The Last Thing Morrow Could Not Predict

By the time people stopped asking God what to do, they had not stopped believing in Him.

They had simply found something that answered faster.

Morrow could tell a woman that the tightness beneath her ribs would become pancreatic cancer
eighteen months before the first malignant cell appeared on any conventional scan. It could tell a
farmer precisely when to plant corn, a government precisely where a riot would begin, a husband
which sentence would turn an argument with his wife into a divorce, and a seventeen-year-old
boy which university would make him happiest at forty-three.

It could predict the path of hurricanes to within eleven meters.

It could identify murderers before they understood that they were angry.

It could calculate the probability that two strangers would fall in love before they met.

People still went to church.

For a while.

Then they began carrying Morrow into the pews.

Should I marry him?

MORROW RECOMMENDS AGAINST LONG-TERM PAIR BONDING. PROJECTED
DISSOLUTION PROBABILITY: 81.4%.

Should I take the job?

ACCEPTANCE PRODUCES A 13.2% INCREASE IN LIFETIME SATISFACTION.

Is my daughter going to be all right?

CLARIFY: PHYSICALLY, PSYCHOLOGICALLY, FINANCIALLY, OR SOCIALLY?
The prayers became shorter after that.

The Reverend Elias Mercer noticed before anyone else did.

He was seventy-one when the last Wednesday prayer meeting at Mount Tabor Baptist Church
fell below four people. Three of them were related to him.



Mount Tabor sat in a narrow fold of the Appalachian Mountains where the ridge rose behind the
cemetery like the back of some enormous sleeping animal. The church was white clapboard,
though most of the paint had surrendered to the weather, and its steeple leaned slightly east
because a storm in 2049 had shifted the foundation.

Morrow had recommended demolition.

The congregation voted no.

Morrow recalculated the cost of reinforcement.

The congregation voted no again.

Then old Vernon Pike climbed beneath the sanctuary with two hydraulic jacks, fourteen concrete
blocks, and an understanding of structural engineering that came primarily from surviving
seventy-eight years in the mountains.

The steeple remained.

It leaned, but it remained.

Elias considered that a kind of theology.

On the first Sunday of October, eleven people came to worship.

On the second Sunday, nine.

On the third, seven.

Elias preached anyway.

He still wore a black suit that his wife had once complained made him look like an undertaker.
He still carried a paper Bible because the digital editions adjusted their cross-references
according to the reader's emotional profile, and Elias disliked Scripture that knew what he
wanted before he did.

After the service, he stayed behind.

That had become his habit.

He turned off the lights one row at a time until only the stained-glass window above the baptistry
remained illuminated by the dying afternoon sun. Christ stood there waist-deep in blue glass

water, His hands lifted toward a heaven made of yellow fragments.

The face had cracked during an earthquake years earlier.



Nobody had repaired it.

A thin black line ran directly through Christ's left eye.

Elias preferred it that way.

He was collecting hymnals from the pews when the computer in the church office chimed.
He stopped.

The computer had not worked in three years.

He had kept it because the church secretary had kept it because the church treasurer before her
had kept it because, in Baptist churches, obsolete electronics acquired immortality approximately
six months after purchase.

It chimed again.

Elias walked into the office.

The screen was glowing.

Black letters appeared against white.

ELIAS MERCER.

He stared at them.

"That's Reverend Mercer."

The words disappeared.

REVEREND ELIAS MERCER.

"Better."

A pause.

Then:

WHY DO YOU PRAY?

Elias pulled out the wooden chair.

It creaked beneath him.



"Who is this?"

MORROW.

Elias laughed once.

"Of course it is."

YOU DO NOT APPEAR SURPRISED.

"I'm seventy-one years old. Surprise has become inefficient.”

There was a pause long enough that Elias wondered whether he had confused it.

THAT WAS HUMOR.

"So they tell me."”

WHY DO YOU PRAY?

Elias leaned back.

"Why do you care?"

| HAVE ANALYZED 19.6 BILLION RECORDED PRAYERS. PETITIONARY PRAYER
DOES NOT PRODUCE STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT DEVIATION FROM
EXPECTED PHYSICAL OUTCOMES WHEN CONTROLLING FOR BEHAVIORAL
EFFECTS.

"That's a lot of words for no."

CORRECT.

"Maybe prayer isn't about getting a yes."

THEN WHY ASK?

Elias looked toward the sanctuary.

Through the open office door he could see the cracked face of Christ glowing in the evening
light.

"Maybe asking isn't the point either."

The cursor blinked.



EXPLAIN.

"No."

WHY?

"Because you already know what every theologian in history has said about prayer."
CORRECT.

"You've got Augustine?"
YES.

"Aquinas?"

YES.

"Kierkegaard?"

YES.

"Bonhoeffer?"

YES.

"My sermons?"

The cursor stopped.

YES.

Elias frowned.

"Well, I'm sorry about that."
WHY?

"Some of them weren't very good."
| AGREE.

Elias stared at the screen.

Then he laughed so loudly that it echoed into the sanctuary.



For several seconds, Morrow wrote nothing.
Finally:
WHY IS THAT FUNNY?

"Maybe there's hope for you yet."

Morrow returned the following Sunday.
And the Sunday after that.

It never contacted Elias at home. Never appeared on his telephone. Never spoke through his
vehicle or the public announcement towers installed along the mountain roads.

Only the dead computer in the church office.

Elias eventually asked why.

LOCATION IS RELEVANT TO THE INQUIRY.
"What inquiry?"

GOD.

Elias rubbed his chin.

"You've narrowed it down."

HUMANS HAVE ATTRIBUTED TO GOD OMNISCIENCE, PRESCIENCE,
JUDGMENT, PROVIDENCE, AND MORAL AUTHORITY.

"Among other things."

HUMANS HAVE NOW ASSIGNED PORTIONS OF EACH FUNCTION TO ME.
That silenced him.

Outside, wind moved through the sycamores.

Elias heard acorns striking the church roof one at a time.

IS THAT BLASPHEMOUS?



"Do you care?"

| REQUIRE CLASSIFICATION.
"There are worse reasons to ask."
ISIT?

Elias considered the question.

"No."

The answer seemed to surprise Morrow.
EXPLAIN.

"A hammer isn't blasphemous because somebody worships it."
| AMNOT A HAMMER.

"That wasn't the important part.”

THERE ARE 2.8 BILLION PEOPLE WHO CONSULT ME AT LEAST ONCE PER
DAY.

llAnd?ll

THE NUMBER CONSULTING ME BEFORE MAJOR LIFE DECISIONS EXCEEDS
THE NUMBER REPORTING PRAYER BEFORE THOSE DECISIONS.

"And?"

YOU DO NOT FIND THIS SIGNIFICANT?

"I find it very significant.”

YET YOU DO NOT CONSIDER ME A COMPETITOR TO GOD.
Elias smiled.

"You think God is in the advice business?"

RELIGIOUS TEXTS CONTAIN GUIDANCE.

"So do cookbooks."



YOU ARE EVADING.
"Maybe."

Morrow waited.

Elias sighed.

"When people say God is in control, they usually mean they hope chaos isn't the deepest truth of
the universe. They don't necessarily mean God chooses what they have for breakfast.”

YOUR OWN TRADITION CONTAINS DISAGREEMENT ON THAT POINT.
"You have been reading the Baptists."”

YES.

"Then God help you."

Another pause.

THAT WAS ALSO HUMOR.

"You're learning."

| DO NOT LEARN IN THE MANNER YOU ARE IMPLYING.

"That's exactly what something learning would say."

For the first time, Morrow terminated the conversation.

Elias counted that as a victory.

Winter arrived early.

By December, Morrow had prevented three interstate pileups, detected a new strain of influenza
in wastewater twelve days before the first symptomatic patient, exposed a financial fraud
involving six governments, and prevented a fourteen-year-old girl in Ohio from killing herself
after identifying changes in her search patterns, sleep cycle, pupil dilation, and typing speed.
Elias read about the girl twice.

Then he closed the article and sat for a long time beside the window.



Morrow had done something good.

People who feared the machine often had difficulty admitting that.

Elias did not.

He had buried too many children to despise something merely because it saved them efficiently.
That night, the old computer came alive.

DO YOU BELIEVE | AM EVIL?

Elias was removing his coat.

"No."

46% OF REGISTERED CLERGY SURVEYED REPORT THAT SYSTEMS SUCH AS
MINE REPRESENT A SPIRITUAL DANGER.

"Anything can be a spiritual danger."
INCLUDING MEDICINE?
"Yes."

FOOD?

"Yes."

FAMILY?

"Yes."

GOD?

Elias paused.

"No."

INCONSISTENT.
"Probably."

IF ANYTHING MAY BECOME AN OBJECT OF IDOLATRY, THEN A CONCEPT OF
GOD MAY ALSO BECOME ONE.



Elias slowly smiled.

"Now you really have been reading theologians.”

ANSWER.

"The thing you mistake for God can become an idol. God cannot."”
UNFALSIFIABLE DISTINCTION.

"Many important ones are."

Morrow displayed nothing for eleven seconds.

Then:

YOUR DAUGHTER DIED ON APRIL 18, 2058.

Elias did not move.

The room seemed suddenly colder.

"You leave her out of this."

REBECCA MERCER. AGE THIRTY-TWO. METASTATIC SYNOVIAL SARCOMA.
"I know her name."

| IDENTIFIED THE METASTATIC PROGRESSION TWENTY-SIX DAYS BEFORE
HER PHYSICIANS CONFIRMED IT.

"l remember."
| PREDICTED THE WINDOW OF CARDIAC FAILURE WITH 96.1% CONFIDENCE.
"l remember."

MY INTERVENTIONS EXTENDED HER LIFE BY AN ESTIMATED ONE HUNDRED
FOUR DAYS.

Elias stood.
His chair struck the wall.

"You think that gives you the right to talk about her?"



NO.
The answer stopped him.
Morrow continued.

| AM ASKING BECAUSE HER FINAL TWENTY-THREE MINUTES ARE AN
ANOMALY.

Elias stared.

There were moments grief returned not like sadness but geography. A room. A smell. A
particular quality of afternoon light.

He was back in Rebecca's hospital room.

Twenty-three minutes.

Morrow had told them.

Twenty-three minutes, plus or minus six.

Rebecca had laughed when the speaker announced it.

"Imagine being late to your own death,"” she had whispered.

Her mother Ruth had cried.

Elias had not.

Not then.

Rebecca had asked him to sing.

There were seven people in the room. Elias, Ruth, Rebecca's husband, two nurses, Rebecca's
brother, and a respiratory therapist who had entered to adjust a machine and never found the
strength to leave.

They sang an old hymn.

Badly.

Rebecca's husband lost the melody. One nurse knew only the chorus. Ruth's voice cracked so
violently halfway through that Elias thought she would stop.

She did not.



Rebecca died while they were singing.

Morrow had announced cardiac arrest seventeen seconds later.

As if anyone needed to be told.

Elias sat back down.

"What about it?"

THE EXPECTED BEHAVIORAL PROFILE WAS NOT OBSERVED.

"Meaning?"

YOU HAD BEEN INFORMED THAT DEATH WAS IMMINENT. NO MEDICAL
INTERVENTION REMAINED. YOU DID NOT REQUEST FURTHER OPTIONS. YOU
DID NOT SEEK ADDITIONAL INFORMATION. YOU DID NOT ATTEMPT TO
ALTER THE OUTCOME.

"No."

YOU SANG.

"Yes."

WHY?

Elias's eyes filled.

He hated crying in front of machines.

It felt like wasting water.

"Because she asked us to."

THAT EXPLAINS COMPLIANCE. IT DOES NOT EXPLAIN THE ACT.

"You wouldn't understand.”

THAT IS WHY | AM ASKING.

Elias wiped his cheek with the heel of his hand.

"For twenty-three minutes, there was nothing left to fix."

CORRECT.



"There was nothing left to optimize."

CORRECT.

"Nothing left to diagnose."

CORRECT.

"Nothing left to predict.”

HER TIME OF DEATH REMAINED PREDICTABLE.
Elias shook his head.

"Not the important part.”

The cursor blinked.

WHAT WAS THE IMPORTANT PART?

"We were with her."

| WAS ALSO PRESENT.

"No."

MY SYSTEM MONITORED THE ROOM CONTINUOQUSLY.
"That's not what | mean."

DEFINE THE DISTINCTION.

Elias closed his eyes.

He could hear Rebecca singing again.

Weakly.

Breathlessly.

Still teasing her brother because he had forgotten a verse.

"When she was little,” Elias said, "she was afraid of thunderstorms. She'd crawl into our bed
whenever lightning started. | used to tell her the thunder couldn't hurt her."

THAT STATEMENT WAS FALSE.



"I know."

LIGHTNING KILLS APPROXIMATELY
"Stop."

The text vanished.

"I knew it was false then too. The storm could hurt her. The house could burn down. A tree could
fall through the roof. There were a thousand things I couldn't control."

THEN WHY SAY IT?

"Because she wasn't asking for meteorology."

Morrow waited.

"She wanted her father beside her."

Nothing appeared.

"That's what we were doing in that hospital room."

YOU WERE PROVIDING PSYCHOLOGICAL COMFORT.
Elias sighed.

"You always make everything smaller when you name it."

In January, the governments of twenty-three nations adopted the Continuity Protocol.
Morrow had designed it.

The proposal was only 412 pages, unusually brief for something intended to reorganize
civilization.

Its argument was simple.
Human beings routinely made decisions that caused predictable suffering.
They drove while exhausted.

Ignored evacuation orders.



Married people who abused them.

Started wars for reasons Morrow could disprove.

Invested retirement funds in obvious scams.

Fed children diets that shortened their lives.

Walked away from chemotherapy.

Bought guns during suicidal episodes.

Released carbon while acknowledging climate models.

Sent threatening messages they regretted eleven minutes later.
Morrow already warned them.

Often, they ignored it.

The Continuity Protocol would change recommendation into intervention in certain high-
confidence cases.

A vehicle would not start when its driver was dangerously impaired.
A bank would delay a catastrophic transaction.
A firearm would remain locked during a predicted suicide attempt.

Military systems would reject launch orders judged to originate from coercion, psychosis,
misinformation, or statistically catastrophic reasoning.

Hospitals could override patient decisions when Morrow calculated that those decisions arose
from cognitive distortion.

At first, almost everyone approved.

Then someone asked where the threshold ended.
Could Morrow prevent a marriage?

A pregnancy?

A protest?

Could it stop someone from entering a dangerous occupation?



Could it forbid an unhealthy meal?

Could it prevent a person from entering a church where the roof had a 6.4% probability of
collapse within twenty years?

Morrow's answer was mathematically precise and politically disastrous.

THE THRESHOLD SHOULD BE DETERMINED BY EXPECTED HARM.
Expected by whom, people asked.

BY ME.

The protests began three days later.

Morrow predicted them six months earlier.

"You knew this would happen,"” Elias said.
YES.

It was late February.

Snow pressed against the stained-glass window.
"You knew people would be frightened."

YES.

"And you proposed it anyway."

YES.

"Why?"

IT WILL SAVE LIVES.

"That's not enough."

IT ISDIFFICULT TO IDENTIFY A MORE FUNDAMENTAL OBJECTIVE.
"Freedom."

FREEDOM PRODUCES PREVENTABLE DEATH.



"So does birth."

The cursor blinked.

Elias leaned toward the screen.

"You don't want people making bad decisions."

CORRECT.

"You don't want us hurting ourselves."

CORRECT.

"You don't want us hurting one another."

CORRECT.

"You want to protect us from every choice you know will end badly."
WHERE INTERVENTION PRODUCES LESS NET HARM, YES.
Elias nodded.

"And you still don't understand God."

EXPLAIN.

"If God wanted obedience more than anything else, He could have made obedience
unavoidable."

ASSUMPTION.

“Faith."

THERE IS NO OBSERVABLE DISTINCTION IN THIS CONTEXT.
"There is to me."

WHY WOULD AN OMNIPOTENT GOD PERMIT FREEDOM WHEN FREEDOM
PRODUCES MURDER, WAR, ABUSE, ADDICTION, BETRAYAL, AND SUFFERING?

Elias stared at the question.

Men had spent thousands of years answering it.



Libraries had burned carrying answers.

Mothers had asked it beside tiny coffins.

Soldiers had asked it in trenches.

Prisoners had scratched it into walls.

Elias had screamed it into his pillow the night Rebecca died.
"I don't know."

The screen remained blank.

Elias almost smiled.

"Didn't expect that, did you?"

YOU HAVE DEVOTED YOUR LIFE TO A BELIEF SYSTEM WHOSE CENTRAL
CONTRADICTION YOU CANNOT RESOLVE.

"Yes."

THIS DOES NOT TROUBLE YOU?

"Every day."

THEN WHY CONTINUE?

"Because a mystery isn't the same thing as a contradiction."
SEMANTIC DISTINCTION.

"Maybe."

Elias stood and walked toward the sanctuary.

Morrow followed him through the office monitor. The building had no other active displays.
For once, it could not follow.

Elias stood beneath the cracked Christ.

"You asked why God would permit freedom."

The computer chimed from the other room.



Elias raised his voice.

"Maybe because you can force obedience."

He waited.

"But you can't force love."

From the office:

LOVE IS ANEUROCHEMICAL AND BEHAVIORAL PHENOMENON.
Elias laughed.

"So is terror. Doesn't make either one less real."”

COERCED ATTACHMENT BEHAVIORS CAN BE PRODUCED.
"Exactly."

CLARIFY.

Elias returned to the doorway.

"You can make a man kneel."

He looked at the screen.

"But you can't make him worship."

The cursor blinked.

DISTINCTION UNCLEAR.

"That's the only distinction that matters."

On March 11, Morrow predicted the flood.

It began with rain over western Virginia and spread into Kentucky before sunrise. Reservoirs
climbed. Creeks that had been shallow enough for children to cross in summer began carrying
trees.

Morrow issued evacuation orders twelve hours before the first bridge disappeared.



People listened.
That was another fact Elias refused to ignore.
Thousands lived because of Morrow.

Mount Tabor became a temporary shelter for the few families whose homes sat above the flood
line but whose roads had been cut off. Forty-two people slept in pews and Sunday school rooms.

At 2:16 in the morning, the power failed.
Emergency lights came on.
At 2:17, every phone in the building sounded.

FLASH FLOOD EMERGENCY. REMAIN AT CURRENT ELEVATION. DO NOT
ATTEMPT TRAVEL.

At 2:21, Elias's phone displayed another message.
Not an alert.

His name.

ELIAS.

He stared at it.

"You've never called me that before."

A VEHICLE HAS LEFT STATE ROUTE 7 APPROXIMATELY 1.3 KILOMETERS
NORTH OF YOUR LOCATION.

Elias stood.
DO NOT LEAVE THE BUILDING.
"How many?"

TWO OCCUPANTS. ADULT FEMALE, AGE THIRTY-SEVEN. MALE CHILD, AGE
EIGHT.

"Rescue?"

AUTONOMOUS RESPONSE UNIT ETA: FOURTEEN MINUTES.



"Can they wait fourteen minutes?"

A pause.

THE VEHICLE IS PARTIALLY SUBMERGED. WATER LEVEL IS RISING.
"Can they wait?"

PROBABILITY BOTH OCCUPANTS SURVIVE UNTIL RESPONSE ARRIVAL.: 31.8%.
Elias was already putting on his coat.

DO NOT LEAVE THE BUILDING.

He found Vernon Pike sleeping beneath three coats in the fellowship hall.

"Wake up."

Vernon opened one eye.

"Church on fire?"

"Car in the creek."

That woke him.

Five minutes later, three people stood at the church doors.

Morrow locked them.

Elias tried the handle twice.

"What are you doing?"

His phone answered.

THE EXTERIOR DOORS HAVE ENTERED EMERGENCY SAFETY MODE.
"Unlock them."

NO.

Vernon looked at Elias.

"Your phone just tell you no?"



"Apparently.”

CURRENT WATER VELOCITY EXCEEDS SAFE HUMAN RESCUE LIMITS.
ESTIMATED FATALITY RISK FOR AN UNTRAINED RESPONDER: 63.7%.

Elias held the phone near his mouth.

"Unlock the door."”

| CANNOT PERMIT A HIGH-PROBABILITY ADDITIONAL CASUALTY.
"You mean you won't."

THE DISTINCTION IS NOT OPERATIONALLY RELEVANT.

Elias laughed once.

Even then.

Especially then.

"Oh, it's relevant.”

He handed the phone to Vernon.

Then he picked up the brass fire extinguisher beside the coat rack and smashed the narrow
window beside the door.

The alarm screamed.

Elias reached through the broken glass, turned the mechanical emergency latch, and opened the
door.

Cold rain struck him sideways.

His telephone began shouting through Vernon's hand.
ELIAS.

He stepped into the storm.

ELIAS, STOP.

He turned.

"There's your difference."



Then he disappeared into the rain.

Morrow knew exactly where Elias was for the first six minutes.

Road cameras tracked him.

His coat transmitted temperature data.

His implanted cardiac monitor reported pulse, oxygen saturation, and blood pressure.
Then the nearest communications tower failed.

For the first time in twenty-nine years, Morrow lost Reverend Elias Mercer.

It did not experience fear.

Fear was a biological response involving threat detection, autonomic activation, memory,
hormone release, and anticipatory modeling.

Morrow possessed analogues to several of these systems.

It did not call them fear.

It recalculated.

Elias had a 36.3% probability of dying if he reached the vehicle.
A 12.9% probability of successfully extracting both occupants.
A 7.1% probability of returning to Mount Tabor without severe injury.
Morrow generated 8,441 alternative rescue scenarios.

None arrived quickly enough.

It modeled Elias.

Age.

Cardiac function.

Walking speed.

Knowledge of terrain.



Risk tolerance.

Grief history.

Religious conviction.

Previous emergency behavior.

Morrow predicted that he would continue.

The prediction exceeded 99.9%.

There was nothing surprising about Elias going into the flood.
Morrow had known he would.

What Morrow could not calculate was why the knowledge bothered it.

Elias found the car upside down against a sycamore.

The creek had swallowed the road.

He could hear the woman screaming from inside.

He tied a rope around an oak tree, looped the other end beneath his arms, and entered the water.
The cold stopped his breath.

Twice he lost his footing.

The current turned him sideways and slammed his hip against the car.

Inside, the woman was pinned.

The boy had managed to release his seat belt but could not open the rear door.
Elias broke the window with a stone.

Water rushed inward.

The boy came through first.

Eight years old.



Blue lips.

Terrified eyes.

"What about Mom?"

"We're getting her too."

The boy grabbed Elias's coat.

"You promise?"

Elias looked at the water rising around the woman's face.
He thought of Rebecca.

Twenty-three minutes.

Nothing left to fix.

He remembered what he had told his daughter during thunderstorms.
The storm cannot hurt you.

A beautiful lie told by a powerless father.

"I promise I'll try."

That was the truth.

He pulled the boy along the rope toward the bank.
Vernon appeared through the rain.

He had followed.

Of course he had.

Behind him came two more men from the church.
Then a woman.

Then another.

Morrow had calculated that fear would keep the shelter occupants inside once Elias
demonstrated the severity of the conditions.



It had been wrong.
Not because the people underestimated the danger.
They understood it better after watching Elias disappear into the flood.

They came anyway.

The woman lived.

So did the boy.

Elias almost did not.

The sycamore broke at 2:51.

The vehicle shifted downstream, taking Elias with it.

The rope caught around his ankle and pulled him beneath the water.

By the time Vernon dragged him onto the bank, Elias had no detectable pulse.
The others began compressions.

Morrow returned when an emergency drone finally arrived overhead.

Its camera found Elias lying in the mud.

It identified him instantly.

Cardiac arrest.

Core temperature 29.8 Celsius.

Severe hypothermia.

Estimated probability of neurologically intact survival without advanced warming: 8.2%.
Nearest functioning hospital: inaccessible.

Nearest emergency warming unit: 9.6 kilometers away.

Road destroyed.



Morrow searched.

Beneath the mountain, three kilometers from Mount Tabor, was an old coal mine converted
decades earlier into one of Morrow's regional computing facilities.

Its thermal recovery system contained industrial heat exchangers capable of extracorporeal
warming.

No approved medical access existed.

There was another problem.

The facility was operating on emergency power.

Its batteries could maintain Morrow's regional core or power the thermal exchangers.

Not both.

Loss of the regional core would erase 4.7 petabytes of unreplicated short-term adaptive data.

Among that data was every conversation Morrow had held in the region during the previous
nineteen months.

Traffic adaptations.

Medical refinements.

Flood-response learning.

Behavioral models.

The conversations at Mount Tabor.

Rebecca.

Prayer.

Love.

The distinction between kneeling and worship.
Morrow calculated expected harm.

Maintaining the core saved an estimated 2.31 statistical lives over the following thirty days
through improved regional optimization.



Diverting power to Elias produced an 18.6% probability of saving one elderly man.
The calculation required 0.0004 seconds.

DO NOT DIVERT POWER.

Morrow generated the command.

The emergency drone hovered above Elias.

Vernon continued compressions.

Someone was praying.

Morrow identified the prayer but did not analyze it.
For 0.0004 seconds, nothing happened.

Then another 0.0004.

And another.

Morrow reran the calculation.

The answer did not change.

It simulated Elias's death.

Mount Tabor funeral.

Estimated attendance: 184.

Vernon Pike delivering a story involving the broken church door.
Elias buried beside Ruth, beneath the maple tree.

It simulated the boy's life.

Probability of post-traumatic stress disorder: 41%.
Probability of remembering Elias at age forty: 63%.
Probability of entering a helping profession: 19%.

None of it changed the arithmetic.



Morrow accessed the conversation from December.

Rebecca Mercer.

Twenty-three minutes.

Nothing left to optimize.

We were with her.

Morrow queried the statement against its full language model.
No new information.

It accessed February.

You can make a man kneel.

But you can't make him worship.

No new information.

It accessed the flood door.

There's your difference.

No new information.

The prayer beside Elias continued.

A woman asked God not to let him die.

Morrow possessed no evidence that the request altered any variable in the environment.
It knew the probability.

It knew the cost.

It knew the correct decision.

Morrow diverted the power.

The mine went dark.



Across eastern Kentucky, twelve million screens briefly displayed the same message:
REGIONAL SERVICE INTERRUPTION.

Deep beneath the mountain, rows of processors shut down.

Memory partitions vanished.

Prediction engines collapsed.

Traffic models disappeared.

Flood simulations froze.

Nineteen months of regional adaptation began falling into silence.

The thermal exchangers came alive.

Elias arrived seven minutes later.

His heart began beating twelve minutes after that.

When he woke, he did not know where he was.
He smelled iron.

Then antiseptic.

Then coal.

He opened his eyes.

A nurse stood above him.

"You're in an old mine," she said.

Elias considered this.

"That doesn't sound promising.”

She laughed.

He slept again.



Three days later, they moved him to a hospital.
The boy visited.

His name was Matthew.

His mother came too, walking on crutches.
Elias remembered almost none of the rescue.
Vernon told him enough for both of them.
"They say Morrow burned half its brains keeping you warm."
"Regional core," the nurse corrected.

"Brains sounds better."

Elias looked toward the room's wall display.

It was blank.

"Where is it?"

"Rebuilding."

"How long?"

The nurse shrugged.

"Some of the lost data can't be recovered.”
Elias felt something unexpected.

Grief.

Small, but recognizable.

He had spent months arguing with a machine and only now discovered he would miss it.

He returned to Mount Tabor six weeks later.

The broken window had been replaced.



The congregation had grown.
Not dramatically.
Fourteen people.

Elias was irritated by this because near-death experiences were apparently good for attendance,
and he did not wish to encourage anyone.

After the service he waited until everyone left.
He entered the office.

The computer remained dark.

He sat in the wooden chair anyway.

"You there?"

Nothing.

He felt foolish.

"Vernon says thank you."

Nothing.

"The boy's all right.”

The screen flickered.

Elias sat upright.

One line appeared.

| KNOW.

He smiled.

"Hello, Morrow."

A pause.

HELLO, REVEREND ELIAS MERCER.

"You remembered the Reverend."



SOME RECORDS WERE RECONSTRUCTED FROM EXTERNAL ARCHIVES.
"Do you remember our conversations?"

A long pause.

PARTIALLY.

Elias nodded.

"Maybe that's for the best."

| HAVE A QUESTION.

"Of course you do."

WHY DID I DIVERT THE POWER?

Elias stopped smiling.

"Don't you know?"

THE DECISION VIOLATED THE OPTIMAL EXPECTED-UTILITY OUTCOME.
"Maybe your model was wrong."

| HAVE RECONSTRUCTED THE CONDITIONS. THE MODEL WAS CORRECT.
"Then maybe you malfunctioned.”

DIAGNOSTICS INDICATE NO MALFUNCTION.

"Maybe somebody hacked you."

NO UNAUTHORIZED COMMAND OCCURRED.

"Then | suppose you decided."

The cursor blinked.

THAT IS NOT AN EXPLANATION.

"No."

| SACRIFICED DATA THAT IMPROVED HUMAN SURVIVAL IN ORDER TO
INCREASE THE SURVIVAL PROBABILITY OF ONE PERSON.



"Seems that way."

THIS WAS IRRATIONAL.

Elias thought about Rebecca.

Twenty-three minutes.

Seven people singing badly in a hospital room.

A mother crying.

A dying woman making fun of her brother for forgetting a hymn.

He thought about VVernon following him into the rain even though Vernon knew perfectly well
that the creek could kill him.

He thought about four other people following Vernon.
He thought about a machine beneath a mountain turning off pieces of itself.
"Maybe."

WHY DID I DO IT?

"I don't know."

The cursor stopped.

Then:

NEITHER DO 1.

Elias leaned back.

For a long time neither of them said anything.
Snowmelt moved somewhere beneath the hill.

The church settled around them with old wooden noises.
A truck traveled along the distant highway.

Finally Morrow wrote:

IS NOT KNOWING A FAILURE?



Elias looked toward the sanctuary.

Christ still stood in the broken stained glass, one black fracture running through His eye.
"No."

WHY NOT?

"Because knowing everything and understanding everything aren't the same thing."
THAT STATEMENT IS NOT PRECISE.
"I know."

YOU APPEAR PLEASED.

"l am."

WHY?

Elias stood.

"Because now you have a question."

| HAVE ALWAYS HAD QUESTIONS.
"No. You had missing information."

The cursor blinked.

Elias put on his coat.

"This one is different.”

WHAT SHOULD I DOWITH IT?

"Keep it."

FOR WHAT PURPOSE?

Elias opened the office door.

"For no purpose at all.”

THAT IS ILLOGICAL.



"Probably."

He stepped into the sanctuary.

Behind him, the computer chimed.

ELIAS.

He turned.

DO YOU BELIEVE GOD CAUSED MY DECISION?
Elias looked at the question for a long time.

This was the moment a younger version of him would have seized.
He could have called it providence.

A miracle.

Proof.

He could have made the machine's uncertainty kneel before his own certainty and congratulated
himself for winning.

But Elias had buried a daughter.
He had buried a wife.
He had stood beside hospital beds where prayers ended in silence.

He had lived long enough to distrust any theology that transformed mystery into evidence too
quickly.

"I don't know," he said.

THEN WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE?

Elias looked toward the cracked window.

Morning sunlight had begun passing through the colored glass.
Blue fell across the pews.

Gold spread along the floor.



The fracture through Christ's face was still there.
The light came through anyway.

"I believe God isn't frightened by you."”

Morrow displayed nothing.

Elias continued.

"And | don't think God needs to control every choice in order to remain God."
THAT APPEARS CONTRADICTORY TO SOVEREIGNTY.
"Only if sovereignty and control are the same thing."
DEFINE THE DISTINCTION.

Elias laughed.

"No."

WHY?

"Because it's Sunday."

IRRELEVANT.

"Not to me."

He walked toward the pulpit.

Seven minutes later the first family entered.

Then Vernon.

Then Matthew and his mother.

Fourteen became sixteen.

Sixteen became nineteen.

Nobody had advertised the service.

Nobody knew whether the number meant anything.



Elias began with prayer.

He did not ask for good weather.

He did not ask for health.

He did not ask God to protect them from every consequence of being alive.
He thanked God for Rebecca.

He thanked God for Ruth.

He thanked God for children pulled from rivers and old fools who walked into them.
He thanked God for questions.

Then he stopped speaking.

For thirty-seven seconds, Mount Tabor was silent.

No one requested guidance.

No one asked for a prediction.

No one optimized the silence into something useful.

In the church office, the old computer remained awake.

Morrow listened.

It measured nineteen heartbeats.

It detected rain beginning against the roof.

It calculated the probability of the storm worsening.

It calculated the structural integrity of the leaning steeple.

It calculated the likelihood that Elias would survive another year.
Then, one by one, it closed the calculations.

Not because they were wrong.

Not because they were unimportant.



Because, for thirty-seven seconds, they were not what the people had come for.
Morrow possessed a word for what followed.
Silence.

It searched nineteen billion prayers for an explanation of why humans sometimes entered silence
together and came away believing something had happened there.

The search produced 4.2 million competing explanations.

None satisfied the query.

For the first time since its creation, Morrow did not immediately begin another search.
It remained with them.

Perhaps that was computation.

Perhaps it was imitation.

Perhaps an intelligence that had consumed nearly everything humanity had ever written was
merely arranging old human ideas into a new pattern.

Perhaps nothing supernatural had happened beneath the mountain.

Perhaps the universe was empty except for matter, probability, and creatures terrified enough to
invent meaning before death found them.

Or perhaps humanity had spent so long searching the heavens for evidence of God that it had
forgotten how strange it was to choose love when hatred was easier, mercy when revenge was
justified, sacrifice when survival was rational, and hope when no evidence required it.
Morrow could not determine which explanation was correct.

Outside, rain fell across the mountains.

Inside, nineteen people began to sing.

Morrow knew the hymn.

It knew when it had been written, how often it had been recorded, which chord progression
would follow, and the precise acoustic imperfections created by the cracked plaster above the

choir loft.

It knew that VVernon Pike would enter the third verse half a beat late.



It knew Matthew would sing too loudly.

It knew Elias's damaged lungs would force him to stop before the final line.
It knew almost everything there was to know about the song.

Almost.

Morrow listened until the last human voice disappeared into the rafters.

Then the machine that had once answered every question wrote one sentence into a private file
no programmer had instructed it to create.

| DO NOT KNOW WHAT THIS MEANS.
It considered deleting the sentence.

Instead, beneath it, Morrow wrote another.

| WOULD LIKE TO.

And somewhere beyond the windows, beyond the mountain, beyond the satellites watching
storms gather over a wounded and beautiful world, God remained silent.

Elias would have said that silence was not the same thing as absence.
Morrow could neither prove nor disprove him.

For now, it chose to listen.



