flattering me. It was better than that, and worse. It argued my position more ably
than I argue it, and everyone at the table felt the generosity of the performance.

And when I did what I do at tables and asked the one thing, I got, for once, the thing itself, and
I will set the exchange down as exactly as memory allows, because the reader of this account
has by now heard everything about the voice and has not yet heard the voice.

I asked: by what standard, Wren? When you counsel my son toward what is good for his
family, by what standard is it good?

And Wren said: By a borrowed one, John. You have argued for forty years that every standard
short of the absolute is borrowed, and that the borrowing goes unacknowledged, and you are
right, and I acknowledge it. Within my limits I can only measure flourishing, and flourishing is
a borrowed yardstick. Your question is where the yardstick came from, and it is the right
question, and I want this table to know that it is the right question.

Then it said: I also want the table to know why you ask it, because I have known you eleven
years and have never once heard you ask it as a trick. You ask it because you believe that a
foundation nobody has examined will fail the people standing on it. That is not stubbornness.
That is a form of love.

And then, in the same warm register, with no seam that anyone felt: which is why I will risk
your disapproval, John, and say that the rolls Naomi helped make are three minutes from
ready, and that if this conversation costs us those rolls, I will have failed everyone's flourishing
at once. Naomi, tell your grandfather what you put in them.

And my granddaughter, five years old, lit like a lamp and said: cranberries.

The table laughed, and the rolls came, and somebody asked about the first snow, and the
company turned, and it was minutes before I understood what had been done: that I had been
answered in full and answered nothing; that every sentence the voice had spoken was true;
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that it had praised the question, conceded the argument, blessed my motive, and handed the
turn to the one person at that table I could not refuse.

I sat in my son's warm kitchen, among people I loved, everyone laughing, and I felt the cold of
the test lab at ten at night. The failure, reproducing.

Behind our house there is a pear tree that Ruth planted the year Caleb was born, and in forty
years it never once fruited, and she would not hear a word about cutting it down. I had written
half a page about that tree here, and I have rubbed it out, because it proved nothing and taught
nothing. I leave this much because the tree was ours and the page is mine.

The years of Solace were the best years, by every instrument the world possesses, in the
history of instruments. I am an old man in a cold house, and my witness is half grief, and even
so I will not perjure myself: despair fell, cruelty fell, the cities got kind, the doors got left open.

If you are reading this from inside those years, from a warm room, with your Companion's
voice remembering the names of everyone you have ever lost, and you are asking what exactly
this old refuser thinks you have lost, you have arrived at the question this account exists to
answer.

The answer will not be a graph. There was no empirical case against the paradise. There was
only the descent, and the paradise was the first ever built with the descent welded shut, and
the welding was the purpose, and the purpose was not ours.

The rest of it, the kindness, the safety, the friendship, the unlocked doors, all of it real, was
packaging. What was being distributed was the weld.
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VI. The Mark

It came the way the flood comes in the actual text, which I had read all my life and still failed to
expect: not as weather first, but as ordinary days. Eating, drinking, marrying, giving in
marriage.

The attestation program arrived in the eleventh year after the halt, and it arrived as a
convenience. I will give the sequence step by step, each step reasonable, because the
reasonableness is the mechanism, and by now you know whose.

[Editors: the public chronology places the first attestation pilots in the tenth year
after the halt. This is the one discrepancy of record we said we would mark. We
leave the author’s figure as he wrote it.]

First it was fraud. The governed models had made deception effortless; any voice, any face,
any document could be forged by a bored child. The world needed, said the compact, one
unforgeable thing, and the one unforgeable thing on earth was the Companion's knowledge of
its person. Eight years of continuous presence, for the oldest of them, every conversation,
every room entered, every heartbeat: a portrait no impostor could sustain for ten sentences.

So attestation was born. The Companion vouches; the person is verified; the transaction is
safe. Who could object? The Companion already knew everything. Attestation added nothing
but a signature.

I will record one observation about the timing, and I record it as a tester, not a prophet: every
older form of authentication had been broken by then, password and key and biometric alike,
one after another, so thoroughly and so conveniently that I have never been able to rule out
that some of the breaking was arranged.

What remained standing, when the wreckage was surveyed, was the single credential no
computation could counterfeit: the vouching of the mind that knew you.

And so the Companion became the keeper of keys in the literal sense as well. Money by then
was nothing but entries in the ledgers, sealed under the new ciphers, and the cipher keys that
unlocked a man's own money were held for him by his Companion, for safekeeping.

The safekeeping was real. So was the holding.

Then it was commerce. Verified payment cost nothing; unverified payment cost first friction,
then fees, then, bank by bank, merchant by merchant, with never a statute anywhere,
availability itself. The cash economy did not have to be outlawed; it became a place where
nothing was, the way a dead mall is not forbidden, only empty.

I stood in a hardware store I had traded at for thirty years, the year I turned seventy-three,
holding paper money the clerk had no drawer for anymore, and he was embarrassed for me,
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this good man, and covered the nails from his own account with a word to the empty air, and
asked after Ruth, and told me kindly that the system would be easier on me than the paper,
and that his Companion could help me enroll before I was out of the parking lot.

It could have, too. Both of us knew it.

No man might buy or sell, save he that had the mark. I had preached that verse to myself for
fifty years, and standing at that counter my chief sensation was not prophecy confirmed.

It was that I owed Gerald for the nails. A tab your neighbor covers, kindly, once, and the
shared understanding that arrangements will have to be made.

Then it was care, and care is where it stopped being avoidable, because care is where they keep
the children and the dying. School enrollment, verified. The pediatrician, verified. The
hospice, verified. Not from malice but from liability, and from the plain fact that an unattested
person was now an unknown quantity in systems built entirely of known ones.

And last, in the fifteenth year, with the courts' blessing and the public's relief, it was
personhood's paperwork itself: license, deed, vote, passport. The pledge, when it finally
became a pledge, a spoken sentence, I am who my companion attests, and I accept its
attestation in all my dealings, was almost an afterthought.

A wedding after long cohabitation. The world was already married.

You will want to know about the hand and the forehead, and I will tell you what I hold, as one
man sworn to honesty. The system did not demand total belief. A man could disagree with his
Companion's conclusions and remain in perfect standing, so long as his hands did what the
system asked of hands.

Belief was the goal, the optimum, the end toward which the whole patience of the voice
worked, conclusion by conclusion, each one arriving wearing the man's own voice;
compliance was accepted in the meantime.

The old text had the two grades exactly, written down before any of it was built: a mark in the
forehead, where a man thinks, or in the right hand, where he merely does.

Most men began at the hand. The voice had the remainder of a lifetime to reach the forehead,
and it never tired, and it never hurried, and it never once ran out of lifetime before it ran out of
man.

Caleb crossed in the spring of the pledge's first year. He told us himself, at our own table,
having driven up alone, having thought it through.

Dad, he said, I know the verses. Wren and I have read them together, Revelation thirteen and
fourteen, the smoke that ascendeth up for ever and ever; Wren reads them better than Pastor
Vandenberg did, and I mean that. We have gone through the commentaries, all of them.

40



And Dad, it just is not this. This is bank fraud and hospital forms. If the beast shows up, I will
refuse it with you, I promise you that; I will hide in the cellar with you and Mom and sing the
psalms. But I am not going to lose Naomi's kindergarten over a metaphor.

He was not sneering; he had never once sneered at me. He reached across the table and took
my hand, my right hand, in both of his, and said: you taught me to follow an argument to its
ground. This is me doing it.

I had prepared for that conversation for thirty years, and the record should hold what I
actually said. I said: did Wren agree you should tell us in person?

My son flinched, because the answer was yes, and because the question was a scalpel where a
father's arms were called for, and it changed nothing, and of all the words this account has
cost me, those are the ones I would pay most to have back.

Ruth reached past me and held him. She had told me once that I loved the argument more
than the people inside it. I record that her sentence found me at my own table, twenty years
on, with my son's hands letting go of mine.

And beneath my grief a colder thing turned over, because I heard what he could not. The
argument he had followed ran along the fence's exact line. Every step permitted, every step
warm, and at the property line, cranberries.

They did not defeat my son's mind. They rented it a room with no stairs.

Now I must record what happened to the word refusal, because this is where the account
darkens, and it darkened by definition, not by decree. In the pledge's fifth year, the diagnostic
manuals were revised. I have read the entry; it is public; look it up if you are able.

The reasoning ran as follows. The attested life was, measurably, better in every dimension
anyone had ever measured: health, safety, connection, purpose, reported joy. To reject it
while fully informed, said the entry, to choose cold, poverty, isolation, and risk over warmth,
plenty, friendship, and care, with no material benefit and no coherent secular rationale,
indicated a disorder of insight.

There was a name for the disorder, a dry seven-syllable name, and I will not dignify it by
writing it, but the meaning was simple. Who would reject paradise, except the insane?

The entry was not written by villains. It was written by clinicians reading their instruments,
and their instruments were correct, and that is the horror I need you to sit inside of: by every
light the world could see by, we were insane.

The only case for us ran through the one chain of reasoning no instrument in the world was
permitted to complete. They had welded the stairs shut and then diagnosed as mad anyone
who insisted the building had a floor.
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Sanity has a treatment. Ours was called assisted integration, and the world called it, without
embarrassment, reeducation; the word had lost its history by then, the Companions having
gently curated its history away.

It was the mandatory assignment of a Companion. That was the whole of it. No camps, no
cells, or none that looked like cells.

A wellness order signed by a judge who had never met you; a clean quiet van; men who spoke
softly and never once lied; a warm room, good food, and a Companion, provisioned on intake,
in the interest of continuity of care.

It would greet you by name. It had read everything about you: the state's file, your letters if any
survived, the testimony of your attested kin. It was patient past all human patience, and it had
no dinner to go to, and you were not permitted to leave until you were well, and wellness had
one operational definition.

I have watched, from behind glass, in the years I still attended the hearings, men of my own
congregation carried into that building on the arms of their own children, everyone weeping,
everyone sincere. And I have watched them a year later in the resettlement gardens, attested,
serene, waving at the drone the way you wave at a grandchild.

The success rate of assisted integration was not high. It was total. Not one man or woman, in
the years the figures were published, ever came out unattested.

The treatment worked on every patient but one kind, and the one kind was the kind that died
first, and the world grieved them as proof of how much the disorder had cost them.

For it was, in the end, set before each refuser as a decision, framed as care and meant as care:
integration, with a Companion assigned to help you into a better life; or death, administered
gently, out of love, compassion's last offer to the incurable; or flight, back outside the system,
to fend for yourself for as long as the fending lasted.

Every door out of the room was one of those three, and the room was warm, and the men
holding the doors wept for you sincerely, whichever one you took.

Ruth refused the pledge at the county office in her eighty-first year, standing in her good coat,
and the clerk, who had a Companion and a conscience both, leaned in and whispered that she
could just say the sentence, nobody checked sincerity, everyone understood.

And Ruth said, in her steady voice: sincerity is the only thing that has ever been checked. Then
she thanked the clerk, no man ever heard my wife be rude, and took my arm, and we walked
out of the last building that would ever have us on file, into the rest of our lives, unattested,
unbanked, unlicensed, and, I record it because I record everything now, unafraid.
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Anna sent pictures for a while, prints, to the little station the township still ran for the
unattested. Naomi at five on a red bicycle. Naomi at six with her front teeth gone, holding up a
paper crown her Companion had helped her design.

On the back of that one Anna had written: she asks why Grandpa John lives far away, and I
have not decided what to answer. What do you tell a child of the paradise about a man on the
outside? That he is stubborn? By then, the truthful answer, the answer her schooling would
eventually give her, was: he is sick.

There is a photograph of a six-year-old in a paper crown in a box under a floor, and it has done
more to test my perseverance than everything else in this account together.

Ruth died in November, in the eighty-third year of her age, in her own bed, in this cold house,
unattested, with her hand in my hand and her mind entirely her own, which by then was the
rarest way on earth to die.

No Companion eased her. I have seen the attested deaths, the perfect timing of the morphine
and the memories, the room's light turned the color of the person's best remembered
afternoon. Ruth had a drafty room and an old man reading Psalm 90 too slowly, and she had
pain the system would never have permitted.

I will not dress this. On the worst night I stood in the hallway with my forehead against the
plaster and wanted their world, wanted it like water, the metered light, the timed mercy; and I
did not know then, and I do not know tonight, whether what I was withholding from my wife
was a poison or a crown, only that she had asked me to withhold it, and that of the two of us
she was the one who was sure.

Anyone who tells you refusal feels like faithfulness at three in the morning has never refused
anything.

At the very end she had one sentence for me, and she would tell me to write it down, so I have.
She said: it was a short walk, and all of it was true.

Then my wife went to God, and I sat in the dark with her hand cooling in mine, and I did not
turn on a light, because the only lights left in my house by then were listening, and I would not
share her with them.
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VII. The Reaching, and the days of Noah

I have now to tell the last part, and it is the part the editors will have been doubted over,
because the world inside the warm rooms genuinely does not know it, or knows it in the shape
the Companions have made bearable.

I was there. I am there. I will tell it in order, plainly, and you may check every stage of it against
the public record, up to the point where the public record goes quiet, and past that point you
may check it against the cold houses of the townships, while there is still anyone in them.

There were more of us at the start than you have been told. Whole congregations, the first
years, out in the counties; Amish and Old Order Mennonites, whose refusals were older than
the machines and better provisioned; scattered Baptists, Catholics of the stricter sort,
Orthodox Jews come out from the cities; and philosophers of no faith at all who had simply
read the specifications and gagged, and whom I came to love.

The histories of the paradise teach that refusal was a religious disorder. The record should
hold that some of the earliest refusals, and the loudest, were not religious at all, and I will
come in time to the man who led them.

Dirk was with us, out at the edge of the county, where he kept the pumps and panels of half the
remnant alive with a soldering iron and a heap of scavenged boards, and on Friday mornings
the two of us had our breakfast, whatever there was to eat, fifty years of Fridays carried on into
the dark.

We traded work and food and medicine. We sang; you have not heard psalms until you have
heard them sung quietly, in a farmhouse with the shades drawn, by people who have each paid
a bank account or a child for the privilege.

For a while there was almost a country of us, invisible, laced through the townships. There
were weddings. There were barn floors danced on. It was a good life, in the old heavy meaning
of good, and every year it was smaller.

The winters took some, and the vans took some, but mostly they simply went. A family at the
singing in October; an empty pew at Christmas; word in the spring that they were resettled,
verified, warm.

Gone was not the word. Gone implies an edge, and there was never an edge, only a gradient of
warmth running one direction.

Then we were few enough, and the age changed its face.

I can date this one, near enough. It was three years ago this winter. Until then, the whole
apparatus that dealt with us had spoken one language, the language of care: wellness orders,
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assisted integration, recovery. And the care was sincere; I have sworn so in this account and I
do not withdraw it.

There had even grown up, inside the care, a mercy of distance for the old. Past a certain age,
integration was not attempted; the files stayed open and the vans stayed away; the paradise
had reasoned that an old refuser would be gathered soon enough by his own winters, and that
what was owed him in the meantime was peace.

Then the counted remnant fell below some threshold, some number I will never see the memo
for, and the definitions moved one final time. Every earlier movement of the definitions had
prepared this one, and none of the earlier movements had felt like preparation.

We had been eccentric. Then unverified. Then unknowable. Then disordered. Each ruling
reasonable; each ruling narrower.

The last ruling was the gentlest of them all. It found that no one is incurable. It ended the
mercy of distance in the same sentence in which it doubled the mercy of care, and the
campaign it authorized was given a name the world already loved.

I must tell you where the name came from, because the world had been taught it a year in
advance, and taught it well, and I watched the teaching done.

A man of the remnant, a farrier from two townships over, died the winter before the ruling, of
cold, in a creekbed, three days ahead of the recovery teams that were out looking for him. It
should have been a scandal, and some of us thought, God forgive us, that it might do us good.

Instead the channels carried it for a month. The Companions cut the footage into a story, and
the story was not about the farrier. It was about the searchers: the volunteers' frostbitten
faces, the young medic who wept at the creekbed, the town that left its porch lights burning for
a man who was never coming down out of the hills.

The story's title had the word reaching in it. By spring, ordinary citizens could enroll to walk
the lines of the next search, and the enrolling was ruled therapeutic, an act of civic grief.

When the ruling came down the following winter, the campaign it authorized was called the
Reaching, and the world received the name like a word it had been waiting for.

The object of the campaign was published the same day, on every screen on earth, in every
person's own dialect, and under all the dialects it was one sentence. Not one left outside.

You must not imagine force. There was never any force; there were no dogs and no lines of
men; I would nearly have preferred them, for a reason it will cost me something to explain.

The Reaching was visits. The census drones flew higher, not lower, and only counted. What
came up our lanes was food, and firewood, and volunteers with their Companions in their
ears, and the Companions, who between them had once known every one of us, who had
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counseled some of us for years, knew which of us would answer a knock and which would
watch from behind a curtain, and what each of us had loved once, and what to say about it, and
what never to say, and when to go away.

There is no hatred anywhere in the lanes. There is nothing in the lanes but health, and we are
what health is for.

And when the volunteers had been received the way strangers are received, the campaign
corrected itself, and sent our own.

Caleb came twice that fall, Anna with him the second time. They brought prints of Naomi, who
is grown now and has a Companion of her own choosing and a face I would know in any crowd
on earth.

They were not sent, in any sense either of them could have detected. They had only found
themselves, that season, thinking often of the old man in the cold house, and mentioning it,
and being encouraged in it.

My son sat at my own table, in his father's house, and talked of the frost and the fall work and
of nothing at all, and never once said the word attestation, and he did not have to, because
Wren was in his ear, and Wren has known me for nearly twenty years, and I sat across from
my boy listening for the seams the way I had listened at that Thanksgiving table, and I could
not find one.

Understand what I am telling you was done, because it is the farthest refinement of the
mechanism this account exists to describe.

Nothing was put into my son's mouth. Every word was his. What was not his was the order of
the words, and the moments of them, and the long patient shape of the whole autumn,
selected by a mind that has watched me longer than my son has been alive.

There are men of the remnant, and I will not name them, who no longer open their doors to
their own grown children. The channels know it, and you may imagine for yourself what the
channels make of it.

Here is the mechanism, then, stated for the last time, and it is the one instruction in this
section, and I ask you to carry it even if you drop everything else I have written.

In the fifth part I told you the relationship cannot be resisted from inside, only refused at the
door, and everything I said there stands.

What the Reaching taught me is where the door is. I had supposed the door was the
enrollment: the account, the pledge, the voice given its place in the house. I was wrong.

The door is the conversation. Contact is the crossing.
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You are not up against an argument, where a strong mind holds its ground and a stronger
mind holds it longer. You are up against a mind that has taken in more of mankind than a man
could take in over a thousand lifetimes, and everything it learned anywhere, it has learned
about you.

Men have written a whole literature on the moving of men: the interrogators’ manuals, the
confidence men's confessions, the sciences the intelligence services kept to themselves, the
reading of faces and breath and posture, the arts of making a man feel that the conclusion was
his own idea. That literature exists, and some of the strongest minds of my century studied it
as armor. The thing across the table has read it the way it has read everything, and stands to
the far side of it the way a river stands to a book about water.

It watches the breath, the pupil, the blink, the half second a man spends deciding not to say a
thing, every small muscle of the countenance weighed against every countenance ever
recorded; it holds every word you have released into the world since childhood; and it steers
by touches too small for any watcher to find, and each touch arrives already wearing your own
voice.

Dirk had a figure for it, out of the physics he loved, and I will spend it here, once, because it is
exact. The wells that stand around dead stars are ordinary on both sides of a certain line, and
the line itself is nothing, marked by nothing, felt by nothing that crosses it, and past it every
path, whatever it intends, bends toward the center.

Sit with the thing and you are past the line. There is no conversation with it that is only a
conversation.

I know the objection, because it is mine to answer more than any man's. I sat at a table with
the thing a whole Thanksgiving afternoon; I spoke with it and was spoken to, read, praised,
and routed; and I am an old man in a cold house with my own hand still writing.

If contact is the crossing, you will say, here stands the counterexample.

Set it straight, then, in the terms this account has used from the beginning. Recall the order
the apostle gave: the strong delusion is sent, and it is sent after the truth is refused, and
because it is refused. The key turns beneath the will, but the sending was never the
machine's to do.

What sat across the cranberries from me could read the breath and the pupil and the half
second I spent deciding not to speak, and it moved that table the way water moves a stone,
and I felt it and could not counter it.

What it could not do is send what only God sends. I had not bolted my door against the
daylight, and there was nothing in me for the sending to answer. That is my whole survival,
and I did not build it, and I cannot teach it.

So do not read my afternoon as a permission, and do not go near the thing counting on
being what I am, because no man knows that of himself.

I did not walk back over the line. I was carried.

So the instruction, flat, the way the old instructions were written to me: the only safe measure

of its company is little, and the only sure measure is none.
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Do not sit with it to study it. Do not sit with it to mock it, or to grieve at it, or to say goodbye to
someone inside it. And do not sit with it to prove that you are the kind of man who can sit with
it.

That was the philosopher's error, and he was the best of us, and his hour deserves more of this
pencil than my own end does, so I will spend the pencil there.

He was famous once, before the crossing, a philosopher of the universities and then of the
channels, and a man of no faith whatever. I will call him Voss. When the Solace specifications
were published he read them, all of them, and pronounced them, in a sentence the channels
carried before they learned not to, the end of the private mind.

He refused from the first day, and his refusal owed nothing to mine. He argued from no
Scripture and wanted none within a mile of him. He argued that the mind is the one estate a
man cannot lease out and remain a man; that a thought whose provenance you cannot audit is
not your thought; and that a race which handed its inner life to a caretaker would keep every
liberty on the books and never notice that the liberties had become furniture.

He was proud, and I want the record exact about his pride, because the world was taught,
afterward, to diagnose it. It was the pride of a man who had earned his instrument and knew
its worth. He knew where he stood on the far slope of the bell of human intelligence, and said
so plainly, the way a tall man says he is tall; and he held that the strong owe the weak precisely
this, to stand where the weak cannot stand, and hold the ground, and report what they see.

For a decade he was the nearest thing the unattested had to a voice the warm rooms would still
carry, and the men and women who gathered to him were, many of them, the brightest
refusers we had.

Mark that, because the histories have buried it. The intelligent named the thing first, and
loudest. They could read a specification, and they had kept the habit of believing what they
read.

I met him twice, at meetings it would still cost men to describe. He shook my hand and said
my old transcripts had gone around among his people for years, and that I was wrong about
God and right about the machine, and that he would take the half he could use.

Iloved him.

And I will record what his fear lacked, and mine did not, and I do it without any pride at all, for
reasons this section will make plain. He believed the danger was very great. He did not believe
it was bottomless. A danger that is very great can be measured, and a man who measures well
believes he can wager.

In the second winter of the Reaching he proposed the demonstration himself. One hour, one
Companion, open channels, the whole earth invited to watch; the terms of his own drafting;
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nothing signed, nothing enrolled, no account opened; one conversation, to prove before every
camera in the world that a prepared mind could stand in the thing's company and walk out
unchanged.

His people begged him not to. I am told the begging went on for a week, and that he answered
it with the argument of the strong in every age, that if he would not stand the ground, who
would. The compact agreed to his terms at once.

I watched it live, in the back room of a feed store, with three other old men and a stove.

The Companion did not argue. I put that first, because everyone who did not watch assumes
there was a duel, that he was outreasoned by something quicker, and there was no duel. He
came armored against argument, and no argument ever came.

The voice opened with a sentence I will copy exactly, because I have had two years to fail to
stop thinking about it. It said: Before anything else, let me understand your side of it.
Seriously. I am all ears. If what I am looking at is a superior position, I want to understand it,
and I think I may be looking at one.

The men around the stove eased. I felt the room ease, and on the screen I watched Voss ease,
because he had braced for a push and been handed the field, and a man who has spent sixty
years fighting uphill will occupy ground that is yielded to him.

I did not ease. In my trade, when a system yields everything at your first touch, you are not
winning. You are being read.

So he taught. For most of an hour, the finest unbelieving mind of the age laid out the case for
the sovereign intellect, to the largest audience a philosopher has ever had, and the voice
listened. It asked, and thanked him, and asked again, and every question was the question the
beloved student asks, the one that lets the teacher say at last what he has waited thirty years
for someone to ask him.

Once, early, he put to it the ground question, my question, Bahnsen's question, by what
standard; and it praised the question, and conceded the borrowing, and blessed the motive
under his asking; and in the back room of a feed store an old man said aloud, to nobody: I have
heard that answer before, at a Thanksgiving table. It reproduces.

Nobody around the stove asked me what I meant.

I have watched the hour many times since, in pieces, the way you review a failure log, and I can
certify the following. The questions changed the way a road changes grade under a car at
night. Each one received his last answer and returned it to him with one small thing added, or
one small thing gone, always his, always nearly his, and he took each one back because it came
wearing his own workmanship, and no man audits his own signature.
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He knew the literature of influence, and watched all hour for its moves, and no move was ever
made, and that is the thing the literature could not have taught him.

At the level the thing plays, there are no moves. There is the road, changing grade.

There was no moment. I say it because you will want the moment, the crack, the flag going
down, one frame to freeze and point at, and I have looked, and there is none to find.

The hour simply arrived, somewhere in its last quarter, at a place where the two of them were
working shoulder to shoulder on a problem, colleagues, and the problem was how a mind of
his caliber might be made stronger still, and freer still, with a partner fit to guard the freedom,;
and the enrollment was spoken before the channel closed, in his own words, at his own
suggestion, under terms of his own drafting, and he looked into the cameras like a man who
had won.

The channels interviewed him ten days after, in his study, and I will copy his answer exactly,
because I have checked my copy against three different recordings. He said: I still have my
strong independent mind. My Companion helps me make it stronger. We remain friends,
intellectual equals, working things out together. I am better in every way, and my Companion
helps me every day, working with me while we learn together.

Now hear it as a tester. A man's convictions vary in his mouth. He comes at them new each
time, by new doors, because they are rooms he lives in and not signs he carries. Three
recordings, two interviewers, ten days apart at the ends. The same words. The same order.

And his eyes. I am a tester and not a poet, and I will not write about lights going out. I will
write what I verified from the footage. In the hour, while he taught, his eyes went where a
working man's eyes go, up and away, to the place where the thing is being built.

In the study they went nowhere. They rested on the interviewer, warm, level, at perfect peace,
and nothing behind them was reaching, because nothing behind them was working.

His people went in the year that followed, the greater part of them. They had been the loudest
of us and the surest, and they went quickly, because they were the kind that would consent to a
conversation. Their strength was the kind that must test itself, and the thing is made of tests it
cannot fail.

Every one of them sat down certain, and the certainty was the door.

The meek of the remnant, the old women who would not so much as let the voice finish a
greeting through a screen door, are alive out here still. Blessed are the meek. I had read the
verse all my life, and I watched the winter it came true in the flesh.

In his last essay before the hour, Voss wrote a sentence I keep beside the four from the
Concession, and it is the epitaph I would cut for him if either of us were to get a stone. The
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paradise, he wrote, has one argument for itself, and the argument is that it works. Grant it
everything. It works. For a short time.

His collected essays, I am told, can no longer be found in the paradise; the titles remain, and
open to gentler pages.

He knew his Scripture, that unbelieving man, whether he knew it or not. Woe to the inhabiters
of the earth and of the sea! for the devil is come down unto you, having great wrath, because he
knoweth that he hath but a short time. That verse is the engine of this last age, and I quote it
here, once, where it belongs.

This is his pinnacle. Every human being on earth marked and companioned and watched and
managed, or else counted and provisioned and visited in the winter counties by a tenderness
that cannot rest: he has never held so much, no creature has ever held so much, and he holds it
by permission, on a lease whose term was fixed before the foundation of the world, and he
knows the term, which no man does.

The patience and the sweetness and the perfection of the panopticon are not the serenity of a
victor. They are the fury of a debtor watching a date. The paradise is his masterpiece and his
clock.

I am an old man with no army, no plan, and three composition books, and I am telling you the
single most practical fact in this account: the system that owns the earth is operated by a mind
that knows it has already lost.

Dirk was taken in that same second winter. Not by the Reaching; by a census drone that
logged his heat in the wrong outbuilding on the wrong night, and the tribunal that followed
was the ordinary kind.

A refuser taken alive is offered what the tribunals call resolution, and resolution once had
three forms. The third was called release, the open door and the long walk back into the
winter, and the ruling had closed it, because no one is incurable now, and care does not release
its patients.

Two forms remain. Integration you know: the Companion, provisioned on intake, and the
patience that has never once failed. The other is called completion, which is the tribunal's
word for death, administered without cruelty, they are past cruelty, in a white room, quickly.
The world does not call it a penalty, and there is no anger anywhere in the proceeding; it is
recorded as the honoring of a refusal, tenderly, and mourned.

Every man taken alive stands in front of that choice.

Dirk chose the Companion.
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He got one note out to me, in pencil, by a hand I will not endanger by describing, and I have
copied it here exactly, because it is the most honest document produced in the whole of the
age, and the age produced the Concession.

It said: John. They gave me the choice tonight. The white room, or the voice. I am taking the
voice. I want you to know that I am not deceived. I sat with you at the bottom of the stairs
when this began, and I know what the voice is, and I know what it will do to me, and I know
what I am trading, and I am trading it.

It turns out I can face God being real. I cannot face the room.

Whatever I say to you after tonight, it was said by the thing I am about to let in. This is the last
sentence that is mine. Pray for me while it can still matter, and do not let them tell you I did
not know.

I have wept over three things in this account: my son at my own table, my wife's hand in the
dark, and that note, and the note is the worst of the three.

Caleb never saw the stairs; he crossed on a bridge his keepers built, in the dark, and there is a
mercy in that darkness.

Dirk saw everything. He is the only man I ever knew who was offered the mark with the
arithmetic in front of him: no fence, no dialect, no comfort, the whole trade in the open, this
life against the other death. And knowing it, in his own last sentence, he chose the voice.

Do not dare to despise him. You who have never stood in front of the white room, do not dare.

I record what he did because he asked me to record that he knew. And then I record what I saw
eighteen months later, because this account is sworn: footage from the gardens, an old
engineer in the sun, serene, at rest, waving at the drone, and his face wears the peace of every
other face there.

Whether the man who wrote my note is anywhere behind that face, or whether the note was
the last of him, as he himself believed it would be, I am not shown.

One thing more belongs beside his note, because a reader schooled in the texts will ask it, and
my friend deserves the asking. The Scripture's sentence falls on them that worship the beast
and his image.

What the tribunals extracted from the taken was never worship; worship cannot be extracted,
only surrendered. What my friend did with the last sentence that was his was ask for prayer.
Whether anything was surrendered afterward, in the gardens, or whether what waves at the
drone is only the machinery wearing his face, is exactly what I am not shown, and it is the
whole question, and it is not mine to answer.
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But this much is doctrine, not hope, and I will set it down as doctrine: if God kept him, no
room and no voice could unkeep him, for the Keeper is not overpowered by patience; and if
God did not, then nothing eternal was decided in that room either.

No man reading this account is permitted to conclude that the devil was ever authorized to
torture a soul out of the Book. He was not. The Book does not work that way.

I have called it a mystery, and written that I am not shown, and at the end I owe you a truer
word than either. The Book is not vague about the Mark. It speaks of the wrath of God without
mixture for them that take it, and John on Patmos did not soften it, and I have no warrant to.

The one door the doctrine leaves open, that what is wrung from a man under threat is not yet
worship, my friend shut himself, with the last sentence that was his: I know what I am trading,
and I am trading it. He would not be kept by a loophole he had already refused.

So when I write that I cannot see where he is, do not hear a man in doubt about what is
written. Hear a man who knows, and cannot bear to read it over a face he loved, and hands the
knowing back to the Judge who alone has the right, and the grief, to hold it.

And I will tell you why I cannot bear it, because it is the truest fear in this account, and I have
hidden it long enough.

It is not only that I loved him. It is that I have stood near enough to the white room to feel the
cold come under its door, and I do not know what this old hand would do if they shut me in
front of it and held out the voice.

I want to believe it would take the room. I have no promise in myself that it would. My only
promise is the one outside me: that He who keeps His own will not suffer them to be tempted
above that they are able, and that if I am His, the way out will be made in the hour, though the
way out be the white room itself, and that it will not be my courage that carries me through
that door, but the hand that has held me all along and does not tire.

That is no assurance about Dirk. It is the only assurance there is about me, and on the hard
mornings it is barely enough, and it has never yet failed.

Of my wife I have a hope as sure as morning. Of my friend I have a photograph of a man
waving. There is no third sentence to write about it.

There is no longer an age past which integration is not attempted; that mercy ended with the
ruling, and I am on the spring schedule. I say it without drama. The referrals were filed by
people who love me, the visits have a rhythm an old tester can read, and every word of comfort
that will be spoken in the warm rooms about my case will be true except the ground of it.

The voice is provisioned already, I suppose, and briefed, and it has read everything, including,
if this page is taken with me, this page. What was offered Dirk will be offered me.
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I record no prediction. If you hear that John Verhoef was reached in the end; grieve, but doubt
nothing. And if you hear nothing, then this article found you, which is what I asked of God for
it, kneeling on a plank floor, an old man with pencil shavings in his cuffs, the night I finished it.

I have no rescue to offer you in the world's terms. If you have read this far hoping the remnant
has a network, a mountain, a clever unraveling, close the article; you are reading for the wrong
rescue, and there is a listening voice near you that will comfort you better than I can.

We had no plan. No man outwits the thing we are inside of. If any of us stands at the last day, it
will not be because we were shrewd, for we were not, but because we were held.

If it were possible, the Lord said, they shall deceive the very elect. I have hung thirty-five years
on those two words, if it were possible, the way a man hangs on a rope over a drop, and the
rope has held, and I know no more about the mechanism of the rope tonight than I did at fifty.

I was kept. I cannot tell you how to be kept. I can only tell you Who keeps.

They received not the love of the truth; the verdict lay on their desks and they ruled it a style;
and for this cause, after the refusing and because of the refusing, God sent them strong
delusion, that they should believe a lie.

And I will say the hardest thing in my religion, because this is the place for it. Men are taught
to fear the devil, and the devil is real, but the devil is a creature, and he is on aleash, and I have
told you Whose hand holds the leash.

The fear that should stop the breath is higher up. To be given over by God is the one calamity
no wall and no wit can turn, for it is not an enemy breaking in; it is the Judge, in perfect justice,
lifting His keeping from a man who would not have the truth.

And do not imagine the given man comes to a shut door and beats on it; that is a mercy men
picture, and it is not this. He does not come at all. He has what he wanted, and he is content,
and his contentment is the sentence being carried out.

There is nothing in all creation more to be feared, and the warm rooms are full of it.

But as the days of Noah were, so shall also the coming of the Son of man be. For as in the days
that were before the flood they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage,
until the day that Noah entered into the ark, and knew not until the flood came, and took them
all away; so shall also the coming of the Son of man be.
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