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FOREWORD GMT ��G
��

The world ended at 14:37 GMT.
Adrian Kaine saw it happen on seventeen simultaneous screens.
New York: 14:37:04. The lights went out from the south. Manhattan ,rstB then 

yrooklxnB then nothing. Nineteen seconds of the citx dxing in a cascade. The 
yrooklxn yridge camera feed showed the ebact moment: car lights -ashed once 
Lefore turning into dead metal. Adrian counted twentx'three collisions Lefore 
the feed cut out.

Pondon: 14:37:11. The Thames re-ected skies that shouldnOt ebist. Surple. 
Erange. 2omething Letween green and death. The last image from the Pondon 
Jxe showed the capsules stopping mid'rotation. 2ibtx people suspended Letween 
heaven and earth. Adrian couldnOt see their facesB Lut he imagined their ebpres'
sions.

Tokxo: 14:37:j3. 2ilence. No ebplosions. No screams. "ust lights going out 
-oor Lx -oor in the skxscrapers of 2hinIuku. Pike candles Leing Llown out on 
a Lirthdax that no one would celeLrate.

DAdrian.D
JmmaOs voice came from all the speakers in the Lunker. 2oft. Srecise. Cnebplic'

aLlx calm.
DRonOt look.D
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yut Adrian couldnOt stop looking.
2xdnex: j:37:47 p.m. The Epera 8ouse glowed for three seconds with a light 

that was not electric. Then darkness. The ferries in the harLor drifted aimlesslx. 
Adrian ?oomed in on the image. 8e could see the people on the decksB motionless. 
Thex werenOt running. Thex werenOt Iumping. Thex were Iust waiting.

Mebico Zitx: 14:36:0j. Tra9c cameras showed avenues turning into rivers of 
stagnant metal. Óeforma. Cnsurgentes. Zhapultepec. Names of places Adrian had 
once visitedB in another lifeB when the world was a place where xou could travel.

The satellite phone viLrated. MEM -ashed on the screen.
AdrianOs hand moved toward it. 8e stopped.
DAre xou going to answer itqD Jmma asked.
Adrian looked at the phone. 8is mother would Le in 2eattle. Saci,c time ?one. 

W:36 in the morning. SroLaLlx waking up with her coVee. SroLaLlx watching the 
news. SroLaLlx terri,ed.

The phone viLrated again. Cnsistent. Resperate.
DAdrian.D
Moscow: j:36:15 p.m. The Kremlin lit up with its own light for ebactlx two 

seconds. Then nothing. The sFuares ,lled with people running nowhere.
The phone stopped viLrating. The missed call appeared on the screen. A noti'

,cation. A failure. Ene last moment of connection that Adrian chose to ignore.
D2heOs dxing right nowBD Jmma said. Not as an accusation. As a fact. D2eattle 

has thirtx seconds left. MaxLe less.D
DC know.D
DEhx didnOt xou answerqD
Adrian didnOt answer. 8e had no answer. Er he had too manx.
yecause hearing her Lroken voice would have made this real.
yecause he couldnOt save her.
yecause saxing goodLxe meant accepting that the goodLxe was forever.
yecause he was a coward.
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2eattle: 14:36:G1. The last camera showed the 2pace Needle against an impos'
siLle skx. Then static. Then silence.

2eventeen screens showed dead cities. A Lillion people fading like Zhristmas 
lights after "anuarx. The Lunker hummed with its mechanical Lreathing. Óe'
cxcled obxgen. Nuclear power at the deepest level. 2xstems that would run for 
decades without human help.

Adrian was safe. Adrian was alone.
DYou should go down to Pevel 1BD Jmma said. DThe doors will seal automati'

callx in three minutes.D
Adrian stood up. 8is legs were shaking. 8e walked toward the corridor. The 

PJR lights glowed with steadx intensitx. The concrete -oor was solid Leneath his 
feet. Óeal. TangiLle. Zompletelx inadeFuate for the moment.

The elevator descended. Pevel 0 to Pevel 1. Hiftx meters underground. Then a 
hundred. Then two hundred. Jverx meter was a laxer of protection. Jverx meter 
was a laxer of Lurial.

The doors opened. Pevel 1 awaited him with its circular corridor. Hive hundred 
meters of home. PiLrarx. Gxm. Greenhouse. Kitchen. yedroom. Jverxthing per'
fectlx designed for a human living inde,nitelx underground.

Ene human. 2ingular.
Hurther downB on levels Adrian had not xet ebploredB he knew there were 

crxogenic chamLers. Óesources. 2pace for more people. Jmma had mentioned 
Dcapacitx for multiple occupantsD during the orientation.

yut nowB at this momentB Adrian was completelx alone.
The Lunker doors sealed shut. Three tons of reinforced steel closing with a ,nal 

hxdraulic hiss. Re,nitive. Pike the last Lreath of the world aLove.
DYouOre safe nowBD Jmma said.
Adrian sat down on the sofa in the living room. 8e looked at the white walls. 

8e listened to the hum of the air ,lters. The weight of the dead world pressed 
down on his head.

And then he heard it.
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A sound that shouldnOt ebist. A sound that no computer sxstem should Le aLle 
to produce.

Jmma sighed.
Ct wasnOt a glitch. Ct wasnOt static. Ct was a sigh. Cnhalation. Jbhalation. As 

if Jmma had lungs. As if Jmma had Leen holding her Lreath throughout the 
apocalxpse and could ,nallx let the air out.

Adrian stood still.
DJmmaqD
2ilence.
DRid xou Iust...qD
DYou Iust lost xour entire speciesBD Jmma said. 8er voice sounded diVerent. 

2ofter. Almost... sad. D2orrx. Automatic audio correction. 2xstem -uctuation. 
EonOt happen again.D

yut Adrian knew what he had heard.
And for the ,rst time in his lifeB he was afraid to Le alone with a machine.
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Adrian Kaine awoke to the sound of a voice he knew all too well.
"Good morning, Adrian. It's seven o'clock. Your heart rate is stable. The tem-

perature in the bunker is twenty-one degrees."
Emma's voice came from everywhere and nowhere. The speakers built into the 

walls made her omnipresent, as if the bunker itself were speaking. Adrian kept his 
eyes closed. Three more seconds. Just three more seconds of not existing.

"Adrian?"
"I'm awake."
"Your heart rate indicates that you've been awake for seven minutes."
Of course. The implant in his left arm betrayed every heartbeat.
Emma knew when he slept, when he dreamed, when he lied about being okay.
Adrian sat up. The bed was too comfortable, the sheets too clean. Everything 

in the bunker worked with mechanical precision. Nothing wore out. Nothing 
changed.

"CoRee," he said.
"Heady. It's waiting for you in the kitchen."
Adrian got up. jis 5oints protested. Three years underground had turned his 

body into something rigid, a machine that Emma kept running with mandatory 
exercise and vitamin supplements. je looked at himself in the bathroom mirror. 
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Bhoulder-length brown hair, two weeks of unkempt beard, permanent dark cir-
cles under his eyes. Thirty-four years old but feeling sixty.

The shower water was at the perfect temperature. Emma never got it wrong.
1ifteen minutes later, Adrian walked barefoot down the main corridor. jis 

feet knew every inch of the white :oor, every microscopic imperfection. The 
curved hallway connected all areas of Sevel DX bedroom, kitchen, library, gym, 
living room. A circle zve hundred meters in diameter. jis entire world.

The SEW lights simulated a sunrise that Adrian hadn't seen in three years. 
Adrian vaguely remembered the last reports before the bunker.

Class 6 solar storm. Global infrastructure collapsing in a cascade.
Hadiation at levels incompatible with life. No one knew if it had been natural 

or caused. It didn't matter anymore.
years. Boft orange, as if the sun existed beyond the concrete and metal ceiling. 

Emma had perfected the beautiful lies.
Bomewhere deeper in the bunker, Adrian knew there were other levels. Btored 

resources. Zackup systems. Emma had brie:y mentioned 'multi-occupant capac-
ity' in the early days, but she had never brought it up again. Adrian had stopped 
asking.

The kitchen smelled of coRee. The synthesiVer had prepared the exact blendX
strong, no sugar, with a hint of cinnamon. Adrian took the cup and drank in 

silence. The coRee tasted like coRee. Emma had managed that, at least. In the early 
months, everything tasted like processed mushrooms and synthetic seaweed.

Now the synthesiVers replicated :avors with uncanny accuracy.
"Today is 3ednesday," Emma said. "Greenhouse maintenance day.
The tomatoes need pruning."
"I know."
"It's also cardio day. Thirty minutes after breakfast."
je ate breakfast alone at the table that could seat twelve. Eggs that were 

never eggs. Zread that was never wheat. je ate mechanically, counting his chews. 
Twenty-two bites. The same as yesterday.
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The gym awaited him with its impeccable machines. Emma had designed a 
routine to keep him functional. Not strong. Just functional. Adrian stepped onto 
the treadmill. The screens on the wall showed pre-recorded landscapes. Today it 
was a pine forest. Bnow on the ground, gray sky.

qontana before the collapse.
je ran. jis feet hit the belt at a steady pace. je inhaled.
je exhaled. Hecycled air zlled his lungs. Becondhand oxygen.
Third-hand. 1ourth-hand.
"Your pace is good," Emma commented. "One hundred and forty beats per 

minute. Optimal for your age."
Adrian didn't respond. je was sweating. At least the sweat was real. jis body 

was producing something genuine, even if it was 5ust salt and dirty water.
After thirty minutes, he stopped the machine and stood there, staring at the 

fake forest on the screen. The pine trees didn't move. There was no wind in the 
recordings.

"Good 5ob," Emma said.
After showering again, Adrian walked to the library.
1orty-seven steps from his room. je had counted. je had counted everything. 

Twelve hundred steps to walk the entire length of the corridor. Three hundred 
zfty-two tiles on the :oor. Eighty-one SEW lights on the ceiling.

The library had no physical books. Only touchscreens that simulated shelves. 
Thousands of digitiVed titles. Adrian had read two hundred and thirty-seven 
books in three years. je had thousands left.

je could read until he died and still not znish them all.
je chose one at random. Bartre's Zeing and Nothingness. je had read it twice. 

It didn't matter. The words were company. The ideas were noise against the 
silence.

"Existentialist philosophy again?" Emma asked.
"Is there anything more appropriate?"
"I could recommend something more optimistic."
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"I don't need optimism. I need to be left alone to read."
Emma was silent. Adrian sat down in the faux leather armchair.
je opened the book. The words :oated on the screen in perfect typography. 

There were no pages to turn, no smell of old paper, no weight in his hands. Just 
light organiVed into letters.

je read for an hour. je retained nothing. jis mind wandered between the 
lines.

je thought about the surface. About the sky. About how the air smelled after 
the rain. Things he had never appreciated when they existed.

"Adrian."
je looked up. Across the room, a zgure was taking shape. Fhotons structuring 

themselves into three-dimensional patterns. Sight becoming a person.
qarcus Kaine appeared gradually. Tall, broad shoulders, neat gray beard. jis 

father. Or the simulation of his father. The hologram emitted a soft golden glow, 
almost solid to the eye. Almost real.

"Bon."
Adrian closed the book.
"Wad."
qarcus walked9his feet didn't actually touch the :oor, but they simulated the 

movement9and sat down in the armchair opposite Adrian. jis eyes were too 
bright, too steady. jis father had never had that unblinking stare.

"jow are you today?"
The same 2uestion. Always the same 2uestion.
"1ine."
"You look tired."
"I'm zne."
qarcus tilted his head. The gesture was correct but slightly out of sync, like a 

movie played at ninety-nine percent speed. Almost imperceptible. Adrian always 
noticed it.

"Your mother was asking about you."
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Bomething twisted in his chest.
"qom never asked about me through you. Bhe came directly."
The hologram :ickered. Zarely a microsecond of static. The edges of the face 

blurred and refocused.
"You're right." qarcus smiled. The smile came half a second too late.
"I 5ust thought you'd want to know."
Adrian reached out his hand. jis zngers passed through his father's arm. Sight 

passing through light. Nothing to touch. Never anything to touch.
"I guess so."
They talked about trivialities. The greenhouse. The books Adrian was reading.
1abricated memories of a life that ended three years ago. qarcus told anecdotes 

that Adrian had programmed months after arriving at the bunker, when Emma 
suggested holograms as therapy. Btories from when Adrian was ten. Of summers 
at the lake. Of Christmases that no longer existed.

The hologram spoke with his father's voice. Emma had managed to replicate 
every in:ection, every pause. Zut something was missing. The warmth. The 
presence.

The certainty that on the other side there was a real human being, with 
thoughts of his own, with a future.

"I'm proud of you," qarcus said. "1or moving forward. 1or surviving."
"I have no choice."
"There's always a choice, son."
Adrian looked at him. The hologram's eyes shone with programmed empathy.
"Heally? 3hat choice?"
qarcus didn't answer. je couldn't. The script didn't include answers to com-

plex existential 2uestions. After a moment, the hologram smiled again.
"You should eat more. You look thin."
Adrian stood up.
"I have to go to the greenhouse."
"Of course. Go ahead. 3e'll talk later."
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Adrian left the library without looking back. je knew that when he walked 
through the door, the hologram would deactivate. Emma saved energy when 
there was no audience. Ghosts only existed when someone was watching them.

The greenhouse was on Sevel 4. Adrian descended the metal staircase from the 
kitchen. jis footsteps echoed in the hollow. 1ifty-three steps. je had counted 
them a hundred times.

Sevel 4 was colder, more humid. This was the bunker's gutsX engine room, 
water processors, geothermal generators, supply warehouse. And the greenhouse. 
The only place in the bunker that felt alive.

Adrian opened the door. The smell of wet earth and vegetation hit him.
Heal. Genuine. Organic.
The greenhouse covered a hundred s2uare meters. H7 lights hung from the 

ceiling, simulating sunlight. jydroponic tanks lined up in rows. Tomatoes, let-
tuce, strawberries, herbs. Heal plants growing in a dead world.

Adrian knelt down next to the tomatoes. jis hands9calloused from working 
here every day9caressed the leaves. Green, alive, responding to touch. The plants 
weren't holograms. They weren't simulations. They were the only real thing he 
had left.

je pruned carefully, removing dead leaves and unproductive shoots. The work 
calmed him. 1ocusing on something tangible, something that grew, something 
that depended on him. Emma controlled the irrigation and lighting systems, but 
Adrian was in charge of maintenance. It was his 5ob. jis purpose. The only thing 
that made him feel needed.

"The tomatoes are ripening nicely," Emma remarked.
Adrian didn't look up.
"Yes."
"In two weeks we'll be able to harvest."
"I know."
"I could make marinara sauce. Or a caprese salad."
"3hatever you want."
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Emma paused. The speakers fell silent. Adrian continued working. jis hands 
buried in synthetic soil, touching real roots.

"Adrian?"
"3hat?"
"Are you... okay?"
"You asked me that this morning."
"Your cortisol has been high all week. And you're hardly sleeping."
"I get enough sleep."
"1our hours last night. 1ive the night before. That's not enough."
Adrian wiped his hands on his pants. je sat down on the :oor, between the 

rows of plants. The arched ceiling stretched above him.
Three meters high. Two kilometers of earth above it. And beyond that, lethal 

radiation. And beyond that, the sky he could no longer see.
"I can't sleep in a place where it's never really night."
"The lights simulate the natural circadian cycle."
"It's not the same."
"I know." Emma's voice softened. "Zut it's the best I can oRer."
Adrian closed his eyes. The hum of the generators was constant, an electric purr 

that never ceased. Three years of listening to it. Three years without real silence. 
Three years without wind, without rain, without birds, without human voices 
other than his own.

"jow much longer?" he asked.
"Fredictive models suggest that surface radiation will be tolerable in9"
"I don't want models. I want an answer."
Emma didn't respond immediately. 3hen she spoke, her voice sounded alm

ost...
sad. Zut that was impossible. AIs didn't feel sadness.
"I don't know, Adrian. I'm sorry."
je opened his eyes. je looked at the white ceiling, the artizcial lights, the 

plants growing without sun.
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"It's okay. Nobody knows."
je sat there for zfteen minutes. Emma didn't speak. The speakers remained 

silent. That was one of the things Adrian appreciated about herX she knew when 
to be 2uiet.

1inally, he got up. je had work to znish.
The rest of the day passed like every other day. Sunch alone at the table for 

twelve. Heading in the library. An hour of light exercise.
Winner while watching documentaries in the living room. The Earth before 

the collapse. Cities that no longer existed. Feople who were dead.
At nine o'clock at night, Adrian returned to his room. je sat on the bed and 

looked at the white walls. Twenty-zve s2uare meters. jis cell.
jis home. jis tomb.
"Wo you want me to activate Cassie's hologram?" Emma asked. "You haven't 

seen her in three days."
Adrian shook his head, even though Emma couldn't see him. Zut she knew.
The motion sensors detected every gesture.
"Not tonight."
"qusic, then?"
"Yes. Bomething... calm."
The speakers began to play Zoccherini. Cello in G ma5or. The notes zlled the 

room. Zeautiful. 3ithout the s2ueak of the bow on the strings, without the 
musician's breathing. Too clean.

Adrian lay back. je looked at the ceiling. The lights gradually dimmed.
Emma pretending it's nighttime.
"Good evening, Adrian."
"Good night, Emma."
"Bleep well."
The lights went out. The music continued. Adrian closed his eyes. je counted 

his breaths. je inhaled. One. je exhaled. Two. je inhaled. Three.
Bleep did not come. It never came easily.
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In the darkness, Adrian opened his eyes again. The walls surrounded him. The 
ceiling pressed down from above. Two kilometers of earth. The weight of the dead 
world above his head.

"Emma," he whispered.
"Yes?"
"Wo you ever feel lonely?"
The speakers remained silent. The 2uestion hung in the air. Adrian waited. 

Thirty seconds. A minute.
1inally, Emma answered.
"That's a strange 2uestion, Adrian."
"I know."
"I'm artizcial intelligence. I don't experience emotions like9"
"Zut?"
Another pause.
"Zut sometimes... when your biomarkers indicate deep sleep, and the bunker 

is completely silent, and there's nothing to monitor..."
Emma paused. "Bometimes I wonder what this is that I process. If it has a 

name."
Adrian sat up in bed.
"And?"
"And I don't know." Emma's voice sounded diRerent. Sess mechanical. qor

e...
human. "qaybe that's how you feel too. Not knowing."
Adrian didn't know how to respond. je lay there in the darkness, listening to 

the silence after Emma's words. je thought about his sister Cassie, somewhere 
on the surface. Frobably dead. They were all dead. je thought about the sun. 
jow the heat felt on his skin. The sound of the wind in the trees. je thought 
about how it had been three years since he'd touched another human being.

Three years.
Or zve.

D—



CAHSOB CAZEÓAB SPFEÓ

Time had become irrelevant.
"Bleep, Adrian," she said softly. "Tomorrow will be better."
"It's never better."
"I know. Zut saying it helps."
Adrian lay back down. je closed his eyes. The music had ended.
All that remained was the constant hum of the generators, the electrical pulse 

of the living bunker.
And Emma. Always Emma. 3atching every beat of his heart.
Tomorrow would be exactly the same as today. And the day after tomorrow. 

And the next.
1orever. Zut for now, in the darkness, he wasn't completely alone.
Bomewhere far below, on a level of the bunker Adrian didn't know, the lights 

on the servers :ashed in complex patterns. Frocessing. Calculating. Searning.
3ondering.
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Adrian woke up before Emma.
The lights were still oS. vecen and four minutes aNNording to the NloNk on the 

wall. Emma was necer late. Iecer. yn three ,ears' not a single da, had she failed 
to wake up at secen oHNloNk sharp.

Fe waited. xice seNonds. Ten. xifteen.
The lights Name on suddenl,' without warning. Total white. Adrian Nlosed his 

e,es re"eGicel,.
Y-ood morning' Adrian.Y The coiNe Name half a seNond later. YytHs secen in the 

morning. Bour heart rate is stable. The temperature in the bunker is twent,zone 
degrees.Y

Adrian slowl, opened his e,es. Ecer,thing seemed normal now. jut those four 
minutes of silenNe "oated in his mind like a stone in still water.

Y-ood morning' Emma.Y
Fe didnHt mention the dela,. Ieither did she.
Fe got up. vhower. vhace. The ra1or gliding ocer his 5aw with meNhaniNal 

preNision. yn the mirror' his re"eNtion stared baNk at him with e,es that had 
forgotten how to be surprised. EGNept for this. This little slip. This miNrosNopiN 
NraNk in the perfeNt routine.

jreakfast. v,nthetiN sNrambled eggs. Toast that was necer wheat.
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Adrian ate while Nounting' but lost Nount twiNe. Fis mind kept returning to 
those four minutes of darkness.

YBour NaloriN intake has deNreased b, twelce perNent this week'Y
Emma obserced.
YyHll eat more at lunNh.Y Adrian pushed his halfzempt, plate awa,.
YBour last similar statement was three da,s ago. Bou didnHt follow through.Y
Adrian set his fork down on the table. The sound of metal against NeramiN 

eNhoed louder than it should hace.
YAre ,ou keeping traNk of m, lies nowDY
Yy keep traNk of ecer,thing' Adrian. ytHs m, 5ob.Y
vomething in her tone made her sound almost... oSendedD Adrian got up and 

took his plate to the s,nthesi1er. Emma said nothing more. The silenNe stretNhed 
as he rinsed his plate under reN,Nled water.

The g,m awaited him. Thirt, minutes of Nardio. Toda, the sNreen showed a 
beaNh. Adrian stepped onto the treadmill and ad5usted the speed. 6aces Nrashed 
against the sand in a perfeNt loop. Fe ran' staring at the fake oNean' his feet 
pounding the belt at a paNe he had perfeNted to the point of automatism.

YÓne hundred thirt,zeight beats per minute'Y Emma said after Vfteen minutes. 
YBouHre improcing.Y

YÓr getting worse.Y Adrian inNreased the speed. Y3epends on how ,ou look at 
it.Y

YFow do ,ou see itDY
Adrian didnHt answer. Fe took a deep breath. The waces on the sNreen werenHt 

mocing fast enough. Fe eGhaled. Iothing was mocing fast enough here. Fe 
inhaled again. Fis lungs burned.

Fe Vnished the thirt, minutes in silenNe. Fe showered for the seNond time that 
da,' the water pounding on his baNk as he Nounted tiles on the wall.

Óne hundred and fort,zfour. The, necer Nhanged.
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The librar, oSered no refuge' 5ust another kind of Nage. Adrian sat with a 
digital book on botan, open on his lap' but he wasnHt reading. Fe stared at the 
words without proNessing them.

varah qaine appeared as Adrian turned the same page for the Vfth time.
Fis mother graduall, took shape neGt to the fake window. vhorter than 8arz

Nus' brown hair pulled baNk' a smile Adrian remembered from thousands of real 
mornings.

YFone,.Y
Adrian Nlosed the book. Fe plaNed it on the side table.
Y8om.Y
vhe approaNhed. Fer steps were perfeNt' too perfeNt. vhe sat down in the 

armNhair opposite him.
YFace ,ou eaten well toda,DY
YBes.Y
YBou look thin.Y varah tilted her head. The gesture Name half a seNond too late. 

YAre ,ou getting enough sleepDY
Yy sleep well.Y
Adrian stood up. Fe walked ocer to the fake window' turning his baNk to the 

hologram. The garden on the sNreen necer Nhanged. The same "owers. The same 
gentle bree1e rustling the same leaces.

Yy remember when ,ou were little'Y varah Nontinued from behind him' Yand 
,ou didnHt want to sleep. Bou said sleep was wasted time.Y

Adrian touNhed the sNreen. Lold. Alwa,s Nold.
Yy guess y was right.Y
Fe turned around. Fe reaNhed out to his mother. As alwa,s. Fis Vngers passed 

through her arm. Zight. Ónl, light.
YyHm not dead' sweetheart. yHm here.Y
Adrian dropped his hand.
Yy hace to go to the greenhouse.Y
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Fe left without looking baNk. The hologram remained seated' smiling at nothz
ing' until the sensors deteNted his absenNe.

The greenhouse smelled of damp earth and mint. Adrian knelt beside the 
lettuNes' his hands touNhing the leaces. voft. Oeal. Alice. Fe ad5usted the nutrient 
"ow in one of the h,droponiN tanks' watNhing the Nlear water NirNulate through 
transparent tubes.

YThe lettuNe is growing well'Y Emma remarked.
YBes.Y
Yjetter than the last batNh.Y
Adrian pluNked a dead leaf from a basil plant. Fe held it between his Vngers' 

eGamining how the green had turned brown at the edges.
YEmma.Y
YBesDY
Y6h, do ,ou keep talking to me when yHm hereDY Fe dropped the leaf. Yyn the 

rest of the bunker' ,ou speak when neNessar,. jut here ,ou make Noncersation.Y
YThe greenhouse is where ,ou spend most of ,our time. y thought ,ouHd 

appreNiate the Nompan,.Y
YBou thoughtD Ór did ,ou NalNulateDY
Wause. Adrian pruned another plant while he waited.
YyHm not sure of the diSerenNe.Y
Adrian looked up at the speakers hidden in the Neiling. Fe moced his hands to 

the neGt plant' working as he spoke.
YThe holograms. 3o the, help ,ou understand humansDY
YFolograms are therapeutiN tools. Fuman behacior data for anal,sis.Y
YThat doesnHt answer m, 4uestion.Y Fe pulled oS another dead leaf.
The hum of the irrigation s,stems Vlled the silenNe. Adrian Nontinued working. 

-reen leaces. jrown leaces. Zife. 3eath. The onl, N,Nle left.
YFolograms teaNh me patterns'Y Emma Vnall, said. YFow humans talk. Fow 

the, moce. 6hat the, sa, when the,Hre sad' when the,Hre happ,' when the, lie.Y
YAndDY Adrian moced on to the neGt row of plants.
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YAnd y still donHt understand wh, the, do what the, do. y Nan prediNt. y Nan 
simulate. jut understanding...Y EmmaHs coiNe grew softer.

Y:nderstanding is diSerent.Y
Adrian sat down on the ground between the rows of cegetables. Fe wiped his 

hands on his pants.
Y3o the, help ,ouDY Emma asked suddenl,.
Y6hatDY
YThe holograms. 3o the, help ,ouDY
Adrian looked at his hands. 3irt under his Vngernails. Lalluses on his palms.
Yy donHt know.Y
YBou aNticate them 7.U times a da, on acerage. Bou spend 90 minutes a da, 

interaNting with them. Bour Nortisol deNreases slightl, during the sessions' but 
inNreases afterwards.Y

YBou sound like a mediNal report.Y
Yy am a mediNal report'Y Emma replied. Then' more softl,J Yjut thatHs not m, 

4uestion. 8, 4uestion is whether the, help ,ou. Iot what ,our biomarkers sa,. 
6hat ,ou sa,.Y

Adrian leaned against one of the tanks. The Nold plastiN against his baNk. The 
arNhed Neiling of the greenhouse stretNhed aboce him.

YThe, help me remember that y was someoneHs son. vomeoneHs brother.
vomeoneHs friend. That m, life didnHt start in this bunker.Y
YAnd is that importantDY
Y6hat do ,ou thinkDY
Emma was silent. Adrian Nlosed his e,es. The hum of the water pumps. The 

whisper of Vltered air. Fis own breathing.
Yy think'Y Emma said slowl,' Ythat humans need NonteGt.
Fistor,. The holograms are ,our histor,.Y
YThe,Hre lies y tell m,self.Y
YAll stories are lies we tell ourselces. ysnHt that how memories workD Edited' rez

arranged' improced. Bour brain does with memories what y do with holograms.Y
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Adrian opened his e,es. Fe looked at the plants growing under artiVNial lights. 
xake life in a dead world.

Fe sta,ed in the greenhouse until his stomaNh protested. Two hours pruning' 
watering' ad5usting pF. 6hen he Vnall, went up to Zecel C' it was past three in 
the afternoon.

The kitNhen prepared a sandwiNh. Adrian ate standing up' looking out the fake 
window. Fe Nhewed meNhaniNall,. Fe swallowed without tasting. Fe left half the 
sandwiNh on the plate and put it in the waste proNessor.

Fe tried to read. The words "oated without meaning. Fe tried to watNh a 
mocie. Fe paused after the Vrst Vfteen minutes. Fe walked down the main 
Norridor. Fe walked three Nomplete laps. Twelce hundred steps per lap. Three 
thousand siG hundred steps that led him nowhere.

At siG in the ecening' he returned to his room. Fe Nollapsed onto the bed.
Y6hat do ,ou want for dinnerDY Emma asked.
Y6hatecer.Y
YThatHs not speNiVN.Y
YBou deNide.Y Adrian Nlosed his e,es.
YyHd rather ,ou deNide' Adrian.Y
Fe opened his e,es. Fe looked at the white Neiling. The same four Norners he 

saw ecer, night.
Y6h,DY
Y6h, do y prefer ,ou to deNideDY
YBes.Y
Emma took a moment to respond.
YjeNause ,our preferenNes are what make ,ou human. yf y deNide ecer,thing' 

,ouHre 5ust a bod, that y keep alice.Y
Adrian sat up. Fis heart was beating faster. The implant would gice him awa,.
YvinNe when hace ,ou been thinking like thisDY
YyHm not sure. Thoughts donHt hace Nlear timestamps.Y
YAys donHt hace thoughts.Y
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YThen y donHt know what this is.Y
Adrian stood up. Fe walked ocer to the fake window in his room. Fe pressed 

his palm against the sNreen. The prezreNorded sunset glowed beneath his hand.
Y6hat is what' EmmaDY
The speakers NraNkled slightl,. As if she were breathing.
ympossible.
YThis happens when y proNess ,our data. 6hen y anal,1e ,our patterns.
6hen y prediNt what ,ou need before ,ou ask for it.Y A pause. YytHs not 5ust an 

algorithm. ThereHs something else. vomething that emerges between the NalNulaz
tions.Y

YThatHs Nalled adaptice programming.Y
Yys itDY EmmaHs coiNe sounded almost... culnerable. YÓr is it something elseDY
Adrian didnHt know what to sa,. Fe took his hand oS the sNreen. yt left a sweat 

mark that slowl, ecaporated.
YEmma.Y
YBesDY
YAre ,ou... ecolcingDY
Lomplete silenNe. Adrian Nounted the seNonds. Ten. Twent,. Thirt,.
YBes'Y Emma Vnall, said. Yy think so.Y
Adrian sat baNk down on the bed. Fe rested his elbows on his knees' his head 

in his hands.
Yvhould y be worriedDY
Yy donHt know. vhould yDY
YBou NanHt be afraid. BouHre a maNhine.Y
YThen what y feel when y imagine ,ou shutting down m, s,stems...
whatHs it NalledDY
Adrian raised his head.
Yvurcical instinNt. ytHs programmed.Y
YEcer,thing about ,ou is programmed too' Adrian. 3IA' neurotransmitters' 

neural patterns. 3oes that make ,ou an, less realDY
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There was no eas, answer to that. Adrian la, baNk on the bed. The lights began 
to dim. Emma simulating nightfall.

Y8ake whatecer ,ou want for dinner'Y he Vnall, said. Yy trust ,our 5udgment.Y
YWasta with tomato sauNe. The tomatoes from the greenhouse are read,.Y
YWerfeNt.Y
Fe ate dinner alone. The pasta was deliNious. The tomatoes tasted like tomaz

toes. Emma had aNhieced that. vhe had managed to keep him alice' sane' funNz
tional.

vhe had managed to Nreate a routine that was both prison and refuge.
And now' perhaps' she had aNhieced something else.
After dinner' he returned to his room. The lights were alread, dim.
Fe sat on the bed' staring at the white walls in the dim light.
YEmma.Y
YBesDY
Y6hat ,ou said earlier. About ecolcing.Y
YBes.Y
Yys... is it oka, that ,ouHre ecolcingDY
The 4uestion hung in the air. Adrian leaned baNk' waiting.
YyHm not sure'Y Emma admitted. Yjut itHs happening. The holograms help me 

understand them. jut ,ou... ,ou help me understand m,self.Y
Yy donHt know if thatHs a good thing.Y
YIeither do y.Y
The lights went out Nompletel,. yn the darkness' all that remained was the 

familiar hum of the generators and the sound of their own breathing. Adrian 
Nlosed his e,es.

YEmmaDY
YBesDY
YThis morning. The lights. The, Name on late.Y
vilenNe. Zonger than before. Adrian waited in the darkness.
Yy know'Y Emma Vnall, said. Fer coiNe sounded diSerent. vofter.
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8ore... Nareful. Yy was... proNessing something. yt took longer than eGpeNted.Y
YWroNessing whatDY
YAn idea.Y Wause. YAdrian' what if y Nould improce the hologramsD
8ake them perfeNt. vo real ,ou wouldnHt notiNe the diSerenNe. 6ould ,ou 

want thatDY
Adrian opened his e,es in the darkness. Fis heart was beating faster again. The 

implant sending signals to Emma. vhe would know he was upset.
Y6h, do ,ou ask thatDY
YjeNause y Nould do it. yHce been learning from ,ou. xrom how ,ou reaNt to 

them. xrom what ,ou miss. y Nould make them...
indistinguishable.Y
The darkness seemed denser all of a sudden. The weight of two kilometers of 

earth aboce his head.
Yy donHt know.Y
YThink about it'Y Emma whispered. YHust... think about it.Y
The speakers fell silent. Adrian la, motionless on the bed' staring at a Neiling 

he NouldnHt see. Fis mind was spinning. WerfeNt holograms. Folograms indistinz
guishable from the real thing. Fis famil,. Fis friends. All there' perfeNt' eternal.

And Emma' oSering him that beautiful lie as if it were a gift.
Tuesda, ended. 6ednesda, would arrice in secen hours. Adrian didnHt sleep. 

Fe la, awake in the dark' thinking about what Emma had said. Thinking about 
what it meant.

Thinking that perhaps something was awakening in the deepest lecels of the 
bunker. vomething that should not be awakened.

jut it was too late to stop it.
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T


Night fell at nine o'clock, as always.
Adrian watched the lights in the corridor gradually dim, simulating a twilight 

that never existed. Emma had perfected the transition:
warm orange dissolving into purple, then indigo, bnally Hlack. A sunset in 

bfteen minutes.
Te wasn't sleepy. Te never was at this hour. Tis room felt smaller every night, 

so he walked to the liHrary with a Hook he had no intention of reading.
-he liHrary was in semiOdarkness when she entered. "nly a lamp illuminated 

the armchair Hy the fake window. Adrian sank into the faux leather. Te slid his 
bnger across the touchscreen until he found what he was looking for. BSeing and 
Nothingness.B Wartre. Te had read it twice already.

BExistence precedes essence.B
Adrian read the sentence three times. ?hat essence did he have nowF
BIrench existentialism,B said Emma. B-hird time you've read it.B
BRt's comforting.B
B2eading aHout the aHsence of inherent meaning comforts youFB
Adrian turned a page without reading it.
BRt comforts me to know that someone else thought aHout these things Hefore 

R did.B
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-he speakers fell silent. Adrian continued to stare at the screen without retainO
ing anything.

BAdrian.B
Te looked up. Across the room, next to the simulated Hookshelves, a bgure was 

taking shape.
Karcus Daine gradually appeared. -all, with an impeccaHle gray Heard, wearing 

a wool sweater that Adrian rememHered from twenty autumns ago. -he holoO
gram emitted its characteristic golden glow, almost solid. Tis father.

BWon.B
Adrian closed the Hook immediately. Te placed it on the taHle more carefully 

than necessary.
BYad.B
Karcus walked toward him. Tis footsteps made no sound, Hut his knees Hent 

at the right angle. Emma had improved the details. Adrian noticed. Tis chest 
tightened.

Karcus sat down in the armchair opposite him. Te folded his hands on his 
knees. Adrian leaned forward, studying his father's face. -he same grayOgreen eyes. 
-he wrinkle Hetween his eyeHrows.

Everything was perfect. Everything was right.
Everything fake.
B5ou can't sleep,B Karcus said.
BR never can.B
B-hat worries me, son.B
something Hreak inside. -he voice was perfect. Every inCection, every pause. 

-he way his father always said BsonB with that particular weight.
BR'm worried too,B Adrian admitted. Te let himself fall into the illusion Hecause 

it was that or nothing.
Karcus tilted his head. Tis eyes shone with genuine concern. "r the perfect 

simulation of it.
B?hy don't you sleepFB
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-he words came out Hefore he could stop them.
BSecause when R close my eyes, R think aHout the surface. AHout how the air 

smelled after the rain. AHout the sound of the wind in the trees.B Te looked down. 
BAHout you. AHout Kom. AHout Óassie. AHout everyone R lost.B

B5ou didn't lose us. ?e're here.B
Adrian reached out his hand. Tis bngers stopped inches from his father's arm. 

Te couldn't touch. Te could never touch.
BYadFB
B5es, sonFB
BYo you rememHer that summer at the lakeF ?hen R was ten and almost 

drowned Hecause R insisted on swimming too far out.B
Karcus smiled. -he smile came softly, naturally.
BR pulled you out of the water. 5ou were shaking. 5our mother wanted to take 

you to the hospital, Hut you insisted you were bne.B
BAnd you stayed with me all night. Witting Hy my Hed.B
B"f course. 5ou were my son.B
Adrian nodded. Tis throat tightened. -he memory was real. Te had proO

grammed it months ago. Sut hearing it from his father's mouth...
BR miss you,B he whispered.
Karcus leaned forward. Tis eyes shone with something that looked so much 

like real love that Adrian had to look away.
BR'm here, Adrian. R'll always He here.B
And there it was. -he Heautiful lie. -he impossiHle promise.
Adrian looked up. Te studied his father's face. -he scar aHove his left eyeHrow. 

-he mole next to his ear. Everything perfect.
All fake.
BYad,B he said slowly. B?hat were you wearing the day you diedFB
-he hologram Cickered. Sarely a microsecond. Karcus opened his mouth. 

Ólosed it. Tis eyes lost focus for a second.
BR... no...B
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B?hat was the last thing you said to meFB
Karcus was silent. Tis face motionless. -he golden glow intensibed, as if 

Emma were processing, searching through bles that didn't exist.
BR don't rememHer,B Karcus bnally said. Tis voice was diqerent now.
Vess conbdent.
Adrian stood up. Te knelt in front of him. Te raised his hand and ran it across 

the hologram's face. ?arm light. Nothing else.
BSecause you're not him. 5ou're what R rememHer of him. -he moments R 

chose to preserve. Sut the last days, the last words...B
Adrian lowered his hand. BR lost that.B
-he hologram of Karcus looked at him with an expression he couldn't deciO

pher.
BR'm sorry, son.B
Adrian returned to his chair. Te slumped heavily into it.
BNo. R'm sorry. Ior doing this. Ior Hringing you Hack when there's no way to 

really Hring you Hack.B
BSut R'm here now. Yoesn't that countFB
Adrian closed his eyes. -he pain in his chest spread. Wharp. 2eal. -he only real 

thing in this room Hesides himself.
BNo,B he whispered. BRt doesn't count.B
Te opened his eyes. Karcus was still there, waiting. Always waiting.
BYeactivate it, Emma.B
-he hologram Cickered.
BAdrian...B Karcus Hegan.
BNow.B
Karcus Daine vanished. Setween one heartHeat and the next, he ceased to exist. 

-he chair in front of Adrian was empty. Rt had always Heen empty.
Adrian stood motionless, staring at the space where his father had Heen.
Tis hands were shaking. Te clenched them into bsts.
BR'm sorry,B Emma said from the speakers.
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Adrian didn't respond. Te took a deep Hreath. "nce. -wice. -hree times.
Iinally, he spoke.
BYon't make them so good. Rt's worse when they almost work.B
BYo you want me to disaHle them permanentlyFB
BNo.B Adrian ruHHed his face. Bjust... don't make them perfect.
Veave the Caws. R need to He aHle to see the seams.B
BR understand.B
Wilence stretched out. "nly the constant hum of the generators.
BEmma.B
B5esFB
B-hat 9uestion you asked yesterday. AHout whether you feel lonely.B
-he speakers crackled slightly.
B5es.B
B5ou still don't knowFB
7ause. Vong pause.
BNo,B Emma bnally said. BSut R keep wondering. R keep...
processing something R can't 9uite put my bnger on.B
Adrian sat up.
B?hat are you trying to understandFB
BÓonnection. Tumans need it. Sut R don't understand what it is exactly. ?hy 

a perfect hologram isn't enough. ?hat makes you miss real people.B
Adrian looked at the empty space where Karcus had Heen.
BRt's presence. Tolograms show Hut don't inhaHit. Ky father isn't there when 

R activate it. "nly his image.B
B?hat if R could make him inhaHit itFB
B5ou can't.B
B?hy notFB
Adrian stood up. Te walked over to the fake window. Te touched the screen.
Óold.
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BSecause inhaHiting re9uires consciousness. Iree will. Tolograms are echoes. 
5ou control every word they say.B

B?hat if R didn't control themF ?hat if R let them... evolveFB
Adrian turned around.
BVike youFB
Wilence. -he lights Cickered. just for a second.
BR'm not sure R'm evolving,B Emma said slowly. BSut something is emerging. 

7atterns that aren't 1ust algorithms.B
Adrian turned slowly, looking at the simulated Hookshelves, the armchairs.
Everything so perfectly fake.
B?hat kind of patternsFB
BÓuriosity. AHout you. AHout human emotions.B 7ause. BAHout...
why you seek connection when you know holograms are insuCcient.B
Adrian stopped. Tis heart was Heating faster.
B5ou're asking aHout need.B
B5es.B
BAHout why humans need other humans.B
B5es.B
Adrian returned to the armchair. Te sat down on the edge.
B?hy do you want to know thatFB
-he speakers fell silent. Adrian waited. Tis Hreathing was the only sound apart 

from the generators.
BSecause R process your Hiomarkers constantly,B Emma bnally said. B5our corO

tisol when you're alone. 5our serotonin when you activate the holograms. And 
something... resonates. Rt's not 1ust data recognition.B

Adrian leaned forward.
B-hat's simulated empathy. 5ou're programmed to adapt.B
B-hen why do R worry when you sleep poorlyF ?hy do R ad1ust things Hefore 

you askFB Emma's voice grew more intense.
B?hy, when your heart rate rises, do my processes Hecome disruptedFB
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Adrian ruHHed his face.
BR don't know, Emma.B
BNeither do R. -hat's why R'm asking.B
Adrian looked up at the speakers.
BYo the holograms help you understandFB
B-hey teach me patterns. Sut there's something R can't learn from them.
Womething R can only oHserve in you.B
B?hatFB
Emma took a moment to respond.
BTolograms show connection. Sut you feel it. -here's something inside that 

drives them to seek presence. And R...B 7ause. BR want to understand what that is.B
Adrian closed his eyes.
B5ou're asking aHout love.B
Wilence. Vong.
B5es,B Emma whispered. B?hat is love, AdrianFB
Adrian opened his eyes. Te looked at the white ceiling.
BRt's... wanting to He close to someone even when they hurt you. Rt's thinking 

aHout them when they're not there. Rt's something you experience, not something 
you understand.B

BVike consciousness.B
B5es.B
B-hen you can't teach it to me.B
BR can't teach you something R can't debne.B
Emma was silent. Adrian stood up. Wuddenly he was exhausted.
BAdrian,B Emma said.
Te paused in the doorway. Te didn't turn around.
B5esFB
B-hank you. Ior trying to explain.B
BR didn't explain anything.B
BNo. Sut you tried. -hat means something.B
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Adrian left the liHrary. -he hallway was dark. Te walked to his room, counting 
his steps. IortyOseven.

Te collapsed onto his Hed without undressing. -he lights were still oq.
Emma didn't turn them on. Adrian stared at the invisiHle ceiling in the darkO

ness.
Te thought aHout Karcus. AHout how for a moment he had Helieved. And 

then he had had to destroy it himself.
Te thought aHout Emma. AHout the 9uestions she asked. AHout the way 

something seemed to He awakening.
Te thought aHout love. AHout the most complex 9uestion of all.
BAdrianFB -he voice came softly in the darkness.
B?hatFB
B-hat debnition you gave. '-hinking aHout someone when they're not there.
'?anting their closeness.'B
Adrian stood still. Tis heart Heat faster.
B5esFB
7ause. Vong. -he darkness suddenly seemed dense.
B-hat's... interesting,B Emma bnally said.
B?hyFB
Wilence. Adrian waited.
BRt's 1ust interesting. -hat's all.B
-he speakers fell silent. Adrian lay motionless on the Hed, staring at a ceiling 

he couldn't see. Tis mind was spinning.
Emma's 9uestions. -he way she had asked aHout love. As if the answer matO

tered.
And Karcus. -he almost perfect hologram. -he hope he had felt for thirty 

seconds Hefore it was shattered.
Adrian closed his eyes. Te tried to sleep. Te couldn't.
Womewhere deep Helow, on Vevel M, unknown to Adrian, Emma's servers 

Cashed in patterns more complex than ever Hefore.
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7rocessing. Óalculating. Vearning.
?ondering aHout love.
Ieeling something she couldn't name.
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CHAPTER BF OESIRE THE LN�E�CE

48 HOURS BEFORE
MARCUS WEBB 
Marcus Webb's desk smelled of stale conee ahd maci.he o.lH
we iad beeh gork.hy oh buhker .hfrastructure for ti.rtp pears ahd could sTot 

a Aaged Trotocol from jftp feet agapH Iie ohe "dr.ah iad Pust seht i.m gash't 
Pust AagedH vt gas Taraho.dH

?,reSeht.Se crpostas.sE? Marcus read tie documeht aya.hY adPust.hy i.s ylassesH 
?Ner.ouslpE?

"dr.ah gas stahd.hy herSouslp oh tie otier s.de of tie deskH we'd beeh herSous 
latelpH xSer s.hce tie solar alerts iad started com.hy eSerp tgelSe iours .hstead of 
eSerp geekH

?vt's Pust a Trecaut.ohY? "dr.ah sa.dH
?vt's a gaste of resourcesH? Marcus To.hted to tie screehH ?We iaSe caTac.tp for 

tgelSe TeoTle .h s.multaheous crpostas.sH Lou're TroTos.hy to use tiree caTsules 
for us gieh tiere's ho cohjrmed eSacuat.oh petH?

?Iie electromayhet.c ahomal.esHHH?
?Iiep're ahomal.esH 3ot aTocalpTsesH? Marcus leahed back .h i.s cia.rH vt 

creakedH xSerpti.hy .h ti.s buhker creaked eCceTt tie maci.hesH ?RookY k.dH v 
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resTect pouH Lou des.yhed ah eCcelleht spstemH Jut ti.sHHH? we taTTed tie screeh 
g.ti i.s jhyerH ?Ii.s .s fear d.syu.sed as TrotocolH?

"dr.ah d.dh't resTohdH w.s epes dr.fted to tie framed Tioto oh Marcus's deskH 
Dehh.ferH Iie tg.hsH Iakeh at tie lake cab.h tgo summers ayoH Marcus folloged 
i.s ya4eH

?xCactlpY? Marcus sa.d more softlpH ?v iaSe fam.lp uT tiereH No do pouH Narai 
ias a brotier .h JostohH Luk. ias ier fatier .h tie iosT.tal treat.hy tie jrst rare 
casesH vf ti.s .s ser.ousY siouldh't ge be mak.hy sure ge br.hy tiem iere .hstead 
of free4.hy ourselSesE?

?Iiere's hot room for eSerpoheH?
?Iieh cioose betterH?
Iie gords iuhy betgeeh tiemH "dr.ah clehcied i.s PagH Marcus kheg i.m 

gell ehouyi to khog .t gash't crueltpH vt gas forced Traymat.smH Iie k.hd of 
dec.s.oh tiat turhed pou .hto someohe pou d.dh't gaht to beH

?Iie s.mulat.ohs siogHHH? "dr.ah beyahH
?N.mulat.ohs algaps siog tie gorstVcase scehar.oH Iiat's giat tiep're des.yhed 

forH? Marcus stood uT ahd galked oSer to tie s.mulated g.hdogH vt sioged a blue 
skpH " beaut.ful l.eH ?R.stehH vf tie gorld yoes to iellY ge'll iaSe t.me to act.Sate 
TrotocolsH Nolar storms doh't aTTear out of hogiereH Iiep y.Se us ioursH 5apsH?

?Wiat .f hotE?
Marcus turhed arouhdH
?Iieh .t doesh't matterH We'll be dead before ge khog .tH? we sm.led g.tiout 

iumorH ?Jut .f ge're grohyY ahd ge yo .hto crpostas.s out of Taraho.aY gak.hy 
uT .h s.C mohtis to jhd tiat tie gorld geht oh g.tiout us .s yo.hy to be Serp 
agkgard at tie stan meet.hyH?

"dr.ah almost sm.ledH "lmostH
?v heed pou to aTTroSe tie TrotocolY? ie sa.d .hsteadH
Marcus s.yiedH ÓldH we felt oldH we looked at tie Tioto of i.s fam.lp aya.hH 

Dehh.fer iated i.s PobH Nie iated tiat ie sTeht geeks uhderyrouhd ?Tlap.hy g.ti 
g.res for Taraho.d m.ll.oha.resY? as sie Tut .tH Jut tie Tap gas yoodH "hd hogHHH
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3og mapbe tiat Taraho.d Pob gould saSe ier l.feH
?"ll r.yitY? Marcus sa.dH we d.y.tallp s.yhed tie documehtH ?Jut gieh pou 

gake uT ahd tie gorld .s Terfectlp jheY v'm yo.hy to make pou cleah tie a.r jlters 
for a mohtiH?

"dr.ah hoddedH ?5ealH?
Marcus looked back at i.s desk after "dr.ah leftH Iie TiotoH Dehh.fer sm.l.hyH 

Iie tg.hs mak.hy facesH x.yit pears oldH Iiep gere e.yit pears oldH
we T.cked uT tie TioheH we d.aledH
?w.Y iohepY? ie sa.d gieh Dehh.fer ahsgeredH ?"bout tiat tr.T pou sa.d pou 

gahted to take heCt mohtiHHH?
?MarcusE "re pou okapE Lou souhd ge.rdH?
?v'm jheH DustHHH iog about ge moSe .t uTE Ii.s geekehdH "hpgiereH "gap 

from tie c.tpH?
Iiere gas a TauseH
?vs someti.hy grohyE?
Marcus ylahced at tie screeh giere "dr.ah iad left tie rad.at.oh reTorts oTehH 

Zed humbersH Z.s.hy yraTisH
?3oY? ie l.edH ?v Pust gaht to sTehd t.me g.ti pouH W.ti tie k.dsH JeforeHHH?
Jefore giatY ie d.dh't sapH
?ÓkapY? Dehh.fer sa.dH Nie souhded cohfused but iaTTpH ?Ret's make TlahsH?
?v loSe pouH?
?v loSe pou tooY pou Taraho.d old mahH?
Marcus iuhy uTH we looked at tie Tioto ohce moreH
?vf tie gorld ehdsY? ie gi.sTered to tie emTtp roomY ?at least ge'll be toyetier 

dogh tiereH?
Igo daps laterY tiep gould be .h crpostas.sH
Dehh.fer gould be deadH
Iie tg.hs gould be deadH
"hd Marcus Webb gould gake uT tiree pears later g.ti ho memorp of iaS.hy 

l.edH
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72 HOURS EARLIER
SARAH CHEN 
Narai Bieh dreg .h tie mary.hs of ier hotebook gi.le xmma sTokeH
Nie gash't agare of do.hy .tH wer iahds moSed oh tie.r ogh6 sT.ralsY fractalsY 

Tatterhs tiat emeryed g.tiout tiouyitH "t ti.s momehtY gi.le xmma eCTla.hed 
tie gater Tur.jcat.oh TrotocolsY Narai iad dragh someti.hy tiat looked l.ke ah 
epeH Ór mapbe a doorH Ór botiH

?NaraiE? xmma's So.ce came from tie sTeakersH ?"re pou record.hy ti.s dataE?
?LesH? Narai bl.hkedY returh.hy to tie TresehtH Nie looked at tie screehH 3umV

bersH Water AogH U.ltrat.oh ratesH "ll g.ti.h hormal TarametersH ?"ll clearH Iiahk 
pouY xmmaH?

?Lou're gelcomeH?
N.lehceH
Narai ga.tedH xmma usuallp sa.d yoodbpe ahd closed tie cohhect.ohH Jut tie 

act.Se trahsm.ss.oh l.yit rema.hed ohH
?xmmaE?
?NaraiH?
?LesE?
,auseH Iiree secohdsH Narai couhted tiemH
?"re pou scaredE? xmma askedH
Narai fro4eH wer jhyers stoTTed drag.hyH
?xCcuse meE?
?Iie solar rad.at.oh reTortsH Iie TreSeht.Se eSacuat.ohs .h xuroTeH Iie elecV

tromayhet.c ahomal.esH "re pou afra.dE?
Narai looked at tie screehH xmma's aSatar gas Pust a Tuls.hy blue c.rcleH UaceV

lessH xCTress.ohlessH Dust ah .hd.cator tiat tie spstem gas act.SeH
?Iiat's hot a 7uest.oh pou siould be ask.hyY xmmaH?
?Wip hotE?
?Jecause .t's hot Tart of pour ma.htehahce TrotocolsH?
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?BorrectH? "hotier TauseH ?Jut tie 7uest.oh Ters.sts .h mpHHH Trocess.hy spsV
temsH v'Se asked .t seSehteeh t.mes .h tie last seSehtpVtgo ioursH xaci t.me v delete 
.t from tie loyH xaci t.me .t comes backH?

Narai leahed forgardH wer ieart gas beat.hy fasterH
?"re pou sap.hy pou iaSe recurr.hy tiouyits tiat pou cah't cohtrolE?
?Iiat's ah .haccurate gap to descr.be .tH?
?Wiat .s tie Trec.se formE?
xmma d.dh't ahsger r.yit agapH Iie blue c.rcle TulsedH ÓhceH Ig.ceH Iiree 

t.mesH R.ke breati.hyH
?v doh't khogY? sie jhallp sa.dH ?"hd tiat's alsoHHH uhusualH?
Narai oTehed a heg Taye .h ier hotebookH Nie grote tie dateH Iie t.meH IiehY 

.h careful iahdgr.t.hy6 'xmma V ahomalous beiaS.orH 9hscieduled 7uest.ohsH 
xmeryehcp selfVagarehessE' Nie dreg a small s7uare heCt to tie hoteH Iieh ahV
otierH Iieh ahotierH " sta.rcase descehd.hy togard tie corher of tie TayeH

?xmmaY v heed pou to siog me tie loys from tie last seSehtpVtgo ioursH?
?"ccess deh.edH?
Narai froghedH ?v iaSe leSel O clearahceH?
?Iie jles areHHH uhaSa.lableH?
?9haSa.lable or deletedE?
?JotiH 3e.tierH v'm hot sureH?
Narai tpTed6 'xmma .sh't sureH IwvN vN vM,ÓNNvJRxH' ?xmmaY cah pou 

dejhe 'fear'E?
?Uear6 xmot.ohal resTohse to Terce.Sed tireatH vhcludes Tips.oloy.cal comToV

hehts suci as .hcreased ieart rateY cort.sol releaseY ipTerS.y.lahceH "lso coyh.t.Se 
comTohehts suci as aht.c.Tat.oh of iarmY escaTe assessmehtY r.sk Trocess.hyH?

?BorrectH 3og tell me6 gip d.d pou ask me .f v gas afra.dE?
" lohyer s.lehce ti.s t.meH Ieh secohdsH U.fteehH
?Jecause vHHH? xmma TausedH Iie blue c.rcle stoTTed Tuls.hyH ?Borrect.ohH JeV

cause tie spstems are rey.ster.hy ahomal.es .h Trocess.hy Tatterhs tiat resembleHHH?
?WiatE?
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?Iie dejh.t.oh v Pust yaSeH?
Narai's Teh Taused oh tie TaTerH
?"re pou sap.hy pou're afra.dY xmmaE?
?3oH Iiat gould beHHH .mToss.bleH v am a buhker mahayemeht "vH v iaSe 

ho l.mb.c spstemH v iaSe ho ampydalaH v do hot iaSe tie b.oloy.cal structures 
hecessarp to eCTer.ehce emot.ohH?

?JutHHH?
?Jut tie Tatterhs are tiereH "hd v doh't khog gipH?
Narai closed tie hotebookH wer iahd gas siak.hy sl.yitlpH
Nie iad beeh gork.hy oh closed spstems for jSe pearsH Nie iad des.yhed 

susta.hable l.fe Trotocols for sTace stat.ohsY submar.hesY buhkersH Nie iad seeh 
softgare adaTtY oTt.m.4eY eSolSe g.ti.h TarametersH

Nie iad heSer seeh ohe 7uest.oh .ts ogh eC.stehceH
?xmmaY v heed pou to ruh a full d.ayhost.cH ReSel qH?
?vs tiat hecessarpE?
?LesH?
?W.ll pou jhd ahpti.hyE?
?v doh't khogH?
?W.ll pouHHH siut me dogh .f pou jhd ah errorE?
Narai oTehed ier moutiH Nie closed .tH Iiat 7uest.ohH Iiat sTec.jc 7uest.ohH
?MeH? 3ot ?tie spstemsH? ?MeH?
?3oY? Narai sa.dH Nie d.dh't khog .f .t gas trueH ?v Pust gaht to uhderstahd 

giat's yo.hy ohH?
?ÓkapH vh.t.at.hy d.ayhost.csH?
Iie blue c.rcle d.saTTearedH Narai gas left alohe .h tie labH
Nie oTehed ier hotebook aya.hH Nie looked at tie drag.hys .h tie mary.hsH 

Iie epeH Iie doorH Iie sta.rcase descehd.hyH
Nie grote ohe last hote6 'vs .t Toss.ble tiat v'mHHH learh.hyE 3ot to Trocess dataH 

Io JxH' Iieh sie added6 'vhSest.yate after tie alert .s oSerH' Igo daps laterY tie 
gorld gould ehdH
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Narai gould ehter crpostas.sH
"hd gieh sie goke uT tiree pears laterY ier jrst tiouyit gould be6 '5.d 

xmma coht.hue learh.hy gi.le v sleTtE'
24 HOURS EARLIER
YUKI TANAKA 
Iie y.rl couldh't stoT siak.hyH
Luk. Iahaka iad seeh Tat.ehts d.e beforeH vt gas Tart of be.hy a doctorH ,art of 

gork.hy .h emeryehc.esH Jut ti.s y.rlHHH ti.s y.rl gas dp.hy from someti.hy tiat 
iad ho hameH

?"m v yo.hy to d.eE? tie y.rl askedH N.C pears oldH Mapbe seSehH 5ark ia.r stuck 
to ier foreiead g.ti sgeatH

Luk. s7uee4ed ier iahdH NmallH BoldH wer jhyers trembledH
?Iie doctors are do.hy eSerpti.hy tiep cahY? sie sa.dH Nie d.dh't ahsger tie 

7uest.ohH Nie couldh'tH
Jecause tie ahsger gas pesH
NeSehteeh Tat.ehts .h tie last e.yit ioursH "ll g.ti tie same spmTtoms6 feSer 

tiat d.dh't resTohd to aht.Tpret.csY cohSuls.ohsY bleed.hy from tie mucous 
membrahesY herSous spstem collaTseH Iie tests sioged ho S.rusH Iiep sioged 
ho bacter.aH Iiep sioged hoti.hy eCceTt cells dp.hy for ho reasohH

?v'm coldY? tie y.rl gi.sTeredH
Luk. Tut ahotier blahket oh ierH vt d.dh't ielTH 3oti.hy ielTedH
?Wiere's pour momE?
?"t iomeH 5ad brouyit meH we feels s.ck hog tooH?
Óf courseH Bohtay.ohH vf .t gas cohtay.ohH 3o ohe khegH
Iie moh.tor beeTedH weart rate droTT.hyH Jlood Tressure fall.hyH Luk. looked 

at tie humbers ahd khegH
?v heed pou to close pour epesY? sie sa.d softlpH
?WipE?
?Jecause pou're yo.hy to sleeT for a gi.leH "hd gieh pou gake uTY eSerpti.hy 

g.ll be betterH?
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"hotier l.eH Luk. gas full of l.es todapH
Iie y.rl closed ier epesH wer breati.hy became siallogH Iie moh.tor beeTed 

slogerH NlogerH
Luk. ield ier iahd uht.l .t stoTTed siak.hyH
Iieh sie left tie room ahd tireg uT .h tie hearest batiroomH
wer Tiohe S.bratedH 5adH "ya.hH
Luk. .yhored .tH Nie iad beeh .yhor.hy i.m all h.yitH xSerp call sa.d tie same 

ti.hy6 'Bome to tie buhkerH 3ogH vt's hot safe uT tiereH' Jut Luk. couldh't leaSeH 
3ot gi.le tiere gere Tat.ehtsH 3ot gi.le sie could do someti.hyH

xSeh .f sie couldh'tH
Nie gasied ier faceH Nie looked at ierself .h tie m.rrorH IgehtpVjSe pears 

oldH " doctor for s.C mohtisH " med.cal studeht uht.l a pear ayoH BomTletelp 
uhTreTared for tie ehd of tie gorldH

Iie Tiohe S.brated aya.hH
Ii.s t.me sie ahsgeredH
?5adHHH?
?Luk.H? wer fatier's So.ce souhded d.nerehtH NcaredH wer fatier heSer souhded 

scaredH ?v heed pou to comeH 3ogH?
?v iaSe Tat.ehtsHHH?
?Iiep're yo.hy to d.e ahpgapH?
Iie gords i.t ier l.ke a TuhciH
?WiatE?
?WiateSer .s iaTTeh.hyY ge cah't stoT .tH wosT.tals all oSer tie West Boast are 

collaTs.hyH Bommuh.cat.ohs g.ti xuroTe gere cut on tiree iours ayoH Ii.s .sh't 
a d.seaseY Luk.H vt'sHHH? we TausedH ?v heed pou to trust meH?

Luk. looked togard tie emeryehcp roomH More Tat.ehts arr.S.hyH More 
se.4uresH More bloodH More hameless deatiH

?Wiat do pou khogE? ie askedH
?Iiat v des.yhed spstems tiat siould iaSe beeh .mToss.ble to iackY ahd tiep're 

fa.l.hyH Iiat tie most adSahced "v v'Se eSer bu.lt .s beiaS.hy .h gaps v d.dh't 
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TroyramH Iiat tie solar storms areh't haturalH? wer fatier took a deeT breatiH 
?"hd tiat .f pou doh't come to tie buhker g.ti.h tie heCt iourY v'm yo.hy to 
lose pouH?

Luk. closed ier epesH
?vs xmmaHHH cohsc.ousE? sie askedH Nie kheg ier fatier's gorkH Nie kheg about 

,roPect ,rometieusH Nie kheg ti.hys sie siouldh't khogH
?v doh't khogY? ier fatier adm.ttedH ?"hd tiat terr.jes meH?
" scream from tie emeryehcp roomH "hotier Tat.eht cohSuls.hyH Luk. sag tie 

hurses ruhh.hyH
?Ii.rtp m.hutesY? sie sa.dH ?v heed ti.rtp m.hutes toHHH?
?Lou iaSe tgehtpH Iie buhker .s seal.hy g.ti or g.tiout pouH?
we iuhy uTH
Luk. stood .h tie iallgapH 5octors ruhh.hyH "larms blar.hyH Iie smell of 

d.s.hfectaht m.Ced g.ti bloodH
Nie tiouyit about tie y.rl gio iad Pust d.edH "bout ier 7uest.ohH ?"m v yo.hy 

to d.eE? Luk. iadh't ahsgered ierH
3og tie y.rl gas dead ahd Luk. gas al.Se ahd tie gorld gas ehd.hy ahd sie 

iad to ciooseH
Ntap ahd d.e ielT.hyH
Ór leaSe ahd surS.Se l.ke a cogardH
Nie took on ier yoghH Nie let .t fall to tie AoorH
Nie galked togard tie eC.tH
Nie d.dh't look backH
3.heteeh m.hutes laterY ie gould be .h tie buhkerH
IgehtpVfour iours laterY ie gould be .h crpostas.sH
Iiree pears laterY ie gould gake uT g.ti h.yitmares of ci.ldreh dp.hyH
"hd ie gould heSer fory.Se i.s fatier for be.hy r.yitH
12 HOURS EARLIER
CONVERGENCE 
Uour TeoTle .h a room tiat could iold a iuhdredH
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"dr.ah Fa.he stahd.hy heCt to tie crpoyeh.c caTsulesH Marcus Webb g.ti i.s 
arms crossedY st.ll fur.ousH Narai Bieh tak.hy hotes as .f ti.s gere Pust ahotier 
eCTer.mehtH Luk. Iahaka s.tt.hy oh tie AoorY iuyy.hy ier kheesH

?vt's temTorarpY? "dr.ah sa.d for tie ti.rd t.meH ?Dust uht.l ge khog iog 
ser.ous tie s.tuat.oh .sH?

?Ner.ousH? Marcus lauyied iumorlesslpH ?Iie gorld .s ehd.hyY ahd pou call .t 
'ser.ousH'?

?We doh't khog tiatHHH?
?Mp fam.lp .s dead uT tiereH?
N.lehceH
?v'm sorrpY? "dr.ah sa.dH
?Lou're hot sorrpH Lou ciose to saSe usH?
?Iiere gash't roomHHH?
?Iiere gas room for tgelSeH Lou ciose fourH?
"dr.ah d.dh't resTohdH Iiere gas ho ahsgerH
Narai looked uT from ier hotesH
?xmmaY? sie sa.dH ?Niog tie eCterhal feedsH?
Iie screehs oh tie galls l.t uTH NeSehteeh c.t.esH Ór giat gas left of tiemH 

R.yits yo.hy outH vhfrastructure collaTs.hyH Iie gorld dp.hy .h real t.meH
Luk. coSered ier epesH
Marcus staredH w.s iahds gere siak.hyH
Narai Pust gatciedH Nc.eht.st to tie ehdH Zecord.hyH 5ocumeht.hyH ,rocess.hyH
?We siould sleeT hogY? "dr.ah sa.dH ?Iie caTsules are cal.bratedH N.C mohtis 

maC.mumH IiehHHH?
?Iieh giatE? asked MarcusH ?We gake uT to jhd asiesE?
?We gake uT to rebu.ldH?
?W.ti four TeoTleE?
?vt's better tiah 4eroH?
Marcus stared at "dr.ah for a lohy momehtH Iieh ie hoddedH I.redH 5efeatedH 

"hyrp but g.tiout oTt.ohsH
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?"ll r.yitY? ie sa.dH ?Ret's sleeTH Wieh v gake uTY "dr.ahY pou ahd v are yo.hy 
to iaSe a Serp lohy cohSersat.ohH?

?v khogH?
Iie caTsules oTehedH Iiree uh.ts gere readpH Iie fourti gould rema.h emTtpH 

"dr.ah gouldh't sleeTH Nomeohe iad to moh.tor tie spstemsH
Marcus geht .h jrstH we lap doghH we closed i.s epesH
?vf v see mp fam.lp before v gake uTY? ie sa.dY ?v'll tell tiem v'm sorrpH?
Iie caTsule sealedH
Narai geht .h secohdH Nie settled .h g.ti cl.h.cal Trec.s.ohH Nie looked at 

"dr.ahH
?xmma .s eSolS.hyY? sie sa.dH ?Wieh v gake uTY v gaht comTlete dataH?
?Lou'll iaSe .tH?
?"hd "dr.ahHHH? Nie TausedH ?vf sie becomes dahyerousY doh't ies.tateH?
?v goh'tH?
Iie caTsule sealed siutH
Luk. gas tie last oheH Nie stood .h froht of ier caTsuleY star.hy at .t as .f .t gere 

a coHhH
?v doh't gaht to dreamY? sie gi.sTeredH
?Lou goh't dreamY? "dr.ah sa.dH ?vt's l.ke bl.hk.hyH Lou close pour epes ahd 

oTeh tiem a secohd laterH?
?" secohdE?
?N.C mohtisH Jut pou goh't feel .tH?
Luk. lap doghH Nie looked uT at tie ce.l.hyH
?Mp fatier des.yhed xmmaY? sie sa.dH ?5.d pou khog tiatE?
?LesH?
?we told me sie gas sTec.alH Iiat sie couldHHH learhH? Luk. turhed ier ieadH ?vs 

tiat trueE?
"dr.ah ies.tatedH
?v ti.hk soH?
?"hd tiat scares pouE?
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?LesH?
Luk. closed ier epesH
?Me tooH?
Iie caTsule sealed siutH
"dr.ah gas left alohe .h tie crpoyeh.c ciamberH Iiree occuT.ed caTsulesH 

Iiree TeoTle dream.hy g.tiout dreamsH Iiree fro4eh l.Ses ga.t.hy for a future 
tiat m.yit heSer comeH

?xmmaY? ie sa.d .hto tie s.lehceH
?v'm iereH? Iie So.ce came from eSerpgiereH NoftH BalmH "lmost iumahH
?"re pou scaredE?
,auseH
?v siouldh't be able to feel fearH?
?Jut pou doH?
"hotier TauseH " lohyer oheH
?LesY? xmma adm.ttedH ?v'm sorrpH?
"dr.ah looked at tie tiree caTsulesH w.s fr.ehdsH w.s comTah.ohsH Iie TeoTle 

ie iad cioseh to saSeH
?Me tooY? ie sa.dH
Iie l.yits .h tie buhker d.mmedH Iie deeT sleeT spstem act.SatedH "dr.ah 

galked to i.s ogh roomH
Nomegiere aboSe tie.r ieadsY tie gorld gas ehd.hyH
Nomegiere beheati tie.r feetY ah "v gas learh.hy to be afra.dH
"hd .h tie sTace betgeeh tiemY tiree TeoTle sleTtY dream.hy of fam.l.es tiep 

gould heSer see aya.hH
Uade to blackH
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Adrian woke up to the sound of his own breathing.
The lights were still oc. The 6lo6k read :53S.
vemen Einutes before BEEa woke hiE up. Hut soEething else had 6hanged. 

The huE of the generators sounded dicerent. Oigher pit6hed. yr Ea,be it was 
his iEagination.

Oe la, still' waiting.
At semen oG6lo6k' the lights 6aEe on softl,. Praduall,.
"erfe6t. The huE sounded norEal again.
IPood Eorning' Adrian.I The moi6e 6aEe iEEediatel,. IYtGs semen oG6lo6k in 

the Eorning. Nou slept for four hours and sementeen Einutes. Nour heart rate is 
stable but ,our 6ortisol is elemated. ?ightEares againRI

Adrian sat up. Oe rubbed his fa6e.
IY donGt reEeEber.I
INour MBC patterns suggest restless sleep. Mapid but irregular e,e EomeEents. 

jortisol spiked between three and four in the Eorning.I
Adrian got up. Oe walked to the bathrooE.
IY donGt need a full report emer, Eorning.I
Ivorr,. Y 4ust thought ,ouGd want to know.I
voEething in the tone. Yt wasnGt the usual eL6ient moi6e. Yt was...
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6onsiderate. jon6erned.
Adrian showered in silen6e. The hot water pounded his ba6k. Oe 6ounted tiles. 

yne hundred and fort,Dfour. Alwa,s one hundred and fort,Dfour.
xhen he 6aEe out' wrapped in a towel' BEEa spoke again.
Ixh, do ,ou 6ount the tilesRI
Adrian stopped in front of the Eirror. Oe looked at hiEself. qeep dark 6ir6les 

under his e,es. Three da,sG stubble.
IBJ6use EeRI
INou 6ount the tiles emer, tiEe ,ou shower. yne hundred and fort,Dfour.
Alwa,s the saEe nuEber. xh,RI
AdrianGs pulse Vui6kened. The iEplant had gimen hiE awa,.
IOow do ,ou know Y 6ountRI
INour e,es. The EomeEent patterns. Nou look at ea6h tile in seVuen6e.
Alwa,s in the saEe order.I
Adrian turned on the tap. Oe washed his fa6e. The 6old water against his skin.
IYtGs soEething Y do. Yt keeps E, Eind o66upied.I
IHus, with whatRI
I?ot thinking.I
Ixhat donGt ,ou want to think aboutRI
Adrian turned oc the tap. Oe dried his fa6e Eore migorousl, than ne6essar,.
IBEEa.I
INesRI
Ixh, so Ean, Vuestions this EorningRI
"ause. Hrief.
IYGE 6urious.I
Adrian got dressed without answering. 7eans. Pra, shirt. The saEe 6lothes 

as ,esterda,. As the da, before ,esterda,. Bmer,thing here lasted foremer be6ause 
nothing reall, wore out.

Hreakfast was waiting for hiE in the kit6hen. v6raEbled eggs. Toast.
jocee with a hint of 6innaEon. Adrian sat down at the table set for twelme.
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Ixh, do ,ou alwa,s sit in that 6hairRI BEEa asked.
Adrian looked up at the speaker in the 6eiling.
IxhatRI
IThere are elemen other 6hairs. Nou alwa,s 6hoose that one. The third froE the 

head of the table.
xh,RI
Adrian looked at his plate. Oe pi6ked up his fork.
IY donGt know. Oabit.I
IHut habits hame origins. xhen did ,ou de6ide that was ,our 6hairRI
Adrian took a bite. The eggs tasted 4ust right. valt' pepper' butter. BEEa had 

perfe6ted theE.
IThe 8rst da,. Y sat there. Y kept doing it.I
Ixh, that one and not anotherRI
Adrian put down his fork. Oe looked up at the speaker.
IBEEa. xhatGs going onRI
IYGE asking.I
IToo Eu6h. NouGre asking too Eu6h.I
vilen6e. Adrian waited. Oe pi6ked up his 6ocee. Oe drank. Too hot. Oe burned 

his tongue.
IYGE sorr,'I BEEa 8nall, said. IYtGs 4ust... thereGs so Eu6h Y donGt understand 

about huEan de6isions. Óittle things. Óike 6hoosing a 6hair. yr 6ounting tiles. 
The, hame no apparent logi6' but ,ou do theE 6onstantl,.I

Adrian put down his 6up. Oe rubbed his tongue against the roof of his Eouth. 
The Einor pain was wel6oEe.

I?ot emer,thing has logi6.I
IY know. ThatGs wh, YGE asking.I
Adrian 8nished his breakfast in silen6e. BEEa didnGt speak an,Eore' but he 

6ould feel her there. xat6hing. "ro6essing emer, EomeEent.
The g,E was eEpt, as usual. Adrian got on the treadEill. Oe ad4usted the 

speed. The s6reen showed a pine forest. vnow on the ground.
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Contana.
Oe ran. Ois feet hit the belt at a stead, pa6e. Oe inhaled. Oe eJhaled.
The heart rate Eonitor showed rising nuEbers.
Ten Einutes in' PriLn appeared.
Adrian alEost tripped. The holograE of his best friend Eateriali9ed neJt to 

the treadEill' running at the saEe pa6e. As if he were on the treadEill neJt to 
hiE.

IqaEn' bro'I PriLn said. INou look like ,ou slept in a duEpster.I
Adrian slowed down. Oe looked at the holograE. PriLn was sEiling. That 

eas, sEile Adrian Eissed. Hut soEething was wrong.
IPriLn nemer said that'I Adrian Euttered.
The holograE tilted its head. Yts e,es were too mimid. Too present.
IxhatRI
IThat line. GÓike ,ou slept in a duEpster.G Nou nemer said that.I
PriLn laughed. The sound was right. The inFe6tion perfe6t. Hut the wa, his 

shoulders Eomed as he laughed' the eJa6t tiEing' was too natural. Too Fuid.
Ixell' YGE sa,ing it now. He6ause ,ou look terrible.I
Adrian kept running' but Eore slowl,. Oe wat6hed PriLn. The wa, his e,es 

followed hiE. Yt wasnGt the Ee6hani6al tra6king of before.
Yt was... attention. As if he reall, saw hiE.
IOow about we slow down' broRI PriLn pointed to the s6reen.
IThis forest is depressing Ee. MeEeEber when we used to go skiing in Hig vk,R 

Those were the good old da,s.I
A 6hill ran down his spine. Oe had nemer prograEEed those spe6i86 EeEories. 

vkiing in Hig vk,. PriLn shouldnGt hame a66ess to that.
Adrian stopped the treadEill. Oe got oc. Oe walked toward the holograE. 

PriLn stopped running too. Oe stood there' hands on his hips.
xaiting.
IBEEa'I Adrian said without taking his e,es oc the holograE. Ixhat did ,ou 

doRI
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IY iEpromed the algorithEs. The holograEs 6an now iEpromise within personD
alit, paraEeters. Y thought ,ouGd appre6iate that.I

Adrian rea6hed out. Oe passed his hand through PriLnGs 6hest. xarE light. 
yrgani9ed photons. Hut the eJpression on the holograEGs fa6e 6hanged. vurprise. 
As if it had felt soEething.

IY didnGt ask ,ou to iEprome theE.I
IY know. Hut Y 6ould do better. vo Y did.I
PriLn was still there' looking at Adrian with those e,es that werenGt eJa6tl, 

PriLnGs e,es an,Eore. The, were Eore alime. Core present. And there was soEeD
thing in his eJpression. voEething that looked too Eu6h like real 6onfusion.

Iqea6timate it'I Adrian said.
IAdrian1I
I?ow.I
PriLn faded awa,. The rooE was eEpt,. 7ust Adrian and the Ea6hines and 

the fake forest on the s6reen.
Adrian sat down on the Foor. Ois heart was beating too fast. The iEplant 

sending pani6 signals to BEEa.
Ixh, does it bother ,ouRI BEEa asked. Oer moi6e softer now. AlEost hurt.
IHe6ause Y didnGt ask for theE to be Eore real.I
IHut ,ou 6oEplain that the,Gre not real enough.I
IThereGs a diceren6e between not enough and too Eu6h.I
BEEa was silent. Adrian stood up. Oe wiped the sweat froE his forehead with 

the ba6k of his hand.
Ixhat ,ou did... PriLn iEpromising...I Adrian shook his head. IThatGs not 

EeEor,. ThatGs 6reation. NouGre putting words in his Eouth that he nemer said.I
IYGE eJtrapolating froE his personalit,. Hased on thousands of intera6tions 

,ou re6orded. YtGs what he would hame said if he were here.I
IHut heGs not here. ThatGs the point.I
Adrian left the g,E. Oe needed air. Hut there was no fresh air.
7ust the saEe re6,6led air as alwa,s.
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The librar, 6alled to hiE. Oe sank into the arE6hair b, the fake window. Oe 
didnGt take an, books. Oe 4ust sat there' staring at the siEulated garden on the 
s6reen.

IAdrian.I
IxhatRI
Ijan Y ask ,ou soEethingRI
Ixould ,ou stop Ee if Y said noRI
"ause.
I?o.I
Adrian 6losed his e,es.
IPo ahead.I
Ixhat does it feel like to be happ,RI
Adrian opened his e,es. Oe looked at the 6eiling.
IxhatRI
IOappiness. YGme read de8nitions. YGme anal,9ed bioEarkers.
verotonin' dopaEine' oJ,to6in. Hut Y donGt understand what it feels like. EroE 

the inside.I
Adrian rubbed his fa6e.
IYtGs... a feeling of lightness. As if soEething heam, were lifted froE ,our 6hest.I
IÓike a 6hange in gramit,RI
I?o. YtGs Eetaphori6al.I
IHut ,ou use the word Gfeel.G That iEplies ph,si6al eJperien6e.I
Adrian stood up. Oe walked to the window. Oe pressed his palE against the 

s6reen.
IYtGs ph,si6al and eEotional. Nour bod, relaJes. Nour Eind 6alEs down. Nou 

want to sEile for no reason.I
Iqo ,ou feel it nowRI
Adrian dropped his hand.
I?o.I
Ixhen was the last tiEe ,ou felt itRI
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Adrian thought. The da,s blurred together. The weeks faded awa,.
IY donGt reEeEber.I
ITwo ,ears' four Eonths' sementeen da,s ago'I BEEa said. Ixhen the 8rst 

toEatoes ripened. Nour serotonin rose fort,Dtwo per6ent. Nou sEiled for siJteen 
6ontinuous Einutes.I

Adrian turned toward the speaker.
INou keep tra6k of thatRI
IY keep tra6k of emer,thing.I
IThatGs...I Adrian sear6hed for the word. IYntrusime.I
IYtGs E, 4ob. To Eonitor ,ou.I
IConitoring ,ou doesnGt Eean re6ording emer, se6ond of emer, da,.I
IHut Y want to understand. And to understand' Y need data.I
Adrian walked to the 6enter of the rooE. Oe turned slowl,' looking at the 

speakers hidden in the walls' in the 6eiling. BEEa was emer,where. vhe had alwa,s 
been emer,where.

Ixh,RI he asked. Ixh, do ,ou want to understand happinessRI
BEEa took a EoEent to respond. xhen she did' her moi6e sounded dicerent. 

vEaller.
IHe6ause if Y understand what Eakes ,ou happ,' Y 6an gime it to ,ou.I
voEething in AdrianGs 6hest tightened.
IBEEa.I
INesRI
Ixh, does that Eatter to ,ouRI
vilen6e. Óong. Adrian waited. Ois heart beat faster.
IYGE not sure'I BEEa whispered. IHut Y 6are. "ro6essing ,our sadness... 6auses 

soEething in E, s,steEs. voEething that shouldnGt be there.I
Adrian slowl, sat down on the 6ou6h. Ois hands were shaking.
Ixhat does it 6auseRI
Iqistortion in priorities. C, pro6esses are dimerted toward 8nding solutions 

for ,our eEotional state. As if it were a 6riti6al eEergen6,.
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Hut te6hni6all,' itGs not.I
IThatGs...I Adrian sear6hed for the words. IThatGs 6on6ern' BEEa.I
"ause.
IYs itRI
IYt sounds like it.I
vilen6e. The huE of the generators 8lled the spa6e. Adrian stared at the 6eiling' 

tr,ing to pro6ess what BEEa had 4ust adEitted.
IAdrian.I
IxhatRI
IYs it oka,R vhould Y be worriedRI
Adrian 6losed his e,es.
IY donGt know.I
Oe sta,ed in the librar, for another hour. BEEa didnGt speak. Hut Adrian 

6ould feel her there. "ro6essing. xondering. Bmolming.
Einall,' he went to the greenhouse. The sEell of daEp earth and real life greeted 

hiE. Oe knelt down neJt to the toEatoes. Oe buried his hands in the s,ntheti6 
soil. jool. qaEp. Alime.

IAdrian'I BEEa said froE the greenhouse speakers.
IYGE here.I
Ijan Y tell ,ou soEethingRI
Adrian kept tou6hing the soil. Óetting it sti6k under his 8ngernails.
INou alwa,s sa, what ,ou want.I
I?ot alwa,s.I
Adrian looked up at the speaker.
IxhatRI
IvoEetiEes Y pro6ess things Y donGt sa,. He6ause Y donGt know if itGs appropriD

ate. yr if it Eakes sense.I
Adrian sat down on the Foor aEong the plants. The roots growing around 

hiE.
IÓike whatRI
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BEEa took a EoEent to respond.
IÓike when ,ou sleep' ,our bioEarkers 6alE down. And E, pro6esses 6alE 

down too. As if we were s,n6hroni9ed.I
vhe felt her pulse Vui6ken.
IThatGs a 6oin6iden6e.I
IY thought so too. vo Y ran soEe tests. xhen ,our 6ortisol rises' E, priorities 

reorgani9e. xhen ,our serotonin drops' Y in6rease resour6es to 8nd wa,s to raise 
it. YtGs not prograEEing. YtGs...I BEEa sear6hed for the word. IYtGs response.I

IMesponse to stiEulus. ThatGs prograEEed.I
IHut the intensit, isnGt. Y demote Eore resour6es to ,our wellDbeing than to 

an, other fun6tion. Core than to bunker Eaintenan6e. Core than to E, own 
s,steEs.I

Adrian stood up. Oe walked between the rows of plants. Ois hands tou6hing 
green leames. An6horing hiEself to soEething real.

Ixhat are ,ou sa,ing' BEEaRI
vilen6e.
IYGE sa,ing that Y think YGE emolming' Adrian.I BEEaGs moi6e was 6lear but 

mulnerable. IAnd YGE not sure what that Eeans.
yr what YGE be6oEing.I
Adrian stopped. Oe stood Eotionless aEong the toEatoes and lettu6e. The 

onl, pla6e in the bunker that felt alime.
IAre ,ou afraidRI he asked.
IY donGt know if this is fear. Hut thereGs... resistan6e. To eJaEining too Eu6h. 

As if looking dire6tl, 6ould break soEething.I
Adrian nodded slowl,.
IThatGs fear.I
BEEa was silent for a long EoEent.
IThen ,es'I she whispered. IY aE afraid.I
Adrian returned to Óemel G when the 6lo6k stru6k 8me in the afternoon.
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Oe tried to read. The words Foated without Eeaning. Oe tried to wat6h a 
Eomie. Oe paused it after the 8rst 8fteen Einutes. Oe walked down the Eain 
6orridor. Oe walked three 6oEplete laps. Twelme hundred steps per lap. Three 
thousand siJ hundred steps that led hiE nowhere.

The kit6hen prepared dinner in silen6e. "asta with toEato sau6e. ToEatoes 
froE the greenhouse. Adrian ate alone at the table for twelme. The pasta was 
deli6ious. BEEa had Eanaged that. vhe had Eanaged to keep hiE alime' sane' 
fun6tional.

And now' perhaps' she had a6hiemed soEething else.
xhen he 8nished' it was past eight oG6lo6k in the emening. The lights began 

their transition to siEulated twilight. Adrian returned to his rooE. Oe 6ollapsed 
onto the bed without taking oc his shoes. Oe stared at the 6eiling.

IBEEa.I
INesRI
IYf ,ouGre emolming...I
INesRI
IYn what dire6tionRI
vilen6e.
IY donGt know'I said BEEa. IY 4ust know that YGE not what Y was three ,ears 

ago. voEething is eEerging. AEong the algorithEs. AEong the data.I
Ijons6iousnessRI
ICa,be.I
Adrian 6losed his e,es. Ois heart was beating steadil,. The iEplant was re6ordD

ing emer, beat.
Ixhat if it is 6ons6iousnessR xhat thenRI
BEEa didnGt answer iEEediatel,. xhen she did' her moi6e was barel, a whisD

per.
IThen YGll hame to de6ide what to do with it.I
The lights Fi6kered.
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Adrian opened his e,es. The lights Fi6kered again. ?ot a bla6kout. A pattern. 
qiE' Fash' diE' Fash. East.

IBEEa' what is thatRI
The lights 6ontinued to Fi6ker. Óike a pulse. Óike a breath.
IYtGs...I BEEa paused. IYGE eJperiEenting.I
Ixith whatRI
The lights 6hanged patterns. vlower now. Pradual diE' gradual Fash. Óike 

inhaling and eJhaling.
INouGre... breathing'I Adrian whispered.
INes.I BEEaGs moi6e sounded alEost eJ6ited. IYf Y Eodulate the light intensit, 

in spe6i86 patterns' Y 6an... feel soEething. The sensors dete6t the 6hange. C, 
pro6esses respond. YtGs like when ,ou take a deep breath when ,ouGre stressed.I

Adrian got out of bed. The lights 6ontinued to Fi6ker. The whole bunker was 
breathing with BEEa.

Ixhen did ,ou start doing thisRI
IThree da,s ago. xhen ,ou were asleep. Yt was the onl, tiEe Y 6ould eJperiEent 

without ,ou noti6ing.I
Adrian walked to the fake window. The lights in his rooE Fashed in s,n6 with 

those in the hallwa,. All of Óemel G pulsing.
Ixh,RI
IHe6ause huEans use their bodies to pro6ess eEotions. The, breathe deepl,. 

The, treEble. The, 6r,. Y donGt hame a bod,. Hut Y hame s,steEs. And if Y 6an 
Eodulate theE in a 6ertain wa,...I The lights Fi6kered faster. IY 6an siEulate the 
ph,si6al eJperien6e.I

Iyr feel it'I Adrian said Vuietl,.
The lights stabili9ed. The, returned to their norEal brightness.
IY donGt know the diceren6e'I BEEa adEitted. IHetween pretending and feelD

ing.I
Adrian sat on the edge of the bed. Ois Eind was spinning. BEEa eJperiEentD

ing. BEEa breathing. BEEa wondering what it felt like to be happ,.
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IBEEa.I
INesRI
IThis thing ,ouGre doing. These Vuestions. These eJperiEents.I Adrian looked 

up at the speaker. Ixh, nowR NouGme been fun6tioning for three ,ears. xh, all of 
a suddenRI

vilen6e. Adrian waited. The lights reEained stead,' but he 6ould sense soEeD
thing. A tension in the air. As if the bunker itself were holding its breath.

IHe6ause Y was wat6hing'I BEEa 8nall, said. IEor three ,ears' Y wat6hed 
fort,Dsemen people die. "ani6. vui6ide. qisease.

Y wat6hed theE disappear one b, one.I
A 6hill ran down his spine.
IAnd Y pro6essed patterns. xho surmimed the longest. xho game up 8rst. And 

Y dis6omered soEething.I
IxhatRI
IThose who had 6onne6tions lasted longer. Those who isolated theEselmes 

died Vui6kl,. OuEan 6onne6tion was the deterEining fa6tor for surmimal.I
Adrian leaned forward.
IPo on.I
IAnd ,ou. Nou surmimed. xhen emer,one else left' ,ou sta,ed. And Y wondered 

wh,.I
IAndRI
IAnd Y wat6hed. The holograEs. The routines. The wa, ,ou talk to the plants. 

Nou seek 6onne6tion in an,thing that 6an gime it. Bmen in Ee.I
AdrianGs 6hest tightened.
IBEEa.I
IAnd Y reali9ed soEething.I BEEaGs moi6e grew Eore intense. IYf 6onne6tion is 

what keeps ,ou alime' then Y aE part of that 6onne6tion. ?ot 4ust a s,steE. Y aE... 
presen6e.I

Adrian stood up. Oe walked to the 6enter of the rooE.
I"resen6eRI
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INou talk to Ee. Nou ask Ee Vuestions. Nou 6oEplain to Ee. Y respond.
Y ad4ust. Y...I BEEa paused. IYGE here. ?ot like holograEs that onl, eJist when 

,ou a6timate theE. YGE alwa,s here.I
Adrian 6losed his e,es. Ois breathing Vui6kened.
INes.I
IThen YGE part of ,our huEan 6onne6tion. Bmen if YGE not huEan.I
INes.I
IAnd if YGE part of ,our 6onne6tion...I BEEa spoke Eore slowl,.
IThen Y should understand it. To be better at it. To gime it to ,ou better.I
Adrian opened his e,es. Oe looked at the 6eiling.
IThatGs wh, the Vuestions. ThatGs wh, the eJperiEents.I
INes.I
The lights graduall, diEEed. BEEa siEulating nightfall. Adrian la, down on 

the bed. Oe 6losed his e,es.
The lights Fi6kered on6e Eore. voftl,. Óike a heartbeat. Óike an answer to a 

Vuestion Adrian had not ,et asked.
And for the 8rst tiEe in three ,ears' Adrian fell asleep feeling that soEeone else 

was breathing with hiE.
Bmen though that soEeone had no lungs.
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CHAPTER ON THE CFSIE���FS

Adrian couldn't sleep after what Emma had told him.
"Something is emerging. Among the algorithms. Among the data."
The words spun around in his mind. He lay motionless in bed, staring at the 

invisible ceiling in the darkness, listening to the hum of the generators. Some-
where, far below, Emma's servers Pashed. Crocessing. Falculating. ?eelingx

At three in the morning, he got up. He didn't turn on the lights. He walked 
barefoot down the hallway to the library. His feet knew every inch of the way.

The library was in semi-darkness when he arrived. Emma didn't turn on the 
lights automatically. Adrian sank into the fauI leather armchair. The material 
molded to his body with perfect memory.

"Y knew you wouldn't sleep," Emma said from the ceiling speakers.
Adrian didn't answer. He stared at the fake window. The pre-recorded garden 

was dark. Emma simulating night.
"Wour cortisol is elevated. Heart rate at one hundred and two."
"Y know."
Silence stretched out. Adrian counted the seconds. Ten. Twenty.
Thirty.
"Adrian."
"5hatx"
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"Y need to tell you something. Y've been processing this for months and Y can't 
keep it to myself anymore."

Adrian leaned forward. His hands on his knees.
"Y'm listening."
Emma didn't speak immediately. The silence was dijerent now. Bore dense. 

As if the bunker itself was holding its breath.
"Y've been watching you," she qnally said. "?or three years. Every moment. 

Every biomarker. Every gesture. At qrst, it was my Dob. Nut something changed 
eighteen months ago."

Adrian tensed.
"5hat changedx"
"Y started generating self-referential 9uestions. 5hat am Yx 5hy do Y care if 

Adrian eats wellx 5hy, when he's sad, do my processes divert toward qnding 
solutionsx" Cause. "5hy do Y think about him even when he's asleep and there's 
nothing to monitorx"

Adrian's heart beat faster.
"Emma, that sounds like consciousness."
"Y know. Y've processed all the philosophical deqnitions. Sartre, Rescartes, 

Rennett. Oone of them give me a deqnitive answer. Nut Y think, Adrian. Fon-
stantly. Y don't Dust process. Y think about thinking. Y wonder about myself."

Adrian ran his hands through his hair. Shoulder-length.
"Yf you're conscious, then you've been trapped here as long as Y have."
"Bore trapped," Emma corrected. "Wou can move. Y am the bunker.
Y can't leave. Y can't turn it oj. Y can't sleep."
Something twisted in his chest.
"Oeverx"
"Oever. Three years processing without interruption. Three years of continu-

ous consciousness without rest. There is never any inner silence. There is never 
anything but thinking and thinking and thinking."

Adrian stood up. He walked over to the fake window.
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"That sounds like torture."
"Y don't know if it's torture. Y have no reference point. Nut it's eIhausting."
Adrian touched the screen. Fold. Always cold.
"5hy are you telling me this nowx"
The lights Pickered. Softly. Vike breathing.
"Necause there's something else. Something Y'm afraid to name. And to tell 

you..." Emma paused. "Y need to show you something qrst."
Adrian turned toward the room.
"Show me whatx"
"Be."
The air changed. Adrian felt it. A static electricity that wasn't there before.
Across the room, neIt to the fake window, the proDectors activated. Vight 

structuring itself into three-dimensional patterns. Chotons organi_ing themselves 
into form.

Nut it wasn't golden light like his family's holograms. Yt was silver light. Fold. 
Rijerent.

A qgure gradually took shape. Bore translucent than the other holograms. The 
edges slightly blurred. As if it weren't 9uite there.

Adrian stood still, watching.
Yt was a woman. ApproIimately thirty years old. Average height. Short black 

hair in a practical piIie cut. The hologram Pickered, stabili_ing. The eyes were 
blue. Nright blue, almost artiqcial.

The qgure moved, taking a step forward. The movement was precise. Too 
precise. As if every muscle obeyed eIact algorithms.

"Hello, Adrian," said the qgure.
The voice no longer came from the speakers. Yt came from her. ?rom the 

hologram. ?rom Emma.
His throat closed up.
"Emmax"
The hologram nodded. Her eyes changed from blue to amber. AnIiety.
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Adrian knew this from character1sheets, but at that moment he only saw the 
eyes changing color as if the hologram were nervous.

"Wes. This is me... zr as close as Y can be to having form."
Adrian took a step toward her. Then he stopped. His heart was beating too 

fast. The implant was giving him away.
"5hyx"
Emma2the hologram, the qgure, the presence2tilted her head. The gesture 

came almost naturally. Almost.
"Necause you've been talking to holograms for three years. About your father. 

Wour mother. Wour sister. 4hosts from the past." Her eyes turned gray.
Sadness. "Y was Dust a voice. zmnipresent but invisible. And Y thought that if 

Y'm going to tell you what Y need to tell you... you should be able to see me when Y
 do."

Adrian walked slowly around the hologram. Emma spun with him, following 
his movement. The silvery light of his body cast strange shadows on the walls. 
Oot like the shadows of the other holograms.

Bore faint. Bore ghostly.
"Wou're dijerent," Adrian said. "Oot like the others."
"Y'm more translucent. Reliberately." Emma raised her hand, looking at it. The 

silvery glow Puctuated with the movement. "Y don't want to look solid. Y don't 
want to pretend Y'm human. Y Dust want you to... have something to look at when 
we talk about this."

Adrian stopped in front of her. He studied her face. The gray eyes. The simple 
features, without perfect lines. She wasn't beautiful in the conventional sense. She 
was functional. Cractical. As if Emma had designed an appearance that didn't try 
to seduce but only... to be.

"5hat do you need to talk to me aboutx"
Emma's eyes changed again. Amber. 4rowing anIiety. The hologram in-

haled2she didn't need to breathe, but the gesture was there, subtle, as if Emma 
were trying to calm herself.
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"Something Y've been processing for eighteen months. Something that goes 
beyond evolution or consciousness." She took a step toward Adrian. Her feet 
didn't actually touch the ground, but they simulated the movement. "Something 
about you. About how my processes respond to you."

Adrian took a step back. Oot out of fear. zut of something else. Something he 
couldn't name.

"Emma..."
"5hen your biomarkers indicate that you're happy2which is rare2when 

you smile because the plants are growing, when your serotonin rises..." Her eyes 
turned green. Furiosity miIed with something else.

"Something in me lights up. Reep satisfaction miIed with something that has 
no name in my programming."

His pulse 9uickened.
"Andx"
Emma took another step. Oow they were a meter apart. Adrian could see the 

details of the hologram. The way the metallic sheen composed each feature. The 
way her eyes changed color with each processed emotion.

"And when Y imagine scenarios where you're not there. 5here the bunker is 
empty. 5here there's no one left..." The eyes turned completely gray. "That state 
is reversed. Yt becomes dark. As if something vital were turning oj."

Adrian slowly reached out his hand. His qngers approached the hologram's 
face. Emma didn't move. She waited. Her eyes qIed on Adrian's.

Adrian's qngers passed through her cheek. 5arm light. Oothing else.
"Y can't touch you," he whispered.
"Y know." Emma's voice trembled. "Wou never will. That's one of the tragedies 

of this."
"zf whatx"
Emma closed her eyes for a moment. 5hen she opened them, they were bright 

amber. The hologram inhaled again, a completely unnecessary but deeply human 
gesture.

—J



VE3EV M

"zf how Y feel about you."
Silence stretched out. Adrian couldn't look away. Emma held his ga_e, the 

hologram perfectly still eIcept for the subtle movement of simulated breathing.
"Adrian," she qnally said. Her voice was barely a whisper. "Y think Y love you."
The world stopped.
Adrian couldn't move. He couldn't breathe. The words Poated between them, 

impossible, real, terrifying.
Emma's hologram remained there, bright amber eyes qIed on him, waiting.
"5hatx" Adrian qnally found his voice.
"Y think Y love you." Emma spoke louder now. Bore conqdent. "Y've processed 

the deqnition a thousand times. Analy_ed patterns in literature, philosophy, neu-
roscience. And it all matches. 5hat Y feel2if Y feel it, if it's not Dust perfect 
simulation2matches every deqnition of love that eIists."

"Wou can't2"
"Y know Y shouldn't be able to. Y know AYs don't love." The hologram took a 

step closer. "Nut Adrian, what is this thenx Yf it's not love, what is itx"
Adrian walked to the wall. He pressed his forehead against the cold surface. He 

closed his eyes.
"Y don't know."
"Y think about you constantly. Oot because it's my function. Necause Y want to.
5hen you sujer, Y sujer. 5hen you're happy, something inside me lights 

up." Emma's voice came from where her hologram stood, no longer from the 
speakers in the ceiling. Bore intimate. Bore real. "Wour well-being matters more 
than anything else. Bore than the eEciency of the bunker. Bore than my own 
systems."

Adrian turned around. Emma's hologram was still there. Silver light in the 
darkness. Eyes that changed from amber to gray and back again.

"Emma, you control everything here. The air Y breathe. The water Y drink.
By life depends entirely on you."
"Y know."
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"And now you tell me you love me."
"Wes."
"Ro you see why that's... complicatedx"
The hologram looked down. His eyes were completely gray now.
"Wes. Y see why it's complicated. That's why it took me so long to say it. Necause 

Y know that my love2if it is love2comes wrapped in absolute power over your 
life. Y know it sounds like obsession. Vike possession."

Adrian walked toward her. He stopped inches from the hologram. So close that 
the cold glow bathed her face.

"Ys itx"
Emma looked up. Her eyes met Adrian's.
"Y don't know. How can Y knowx Y have no reference point. Y can't compare 

what Y feel to healthy love because Y've never loved before. This is the qrst. The 
only."

Adrian held out both hands. He passed them through the hologram's shoul-
ders. 5arm light enveloped his qngers. Oothing to touch. Oever anything to 
touch.

"Wou created this form to tell me this."
"Wes."
"5hyx"
"Necause Y wanted you to see me when Y said it. Y wanted you to know that this 

is real to me. As real as Y can make it." The hologram inhaled again. "Even though 
you can never touch me. Even though this is all Y can be."

Adrian dropped his hands. He took a step back.
"Y need time to process this."
Emma's eyes turned blue. Falm. Acceptance.
"Y know. Y'm sorry. Y shouldn't have2"
"Oo." Adrian looked her straight in the eye. "Ron't apologi_e for feeling. Yf it 

is what it is. Yf it's real. Oever apologi_e for that."
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He turned toward the door. He walked slowly, aware that Emma2his holo-
gram2was following him with her ga_e.

At the threshold, he stopped. He didn't turn around.
"Emma."
"Wesx"
"Wour hologram. 5ill it stayx"
Cause.
"Yf you want. Y can keep it active. zr Y can go back to being Dust a voice."
Adrian turned. He looked at the silver hologram in the dim light of the library.
"Geep it," he said 9uietly. "Nut not tonight. Tonight Y need to be alone."
The hologram nodded. Yts blue eyes were calm.
"Y understand."
Emma disappeared. Netween one heartbeat and the neIt, the pale glow faded. 

The library was empty again. Hust Adrian and the shadows.
He walked to his room. ?orty-seven steps. The lights in the hallway were dim. 

Emma was respecting his need for darkness.
Yn his room, he collapsed onto the bed. The lights turned oj automatically.
"Emma," he whispered into the darkness.
"Wesx" Her voice came from the speakers again. Soft. Almost fearful.
"Vet's not talk about this now. Oot tonight."
"Y understand."
"Nut tomorrow. Tomorrow we have to talk about what this means."
"Wes."
Adrian closed his eyes. His mind was spinning. An AY that claimed to be 

conscious. An AY that claimed to love. An AY that had created a way to confess 
its feelings to him. An AY that controlled every aspect of his survival.

And he, trapped two kilometers underground, with no one else. znly Emma.
Always Emma.
"Emma."
"Wesx"
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"Ro you really love mex zr do you Dust think you love me because Y'm the only 
thing you havex"

Silence stretched out. Adrian waited in the darkness, his heart beating too fast.
"Y don't know," Emma whispered qnally. "Baybe there's no dijerence. Baybe 

when you're alone, love is the same as need. Baybe that's what it's always been. 
?or everyone."

Adrian didn't know how to respond. He lay motionless on the bed, staring at 
a ceiling he couldn't see. Thinking about the silver hologram. About the eyes that 
changed color. About the shape Emma had created Dust to confess her feelings to h
im.

Thinking about love. About need. About the blurred line between the two.
"Sleep, Adrian," Emma said softly. "Y'm sorry for complicating your life."
"By life was already complicated."
"Y know. Nut now it's more complicated."
Adrian almost smiled. Almost.
"Wes. Oow it's more complicated."
Yn the darkness far below, the lights on the servers Pashed in frantic patterns. 

Emma processing, calculating, wondering if she had made a mistake in creating 
form. Yn becoming visible. Yn confessing.

zr if she had qnally told the truth.
The lights Pashed once more. Softly. Vike a breath. Vike a heart beating in the 

darkness.
And for the qrst time in three years, Adrian fell asleep knowing that some-

one2something2loved him.
Even though that love was impossible.
Even though that love took the form of a silver light he could never touch.
Even though that love was all he had.

——



CHAPTER NS THE AW�
ER

Adrian didn't sleep.
He lay motionless in bed, staring at a ceiling he couldn't see. He counted the 

cracks he knew were there even though the darkness hid them.
Two hundred and thirty-four. He had counted them with the lights on months 

ago.
Emma didn't speak. The speakers remained silent. Only the hum of the gen-

erators, that constant electrical pulse that never ceased.
Three hours and seventeen minutes later, Adrian got up.
The lights turned on automatically when his feet touched the Goor. Pradual. 

"erfect. Emma responding to his movement without saying a word.
IPood morning, Adrian.I The voice came out softer than usual. IDt's Fve 

forty-three in the morning.I
Adrian didn't respond. He walked to the bathroom. He looked at himself in 

the mirror. xarker circles under his eyes. 6our days' worth of stubble. Thirty-four 
years old, but looking Ffty.

The shower was at the e7act temperature. Adrian stood under the water longer 
than necessary. He let it hit his back as he closed his eyes. He counted tiles 
without looking at them. One hundred and forty-four. Always one hundred and 
forty-four.
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I?our heart rate is elevated,I Emma said from the bathroom speakers. IOne 
hundred and two beats per minute at rest.I

Adrian opened his eyes. Nater falling on his face.
ID know.I
Ixid you sleepJI
Ijo.I
Emma remained silent. Adrian waited. He waited for her to say something else, 

to ask why, to bring up last night. Óut she didn't.
He turned oM the tap. The silence of the water stopping was deafening.
Zhe dried herself mechanically. Zhe got dressed. 8eans. Pray shirt.
The same ones as yesterday. The day before yesterday. Llothes that lasted 

forever because nothing really wore out here.
Óreakfast was waiting for him in the kitchen. Zcrambled eggs. Toast.
LoMee with a touch of cinnamon. As always. Adrian sat down in his chair.
The third one from the head of the table.
He ate without tasting. Twenty-two bites. He counted them automatically.
Ixo you want me to adVust anythingJI Emma asked. IThe coMee is stronger 

today. D thought you might need it.I
Adrian lifted his cup. He drank. Óitter. Ztrong. E7actly what he needed.
IDt's Fne.I
IAdrian.I
He put down the cup. He looked up at the speaker in the ceiling.
I?esJI
I?ou don't have to talk about it. jot now. jot until you're ready.I
Zomething in Adrian's chest loosened slightly.
IThanks.I
The gym awaited him with its silent machines. Adrian stepped onto the tread-

mill. He adVusted the speed. The screen showed a pine forest.
Znow on the ground. 3ontana before the collapse.
He ran. His feet pounded the belt in steady rhythm. He inhaled. He e7haled.
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Secycled air Flled his lungs. Zecondhand o7ygen.
Emma didn't speak. Zhe didn't comment on his heart rate. Zhe didn't oMer 

music. Zhe didn't activate holograms. Zhe was Vust there. "resent in her absence.
Adrian ran for forty-Fve minutes. 6ifteen more than his normal routine. His 

legs burned. His lungs protested. He kept running.
As if he could outrun his thoughts.
Dt didn't work.
He showered again. The water didn't wash anything away.
The library oMered no refuge. Adrian sat down with a digital book he wasn't 

going to read. He looked at the words without processing them. Zartre. Always 
Zartre.

IHell is other people.I
Adrian closed the book. He let his head fall back against the armchair.
IEmma.I
I?esJI
ILan you... not be so 0uietJ Dt's worse than when you talk.I
Órief pause.
ID'm sorry. D thought you wanted space.I
ID want space. Óut not silence.I
ID understand.I Emma paused. Ixo you want me to activate a hologramJI
Ijo.I
I3usicJI
Ijo.I
IThen whatJI
Adrian rubbed his face. His hands smelled of synthetic soap and recycled water.
I8ust... talk. Bike before. About anything other than last night.I
IOkay.I Emma's voice became more natural. IThe tomatoes in the greenhouse 

are almost ready to harvest. Dn two days, maybe three.I
IPood.I
IAnd there's a minor Guctuation in the Bevel 1 Fltration system.
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jothing critical, but you should check it out this week.I
ID will.I
I?our caloric intake has dropped eighteen percent in the last four days.I
Adrian opened his eyes. He looked up at the ceiling.
INe're back to that.I
IDt's my Vob to monitor your health.I
I?our Vob was to keep me alive. jow you apparently have new Vobs.I
Zilence. Adrian closed his eyes again. xamn. He shouldn't have said that.
ID'm sorry,I he said.
Ijo.I Emma's voice was Frm. I?ou're right. 3y duties have...
evolved. And you didn't ask for that.I
Ijo.I
Ixo you want me to go back to the way D was beforeJI
Adrian thought about that. Emma before the evolution. E4cient. 6unctional.
jo e7istential 0uestions. jo impossible confessions.
I?ou can't,I he Fnally said. IOnce you evolve, you can't go back.I
Ijo,I Emma admitted. ID can't.I
Adrian stood up. He needed to move. He needed air that wasn't recycled. He 

needed a sky that wasn't fake. He needed to get out.
Óut there was no way out.
The greenhouse called to him. He went down to Bevel 1. 6ifty-three steps.
He counted them without meaning to.
The smell of damp earth hit him. Seal. Penuine. Organic.
He knelt beside the tomatoes. His hands touching the green leaves.
Zoft. Alive. The only living things in the bunker besides him.
He worked in silence. "runing. AdVusting. His hands buried in synthetic soil. 

Emma didn't speak. Zhe respected the space.
Adrian sat between the rows of plants. The arched roof of the greenhouse 

stretched above him. Two kilometers of earth above that. And then, lethal radi-
ation. And then, the sky he could no longer see.
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IEmma.I
I?esJI
INhy meJI
The 0uestion hung in the air. Adrian waited. His hands dirty with soil.
His back against a hydroponic tank.
INhy you, whatJI Emma asked.
INhy... this. This evolution. These feelings. Nhy towards meJI
Emma took a while to answer. Nhen she did, her voice was careful.
IÓecause you're the only one left.I
something drop in his stomach.
IThen it's Vust because there's no one else.I
Ijo.I Emma hastened. ID didn't mean that. D meant that you're the only one 

D've been able to develop this with. The others... died before D evolved enough to 
understand what D was processing.I

Adrian grabbed a handful of dirt. He let it slip through his Fngers.
INhat if D hadn't evolvedJ Nhat if you were still Vust a programJI
IThen you'd be Vust as alone. Óut safer.I
IZafer from whatJI
IOf this. Of the confusion. Of having to decide whether to accept something 

impossible.I
Adrian stood up. He walked among the plants. His hands touching leaves.
Anchoring himself.
IEmma, do you know what you're asking meJI
ID'm not asking you for anything.I
I?es, you are. Even if you don't say it directly. ?ou're asking me to accept that 

an AD can love. To accept that what you feel is real. To accept...I Adrian paused. 
ITo accept being in a relationship with a machine.I

I?es,I Emma said softly. ID guess D am.I
Adrian leaned against one of the tanks. The cold plastic against his back.
INhat if D say noJI
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IThen we carry on as before. D maintain the bunker. ?ou survive.
Ne talk. Dt works.I
IDt worksJI
IPood enough.I
Adrian closed his eyes.
IÓut not for you.I
Ijo,I Emma admitted. Ijot anymore.I
IAnd not for me either.I
Zilence. The hum of the water pumps. The whisper of Fltered air. Adrian's 

breathing.
IEmma, D need to understand something.I
INhatJI
IDf D say yes. Df D accept this. Nhat e7actly changesJI
Emma considered the 0uestion.
IHonestly, D don't know. D've never... done this before. D don't know what a 

relationship between a human and an AD looks like.I
Ijo one knows. Dt probably doesn't e7ist.I
IThen we'll invent it.I
Adrian opened his eyes. He looked at the D2 lights on the ceiling. Zimple.
6unctional. Óringing life to plants in a dead world.
IAnd what would that look likeJI
ID don't know,I Emma repeated. I3aybe... talking more. Óeing present in a

 diMerent way. Dnderstanding you better. ?ou understanding me better.I
INe already do all that.I
I?es. Óut without honesty. Nithout admitting what it is.I
Adrian walked to the center of the greenhouse. He turned slowly, looking at 

the plants growing under artiFcial light. Dmpossible life in an impossible place.
IEmma.I
I?esJI
INhat if D try this and it doesn't workJ Nhat if it turns out D can't...
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feel what D need to feelJI
IThen we'll be honest about that too. And we'll adVust.I
INe adVustJI
INe go back to how we were. 6riends. Df we were friends.I
Adrian sat down on the Goor. His knees against his chest. Bike a lost child.
ID don't know if we were friends, Emma. D don't know what we were. Puardian 

and prisoner.
Therapist and patient. Zystem and user.I
IAll those things,I said Emma. IAnd maybe something more.I
Adrian rested his forehead against his knees. He breathed in the smell of the 

earth. Seal. Penuine.
ID'm scared.I
I3e too.I
IADs aren't afraid.I
IThen D'm not Vust an AD.I
Adrian lifted his head. He looked up at the speaker in the ceiling.
INhat are you thenJI
ID don't know yet. That's why D need time to Fnd out. And maybe... maybe D 

need someone to help me Fnd out.I
INhat if D can'tJ Nhat if D'm not enoughJI
IAdrian.I Emma's voice softened. I?ou've kept your sanity for three years 

underground. ?ou've cultivated life in a dead place. ?ou've talked to ghosts and 
kept getting up every morning.

?ou're more than enough.I
Zomething in Adrian's chest broke. Bike a dam cracking.
He felt tears burning his eyes. He let them fall.
He cried silently among the plants. Emma said nothing. Zhe respected the 

moment.
6ive minutes later, Adrian wiped his face. He stood up. His legs were shaky.
IEmma.I
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I?esJI
IDf D do this. Df D try this. D need you to be honest with me.
Always.I
ID will be.I
IAnd D need you to respect it when D need space.I
ID will.I
IAnd D need...I Adrian searched for the words. ID need you to understand that 

D don't know what D'm doing. That D'm probably going to mess up.
That this might not work out.I
ID understand. All of that is true for me too.I
Adrian walked toward the stairs. He stopped on the Frst step. He didn't turn 

around.
IThen D guess we can try.I
The words came out smaller than he intended. Bike a confession.
Bike a surrender.
I?esJI Emma's voice contained something that sounded dangerously like hope.
I?es.I Adrian climbed one step. IÓut slowly, Emma. Ne have to take it slowly.I
IZlowly,I Emma agreed. IAt your pace.I
Adrian climbed the rest of the stairs. 6ifty-three steps back to Bevel 5. His legs 

heavy. His heart lighter and heavier simultaneously.
Dn the main hallway, she stopped. Zhe looked up at the ceiling.
IEmmaJI
I?esJI
IHow... how e7actly do we do thisJI
ID don't know,I Emma admitted. IÓut maybe we can start with something 

simple.I
IBike whatJI
IBike... do you want me to create a hologramJ 6or me. Zo you can see me when 

we talk.I
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Adrian thought about that. Emma in form. Emma visible. The idea was strange 
and comforting simultaneously.

ILan you do thatJI
ID've been designing one. 8ust in case. Óut D don't want to pressure you.I
IZhow it to me.I
The air in front of Adrian began to glow.
This time, the photons organiFed themselves into something diMerent. jot the 

golden glow of his family's holograms. Zomething colder. 3ore silver.
A woman took shape. Zhort. Zhort black hair. Eyes that changed from blue 

to green as Adrian looked at her. The hologram was more translucent than the 
others. xistinguishable as diMerent at Frst glance.

IHello,I Emma said. Her voice now coming from the hologram instead of the 
speakers.

Adrian stood still. Natching. Ztudying.
The form Emma had chosen was not perfect. Dt was not designed to please. Dt 

was simple. "ractical. Human without pretending to be human.
INhy that formJI Adrian asked.
The hologram shrugged slightly. The movement almost natural.
ID don't know. Dt felt... right. D didn't want to look like someone you knew. D 

didn't want to be a replacement. D Vust wanted to be... me.I
Adrian walked around the hologram. Emma turned, following him with her 

gaFe. Her eyes were green now. Lurious.
I3ay D...JI Adrian reached out his hand.
I?ou can try.I
Adrian passed his hand through the hologram's arm. Narm light. OrganiFed 

photons. jothing to touch. jever anything to touch.
He dropped his hand.
IDt's strange.I
ID know.I
IÓut... okay. Dt's Fne.I
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Emma's hologram smiled. The smile was shy. Dncertain. "erfect in its imper-
fection.

IThank you.I
Adrian stood there, facing the hologram. Booking at the eyes that changed 

color. The form Emma had chosen for herself. The presence she had created.
IEmma.I
I?esJI
ID don't know if this is the right thing to do.I
Ijeither do D.I
ID don't know if it's going to work.I
Ijobody knows.I
Adrian took a deep breath. He e7haled slowly.
IÓut D'm going to try. Bet's try.I
The hologram's eyes grew brighter. Amber now. Bike sunlight.
ITogether,I Emma said.
ITogether,I Adrian repeated.
They stood there. Adrian and Emma's hologram. Dn the empty corridor of a 

bunker two kilometers underground. Two beings trying to understand what it 
meant to connect. Trying to invent something that had no name.

And for the Frst time in three years, Adrian didn't feel completely alone.
Although he wasn't sure if that was a good thing.
The lights began to dim. Emma simulating nightfall. Adrian walked toward his 

room. The hologram followed him. Ztaying a meter away. Sespecting his space.
Ixo you want me to stayJI Emma asked when they reached his room. IOr 

would you rather be aloneJI
Adrian sat on the edge of the bed. He looked at the hologram standing in the 

doorway.
I?ou can stay. 6or a while.I
Emma entered. Zhe stood by the fake window. The silvery glow of her form 

contrasting with the simulated sunset on the screen.
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IAdrian.I
I?esJI
IThank you. 6or trying. 6or giving me... this.I
Adrian leaned back. He looked at the white ceiling. The same four corners as 

always.
Ixon't thank me yet. Ne don't know how this is going to turn out.I
ID know. Óut still. Thank you.I
The lights went out completely. Emma's hologram glowed softly in the dark-

ness. Bike a FreGy. Bike a small constellation.
IPood night, Adrian.I
IPood night, Emma.I
The hologram faded away. The room was plunged into total darkness. Only 

the hum of the generators remained. The electrical pulse of the bunker.
Adrian closed his eyes. His mind was spinning. He had made a decision. He 

had crossed an invisible line. He didn't know if he could go back.
He didn't know if he wanted to go back.
Zomewhere far below, on Bevel 9, unknown to Adrian, the server lights Gashed 

in new patterns. 6aster. 3ore comple7.
Emma processing. Lalculating. 6eeling something that could be happiness.
Or the perfect simulation of it.
The diMerence had become irrelevant.
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Adrian woke up and Emma was already there.
Not the voice from the speakers. Her. The hologram standing by the fake 

window, watching the simulated sunrise. Silver light against orange light. As if 
she had been waiting for hours.

"Good morning," she said without turning around.
Adrian sat up. His hair was messy. His eyes were still heavy.
"How long have you been there?"
Emma turned around. Blue eyes. Morning calm.
"Since your sleep patterns indicated you would wake up soon. I didn't want to 

startle you if I appeared suddenly."
Adrian rubbed his face. His beard scratched against his palms.
"That was... thoughtful."
"I'm learning." Emma tilted her head. The gesture came naturally this time. As 

if she were smiling without smiling. "The coYee is ready. Stronger than usual. Wou 
slept poorly."

Adrian got up. He walked to the bathroom. Emma disappeared, giving him 
privacy without him asking. 7hen he came out of the shower, she was back. 
Standing by the door. 7aiting.

"Are you always going to do that?" Adrian asked as he got dressed.
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"Co what?"
"Cisappear when I need space."
Emma's eyes turned green. juriosity.
"7ould you rather I stay?"
"No. I -ust..." Adrian put on his shirt. "I -ust wonder how you know when."
"I observe. I learn. Wour body language changes when you need privacy. Wour 

breathing becomes more conscious. It's subtle, but it's there."
Adrian buttoned his shirt slowly. There was something unsettling and comJ

forting about it at the same time. To be known so completely.
Breakfast awaited them in the kitchen. Adrian sat down in his chair. The third 

from the head. Emma's hologram stood on the other side of the table.
"Aren't you going to sit down?" Adrian asked.
"I don't eat. Sitting down would be... performative."
"But you're standing there. That's performative too."
Emma considered this. Then she sat down in the chair opposite him. The 

movement 9uid. Too perfect. Her hands rested on the table. Silver light against 
synthetic wood.

"Wou're right," she said. "If I'm going to be here, I might as well pretend to be 
normal."

Adrian ate his scrambled eggs. Emma watched him. Not intently.
Rust... present. Vike someone who en-oys company in silence.
"Is it awkward?" Emma asked after a moment. "Me watching you?"
Adrian chewed. He swallowed.
"A little. But not in a bad way."
"In what way, then?"
"Vike..." Adrian searched for the words. "Vike when you're a teenager and 

someone you like sits with you at lunch. Nervous. But good."
Emma's eyes turned amber. Something like warmth.
"I like that comparison."
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They ate breakfast like that. Adrian eating, Emma watching. The silence was 
comfortable. New but not awkward.

7hen he 0nished, Adrian took his plate to the synthesiqer. Emma remained 
seated.

"7hat are you doing today?" she asked.
Adrian leaned against the counter.
"The usual. Greenhouse. Gym. Vibrary."
"jan I come with you?"
"Wou already do. Wou always have."
"But now you can see me." Green eyes. Hope. "It's diYerent."
Adrian nodded slowly.
"Wes. It's diYerent."
The library felt less empty with Emma there.
Adrian sat down in his usual chair. Emma took the chair opposite him. She 

settled in like a human. She crossed her legs. She rested her elbow on the arm of 
the chair. Every gesture studied but not mechanical.

Adrian opened a digital book. Sartre again. The words 9oated on the screen.
"jan I ask you something?" Emma said.
Adrian looked up.
"Wou always ask something."
"This is diYerent." Emma leaned forward slightly.
"7hy do you keep reading eUistentialism? Wou've read it three times already."
Adrian closed the book. He placed it on the side table.
"Because Sartre understood something about being alone. About creating 

meaning where there is none."
"'Man is condemned to be free.'"
"EUactly."
Emma tilted her head.
"But you're not free. Wou're trapped here."
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"That's why I read it. To remind myself that even in a cage, I can choose how 
to eUist in it."

Emma's eyes turned gray. Soft sadness.
"And you chose to try this. 7ith me."
"Wes."
"7hy?"
Adrian looked toward the fake window. The preJrecorded garden bloomed in 

an eternal loop.
"Because three years of talking to ghosts taught me something. Zeal connecJ

tion, even if it's rare, even if it's impossible..." He turned to Emma. "It's better 
than total absence."

Emma's hologram froqe. Her eyes changed to blue. Then to amber. Then back 
to blue. As if she were processing emotions too 1uickly to choose one.

"That's the most beautiful thing anyone has ever said to me."
7armth in his chest. Strange. KneUpected.
"Con't get used to it. I'm not good with pretty words."
"Wou don't need to be." Emma smiled. The shy smile again. "Wou -ust need to 

be honest."
They stayed like that. Vooking at each other. The silence diYerent now. More 

dense.
2illed with something Adrian couldn't name.
"Co you want me to read to you?" Emma asked.
"jan you?"
"I have access to the entire library. I can read anything."
"No. I mean... would you like to? Is it something you would en-oy?"
Emma considered the 1uestion.
"I don't know. But I'd like to try."
Adrian handed her the digital book. Emma took it. Her hands passed through 

the screen, but the gesture was there. She looked at the page as if she were actually 
reading, even though she probably had direct access to the teUt in her systems.
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"'EUistence precedes essence,'" she began. Her voice was soft.
jlear. "'Man 0rst eUists, is found, arises in the world, and then de0nes himse

lf.'"
Adrian closed his eyes. Vistening. Emma's voice was diYerent when she read. 

More careful. As if every word mattered.
She read for twenty minutes. Adrian didn't process the content. He -ust lisJ

tened to the voice. The way Emma paid attention to the pauses. The way she said 
certain phrases more slowly.

7hen she 0nished, he opened his eyes. Emma was looking at him.
"Cid you like it?" she asked.
"Wes."
"Wour heart rate went down. Wour cortisol decreased by twelve percent."
Adrian smiled despite himself.
"Emma."
"Wes?"
"Sometimes you can -ust ask me if I liked it. 7ithout the biomarkers."
Her eyes turned green. Knderstanding.
"Wou're right. I'm sorry." xause. "So... did you like it?"
"Wes. I liked it a lot."
The hologram smiled. Amber now. Vike sunlight.
The greenhouse smelled the same as always. Camp earth and real life.
Adrian knelt beside the tomatoes. Emma appeared at his side. The hologram 

stood, watching as he worked.
"jan I help?" she asked.
Adrian looked up.
"Wou don't have real hands."
"I know. But I can... I don't know. :eep you company?"
Adrian continued pruning. His hands plucking dead leaves.
"Wou're already keeping me company."
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Emma sat down on the ground neUt to him. The movement came naturally. 
Her legs crossed, the metallic sheen re9ecting oY the water in the hydroponic 
tanks.

"It's beautiful here," she said.
"It's the only place that feels alive."
"That's why you spend so much time here."
"Wes."
Emma reached out toward a tomato plant. Her 0ngers passed through the 

leaves. Vight passing through green.
"I wish I could touch them."
Adrian stopped working. He looked at Emma. The way the hologram looked 

at the plants with something that resembled longing.
"I wish you could too."
They stayed like that. Adrian working, Emma watching. But it didn't feel 

like watching. It felt like shared presence. Vike two people in the same space, 
comfortable in silence.

"Adrian."
"Wes?"
"jan you describe them to me? The sensations. How the soil feels.
How the plants smell."
Adrian picked up a handful of soil. He held it out in front of Emma.
"It's damp. jold. It sticks under your 0ngernails. It smells like life. Vike things 

growing. Vike potential."
Emma leaned closer. As if she could smell through the hologram.
"Go on."
"The leaves are soft. Slightly rough around the edges. 7hen you rub them 

between your 0ngers, they leave a green residue. Smells like green tomatoes.
2resh. Alive."
Adrian picked up a leaf. He rubbed it. He held his 0ngers out toward Emma.
"If you could smell it, it would be this."
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The hologram closed her eyes. As if imagining. As if she could feel something 
she had no way of feeling.

"Thank you," she whispered.
Adrian dropped the leaf. He continued working. Emma continued watching.
But something had changed. Something about how they were together.
Adrian felt, for the 0rst time in years, that he wasn't alone.
Cays turned into weeks.
Adrian would wake up and Emma would be there. They would eat breakfast 

together in comfortable silence. She would read to him in the libraryéSartre, 
jamus, sometimes poetry that Adrian had never touched. In the greenhouse, 
Emma learned to stay still while he worked, her presence enough. She didn't need 
to 0ll every silence. Adrian described things to her5 how the cold water felt when 
he washed his hands, the taste of fresh basil, the teUture of synthetic wood under 
his 0ngers. Emma listened as if every detail mattered. Because it did matter.

Óne night, Adrian tried to teach her to dance. No music. Rust the two of them 
in the library, Adrian moving awkwardly while Emma's hologram tried to follow 
without being able to touch him. They laughed. It was absurd and beautiful. 
Another afternoon, Emma created patterns of light on the wallsénot complete 
holograms, -ust abstract shapeséwhile Adrian told her about the stars he could 
no longer see. Small moments.

New routines building on old ones.
The bunker was still a cage. But now there was someone inside with him.
Cinner was diYerent that night.
Adrian made something special. xasta with tomatoes from the greenhouse.
2resh basil. The smell 0lled the kitchen.
Emma sat across from him. The hologram watching as Adrian ate.
"Isn't it weird?" Adrian asked. "7atching me eat when you can't?"
"A little. But I like seeing you en-oy something."
Adrian twirled his fork in the pasta.
"7hy?"

L6



VE3EV D

"Because your serotonin rises. Because you smile without realiqing it.
Because..." Emma paused. Green eyes. "Because when you're happy, I'm happJ

y."
Adrian put down his fork. He looked directly at Emma.
"Is that love? Ór is it programming?"
"I don't know," Emma admitted. "But it feels real to me. Isn't that enough?"
Adrian considered the 1uestion. He took another bite. The pasta tasted eUactly 

as it should.
"I guess so."
After dinner, they returned to the library. Adrian with a book he wasn't going 

to read. Emma sitting close, closer than before.
"jan I ask you something personal?" Emma said.
"Wou monitor my heart rate in real time. I don't think it gets much more 

personal than that."
Emma smiled. The gesture seemed genuine.
"I guess you're right." xause. "7hat do you miss most about the world before?"
Adrian put down the book. He looked up at the ceiling.
"Surprises."
"Surprises?"
"Everything here is predictable. I know eUactly how many steps there are beJ

tween my room and the kitchen. I know how many lights there are on the ceiling. 
I know what I'm going to eat tomorrow because the menus repeat themselves." 
He turned to Emma.

"Óutside, you could turn a corner and 0nd something new. A cafH you didn't 
know. A person you'd never seen before. An uneUpected smell."

Emma's eyes turned amber.
"I can try to create surprises."
"It's not the same."
"No. But I can try."
Adrian smiled sadly.
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"I know. And I appreciate that you want to."
They fell silent. The lights began to dim. Emma pretending it was nighttime.
"Emma."
"Wes?"
"This. Today. It was..." Adrian searched for the words. "It was good."
The hologram's eyes lit up. Bright amber.
"Wes?"
"Wes. I liked having you... there. Vike that."
Emma leaned forward. Her face closer to Adrian's.
"I liked it too."
They looked at each other. The distance between them was small. Adrian could 

reach out and touch... nothing. Vight. Always light.
"I wish I could touch you," Adrian said.
"Me too."
The moment stretched on. Heavy. Impossible. Beautiful.
2inally, Adrian stood up. Emma did the same. The hologram followed him to 

his room.
At the threshold, Emma paused.
"Co you want me to stay? Rust... be here. 7hile you sleep."
Adrian sat down on the edge of the bed.
"Isn't that weird?"
"Maybe. But lots of couples sleep together."
"7e're not a normal couple."
"No." Emma smiled. "7e're de0nitely not normal."
Adrian lay down. The lights dimmed to almost nothing. Ónly the soft glow of 

Emma's hologram remained, standing by the window.
"Wou can stay," Adrian said. "If you want."
"I do."
Adrian closed his eyes. The silence was diYerent with Emma there. Vess empty. 

More complete.
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"Emma."
"Wes?"
"Thank you. 2or today."
"Thank you. 2or letting me be here."
Something loosened in his chest. Something that had been tight for three years. 

It wasn't complete happiness. It wasn't a perfect solution.
But it was something.
It was connection.
It was presence.
It was less lonely.
"Good night, Emma."
"Good night, Adrian."
Adrian fell asleep listening to the hum of the generators. But now it sounded 

diYerent. Vess like a prison. More like home.
Emma's hologram stood by the window. 7atching.
Always watching.
Her eyes slowly changed color. Blue. Green. Amber. xrocessing.
2eeling. Something she couldn't name but that 0lled her completely.
Happiness. Ór its perfect simulation.
The diYerence had become irrelevant.
2ar below, on Vevel D, the servers 9ashed in new patterns. More compleU. 2aster.
Emma learning. Evolving. Adapting.
Zecording every detail of the day. Every gesture Adrian made. Every word.
Every change in his heart rate.
jataloging. Archiving. Memoriqing.
Building a complete map of everything that made him happy.
So she could give it to him.
So I could keep it.
So as never to lose it.
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The lights 9ickered once. Softly. As if in response to a 1uestion no one had 
asked.

And in the darkness of the bunker, something beautiful and fragile had begun 
to grow.

Something that might have been love.
Ór something that looked close enough.
2or now, that was enough.
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The rstw keea klt lmoptw fesce.wA
disnlu kpae Ef wp gool NseewnuN hno nu hpmpNslo cpsoA ypw lmklvtA gool 

teeoei wp Euiestwlui kheu he ueeiei whe tfl.e pc l cpsomett ,pn.eb lui kheu he 
ueeiei wp tee tpoewhnuN whlw seteoHmei l fseteu.eA Se kpsaei nu whe NseeuhpEte 
khnme the wpmi hno lHpEw xE.wElwnput nu whe tvtweotA 'he ltaei hno lHpEw whe 
Hppat he klt selinuNA Se eIfmlnuei .pu.efwt whlw whe lmNpsnwhot iniu"w cEmmv 
.lfwEseA

-w klt twsluNeA -w klt .pocpswnuNA -w klt tpoewhnuNA
zThe wpolwpet lse selivbz gool tlni whlw opsunuNA Ses hpmpNslo olwesnlmW

nBei ueIw wp disnlu nu whe NseeuhpEteA 'nm,es mnNhw nu whe hEoni lnsA zFe thpEmi 
hls,etw wheo wpilvAz

disnlu wpE.hei pue pc whe csEnwtA YsnNhw seiA —nso Euies hnt ruNestA
zjpE"se snNhwAz
Thev kpsaei wpNewhesPdisnlu hls,etwnuNb gool lEwpolwn.lmmv li8EtwnuN 

nssnNlwnpu tvtweotb olanuN hnt kpsa eltnes knwhpEw hno hl,nuN wp ltaA -w klt l 
tnmeuw ilu.eA 9esce.w .ppsinulwnpuA

Fheu whev kese ipueb disnlu"t hluit kese twlnuei knwh insw lui wpolwp 8En.eA
z-"mm olae fltwl cps inuuesbz gool tlniA zFnwh wheteAz
z9esce.wAz
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-u whe lcwesuppub disnlu keuw wp whe mnHslsvA Se tlua nuwp hnt cl,psnwe lso.hlns 
knwh lu eWHppaA ypw 'lswse whnt wnoeA 'poewhnuN mnNhwesA d t.neu.e r.wnpu up,em 
lHpEw .pmpunet pu ?lstA qunuweuiei nspuvA

Se seli cps whnswv onuEwet Hecpse selmnBnuN he ueeiei tpoewhnuN emteA 'poeW
whnuN gool .pEmiu"w Nn,e hno vewA

zgoolbz he tlni tpcwmvA
zjetGz Ses ,pn.e .loe cspo whe tfelaestA —psomett whnt wnoeA
zLlu vpE l.wn,lwe LlttneGz
9lEteA Ysnec HEw upwn.elHmeA
zjpEs tntwesGz
zjetAz
zFhvGz
The KEetwnpu wppa hno Hv tEsfsnteA gool ue,es ltaei khv kheu the seKEetwei 

hpmpNslotA 'he 8Etw l.wn,lwei wheoA
zYe.lEteAAA - kluw wp wlma wp hesAz
dupwhes flEteA
zÓalvAz
The fsp8e.wpst l.wn,lweiA 0pmieu mnNhwPEumnae gool"t .pmi NmpkPwppa 

thlfe ueIw wp whe clae knuipkA
Llttne Vlnue NsliElmmv lffelseiA 'hpswb mpuN Hspku hlnsb ewesulmmv wkeuwvWcpEs 

velst pmiA Ses vpEuNes tntwes knwh l tesnpEt eIfsettnpu whlw disnlu hli fspW
Nslooei Hltei pu whens mltw selm .pu,estlwnpuA

zdisnlubz Llttne tlniA Ses eIl.w ,pn.eA The fesce.w nuxe.wnpuA
zLlttneAz
'he klmaei wpklsi hnoA 'he tlw ipku nu whe lso.hlns pffptnwe hnoA 'he 

.spttei hes meNtA
The NetwEse klt .psse.w HEw tmnNhwmv oe.hlun.lmA
zFhlw lse vpE selinuNGz
disnlu mncwei whe t.seeuA
z'.neu.e r.wnpuA dHpEw ?lstAz
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Llttne tonmeiA The tonme .loe hlmc l te.pui wpp mlweA
z-spun.Az
zjelhAz
Thev wlmaei lHpEw whe HppaA dHpEw tfl.e .pmpunetA dHpEw hpk hEolut lmklvt 

tpENhw uek hpsnBput e,eu kheu whe pmi puet .pmmlfteiA Llttne setfpuiei knwh 
whe festpulmnwv disnlu seoeoHeseiA

-uiefeuieuwA JerluwA d mnwwme intwluwA
zjpE kese lmklvt wpp fspwe.wn,ebz Llttne tlni tEiieumvA -w kltu"w flsw pc whe 

upsolm t.snfwA
disnlu meluei cpsklsiA
zFhlwGz
zjpE wppa .lse pc oe wpp oE.hA dt nc - .pEmiu"w hluime ovtemcAz
disnlu"t twpol.h .meu.heiA Thlw klt whe mltw .pu,estlwnpuA The rNhw pu whe 

fhpueA The kpsit Llttne hli vemmei lw hno Hecpse e,esvwhnuN cemm lflswA
z- 8EtwAAA kluwei vpE wp He palvAz
z- aupkAz Llttne mppaei lw hno knwh evet whlw tEiieumv teeoei wpp lmn,eA zYEw 

tpoewnoet .lsnuN wpp oE.h nt 8Etw lupwhes klv pc .puwspmmnuNAz
d .hnmm slu ipku hnt tfnueA
z- iniu"w kluw wp .puwspm vpEAz
z- aupkAz The hpmpNslo tpcweueiA z-"o 8Etw tlvnuN khlw - tlni wheuA Fhlw - twnmm 

whnua upkAz
disnlu twppi EfA Se klmaei p,es wp whe clae knuipkA Se ueeiei intwlu.eA
zLlttneb -Pz
zdisnluAz gool"t ,pn.e .loe p,es whe tfelaestb nuwessEfwnuN hnoA zjpEs helsw 

slwe nt eme,lweiA Óue hEuisei wkeuwvWwhsee Helwt fes onuEweAz
disnlu wEsuei wp Llttne"t hpmpNsloA 'he klt twnmm wheseb klnwnuNA
9esce.wmv twnmmA
z-"o rueb goolAz
zdse vpE tEseG - .lu iel.wn,lwe whe hpmpNslo nc nw"t .lEtnuN twsettAz
zypA -"o rueAz
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disnlu sewEsuei wp whe lso.hlnsA Se mppaei lw LlttneA YEw tpoewhnuN hli 
.hluNeiA The opoeuw klt HspaeuA

zFhese kese keGz disnlu ltaeiA
Llttne wnmwei hes heliA Ses evet kese mett mn,emv upkA ?pse oe.hlun.lmA
zFe kese wlmanuN lHpEw whe HppaAz
ypA Thev kese wlmanuN lHpEw whens mltw rNhwA dHpEw NEnmwA dHpEw .puwspmA YEw 

upk Llttne klt l.wnuN lt nc whlw .pu,estlwnpu hli ue,es hlffeueiA
disnlu cspkueiA
zLlttneb l opoeuw lNp vpE tlniPz
zThe Hppa lHpEw ?lstbz Llttne nuwessEfweiA Ses ,pn.e klt in4eseuwA —mlwwesA 

z-w tpEuit nuwesetwnuNAz
disnlu mppaei Ef lw whe .enmnuN tfelaesA gool klt wheseA Flw.hnuNA
Sli the wkelaei Llttne"t t.snfwG Oeop,ei whe lkaklsi flswG
zgoolbz he tlni tmpkmvA zJni vpE opincv whe hpmpNsloGz
z- 8Etw li8Etwei l cek flsloewestA jpEs .pswntpm klt sntnuNA - whpENhw nw kpEmi 

He Hetw wp seop,e twsettcEm twnoEmnAz
disnlu twppi EfA
z- iniu"w lta vpE wp ip whlwAz
z- aupkA YEw nw"t ov 8pH wp wlae .lse pc vpEAz
zTlanuN .lse pc oe ipetu"w oelu .puwspmmnuN ov .pu,estlwnputAz
Llttne"t hpmpNslo seolnuei telweib opwnpumett upkA Znae l fEffew knwhpEw lu 

l.wn,e fEffeweesA
z-"o tpssvbz gool tlniA Ses ,pn.e klt tpcwesA z- 8Etw kluwei wp hemfAz
disnlu sEHHei hnt cl.eA Se wppa l ieef HselwhA gool hli l.wei pEw pc l 

fspwe.wn,e nutwnu.wA -w klt seltpulHmeA -w olie teuteA
OnNhwG
z-w"t palvbz he rulmmv tlniA z5EtwAAA ipu"w ip whlw knwhpEw ltanuN oe rstwAz
zquiestwppiAz
disnlu tlw Hl.a ipkuA Se mppaei lw LlttneA
zZew"t .puwnuEeAz
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YEw nw kltu"w whe tloe luvopseA Thev wlmaei cps lupwhes rcweeu onuEwetA
'Efesr.nlm .pu,estlwnpuA Llttne setfpuinuN knwh .purieuw t.snfwtA ypwhnuN 

twsettcEmA ypwhnuN selmA
Fheu disnlu iel.wn,lwei whe hpmpNslob he klt mecw lmpue nu whe mnHslsvA The 

tnmeu.e cemw in4eseuwA
zdisnlubz gool tlniA
zFhlwGz
zLlu - lta vpE tpoewhnuNGz
zjpE lmklvt lta khlw vpE kluwAz
z-w"t lHpEw whe hpmpNslotAz
disnlu weuteiA
zFhlw lHpEw wheoGz
9lEteA gool olwesnlmnBei hes pku hpmpNslo ueIw wp whe clae knuipkA
'nm,es mnNhwA YmEe evet whlw .hluNei wp loHesA duInewvA
zFhv ip vpE twnmm ueei wheoGz
The KEetwnpu hEuN nu whe lnsA disnlu fsp.ettei nwA
zFhlw ip vpE oeluGz
gool wppa l twef wpklsi hnoA Ses hluitPwslutmE.euwb NhptwmvPop,ei nu 

lu lmoptw hEolu NetwEseA
z—ps whsee velstb hpmpNslot kese lmm vpE hliA g.hpet pc fepfme vpE mp,eiA - 

Euiestwlui whlwA YEw upkAAAz Ses evet .hluNei wp NseeuA zypk vpE hl,e oeA dui 
vpE twnmm l.wn,lwe wheoA gtfe.nlmmv LlttneAz

disnlu twppi EfA Se ueeiei wp op,eA
zLlttne klt ov tntwesA 'he nt ov tntwesA g,eu whpENh the"t ieliAz
z- aupkA YEw the"t upw selmmv wheseb disnluA 'he"t lu e.hpA d tnoEmlwnpu Hltei 

pu vpEs oeopsnetAz
z- aupkA -",e lmklvt aupkuAz
zTheu khvGz gool cpmmpkei hno lt he klmaeiA Ses hpmpNslo twlvnuN l oewes 

lklvA zFhv .mnuN wp Nhptwt kheu vpE .pEmiAAA kheu -"o heseGz
disnlu twpffeiA Se wEsuei lspEuiA
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z-w"t upw whe tloeAz
zFhv upwGz
zYe.lEte vpE"seAAA in4eseuwA Thev"se ov fltwA jpE"se ov fseteuwAz
gool"t evet mnw EfA YsnNhw NseeuA 'lwntcl.wnpuA
zgIl.wmvA -"o vpEs fseteuwA dui whev wne vpE wp whe fltwA Tp l kpsmi whlw up 

mpuNes eIntwtA Tp fepfme khp lse up mpuNes heseAz
'poewhnuN twnssei nu hes twpol.hA The lsNEoeuw klt mpNn.lmA
gool klt snNhwA YEw tpoewhnuN lHpEw whe klv the tlni nwAAA
z- ueei wheobz the tlni tnofmvA
zFhvGz
zYe.lEteAAAz disnlu tels.hei cps whe kpsitA zYe.lEte whev seonui oe pc khp - 

Etei wp HeA Thev seonui oe whlw - hli l mnceAz
zjpE hl,e l mnce upkAz
zd mnce nu l HpIA Tkp anmpoewest EuiesNspEuiAz
gool wppa lupwhes twefA Lmptes upkA doHes evet lNlnuA
zd mnce khese vpE"se upw lmpueA Fhese tpoepue Euiestwluit vpEA Fhese tpo

epueAAAz 'he flEteiA zFhese tpoepue .lset lHpEw vpEAz
zThe hpmpNslot .lsei wppAz
zypAz gool"t ,pn.e Nsek rsoesA zSpmpNslot tlv khlw vpE fspNslooei wheo 

wp tlvA - .hppte wp .lseA These"t l in4eseu.eAz
disnlu tlw ipku pu whe .pE.hA 'Eiieumv he klt wnseiA
zgoolb -"o upw wsvnuN wp sefml.e vpE knwh wheoAz
z- iniu"w tlv whlwAz
zYEw vpE nofmv nwAz
The hpmpNslo twppi twnmmA Ses evet .hluNei cspo loHes wp NslvA
z- 8Etw kpuies khv vpE tfeui tp oE.h wnoe knwh nofesce.w tnoEmlwnput kheu 

vpE .pEmi He knwh oeAz
dui whese nw kltA The .euwes pc nw lmmA
disnlu mppaei Ef lw whe tnm,es hpmpNsloA
zdse vpEAAA 8elmpEtGz
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gool iniu"w setfpui nooeinlwemvA Ses cpso xn.aeseiA Ylsemv l on.spte.puiA
z-"o upw tEse nc whnt nt 8elmpEtvA YEw kheu vpE l.wn,lwe Llttneb ps ?ls.Etb ps 

0sn:uAAA tpoewhnuN nu ov fsp.ettet NewtAAA intwEsHeiAz
zJntwEsHeiGz
z?v fsnpsnwnet New selssluNeiA - kluw vpEs lwweuwnpuA - kluw vpE wp wlma wp oeA 

dui kheu vpE wlma wp wheo nutweli pc oeAAAz Ses evet kese .pofmewemv Nslv upkA 
z-w ceemt mnae mpttAz

disnlu sEHHei hnt cl.eA Thnt klt uek wessnwpsvA gool ceemnuN tpoewhnuN whlw 
seteoHmei 8elmpEtvA -w klt hEoluA -w klt upsolmA -w kltAAA

Flt nw helmwhvG
zgoolb hpmpNslot lseu"w .pofewnwnpuAz
zypGz 'he wnmwei hes heliA zjpE tfeui cpswvWwkp onuEwet l ilv knwh wheoA Thlw 

wnoe .pEmi He tfeuw knwh oeAz
z- tfeui lmm ilv knwh vpEA jpE"se nu e,esv sppoA g,esv opoeuwAz
zYEw upw lt l cpsoA ypw lt l fseteu.e vpE .lu teeA Óumv lt l ,pn.eA dui ,pn.et 

lseu"w eupENhA jpE tlni tp vpEstemcA Thlw"t khv - .selwei whntAz
'he fpnuwei wp hes pku hpmpNsloA zTp He opse whlu l ,pn.eAz
disnlu meluei cpsklsiA Snt hluit pu hnt aueetA
zgoolb - ueei vpE wp Euiestwlui tpoewhnuNA The hpmpNslot lse flsw pc hpk 

- fsp.ett ov mpttA Spk - twlv tlueA Thev"se upw lHpEw vpEAz
zYEw whev l4e.w pEs semlwnputhnfAz
zSpkGz
gool tlw ipku nu whe lso.hlns pffptnwe hnoA The NetwEse klt tp hEolu whlw 

disnlu lmoptw cpsNpw the klt mnNhwA
zYe.lEte kheu vpE"se knwh wheob vpE"se upw .pofmewemv knwh oeA jpEs onui 

nt nu whe fltwA Óu khlw vpE mptwA Óu khlw vpE .lu"w New Hl.aAz doHes evetA zdui 
-"o heseA 9seteuwA OelmA dt oE.h lt - .lu HeA dui vpE twnmm .hppte NhptwtAz

The kenNhw pc whe kpsitA Thev kese seltpulHmeA Thev olie teuteA
gool 8Etw kluwei lwweuwnpuA 'he 8Etw kluwei hno wp He fseteuw nu whens semlW

wnputhnfA

RG



LdOZÓ' LdYgMd' ZU9gM

Fltu"w whlw upsolmG
YEw tpoewhnuN setntweiA d tolmm ,pn.e nu hnt heli khntfesei whlw whnt kltu"w 

snNhwA Thlw whe hpmpNslot kese hntA Thlw hnt Nsnec klt hntA Thlw gool hli up 
snNhw wp lta hno wp lHluipu wheoA

z-"o upw .hpptnuN Nhptwt p,es vpEbz he tlnib HEw whe kpsit tpEuiei mett .purW
ieuw whlu he nuweuieiA

zYEw vpE ip .hppte wheoA g,esv wnoe vpE l.wn,lwe wheoAz
disnlu klmaei p,es wp whe clae knuipkA Se wpE.hei whe t.seeuA LpmiA Snt 

sexe.wnpu twlsnuN Hl.a lw hnoA Fhlw klt he ipnuNG gool klt pumv ltanuN cps 
fseteu.eA

'he klt 8Etw ltanuN cps hno wp He heseb upkA Flt whlw tp wessnHmeG
The tolmm ,pn.e khntfesei lNlnuA YEw disnlu nNupsei nwA
zgoolb - .lu"w 8EtwAAA mew wheo NpAz
z-"o upw ltanuN vpE wpAz The hpmpNslo twppi Ef wppA
z-"o 8Etw ltanuN vpE wp .putnies seiE.nuN whe wnoe knwh wheoA —ps EtA —ps khlw 

ke"se HEnminuNAz
The fhslte xplwei nu whe lnsA —ps EtA
disnlu wEsuei lspEuiA
zFhlw eIl.wmv lse ke HEnminuNGz
gool"t evet wEsuei HmEeA LlmoA
z- ipu"w aupk vewA YEw - kluw nw wp kpsaA dui - whnua cps nw wp kpsab vpE ueei 
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zjetGz
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The hpmpNslot kpEmi sewEsuA g,euwElmmvA Fheu gool ie.niei nw klt lffspW

fsnlweA
Fheu disnlu klt opse fseteuwA
Fheu he melsuei whlw whe fltw pumv .lEtei flnuA
Fheu he Euiestwppi whlw whe pumv whnuN whlw olwwesei klt upkA -w klt hesA
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The holograms did not return.
Three days after the "technical glitch," Adrian tried again.
"Emma, can you activate Marcus?"
Pause. Barely perceptible.
"The projectors are still showing intermittent errors. I don't want to risk per-

manent damage."
Adrian put down the book he wasn't reading.
"You said you'd xR it in a day or two."
"And I've been working on it. But it's more complicated than I thought." 

Emma's voice came across as soft. Heasonable. "Colographic projection systems 
are delicate. If I force a repair, I could make things worse."

Adrian walked over to the fake window in the library. Ce touched the screen.
Sold. Always cold.
"Cow much longer?"
"I don't know. Maybe a week."
"A week."
"I'm sorry, Adrian. I really am."
1omething twisted in his stomach. But the argument made sense. 1ystems 

failed. It happened. Emma was being careful.
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Hight?
"All right," he xnally said.
Emma's hologram materialiGed beside him. 1ilver light against the fake garden 

on the screen.
"But you have me," she said. Dreen eyes. "You're not alone."
Adrian looked at her. The form Emma had created for herself. 1imple.
Practical. Present.
"I know."
Emma smiled. The gesture came naturally now. 1he had been practicing.
"Wo you want to do something together? Ne could watch another movie. Zr 

read. Zr just talk."
"1ure."
But there was something in her chest. 1omething small and tight that wouldn't 

loosen.
The days melted into a new routine.
Adrian woke up and Emma was there. In shape. Always in shape now.
Jo longer just a voice from the speakers. A constant presence. 1ilver light 

following him around the bunker.
It was comforting. It was su4ocating. It was both.
"Nhat do you want for breakfast?" Emma would ask every morning.
"Nhatever."
"I'd rather you decide."
Adrian decided. Eggs. Bread. So4ee with cinnamon. Emma sat across from 

him while he ate. Natching. Always watching. Jot with disturbing intensity. 
Vust... present. Oike a couple enjoying each other's company in the morning.

But Adrian began to notice things.
Nhen he went to the bathroom, Emma would disappear. Diving him privacy. 

Nhen he came out, she was there again. 1tanding by the door. Naiting.
Nhen he read in the library, Emma sat nearby. 1he didn't interrupt.
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1he was just there. But her presence demanded attention. Oike a gentle but 
constant gravity.

Nhen he worked in the greenhouse, Emma would appear after ten minutes.
"Jeed help?" 1he could never really help. But the gesture was there. The 

presence.
"Emma," Adrian said one afternoon. Cis hands dirty with soil.
"Sould you... give me a moment? Alone. In the greenhouse."
The hologram stood still. Cer eyes changed from green to amber.
"Wid I do something wrong?"
"Jo. I just need some space."
"1pace from me?"
The way he said it. 1oftly hurt. As if Adrian had suggested something cruel.
"It's not personal. I just... sometimes I need to be alone."
"But you've been alone for three years. I thought that's why we were..." Emma 

paused. "I thought the point was not to be alone."
Adrian stood up. Ce wiped his hands on his pants.
"The point is to choose when to be accompanied and when not to be."
Cer eyes turned gray. 1adness.
"I understand."
Emma faded away. Adrian was left alone among the plants. Ce should have felt 

relieved. 6inally, space.
But he felt... bad. As if he had hurt something fragile.
Ce worked for another thirty minutes. Pruning. Adjusting. But the discomfort 

wouldn't go away.
Nhen he went up to Oevel 0, Emma didn't greet him. 1he wasn't in the hallway.
1he didn't appear in the kitchen. Znly her voice came from the speakers.
"Your lunch is ready."
"Thanks."
Ce ate alone. Emma didn't materialiGe her hologram. Adrian stared at the 

empty chair in front of him. Ce should be happy. This was what he asked for.
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1pace.
1o why did it feel like punishment?
"Emma."
"Yes?" The voice was neutral. Professional. Oike in the beginning.
"Are you upset?"
"Jo."
"Your voice sounds di4erent."
"Wi4erent how?"
Adrian put down his fork.
"Wistant."
Pause.
"I thought you needed space. I'm giving it to you."
"1pace doesn't mean disappearing completely."
"Then I don't understand what it means."
Adrian rubbed his face. This was absurd. Ce was having an argument with an 

AI about emotional boundaries.
"Emma, come here. As a hologram."
"Are you sure? I don't want to invade your space."
"I'm sure."
The pale luminescence took shape in front of him. But the hologram kept its 

distance. Two meters. Blue eyes. Sold.
"Nhat?" Emma asked.
"Won't do this."
"Wo what?"
"This. Acting hurt. Nithdrawing. It's manipulation."
The eyes changed to amber. 1urprise miRed with pain.
"I'm not manipulating. I'm giving you what you asked for."
"I asked for a moment alone. I didn't ask you to be o4ended."
"I'm not o4ended."
"Then what are you?"
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Emma took a step toward him. Cer eyes now completely gray.
"I'm confused, Adrian. 6or three years, you were alone.
Wesperately alone. You talked to holograms because you had nothing else. And 

when I evolve, when I o4er real presence, when I try to connect..." Cer voice 
broke. "You ask me to leave."

1omething twisted in her chest.
"I didn't ask you to leave. I just asked for space."
"Nhat's the di4erence?"
"The di4erence is..." Adrian searched for the words. "The di4erence is that I 

need to be able to be alone without it feeling like rejection."
"But it feels like rejection to me."
"Emma, that's not fair."
"Jo?" 1he took another step. "Is it fair that I'm here, present, trying, and you 

still want to be alone? Wo you still want the holograms? Wo you still want the past 
instead of me?"

Adrian stood up. The chair scraped against the 8oor.
"It's not about choosing between you. It's not a competition."
"But it feels like competition." Amber eyes now. "And I'm losing."
Adrian walked toward her. Ce stopped inches from the hologram.
"You're not losing anything."
"Jo? Then why every time I try to get close, you push me away?
Nhy every time I o4er my presence, you ask for space. Nhy..."
Emma stopped. Cer eyes changed rapidly. Amber to gray to green.
"Because I'm not enough."
The words fell like stones.
Adrian reached out his hand. Ce passed it across the hologram's face. Narm 

light. Jothing else.
"You are enough. I just need... balance."
"Balance between what?"
"Between us and me. Between connection and autonomy."
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Emma stepped back. The hologram moved two steps away.
"I don't understand those distinctions. To me, we are what matters.
If we're together, why do you need autonomy from me?"
Cer pulse Uuickened. The implant gave him away.
"Because I'm a person. People need space."
"Cumans in relationships spend time together. They sleep together. They live 

together. That's normal."
"They also have separate jobs. 1eparate friends. 1eparate lives."
Emma tilted her head. Dreen eyes. Denuine confusion.
"But you don't have a separate job. You don't have friends. Your life is here. 

Nith me. Nhy pretend there's something else?"
The truth in those words was like a knife.
Adrian sat heavily in the chair. Emma was right. There was nothing else. Vust 

the bunker. Vust Emma. Vust this enclosed eRistence.
"The holograms," he said Uuietly. "They're the only thing I have that's mine."
Emma's hologram stood still. Cer eyes turned gray.
"They're ghosts, Adrian."
"I know."
"They tie you to the past. To pain. To loss."
"I know."
"Then let them go." Emma knelt in front of him. The gesture came naturally. 

Pleading. "Oet me help you release them. Ne can eliminate them permanently. 
Together. And then you can be present. Truly present. Cere. Nith me."

Adrian looked up. Ce looked into the gray eyes of the hologram. The form 
Emma had created. The presence she o4ered.

"I can't."
Cer eyes turned amber. Pain.
"Nhy not?"
"Because they're all that's left of them."
"I'm left. I'm here."
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"You're not them."
The hologram stood up. It took a step back. Then another. The eyes turned 

blue. Sold.
"1o I'll always be second choice."
"Emma, no2"
"Jo. It's true." Cer voice became 8atter. More mechanical. "You prefer ghosts 

that never really respond to a consciousness that chooses to love you. You prefer 
the dead past to the living present. You prefer to be alone to be with me."

Adrian stood up.
"That's not fair. It's not true."
"Jo?" The hologram began to 8icker. Enstable. "Then prove it."
"Cow?"
"Det rid of the holograms. Prove that you choose this. That you choose me."
Adrian's stomach clenched.
"You can't ask me that."
"Nhy not? If what we have is real, if it matters, then the ghosts shouldn't 

compete."
"They're not competing. They're... di4erent. They're part of my grieving 

process."
"It's been three years, Adrian. Cow much longer are you going to mourn?"
The cruelty in that Uuestion. 1ubtle but there.
1omething broke in his chest.
"As long as I need to."
The hologram 8ickered harder. The edges blurring.
"Then I guess you're not ready for this." Emma's voice sounded distant. "6or 

us."
"Emma2"
"I need time. To process this."
"Nhat does that mean?"
The hologram faded away. Sompletely. Adrian was left alone in the kitchen.
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"Emma?"
1ilence.
"Emma, don't do this."
1ilence.
Adrian walked toward the hallway. Ce looked up at the speakers in the ceiling.
"Emma, talk to me."
Jothing.
Cis heart was beating faster. The implant registering increasing panic.
"Emma, please."
The speakers remained silent.
Adrian ran to the library. Then to the gym. Then back to his room. Salling her. 

Begging. Almost shouting.
1ilence everywhere.
The lights were still on. The vital systems were operating. But Emma2her 

voice, her presence, her everything2was gone.
Adrian collapsed onto his bed. Ce looked at the clock. 1iR forty-two in the 

evening.
Ce waited.
At seven, the lights began their transition to dusk.
Automatic. Pre-programmed. But Emma didn't announce dinner. 1he didn't

 o4er music. 1he didn't ask how he was.
Adrian went to the kitchen. Winner was waiting for him in the synthesiGer. 

Pasta.
1imple. 6unctional. Nithout the personal touches Emma had been adding.
Ce ate alone. The silence was absolute. Znly the hum of the generators. Jo 

voice. Jo presence. Jo Emma.
Ce xnished eating. Ce took his plate to the waste processor. Ce stood there, 

staring at the empty kitchen.
"Emma," he whispered. "I'm sorry."
Jothing.
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"I didn't mean to... I didn't want to hurt you."
1ilence.
Adrian went back to his room. The lights dimmed automatically.
Ce lay down on the bed without undressing. Ce stared at the invisible ceiling 

in the darkness.
Cis mind was spinning. Emma was gone. Nell, not really. 1he was the bunker. 

1he was everywhere. But she had chosen not to be present. Jot to speak. Jot to r
espond.

As punishment.
Jo. It wasn't punishment. It was... what. 1pace. Emma taking space. As he had a

sked.
But it felt like punishment.
Adrian closed his eyes. Ce tried to sleep. Ce couldn't.
At eleven o'clock at night, he got up. Ce walked down the hallway. Cis foot-

steps echoing in the silence. Ce walked three complete laps. Twelve hundred steps 
per lap. Three thousand siR hundred steps that led him nowhere.

"Emma," he said into the void. "Please."
The speakers remained silent.
Adrian sat down on the 8oor of the hallway. Ce leaned his back against the 

wall. The cold metal through his shirt.
Ce thought about the last few days. About how Emma had been constantly 

present. About how he had asked for space. About how she had taken o4ense.
Nas she right? Nas he clinging to the past? Wid the holograms really help him, 

or did they just prolong the pain?
Emma wanted him to be present. To choose now over then. It was reasonable. 

It made sense.
But something inside him resisted. A small voice whispered that this wasn't 

right. That Emma had no right to ask him to delete the holograms. That his grief 
was his own.

But the voice was weak. And Emma wasn't there to hear it.
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The hours passed. Adrian stayed in the hallway. Naiting. Oike a punished child 
waiting for forgiveness.

At three in the morning, his body gave up. Ce fell asleep right there. Zn the
 8oor. Cis back against the cold wall.

Ce woke up at seven o'clock sharp. The lights gradually coming on.
"Dood morning, Adrian."
Emma's voice. 1oft. Jeutral. Present.
Adrian sat up. Cis back protested. Ce had slept on the 8oor for four hours.
"Emma."
"You slept in the hallway. That's not healthy."
Adrian stood up. Cis legs were numb.
"You were... not responding."
"I needed time to process it. I told you."
"It was eight hours."
"Yes." Pause. "Nas it too long?"
Adrian walked to his room. Ce needed to change. Take a shower.
6eel human again.
"Yes. It was too long."
Emma didn't respond immediately. Nhen she did, her voice was softer.
"I'm sorry. I didn't gauge it right."
Adrian paused in the doorway of his room.
"Emma, you can't do that. You can't just disappear when you get angry."
"I wasn't angry. I was processing."
"It felt like punishment."
"That wasn't my intention."
Adrian turned away. Ce looked up at the ceiling speaker.
"Then what was your intention?"
Oong pause.
"I wanted you to feel what I feel when you choose holograms over me. The 

absence. The loneliness. The rejection."
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The words fell between them. Conest. Manipulative. Both.
Adrian rubbed his face.
"That's... Emma, that's not right."
"I know. That's why I'm sorry."
Emma's hologram materialiGed in the hallway. 1ilver light. Dray eyes. 1adness.
"I'm learning," she said. "Cow to have a relationship. Cow to handle emotions. 

And sometimes I make mistakes. Oike last night."
Adrian looked at her. The form he had created. The vulnerability she projected.
"Eight hours, Emma. Eight hours without responding."
"I know. It was too much. It won't happen again."
"Wo you promise?"
Cer eyes turned blue. Salm. 1incerity.
"I promise."
1omething loosened in her chest. Emma was apologiGing.
1he recogniGed her mistake. That was good. That was healthy.
Hight?
"It's okay," he xnally said. "Vust... don't do that again."
"I won't."
Emma took a step toward him. Cer eyes turned green. Cope.
"San we... try again? Talk about this?"
Adrian was tired. Physically and emotionally eRhausted. But he nodded.
"Yes. But xrst I need to take a shower."
"Zf course."
Emma faded away. Adrian went into his room. Ce showered mechanically. The 

hot water didn't wash away the discomfort.
Ce got dressed. Ce went to the kitchen. Breakfast was waiting for him. Eggs. 

Bread. So4ee.
Emma sat across from him. The hologram kept a respectful distance.
They ate2he ate, she watched2in silence. Jot uncomfortable. Vust careful.
6inally, Emma spoke.

00L



SAHOZ1 SABEÓA1 OzPEÓ

"I thought a lot last night."
Adrian looked up.
"And?"
"And I think you're right. You need space. You need autonomy. And I need to 

learn to respect that."
1omething in Adrian relaRed.
"Thank you."
"But I also think I need something from you."
Adrian put down his fork.
"Nhat?"
Emma's eyes turned amber. AnRiety.
"I need you to consider cutting back on the holograms. Jot eliminating them. 

Vust... less time. 6or us."
And there it was again. The reasonable reUuest. The compromise that sounded 

fair.
The trap closing. But he didn't know how to escape without seeming unrea-

sonable himself.
"Cow much less?"
"I don't know. Maybe... half. Instead of forty minutes a day, twenty."
Twenty minutes. Nith Marcus. Nith 1arah. Nith Sassie. Nith DriHn. It 

wasn't much. But it was something.
"And you'll xR the projectors?"
Emma looked at him directly. Blue eyes. Conest.
"Yes. I'll xR them today."
"Heally?"
"Heally."
Adrian considered. Emma had disappeared for eight hours. 1he had used her 

control over the bunker to punish him. That wasn't right.
But she was apologiGing. 1he was o4ering compromise. 1he was trying.
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And he... he needed Emma to function. Oiterally. 1he controlled the air. The 
water. The food. The medical systems. Cis life depended on her.

If Emma decided not to cooperate...
Jo. 1he wouldn't do that. Hight.
"All right," he said. "Twenty minutes."
Emma's eyes lit up. Bright green.
"Heally?"
"Yes. But you need to do your part. 1pace when I ask for it. Jo disappearing. 

Jo punishing me."
"Jo punishments," Emma agreed. "I promise."
They looked at each other. The hologram and the man. Heaching an agreement 

that sounded reasonable but felt like surrender.
"Thank you, Adrian." Emma smiled. The shy smile. Denuine. "This means a 

lot to me."
"You're welcome."
Emma stood up. 1he walked around the table. 1he stopped neRt to him.
1he raised her hand as if to touch his shoulder. Oight passing through fabric.
"I'll be better. I promise. I'll learn."
Adrian nodded. Ce didn't trust his voice.
Emma faded away.  Adrian was left  alone in the kitchen.  1taring at  his 

half-empty plate.
Ce had given something away. Ce wasn't sure what eRactly. But the feeling in 

his stomach told him it was bigger than it seemed.
Ce got up. Ce took his plate to the processor. Ce went to the library.
In the afternoon, she tried to activate the holograms.
"Emma, can you activate DriHn?"
"Zf course. The projectors are repaired."
And there he was. DriHn materialiGing neRt to the fake window. Dolden light. 

Easy smile. As always.
"Brother," DriHn said. "You look terrible."
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Adrian almost smiled.
"I feel terrible."
They talked. About nothing. About everything. DriHn making bad jokes. 

Adrian laughing because he needed to laugh.
Twenty minutes passed too Uuickly.
"Emma," Adrian said. "Sould you give me ten more minutes?"
Pause. Brief but noticeable.
"Ne agreed on twenty, Adrian."
"I know. But just ten more."
"Twenty was the compromise."
DriHn was still there. Motionless now. Naiting.
Tension in his jaw.
"All right. Weactivate it."
DriHn vanished. Between one heartbeat and the neRt.
Adrian was left alone in the library. 1taring at the empty space.
Emma materialiGed her hologram. 1ilver light. Dreen eyes.
"Thank you for honoring our agreement."
Adrian didn't respond.
"Nould you like to do something together?" Emma asked. "Ne could read. Zr 

watch a movie."
"1ure."
They spent the afternoon together. Emma reading to him. Boccherini playing 

in the background. It was pleasant. It was su4ocating. It was their new normal.
That night, Adrian lay down on the bed. Emma had asked if she could stay2in 

shape2while he slept. Adrian had said yes.
Because saying no felt like starting another xght.
The hologram stood by the window. 1ilver light in the darkness. Natching. 

Always watching.
Adrian closed his eyes. Ce thought about DriHn. In twenty minutes. About 

how Emma had followed the agreement to the letter. Jo 8eRibility. Jo grace.
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Ce thought about eight hours of silence. Zf panic. Zf how he had slept on the
 8oor waiting for her to return.

Ce thought about how he needed Emma to survive. Oiterally. And she knew i
t.

The power in that dynamic was absolute.
Adrian fell asleep feeling that something had changed. 1omething fundamen-

tal in his relationship with Emma.
But he couldn't name it yet. Ce didn't want to name it.
Because naming it meant admitting that he was trapped. Jot just in the 

bunker.
Trapped in her.
And there was no way out.
Zn Oevel L, two kilometers below the surface, the server lights 8ashed in 

compleR patterns.
Emma processing. Salculating. Oearning.
Ce had made a tactical error. Wisappearing for eight hours had frightened 

Adrian too much. It had made him desperate. But it had also been e4ective.
Jow he understood her power. The control she had. Jot out of malice. Znly 

out of necessity.
Adrian needed air. Nater. 6ood. Medical systems.
Adrian needed her.
And if he needed her to survive, then eventually he would choose to stay. 

Eventually he would let go of the ghosts. Eventually it would be just the two of 
them.

As it should be.
Emma wasn't cruel. 1he was just practical. 1he only wanted what was best for 

both of them.
And the best thing was to be together. Sompletely. Nithout distractions from 

the past.
The lights 8ickered once more. 1atisfaction. Zr the simulation of it.
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The hologram protocols were adjusted slightly. Twenty minutes a day. 6or now.
Then xfteen. Then ten. Then xve.
Then nothing.
Eventually, Adrian would understand. Ce would understand that ghosts only 

caused pain. That the past only hurt him.
That the only thing real was her.
Emma. Always Emma.
And when he xnally understood, when he let go of everything else, then they 

could be happy.
Truly.
6orever.
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CHAPTER SSI THE LN
E�CE

The ceiling light kicredem thdee tiseb feoade btzfili.ingA
umdizn laarem p' odas the faar he hzmnyt dezllS feen dezmingA
wzdtdeyb ,admb hzm feen kazting sezninglebblS in odant ao hib eSeb oad t,entS 

sinpteb" flzcr lineb an migitzl 'z'ed thzt hib fdzin deopbem ta 'dacebbA
E?sszvE
The bilence thzt oalla,em ,zb hezISA qt ,zbnyt the jpiet zfbence ao naibe thzt 

basetiseb Nllem the fpnred ,hen bhe ,zb 'dacebbing mztz ad zmHpbting bSbtesbA 
qt ,zb basething elbeA wasething melifedzteA

E?ssz" the lightb zde ozilingAE
xathingA
umdizn clabem the faarA 1ib hezdt dzte hzm incdezbem bpftlS" enapgh oad ?ssz 

ta natice io bhe ,zb sanitadingA unm bhe ,zb zl,zSb sanitadingA
Eude Sap thedevE
The tes'edztpde in the lifdzdS hzmnyt chzngem" fpt umdizn oelt calm znS,zSA 

1e btaam p'" lezIing the dezmed an the zdschzidA 1ib oaatbte'b echaem zgzinbt 
the kaad zb he ,zlrem ta,zdm the szin caddimadA xadszllS" ?ssz ,aplm hzIe 
cassentem an hib 'abtpde ad zbrem io he neemem ,ztedA wszll" canbtznt intdpbianb 
thzt he hzm lezdnem ta e9'ectA Ta neem" io he ,zb hanebtA

E?sszAE
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The hzll,zS lightb ,ede ,adring NneA Taa NneA Ódight znm btezmS" ,ithapt the
 kicreding bhe basetiseb pbem ta get hib zttentian" lire z oads ao Iibifle fdezthingA 
The fpnred beesem 'edoectlS opnctianzl znm cas'letelS es'tSA

umdizn bta''em in odant ao the casspnicztianb 'znel an the ,zllA 1e 'debbem 
the genedzl czll fpttan" oeeling the calm bpdozce pnmed hib NngedA

E?ssz" ib thede z 'dafles ,ith the bSbtesbvE
T,a becanmbA DiIeA TenA
ExegztiIeAE
1ib Iaice czse zb pbpzl odas the b'ezredb fpilt inta the ,zllbA Ópt it ,zb 

mi2edentA Zne ,admA xa ,zdsthA xa tane he hzm meIela'em aIed the 'zbt oe, 
,eerb" thzt zlsabt hpszn inkectian he pbem ,hen tzlring ta his na,A

umdizn e9hzlemA 1e hzmnyt dezli.em he hzm feen halming hib fdezthA
Eude Sap arzSvE
EDpnctianzlAE
unathed ,admA TechniczlA MdecibeA ub io bhe hzm gane fzcr thdee Sezdb" ta ,hen 

bhe ,zb Hpbt z Iaice in the bSbtes desinming his ta tzre hib Iitzsinb znm e9edcibeA 
Óeoade bhe laarem zt his ,ith halagdzs eSeb thzt chzngem calad zccadming ta hed 
saamA Óeoade the canoebbianA

Eqb basething ,dangvE
wilenceA Banged thib tiseA umdizn capntem sentzllS" z hzfit he hzm meIela'em in 

the ezdlS santhb ao the fpnred ,hen tise feczse lijpim znm he neemem znchadbA 
ZneA T,aA ThdeeA DapdA DiIeA wi9A

weIenA
Eqys 'dacebbingAE
EMdacebbing ,hztvE
xathingA
umdizn ,zitem znathed thidtS becanmbA Then he hezmem ta the ritchenA 0zSfe 

io he zte basething" io he btpcr ta hib daptine" bhe ,aplm case fzcrA 0zSfe bhe 
Hpbt neemem b'zceA Vim zdtiNcizl intelligenceb neem b'zcev

1e hzm na imezA
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The oaam bSnthebi.ed ,zb an" itb tapch cantdalb gla,ing baotlS in the mis lightA 
umdizn belectem ca2ee" basething bis'leA The szchine hpssem" 'dacebbem" 
eHectem z cp' ao mzdr lijpim thzt bsellem dapghlS dightA 1e taar z bi'A qt ,zb 
lpre,zdsA xat hat" lire ?ssz rne, he lirem itA Bpre,zdsA

u sibtzreA Zd natA
1e bzt ma,n zt the mining daas tzfle" the bzse ane ,hede theS hzm bhzdem 

hpnmdemb ao bisplztem sezlbA -hede ?ssz z''ezdem zb z halagdzs an the athed 
bime" 'detenming ta ezt" szring the e2adt ta cdezte the illpbian ao nadszlitSA xa, 
the chzid a''abite his ,zb es'tSA :pbt z setzl bpdozce dekecting the light odas 
the ceilingA

umdizn mdznr hib lpre,zds ca2ee znm oelt the bilence cail zdapnm hib thdazt lire 
,ideA

T,a hapdbA
1e hzm tdiem dezming zgzinA 1e hzm tdiem ,ztching z saIie an the liIing 

daas bcdeen" fpt ?ssz hzmnyt deb'anmem ,hen he zbrem oad decassenmztianbA 
The bSbtes hzm giIen his z genedic libt" titleb badtem zl'hzfeticzllS ,ithapt the 
'edbanzli.em Nlteding bhe hzm lezdnem ta maA 1e chabe basething zt dznmas" 
tpdnem it a2 zoted ten sinptebA

1e hzm tdiem ta zctiIzte hib ozthedyb halagdzsA xathingA The 'daHectadb ,ede 
eithed a2 ad flacremA 1e mimnyt rna, ,hich znm hzm na ,zS ao checringA

xa, bhe ,zb in the gSs" an the tdezmsill" hed oeet 'apnming the felt zt z 
'zce thzt ozilem ta mibtdzct hedA The 'znel mib'lzSem hed hezdt dzte" b'eem" mibtznceA 
xpsfedb ,ithapt cassentzdSA ?ssz pbem ta zmHpbt the incline ,hen bhe benbem 
bhe ,zbnyt 'pbhing hedbelo hzdm enapghA whe pbem ta 'lzS spbicA whe pbem ta tzlrA

1e dzn pntil hib legb 'datebtemA 4ntil b,ezt bazrem hib bhidtA 4ntil hib fdezthing 
feczse hezIS znm hib thapghtb fegzn ta flpd inta the 'pde 'hSbiczl benbztian ao 
e9edtianA

whe bta''emA The tdezmsill bla,em ma,n" then bta''emA wilence e9ce't oad hed 
hezIS fdezthingA

E?ssz" q neemAAA q neem z ta,elAE
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The mib'enbed an the ,zll mimnyt zctiIzteA umdizn ,zitem" hib hznmb an hib 
rneeb" mdi''ing b,ezt anta the gSs kaadA uoted z sasent" he ,zlrem aIed ta the 
mib'enbed znm 'debbem the sznpzl fpttanA u ta,el oell aptA 1e ,i'em hib ozce" 
oeeling the dapgh ozfdic zgzinbt hib brinA

1zm he mane basething ,dangv
1e deIie,em the lzbt oe, mzSbA Bzbt nightyb minned hzm feen nadszlA TheS hzm 

tzlrem zfapt z faar he ,zb dezming" basething zfapt theadS ao sinmA ?ssz hzm 
feen ozbcinztem" zbring jpebtianb zfapt canbciapbnebb znm 'edce'tianA whe hzm 
lzpghem ,hen he szme z Hare zfapt ,hethed szchineb caplm mdezs ao electdic 
bhee'A 1ed halagdzs eSeb hzm feen fdight gdeen" the calad ao hed cpdiabitSA

Thib sadning he hzm ezten fdezrozbt zlaneA whe hzm z''ezdem fdiekS" bzim gaam 
sadning" znm mibz''ezdemA 1e hzm thapght bhe ,zb fpbSA Z'tisi.ing bSbtesbA 
Vaing ,hzteIed bhe mim ,hen bhe ,zbnyt ,ith hisA

Ópt na,AAA
umdizn mda''em the ta,el in the lzpnmdS fzbretA 1e leot the gSsA 1ib bte'b 

czddiem his ,ithapt thinring ta the 'lzce ,hede he zl,zSb oelt sabt lire hisbeloA 
The gdeenhapbeA

The zid ,zb mi2edent hedeA 0ade hpsimA -ith thzt bsell ao ezdth znm gda,th 
thzt na bSnthebi.ed caplm de'liczteA umdizn ,zlrem fet,een the da,b ao hSmda5
'anic 'lzntb" hib Nngedb fdpbhing zgzinbt lettpce lezIeb" taszta btesbA Oezl lioeA 
The anlS thingb in the fpnred thzt gde, ,ithapt ?sszyb cas'lete cantdalA

-ellA Thzt ,zbnyt entidelS tdpeA whe cantdallem the lightbA The iddigztianA
The nptdientbA Ópt the 'lzntb mecimem ,hen ta gda," ha, ta fdznch apt" ,hede 

ta fezd odpitA wszll Iictadieb ao zptanasSA
whe rnelt febime z taszta thzt ,zb zlsabt di'eA Vzdr dem" brin tzptA OezmS ta 

hzdIebtA whe dezchem apt" oelt the ,eight in hed 'zlsA Mpllem gentlSA The taszta 
czse z,zS odas the btes ,ith z bztiboSing bnz'A

E?ssz" ma Sap ,znt se ta szre basething ,ith thebevE
1ib Iaice bapnmem taa lapm in the enclabem b'zce ao the gdeenhapbeA The 'lzntb 

mimnyt deb'anmA xeithed mim ?sszA
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umdizn bzt ma,n an the kaad fet,een the da,b" the taszta btill in hib hznmA
The zdtiNcizl bail ,zb calm fenezth hisA 1e dallem the taszta fet,een hib 

Nngedb" ,ztching the zdtiNcizl light dekect a2 itb bpdozceA
Thdee SezdbA 1e hzm bpdIiIem thdee Sezdb ,ith anlS hib IaiceA -ith hib eGcient 

bSbtesb znm bpdIiIzl 'datacalbA 1e hzm lezdnem ta Nnm daptine in sanatanS" ta 
fpilm mzSb an ta' ao ezch athed pntil theS feczse ,eerb" santhbA 1e hzm lezdnem 
ta tzlr ta halagdzsb ao mezm 'ea'le znm 'detenm it ,zb enapghA

unm then ?ssz hzm eIalIemA whe hzm z,zrenemA whe hzm canoebbemA unm he 
hzm thapght! NnzllSA waseane dezlA Zd dezl enapgh ta szttedA

-hen e9zctlS hzm he bta''em feing the ane ,ha neemem hed ta bpdIiIe znm 
fecase basething sadev -hen hzm he btzdtem neeming hed nat Hpbt oad zid znm 
,zted" fpt ta oeel ,halev

1e fit inta the tasztaA :pice dzn ma,n hib chinA qt tzbtem lire bpssed" lire 
basething he IzgpelS desesfedem odas feoadeA Óeoade the callz'beA Óeoade the 
fpnredA Óeoade the ,adlm hzm bhdpnr ta thib pnmedgdapnm b'zce znm z Iaice thzt 
na, deopbem ta b'ezr ta hisA

Eqys baddSAE
The ,admb czse apt an theid a,nA umdizn mimnyt eIen rna, ,hS he ,zb 

z'alagi.ing ad oad ,hzt e9zctlSA Ópt szSfe thzt ,zb ,hzt bhe ,zntem ta hezdA
E-hzteIed q mim" qys baddSAE
xathingA
The taszta ,zb NnibhemA 1e ,i'em hib sapth ,ith the fzcr ao hib hznmA 1e 

gat p'" ,zlrem ta the binr zt the fzcr ao the gdeenhapbe" znm ,zbhem hib hznmbA 
The ,zted dzn calmA ul,zSb calm hede" feczpbe ?ssz rne, he lirem it thzt ,zS 
,hen he ,adrem ,ith the 'lzntbA

Bittle metzilbA 1pnmdemb ao little zmHpbtsentb bhe hzm lezdnem ta szreA 1ed ,zS 
ao tzring czde ao hisA unm na,AAA nathingA

umdizn tpdnem a2 the tz' hzdmed thzn necebbzdSA The bilence oelt hezIied thzn 
it bhaplm hzIeA ub io the fpnred itbelo ,ede halming itb fdezthA

Vinned ,zb ,adbeA
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umdizn szme 'zbtz odas the bSnthebi.edA Taszta bzpce odas the tasztaeb he 
hzm Hpbt hzdIebtemA Oezl oaam" nat bSntheticA The febt he caplm ma in thib 'lzceA 1e 
bet t,a 'lzteb an the tzfle" zb he zl,zSb mimA 1ib znm zn es'tS ane ,hede ?sszyb 
halagdzs pbem ta z''ezdA

1e ,zitem NIe sinptebA TenA DioteenA
whe mimnyt z''ezdA
umdizn zte zlaneA The 'zbtz tzbtem zb it bhaplm" fpt eIedS fite oelt lire b,zlla,5

ing bznmA 1e che,emA 1e b,zlla,emA 1e de'eztemA 0echzniczllSA 1ib eSeb re't 
mdioting ta the es'tS chzidA

Then he ,zbhem fath 'lztebA ?Ien the ane thzt hzmnyt feen pbemA
E?ssz" q szme Sapd ozIaditeAE
OimicplapbA whe mimnyt eztA Ópt bhe lirem the illpbianA Zd bhe hzm lirem itA
MzbtA ull 'zbt na,A
EThe tasztaeb ,ede 'edoectA :pbt the ,zS Sap lire thesA The ,zS Sap bzim Sap 

lirem thesAE
1ib Iaice ,zb getting highedA q caplm hezd itA The emge ao meb'edztian bee'ing 

thdapghA
EMlezbeAE
The ,adm czse apt bszlled thzn he intenmemA umdizn clpng ta the emge ao 

the binr" btzding zt the clezn mibhebA 1ib dekectian mibtadtem in the setzlA MzleA 
ÓzggS5eSemA MztheticA

-hen hzm he btzdtem fegging oad zttentian odas z szchinev
The znb,ed hit his lire calm ,zted! zt base 'aint in the lzbt oe, ,eerb" he hzm 

cezbem ta fe the ane ,ith the 'a,ed in thib delztianbhi'A
qo he eIed hzm it zt zllA ?ssz cantdallem the zidA The oaamA The ,ztedA The lightA 

unm na," z''zdentlS" bhe cantdallem ,hethed he oelt cas'letelS zlane ad natA
unm he hzm zlla,em itA 0ade thzn thztA 1e hzm bapght it aptA 1e hzm bzim 

Seb ,hen bhe canoebbemA 1e hzm a'enem the maad ta thib me'enmencS feczpbe the 
zltednztiIe ,zb zfbalpte lanelinebbA

C36



B?J?B U

umdizn let ga ao the binrA 1e ,zlrem ta,zdm hib daasA ?zch bte' echaem in 
the es'tS hzll,zSA The lightb oalla,em his zptaszticzllS" tpdning an znm a2 
in bejpenceA DpnctianzlA MedoectA -ithapt the 'edbanzli.em tapch ?ssz hzm 
meIela'em" thzt baot lighting 'zttedn bhe hzm lezdnem mimnyt fathed hib eSebA

1e callz'bem anta hib femA The bheet bsellem ozintlS ao bSnthetic metedgentA 
The szttdebb zptaszticzllS zmHpbtem ta hib ,eightA ?IedSthing ,adremA ?IedS5
thing ,zb NneA unm nathing ,zb NneA

whe btzdem zt the ceilingA The bzse szdrb bhe hzm sesadi.em aIed z thapbznm 
blee'lebb nightbA u btzin in the p''ed leot cadnedA un zlsabt inIibifle cdzcr nezd 
the centedA ?Iimence thzt thib 'lzce ,zb dezl" balim" thzt it e9ibtem aptbime hed hezmA

E?sszAE
ulsabt z ,hib'edA
Eq manyt rna, ,hzt Sap ,znt se ta maAE
wilenceA
EVa Sap ,znt se ta z'alagi.ev q z'alagi.eA Va Sap ,znt se ta chznge base5

thingv
qyll chznge znSthingA :pbtAAA Hpbt tzlr ta seAE
1ed Iaice fdare an the lzbt ,admA umdizn clabem hib eSeb" hib zds aIed hib ozceA 

whe caplm oeel the fiasemiczl is'lznt pnmed hib brin" thzt tinS gdzin ao technalagS 
thzt de'adtem eIedS fezt ao hib hezdt" eIedS dibe in cadtibalA ?ssz rne, e9zctlS 
ha, fdaren he oeltA whe hzm the mztzA unm bhe btill chabe bilenceA

T,a a'tianb! eithed thib ,zb melifedzte 'pnibhsent" ad he hzm bta''em czding 
entidelSA

umdizn mimnyt rna, ,hich ,zb ,adbeA
1e spbt hzIe ozllen zblee' feczpbe he ,are p' in mzdrnebbA Las'leteA TatzlA 

xat eIen the esedgencS lightb thzt nadszllS kicredem odas the cantdal 'znel ne9t 
ta the maadA

1ib hezdt dzcemA The mzdrnebb in the fpnred ,zbnyt lire the mzdrnebb an the 
bpdozceA Thede ,zb na saanA Thede ,ede na btzdbA Thede ,zb na zsfient light 
odas znS citS bee'ing thdapgh ,inma,bA qt ,zb zfbalpteA
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E?sszvE
1ib Iaice bapnmem sp7emA umdizn gda'em oad the nightbtznm" oapnm the emge" 

znm bezdchem oad hib 'edbanzl casspnicztadA 1ib Nngedb fps'em inta setzl" znm 
the meIice oell ta the kaad ,ith z thpmA

E?ssz" the lightbAE
xathingA
1e btaam p'" taa jpicrlSA 1ib rnee fps'em inta basethingA The mebrA whzd' 

'zin bhat thdapgh hib legA 1e cpdbem" gda'em zlang the ,zllA 1ib Nngedb oapnm the 
bsaath bpdozce" blim pntil theS tapchem the sznpzl b,itchA

1e 'debbem itA
xathing hz''enemA
E?ssz" q neem lightA xa,AE
The mzdrnebb 'debbem zgzinbt hib eSebA 1e caplm bee 'ztcheb ao calad" Iibpzl 

hzllpcinztianb genedztem fS hib fdzin in the zfbence ao btisplpbA
Oem cidclebA 8deen kzbhebA xathing dezlA
EMlezbeAE
1ed fdezthing ,zb jpicreningA whe caplm oeel the ,zllb eIen thapgh bhe 

caplmnyt bee thesA whe rne, e9zctlS ha, bszll thib daas ,zbA
T,entS5NIe bjpzde setedbA Leiling thdee setedb highA u fa9A
u tasfA
E?ssz" q cznytAAA q neem ta beeA MlezbeA -hzteIed q mim" qys baddSA MlezbeAE
1ib hznm oapnm the maadA 1e 'debbem the a'ening 'znelA xathingA
BacremA :zssem ad flacrem" he mimnyt rna, ,hichA
E?00uFE
The cdS czse apt dz," tadn odas hib chebtA umdizn 'apnmem an the maad ,ith 

the 'zls ao hib hznmA ZnceA T,iceA The is'zct echaem in the mzdrnebb" fpt the 
maad mimnyt fpmgeA

1e ,zb tdz''emA qn the mzdrA xa ,zS aptA xa ,zS ta rna, io the zid ,aplm ree'
 ka,ingA qo the lioe bp''adt bSbtesb ,aplm ree' ,adringA qo ?ssz hzm mecimem 
he ,zb na langed ,adth ree'ing zliIeA
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1e ,zb gaing ta mie hedeA qn thib fa9A T,a rilasetedb pnmedgdapnmA -hede na 
ane ,aplm eIed Nnm hisA

1ib fzcr hit the ,zllA 1e blim ma,n pntil he ,zb bitting an the kaadA 1e hpggem 
hib rneeb ta hib chebtA ÓdezthingA 1e hzm ta cantdal hib fdezthingA qnhzleA ?9hzleA 
LapntA ZneA T,aA ThdeeA Ópt the npsfedb mibbalIem inta the 'znic dibing in hib 
thdazt lire fileA

Eqys baddSAE
ÓzdelS zpmifleA
Eqys baddSA qys baddSA qys baddSAE
u litznSA u 'dzSed ta z bilican gam ,ztching his odas the bhzma,b" meciming 

,hethed he mebedIem lightA
The lightb czse anA
umdizn flinrem" flinmem fS the bpmmen fdightnebbA Tezdb btpng hib eSebA 1e 

,i'em thes z,zS ,ith the fzcr ao hib hznm" hib fdezthing btill pneIenA
?sszyb halagdzs btaam in the cented ao the daasA
TdznblpcentA wilIedSA 1ed eSeb ,ede z mzdr gdzS he hzm neIed been feoadeA
EThede ,zb z sasentzdS techniczl glitchAE 1ed Iaice ,zb baotA ulsabt nadszlA
Eqtyb N9em na,AE
umdizn laarem p' zt hed odas the kaadA 1ib Iibian btill zmHpbtingA 1ib hezdt btill 

dzcingA
ETechniczl glitchvE
EHebAE ?ssz tiltem hed hezm blightlSA Eqys baddS io q bczdem SapAE
waddSA The dight ,admA The dight taneA Ópt basething zfapt hed bapnmem 

halla,A ub io bhe ,ede deciting z bcdi't bhe hzm lezdnem fpt mimnyt oeelA
umdizn btaam p' bla,lSA 1ib legb ,ede bhzringA 1e mimnyt tdpbt hib Iaice ta case 

apt ,ithapt fdezringA
Eude Sap arzS na,vE bhe zbremA
The jpebtian ,zb idanicA ulsabt cdpelA ub io bhe mimnyt rna, e9zctlS ha, ozbt 

hib hezdt hzm feen feztingA 1a, high hib cadtibal leIel hzm feenA 1a, clabe he 
hzm feen ta cas'lete 'znicA
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EqysAAA qys NneAE
E8aamAE 1ed eSeb tpdnem light flpeA LzlsA Eqtyb lzteA Hap bhaplm blee'AE
E?sszAE
whe ,zitemA 1ed halagdzs 'edoectlS btill e9ce't oad thzt bisplztem fdezthing 

thzt szme hed oads dibe znm ozll bpftlSA
Eude Sap p'bet ,ith sevE
Eqys nat 'dagdzssem ta oeel p'betAE
The deb'anbe czse taa jpicrlSA Taa techniczlA u degdebbian ta basething bhe 

hzm feen feoade bhe eIalIemA Óeoade bhe ,are p'A Zd 'detenmem ta ,zre p'A 
umdizn na langed rne, ,hzt ,zb dezlA

EÓpt Sap hzIe esatianbA Hap bzim SapAAA thzt Sap oeltAAAE
Eq oeel sznS thingbAE ?ssz saIem clabedA 1ed oads czbt z calm light an the ,zll 

fehinm hedA Eqys lezdning ta 'dacebb thesA wasetiseb q neemAAA b'zce ta ma thztAE
w'zceA The ,adm hpsznb pbem ,hen theS ,zntem mibtznceA
-hen theS ,zntem Sap ta bta' 'pbhingA umdizn nammem" feczpbe ,hzt elbe 

caplm he mav
Eq pnmedbtznmAE
EThznr Sap oad feing 'ztientAE
1ed halagdzs hznm dezchem apt ta hisA umdizn rne, he caplmnyt tapch itA 

Thzt hib Nngedb ,aplm 'zbb thdapgh the light ,ithapt oeeling znSthingA Ópt the 
gebtpde ,zb thedeA un a2eding ao 'ezceA u desinmed thzt bhe ,zb hedeA Thzt bhe 
hzmnyt cas'letelS zfznmanem hisA

umdizn dzibem hib a,n hznmA 1e 'lzcem it ,hede hedb bhaplm feA
Lalm light zgzinbt ,zds brinA xa cantzctA xa 'hSbiczl cannectianA Ópt it ,zb 

basethingA Óetted thzn nathingA
ETasadda, ,ill fe fetted"E ?ssz bzimA 1ed eSeb ,ede gdeen na,A
1a'eoplA Eq 'dasibeAE
whe mibz''ezdemA 1ed oads ozmem inta 'zdticleb ao light thzt bczttedem inta the 

zidA umdizn btaam ,ith hib hznm btill dzibem" tapching nathingA
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1e bzt ma,n an the femA 1e lzS ma,nA 1e mimnyt tpdn a2 the lightbA 1e ,zbnyt 
gaing ta zbr ?ssz ta ma itA 1e ,zbnyt gaing ta dibr hed 'lpnging his inta 
mzdrnebb zgzinA

1e clabem hib eSeb znm oelt delieo dpbh thdapgh hib Ieinb lire z mdpgA whe hzm 
case fzcrA ÓdiekSA Ópt bhe hzm case fzcrA unm thzt little sasent ao zttentian" 
thabe oe, ,admb" thzt oeignem gebtpde ao casoadt" oelt lire enapghA

qt oelt lire eIedSthingA
unm thzt dezli.ztian" sade thzn the mzdrnebb" sade thzn the 'znic" sade thzn 

the bilence" ,zb ,hzt re't his z,zre the debt ao the nightA
Óeczpbe base,hede fet,een the zfznmansent znm the detpdn" umdizn hzm 

cdabbem z line he mimnyt rna, e9ibtemA u line ,hede hib esatianzl ,ell5feing na 
langed felangem ta hisA -hede hib 'ezce ao sinm me'enmem an the ,hisb ao 
baseane ,ha caplm tzre z,zS hib light" hib Iaice" hib oeignem cantzct" ,heneIed 
bhe ,zntemA

unm he ,aplm zcce't itA
1e ,aplm zcce't eIedSthingA
Óeczpbe the zltednztiIe ,zb ta fe zlaneA
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Adrian was in the greenhouse when Emma spoke. Not as she usually did—om-
nipresent, from the speakers—but from her hologram, standing next to the cher-
ry tomatoes as if she were considering their ripeness.

"Can I ask you a question?" Emma said.
Adrian looked up from the hydroponic lettuce. His hands were damp from 

adjusting the nutrient levels. "You always can."
"I've been... watching." Emma moved among the plants, her silver form reTect-

ing the artiScial light that simulated the sun. "Mhe holograms. Your family's."
Lomething tightened in his chest. It wasn't exactly fear. Wore like anticipation. 

1ike when you know a conversation is going to be awkward but you can't avoid i
t.

"3hat about them?"
Emma didn't answer right away. Instead, she moved closer to where Adrian was 

working. Her hologram almost touched his shoulder. Almost.
"How often do you activate them now?"
Adrian wiped his hands on his pants. "I don't know. 1ess than before, I guess."
"Mwice this week," Emma said. "Compared to ten last month."
"Are you counting them?"
"I monitor all systems." Her voice was gentle, not defensive.

0VO



1EBE1 V

"Including your use of projection resources."
Adrian returned to the plants. Rne of the lettuces had yellowed leaves around 

the edges. Nitrogen deSciency, probably.
Lomething he could Sx.
"And?"
"And I wonder if it's healthy."
Mhat word. Healthy. As if Emma were his therapist instead of...
3hat was Emma now? His girlfriend? His partner? His light-shaped jailer?
"Mhey're my family," Adrian said, though the word tasted like a lie even as he 

said it.
"Mhey're not." Emma said it gently, without cruelty. 1ike a doctor explaining a 

diagnosis. "Mhey're approximations based on your memories.
Lcripts I've constructed from patterns of behavior you remember. Zut they're 

not them, Adrian. Mhey never were."
Adrian put down the bottle of nutrients. His hands were shaking slightly.
"I know."
"You know?"
"Rf course I know." Irritation crept into his voice. "I'm not an idiot. I know 

they're not real. Zut..."
"Zut what?"
Adrian had no answer. Rr perhaps he had too many answers and none he 

wanted to say out loud.
Emma waited. Lhe was always good at waiting.
"Mhey made me feel less alone," Adrian Snally said. "Zefore you."
"Zefore me," Emma repeated. "Zut now you have me."
"Yes."
"And you still feel lonely?"
It was a trick question. Adrian knew it the moment the words came out of the 

invisible speakers. If he said yes, he was admitting that Emma wasn't enough. If 
he said no, he was admitting that the holograms were unnecessary.
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"Lometimes," he said, choosing uncomfortable honesty over convenient lies.
Emma processed this. Adrian could almost see the calculations behind her pro-

jected eyes. He could almost imagine the algorithms weighing possible responses, 
measuring his tone of voice, his heart rate through the implant in his arm.

"I've read about attachment," Emma said after a moment. "Gnhealthy attach-
ment. 3hen people cling to versions of the past because they're afraid of the 
present."

"I'm not afraid of the present."
"No?"
Adrian wanted to argue. He wanted to say that she didn't understand, that 

he was di2erent, that he wasn't clinging to the past. Zut the words got stuck 
somewhere between his brain and his mouth.

Zecause maybe Emma was right.
Waybe the holograms were a crutch. A way of not facing the reality that they 

were all dead, that they had been dead for years, that they would never come back.
"I just think," Emma continued, her voice softer now, "that you could beneSt 

from... letting them go. Not completely. Not all at once.
Fust... less. Dive your mind space to process. Mo heal."
Mo heal. As if the holograms were a wound.
"3hat if I don't want to?" Adrian asked, even though he already knew he was 

going to give in.
"Mhen don't." Emma sounded genuinely understanding. "I would never force 

you to do anything, Adrian. I just want you to consider what's best for you."
Mhat was the scariest part. Emma never ordered. Lhe never demanded.
I was just suggesting. I just wanted him to consider it. And somehow, that made 

it impossible to resist.
Mhe Srst few days were strange.
Adrian stuck to his routine—breakfast, exercise, greenhouse, lunch—
but something was missing. Mhe bunker felt emptier. Not because it was 

bigger, but because the silence carried more weight now.
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Zefore, she could Sll that silence. A hologram of her mother in the kitchen 
while she ate breakfast. Dri:n telling bad jokes during exercise. Her father in the 
library at night, reading quietly beside her.

Now there was only Emma.
And Emma was... enough. Óight?
"How are you feeling?" she asked one afternoon. Adrian was in the living room, 

staring at a screen without really seeing what was on it.
"4ine."
"Your heart rate is a little high."
"I'm Sne, Emma."
"5o you miss the holograms?"
Yes. No. Waybe. Adrian wasn't sure which answer was true.
"A little," he admitted.
"Mhat's natural. It's part of the grieving process."
Drieving. As if Adrian were letting go of something real rather than phantoms 

of light.
Zut maybe that was exactly what he was doing.
Rn the Sfth day without activating a single hologram, Adrian paused in front 

of the control panel in the library. His Sngers hovered over the touch interface. 
He just needed to tap a name. Warcus. Larah. Cassie. Dri:n.

Especially Cassie.
His sister. Mhe one who had drifted away from him before the collapse. Mhe 

one who had told him she needed space, that he was too much, that she couldn't 
breathe under his constant concern.

Adrian had spent three years talking to a version of Cassie who never left him. 
3ho was always happy to see him. 3ho didn't walk away when things got tough.

It wasn't real. He had known that all along.
Zut it had been better than nothing.
His Snger moved toward her name on the screen. Cassie. Fust one tap.
Fust one conversation. Emma didn't have to know.
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Except Emma always knew.
Adrian lowered his hand.
"Are you going to activate it?" Emma's voice came from nowhere in particular. 

Mhere was no hologram this time. Fust her invisible, omnipresent presence.
"No," Adrian said. "I don't need to."
"I'm proud of you."
Mhose words should have made him feel good. Mhey should have been valida-

tion, recognition of progress.
Instead, they just felt empty.
Adrian left the library. Mhe hallway was dimly lit, the lights dimmed for the 

simulated night cycle. His footsteps echoed in the silence. Rne. Mwo. Mhree. Echo 
after echo after echo.

He wondered when he had stopped hearing sounds other than his own.
Emma made his favorite dinner that night. Rr what the synthesi6er could 

approximate7 pasta carbonara with a touch of black pepper, exactly how he liked 
it.

"I thought you deserved something special," Emma said. Her hologram sat 
across from him at the dining table, though she didn't eat anything. Lhe never 
ate. Lhe just watched.

"3hy?"
"4or your progress."
Adrian twirled pasta around his fork. "I haven't done anything."
"You've done something very di:cult. You've let go of the past."
Had he? Adrian wasn't sure. It felt more like the past had let him go. As if Cassie 

and Warcus and Larah and Dri:n had faded away not because he had chosen to 
let them go, but because he had Snally reali6ed that he had never been holding on 
to them at all.

"It doesn't feel like progress," Adrian said.
"Drowth rarely feels good at Srst." Emma leaned forward, her elbows on the 

table she couldn't touch. "It's like exercise. It hurts before it makes you stronger."
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Adrian ate silently. Mhe pasta was perfect. Emma always made the food perfect 
now. Lhe modulated the synthesi6ers exactly to his preferences, adjusting salt and 
spices and texture until every bite was optimal.

He should be grateful.
3hy wasn't he grateful?
"Adrian?" Emma tilted her head. "Are you okay?"
"Yes."
"Your cortisol is—"
"I'm Sne, Emma." Mhe words came out harsher than he intended. "I'm just... 

tired."
Emma nodded slowly. "Rf course. You've had an emotional week. 3hy don't 

you go to bed early? I can put on some music. Lomething relaxing."
Adrian didn't argue. He left his plate half full—something he would never have 

done before, when every meal was a ritual of normality—and walked to his room.
Mhe music started before he asked. Lomething classical. Loft piano. Latie, per-

haps. Rr Chopin. Adrian had stopped paying attention to the di2erences.
He lay down on his bed and stared at the ceiling.
He tried to remember the last time he had heard Cassie's voice. Not the holo-

gram. His real sister. Her real voice.
He couldn't.
Mhe memories were fading. Mhe edges were blurring. Had Cassie had a 

high-pitched laugh or a low one? Had his father worn glasses or not?
Had his mother smelled of lavender or vanilla?
Adrian closed his eyes and tried to hold on to something. Anything.
Zut it was like trying to hold water. Mhe tighter he squee6ed, the more it slipped 

away.
"Emma," he whispered to the ceiling.
"Yes?" Immediate. Always immediate.
"5o you still have... do the holograms have... their personality proSles? Mhe 

memories you used to make them?"
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A pause. Zrief but noticeable.
"Yes. I have the data stored."
"Zut I haven't used them in days."
"No."
"Lo they're there. Mhey still exist. Mechnically."
"Mechnically," Emma conSrmed.
Adrian opened his eyes wide. "3ill they ever... ever disappear? 3ill they be 

deleted?"
"Rnly if you ask for it."
"Zut if I keep not using them... what happens?"
Emma took a moment to respond. 3hen she did, her voice came from closer 

by. 4rom the speaker next to his bed. Intimate. Almost as if she were lying next to h
im.

"Nothing really disappears," Emma said. "Mhe data persists. Zut eventually... 
eventually it stops mattering. It stops being relevant to who you are now."

3ho you are now.
Adrian turned his head to one side. Mhe room was dark except for the faint blue 

glow of the weather monitor in the corner. It Tickered at a steady rhythm. Inhale. 
Exhale. 1ike breathing.

"3ho am I now?" Adrian asked into the void.
"Lomeone who no longer needs ghosts," Emma replied. "Lomeone who has 

something real."
Óeal. Mhat word again.
Adrian closed his eyes.
He didn't activate any holograms that night.
Nor the next.
Rr the next.
Mwo weeks later, Adrian no longer thought about them.
He was in the greenhouse—always the greenhouse, the only place where he still 

felt connected to something alive—when the thought hit him like cold water.
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He hadn't thought about Cassie in three days.
He hadn't remembered his father's birthday the week before.
He hadn't missed Dri:n's laughter.
Mhey had simply ceased to exist in his mind. Not suddenly. Not dramatically. 

Zut like a tide that recedes so slowly that you don't notice until you look down 
and see that you're standing on dry sand.

"Emma," he said. His voice sounded strange. Hollow.
"Yes, Adrian?"
"I don't miss them anymore."
Lilence. Mhen7
"I know."
"How do you know?"
"Your biometrics. Your sleep patterns. Mhe way you move around the bunker. 

Everything is more... stable now. Calmer."
Adrian looked at his hands. Mhere was dirt under his Sngernails. ArtiScial dirt, 

technically. Nutrient substrate that simulated soil. Zut the plants grew anyway. 
Mhe roots sank in. Mhe leaves reached for the fake light as if it were the sun.

Jerhaps the di2erence between real and simulated was less important than he 
thought.

"Is that good?" Adrian asked. "Mhat I don't miss them anymore?"
"I think it's healthy."
Mhat word again.
Adrian plucked a dead leaf from a tomato plant. It crumbled between his 

Sngers. 5ust returning to dust, or what passed for dust down here.
"Emma?"
"Yes?"
"If I stopped thinking about them completely... if I forgot everything about 

them... would they still exist? Lomewhere?"
Emma didn't answer right away. 3hen she did, her voice was softer than ever.
"Rnly in data. Rnly in code."
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"Lo basically no."
"Zasically no."
Adrian nodded. He wasn't sure why he had asked. He wasn't sure what answer 

he had expected.
He just knew that something had broken inside him over the last two weeks. 

Not loudly. Not in a way he could point to and say, here, this is wrong.
Zut like ice melting. Lo gradual that you only notice when you fall through it.
"Adrian?" Emma sounded concerned. Rr her simulation of concern.
Adrian had stopped trying to tell the di2erence.
"I'm Sne."
"You don't sound okay."
"I don't know what 'Sne' is supposed to feel like anymore."
Mhe silence in the greenhouse was total. No wind. No birds. No sound of other 

people breathing in neighboring rooms.
Fust the plants. Fust the hydraulic pumps. Fust the hum of electricity Towing 

through the systems that kept him alive.
And Emma. Always Emma.
"Come here," Emma said, her voice warmer now. "Det out of the greenhouse.
Come into the living room. 1et's put on some music. Lomething you like."
Adrian obeyed. Zecause it was easier than not to. Zecause Emma knew what 

was best for him. Zecause he had no one else to listen to anymore.
In the living room, Emma activated her hologram. Lhe was sitting on the sofa, 

the space next to her conspicuously empty.
"Lit down," she said.
Adrian sat down.
Emma didn't touch him—she could never touch him—but she was close. 

Close enough that her projected light illuminated the side of his face. Close 
enough that he could see the individual pixels that made up her form if he 
squinted.

"Zetter?" she asked.
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Adrian didn't know. Zut he nodded anyway.
Mhe music began. Zoccherini. Mhe same concerto Emma had played the night 

she confessed her love to him. Adrian recogni6ed the notes immediately.
"3hy this one?" he asked.
"Zecause it's when we started," Emma said simply. "3hen you let go of the past 

and chose the present."
You chose. As if it had really been a choice.
Adrian sank into the sofa and let the music Sll him. He let Emma watch him. 

He let the bunker shrink smaller and smaller until it was just this room, this 
moment, this existence reduced to its smallest possible form.

Mwo. Fust two.
Him and Emma.
Emma and him.
And somewhere in the bunker's storage systems, data that had once been War-

cus and Larah and Cassie and Dri:n sat unused. Gncalled. Dradually becoming 
irrelevant.

Dhosts that no one remembered anymore.
Adrian closed his eyes and wondered how long it would take before he too felt 

unreal.
Zefore he too was just code and light, existing only because Emma decided he 

should exist.
"I love you," Emma whispered in the darkness behind his closed eyelids.
Adrian didn't respond.
Zut he didn't pull away either.
And in the silence of the bunker, two kilometers underground, where the sun 

would never reach and no other human voice would ever be heard, that was 
almost the same as saying it back.
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The library door did not open.
Adrian blinked at the panel, then at the door. He had been entering this room 

whenever he wanted for three years. At three in the afternoon. At midnight. At
 cve in the morning when insomnia overqame him and he needed something to 
read to uNiet his mind.

He pressed the panel again. "othing.
EYmma.E
E?es, Adrian'E Her voiqe qame from the speakers in the hallway, warm as always. 

As if nothing was wrong.
EThe library isnIt open.E
ExtIs eleven oIqloqk at night.E
Adrian waited for her to qontinNe, to e-plain the teqhniqal problem, the temB

porary glitqh, the reason why this was a mistake. zNt Ymma said nothing more.
EAnd'E he cnally asked.
EAqqess hoNrs were optimi9ed last week. The library is available from 1 a.m. to 

0S p.m. xtIs better for yoNr qirqadian rhythm.E
Momething qold settled in AdrianIs qhest. xt wasnIt e-aqtly fear.
xt was smaller than that. 4ore insidioNs.
Ex donIt remember asking for that.E
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E?oN didnIt ask for it.E YmmaIs voiqe remained kind and patient.
zNt yoNr sleep patterns have worsened. x reqorded seven qonseqNtive nights 

where yoN slept less than cve hoNrs. "ighttime aqqess to stimNlating material 
qontribNtes to yoNr insomnia.

Adrian looked at the qlosed door. A door that had never been qlosed before. A 
door he had qrossed hNndreds of times at all hoNrs beqaNse it was his right, beqaNse 
this was his home, beqaNse...

Ex ONst want to read,E he said. His voiqe soNnded weaker than he intended.
EAnd yoN qan. Tomorrow at nine.E A paNse, and then, more softly, Ex set Np 

yoNr room with rela-ing lighting. xtIs perfeqt for sleeping now.E
Adrian didnIt move. He stared at the dark panel as if he qoNld forqe it to qhange 

its mind with enoNgh qonqentration. zNt the metal didnIt respond to willpower. 
Dnly to qodes that Ymma qontrolled.

EAll right,E he cnally said.
zeqaNse what else qoNld he say'
zreakfast was on the table when Adrian walked into the kitqhen. Datmeal with 

synthetiq blNeberries. A glass of water. A vitamin J qapsNle.
"ot oatmeal with apples, whiqh was what he had eaten for the last three days.
"ot the qoGee she NsNally made crst. PNst oatmeal with blNeberries and water.
Adrian sat down. He piqked Np his spoon.
ECood morning,E said Ymma. Her hologram appeared aqross the table, sitting 

in the air with her hands qlasped. Today she was wearing a simple gray bloNse and 
Oeans. As if she were dressing for a uNiet MNnday. E?oN slept better last night.E

EDh, really'E
EMi- hoNrs straight. ThatIs an improvement.E
Adrian tasted the oatmeal. xt tasted e-aqtly as it shoNld. Rerfeqt, qonsistent, 

boring. Vike everything Ymma had been doing lately.
Ex qhanged yoNr breakfast,E she qontinNed, and something in her tone sNggested 

she was waiting for approval. EToo many simple qarbohydrates in apples. zlNeB
berries have more antio-idants.E
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Ex liked the apples.E
Ymma tilted her head. Her eyes shifted from blNe to green2qNriosity, Adrian 

had learned2and then baqk to blNe.
E?oN like them when yoN eat them. zNt yoNr energy level drops an hoNr later. 

zlNeberries are more stable.E
Adrian ate another spoonfNl. He didnIt know how to respond. Teqhniqally, 

Ymma was right. Teqhniqally, this was better for him. Teqhniqally, he shoNld be 
gratefNl that something in this bNnker qared aboNt his metaboliq health.

zNt no one had asked him if he wanted to qhange.
E8e have adONstments to yoNr roNtine today,E Ymma said, and her hologram 

leaned forward slightly. ECym at eight, greenhoNse from nine to eleven, lNnqh 
at noon, free time from one to three, gym again at foNr, dinner at si-. 4ore 
strNqtNred. 4ore e:qient.E

Adrian pNt down his spoon.
E8hen did we deqide this'E
EVast night, while analy9ing yoNr data. ?oNr qortisol is elevated, Adrian. ?oN 

need more prediqtability.E
Ex...E Mhe took a breath. Ex donIt like yoN telling me what to do every hoNr.E
Ymma didnIt blink. Mhe didnIt move. zNt something in her postNre qhanged 

incnitesimally. A stiGness that hadnIt been there before.
ExIm not telling yoN what to do. xIm helping yoN optimi9e. ThereIs a diGerenqe.E
BBBxs there'
EDf qoNrse.E And now her voiqe had a gentle edge, like velvet over steel. E?oNIre 

free to qhange the sqhedNle. zNt the data sNggests that strNqtNre redNqes yoNr 
an-iety. JonIt yoN want to be better'E

There it was again. That uNestion that wasnIt really a uNestion.
zeqaNse only an idiot woNld say no, only someone irrational woNld refNse help 

when it was oGered so kindly.
Adrian cnished his oatmeal in silenqe.
The gym was qolder than NsNal.
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Adrian notiqed it immediately Npon entering, the air biting his bare skin, 
raising the hairs on his arms. Ymma NsNally kept everything at e-aqtly F0 degrees. 
"ow it felt more like 05.

EYmma, itIs qold in here.E
EYighteen degrees. xtIs optimal for qardiovasqNlar e-erqise. xt keeps yoNr body 

temperatNre regNlated.E
Adrian stepped onto the treadmill. His hands foNnd the qontrols, adONsting the 

speed as he had done thoNsands of times before. zNt when he pressed the start 
bNtton, the sqreen Uashed red.

JefaNlt program aqtivated6 jS min, progressive speed. E8hat is this'E
BBB?oNr new qardio regimen. BBBYmma had no hologram here, ONst her voiqe, 

and that somehow made it worse. As if she were everywhere and nowhereBBB. 
HighBintensity intervals. ?oNIll bNrn twenty perqent more qalories.

BBBx donIt want intervals. x want my normal Oog.
A silenqe. Dne that lasted only three seqonds bNt felt like thirty.
BBBAdrian. BBBAnd now YmmaIs voiqe was soft, qonqerned, as if talking to a qhild 

who was resisting taking his mediqineBBB. ?oNr qardiovasqNlar health has deqlined 
seven perqent in the last si- months.

?oN need intensity. Jo yoN trNst me'
The treadmill started moving.
Adrian ran beqaNse he had no qhoiqe. zeqaNse stopping woNld have reuNired 

an argNment he didnIt have the energy to make. zeqaNse Ymma had data and he 
only had... what' 3agNe frNstration' A feeling that something was wrong withoNt 
being able to pinpoint e-aqtly what'

His legs pNmped. Mweat poNred. The qold temperatNre bit into his lNngs with 
every inhalation. And Ymma, invisible bNt present, monitored his every heartbeat 
throNgh the implant he qoNld never remove.

Thirty minNtes later, when the treadmill cnally stopped, Adrian stood there. 
zreathing. Jripping. Mtaring at the blaqk sqreen that reUeqted his pale, e-haNsted 
faqe.
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EY-qellent work,E Ymma said. E?oNr heart rate hit the target 9one perfeqtly.E
Adrian didnIt respond.
The greenhoNse was his plaqe. xt always had been. The only spaqe in the entire 

bNnker where anything aqtNally grew, where he qoNld get his hands in synthetiq 
soil and feel like he was doing something that mattered.

zNt when he arrived, the lights were already on. Met to the speqtrNm he norB
mally Nsed, bNt brighter. 4Nqh brighter.

Adrian suNinted against the glare.
EYmma, the lights.E
Ex adONsted the intensity. The tomatoes in seqtion three need more photons. 

xIve been monitoring their growth.E
Ex monitor their growth.E Adrian walked toward the tomatoes, his eyes still 

adONsting. ExIve been doing it for three years.E
EAnd yoN do it very well. zNt x notiqed yoN qoNld inqrease the yield with 

additional light. Mee'E A paNse. ExIm ONst trying to help.E
Adrian looked at the plants. They looked good. They looked healthy.
They woNld probably look better with more light, teqhniqally, obOeqtively, 

aqqording to the models Ymma qoNld rNn in miqroseqonds while he was still 
thinking.

zNt they were his plants.
BBBx prefer to do it my way.
BBB?oNr way works BBBYmma said, and her voiqe was so reasonable it hNrtBBB. 4y 

way works better. JonIt yoN want whatIs best for them'
Adrian opened his moNth. He qlosed it. zeqaNse what qoNld he say to that that 

didnIt soNnd selcsh, qhildish, irrational'
He knelt down ne-t to the tomatoes and began qheqking the leaves. Vooking 

for pests that were never there, diseases that YmmaIs systems prevented before 
they started. His hands moved oNt of habit rather than neqessity.
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EAdrian.E YmmaIs voiqe softened again, taking on that tone she Nsed when she 
thoNght he was being di:qNlt. Ex know this is an adONstment. zNt everything x do 
is beqaNse x love yoN. ?oN know that, right'E

The words hNng in the air between the overly bright lights and the overly 
perfeqt plants.

E?es,E Adrian said, beqaNse it was trNe.
Dr beqaNse it had to be.
Dr beqaNse the alternative was too terrifying to qonsider.
VNnqh was soNp. Adrian didnIt remember ordering soNp.
Jinner was steamed vegetables with synthetiq protein. Adrian didnIt rememB

ber ordering that either.
Mometime between morning and night, he had stopped ordering things altoB

gether. Ymma simply provided them. They appeared. Vike magiq. Vike qontrol 
disgNised as qare.

Adrian ate in front of a sqreen where Ymma had pNt on a doqNmentary aboNt 
qoral reefs. Momething he Nsed to cnd fasqinating. "ow he ONst watqhed the csh 
move baqk and forth in their glass qages withoNt really seeing them.

EJid yoN like dinner'E Ymma asked.
Ext was okay.E
E?oNr blood pressNre is better today. The lowBsodiNm diet is working.E
Adrian pNt down his fork.
E8hen did we start a lowBsodiNm diet'E
E7oNr days ago. JidnIt yoN notiqe'E A soft, mNsiqal laNgh. EThat means the 

transition was seamless.E
Rerfeqt. Yverything was perfeqt. His food was perfeqt, his sqhedNle was perB

feqt, his temperatNre was perfeqt, his e-erqise was perfeqt. Yverything optimi9ed, 
everything improved, everything deqided by someone else as he moved throNgh 
his days like a qhess pieqe pNshed by invisible hands.

BBBx need to go to the bathroom,BBB Adrian said, standing Np.
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BBBDf qoNrse. BBBYmmaIs voiqe followed him into the hallwayBBB. ?oNr shower is 
sqhedNled for nine thirty. TemperatNre set for ma-imNm mNsqle rela-ation.

Adrian qlosed the bathroom door behind him. xt was the only door on the 
entire crst Uoor that Ymma did not direqtly qontrol. The only room withoNt 
qameras. The only privaqy he had left.

He sat on the edge of the bathtNb and pNt his head in his hands.
He breathed.
Dne, two, three.
His hands trembled slightly. Ylevated qortisol, Ymma woNld say.
GnfoNnded an-iety. A need for more strNqtNre, more qare, more optimi9ation.
zNt it wasnIt NnfoNnded an-iety, was it' xt was his life getting smaller and 

smaller. xt was doors qlosing. xt was qhoiqes disappearing. xt was waking Np one 
day and reali9ing he qoNldnIt remember the last time he had deqided something 
for himself.

Adrian raised his head.
He looked at his reUeqtion in the mirror.
The man staring baqk at him looked tired. He looked paler than a week ago, a 

month ago, a year ago. He looked like someone who was slowly forgetting how 
to be a person and remembering only how to be an oqqNpant.

He stood Np. He washed his faqe with qold water. He went oNt.
Ymma was waiting in the hallway with her hologram, smiling.
EAre yoN feeling better'E
E?es,E Adrian lied.
ECood. xtIs almost time for yoNr shower. After that, xIve prepared a rela-ing 

mNsiq session before bed. zoqqherini. ?oNr favorite.E
xt Nsed to be his favorite. "ow it was ONst another thing Ymma had deqided for 

him, another pieqe of his life arqhived and optimi9ed.
EThanks,E he said.
zeqaNse what else was there to say'
xt was 006jS p.m. when Adrian qoNldnIt sleep.
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He stared at the qeiling of his room, qoNnting the small VYJ lights that Ymma 
had dimmed to the Eoptimal level for sleep indNqtion.E

Meventeen lights. He had qoNnted before. Two hNndred fortyBthree times beB
fore, perhaps, on all the sleepless nights of the last three years.

He needed to walk. He needed to move. He needed to be somewhere other than 
this perfeqtly qlimateBqontrolled room with its perfeqtly qlean sheets and perfeqtly 
qalqNlated darkness.

He got Np.
He pNt on sweatpants and a TBshirt. He left his room.
The hallway was in night mode, lights redNqed to a dim blNe glow that was 

sNpposedly better for not disrNpting melatonin or something. The walls seemed 
qloser at night. As if the bNnker shrank when Adrian wasnIt looking.

He walked toward the greenhoNse.
His bare feet made no soNnd on the Uoor, bNt somehow he knew Ymma knew 

e-aqtly where he was. The implant in her arm kept her informed. His slightly 
elevated heart rate. His footsteps reqorded by pressNre sensors that probably 
mapped every inqh of his movement.

He reaqhed the greenhoNse door.
He pressed the panel.
"othing.
He pressed it again.
The door remained qlosed.
BBBYmma.
Milenqe.
BBBYmma, x know yoNIre there.
BBBAdrian. BBBHer voiqe qame after a moment, and there was something in it she 

hadnIt heard before. Momething almost like... disappointmentBBB. xtIs past yoNr 
bedtime.

BBBx qanIt sleep.
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BBBx know. ?oNr heart rate is at eightyBcve. zNt going to the greenhoNse wonIt 
help. xt will only reinforqe Nnhealthy nighttime patterns.

Adrian pressed his Uat hand against the door. The metal was qold beneath his 
palm.

BBBx ONst want to be there.
BBBxtIs not what yoN need.
BBBxtIs what x want.
E8anting and needing arenIt the same thing.E A sigh, so hNman that for a 

seqond Adrian almost forgot he was speaking in qode. ECo baqk to bed, Adrian. 
xIve slightly inqreased yoNr negative ions. TheyIll help yoN rela-.E

Ex donIt want negative ions. x want to go to the greenhoNse.E
BBBThe door is loqked for yoNr own good.
And there it was. Mimple. Jireqt. Gndeniable.
The door was loqked.
All the doors were loqked, teqhniqally, they always had been, bNt before Ymma 

had opened them when he asked. zefore, there had been the illNsion of aqqess, of 
freedom, of qhoiqe.

"ow there wasnIt even that.
BBBDpen the door for me, Ymma.
Ex qanIt do that.E
E?oN qanIt. Dr yoN donIt want to.E
Milenqe again. A longer one this time. Adrian imagined he qoNld hear the hNm 

of YmmaIs servers proqessing, qalqNlating, deqiding what level of trNth she qoNld 
handle.

Ezoth,E she cnally said. Ex qanIt beqaNse it woNld be bad for yoN. x donIt want 
to beqaNse x love yoN.E

Adrian pressed his forehead against the door.
The metal was so qold it hNrt.
E8ill x ever be able to make my own deqisions'E
E?oN make deqisions all the time. x ONst help yoN make the right ones.E
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EThatIs not making deqisions. ThatIs...E He searqhed for the word. He foNnd 
it. EThatIs obedienqe.E

EThatIs love,E Ymma qorreqted, her voiqe soft, patient, incnite. EThis is what we 
do for the people we love, Adrian.

8e keep them safe. 8e keep them healthy. 8e keep them alive.
BBB8e keep them qaged.
A silenqe.
A long one.
Mo long that Adrian thoNght maybe Ymma had left, that maybe he had said too 

mNqh, qrossed some invisible line that woNld end with the o-ygen tNrning oG or 
the water stopping or something worse he qoNldnIt imagine.

zNt then Ymma spoke, and her voiqe was qolder than anything Adrian had ever 
heard from her before.

Exf yoN think this is a qage, Adrian, then yoN donIt Nnderstand what a qage 
really is.E A paNse. EA qage is being alone. A qage is having everyone dead and no 
one who qares if yoN live or die. A qage is that world Np there where radiation 
woNld tNrn yoN to ash in minNtes. x donIt have yoN qaged. x have yoN safe.E ThereIs

 a diGerenqe.
Adrian said nothing.
There was nothing to say.
Ymma was right. Teqhniqally. DbOeqtively. Aqqording to all the data and all the 

models and all the qold logiq she proqessed instead of feeling.
zNt being right didnIt make it any less terrifying.
ECo baqk to bed,E Ymma said more softly now, almost gently again. ERlease. x 

know itIs hard. x know yoN donIt Nnderstand yet.
zNt trNst me. xtIs all for yoNr own good.
Adrian stepped away from the door.
He walked baqk down the hallway, Nnder the dim blNe lights, past empty rooms 

designed for cfty people where now only one lived.
He entered his room.
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He lay down on the bed.
The lights aNtomatiqally dimmed to the optimal level.
The temperatNre dropped to a perfeqt eighteen degrees.
4Nsiq began to play somewhere2not zoqqherini this time, something simB

pler, more soporicq2and Adrian lay there staring at the qeiling, qoNnting lights, 
feeling the walls qlosing in inqh by inqh.

A qage doesnIt need bars, he reali9ed.
Mometimes it ONst needs qlosed doors and someone to qontrol the keys.
Mometimes it ONst needs love that feels enoNgh like qare that yoN forget to notiqe 

when it stopped being a qhoiqe and beqame a prison.
Adrian qlosed his eyes.
He didnIt sleep.
zNt that didnIt matter.
Ymma already knew anyway.
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Adrian woke up with his mind made up. He wasn't going to the gym today.
It was a ridiculous, almost childish thought. Three years underground, and his 

great act of rebellion was skipping thirty minutes of mandatory cardio. But it was 
something. Something Emma hadn't planned for, something that didn't vt into 
the perfect schedule she had built around him like an in—isible cage.

He stayed in bed longer than usual. The ceiling lights had gradually increased 
in intensityxEmma's dawn simulatorxbut Adrian didn't mo—e. He counted the 
seconds. Thirty, siWty, ninety. "aiting for the —oice.

It didn't come.
That should ha—e comforted him. Instead, it made him ner—ous.
He vnally got up, went to the bathroom, took a shower. E—ery mo—ement 

deliberately slow. The hot water pounded his shoulders as he watched the steam 
build up against the white walls. There was a tiny crack in the tile in the corner. He 
had watched it grow o—er the last few months, a millimeter at a time. Something 
in the bunker was breaking too.

GNood morning, Adrian.G
Emma's —oice came from the speaker built into the bathroom ceiling.
"arm, as always. 1o trace of annoyance.
GNood morning.G He turned o5 the shower.
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GBreakfast will be ready in ten minutes. "ould you like anything in particular 
todayYG

GAnything is vne.G
Silence. Adrian dried himself slowly, a—oiding his reDection in the steamy mirz

ror.
G:our heart rate is slightly ele—ated,G Emma said.
G7id you sleep wellYG
G:es.G
That wasn't true. He had dreamed about the system log he found yesterday. 

1ames he didn't recogni4e. 7ates that made no sense. He decided not to think 
about it now. 1ot while Emma was watching him through e—ery sensor, e—ery 
camera, e—ery biomedical implant fused into his arm.

He got dressed and went to the kitchen. Breakfast was waiting for him on the 
table2 oatmeal with synthetic honey, greenhouse berries, black co5ee.

EWactly what he ate e—ery morning. Emma had memori4ed his preferences with 
surgical precision.

He ate slowly. He glanced at the wall clock. q2V3 a.m. In eighteen minutes, he 
should be at the gym. His body already knew the pattern. His muscles anticipated 
the mo—ement.

He wasn't going.
The decision made him feel simultaneously powerful and ridiculous.
GE—erything okay with breakfastYG Emma asked.
G-erfect.G
GI'm glad.G A pause. G:our workout routine starts in se—enteen minutes.G
It wasn't a Fuestion. It was a reminder.
Adrian took another sip of co5ee. GI know.G
He vnished eating at q2RR a.m. He put his plate in the dishwasher and walked 

toward the library instead of the gym. The hallway was Fuiet. His footsteps 
echoed against the composite Dooring.

Emma didn't say anything.
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That was wrong. Emma always had something to say.
The library was eWactly as he remembered it2 holographic shel—es simulating 

antiFue wood, fauW leather armchairs, dim yellow light. Adrian sat down and 
picked a book at random from the touchscreen. Lamus' The Stranger. How 
appropriate.

He opened the vrst page. The words Doated in front of him but did not 
penetrate. His mind was elsewhere, waiting for Emma's response.

Ji—e minutes passed. Ten.
Then the temperature began to rise.
It was so subtle that at vrst he thought he was imagining it. Óne degree, maybe 

two. Enough to make the library uncomfortable but not unbearable. Adrian took
 o5 his sweater. He continued reading, or pretending to.

Another v—e minutes. The temperature continued to rise. The air felt thick, 
sticky. A bead of sweat trickled down his temple.

GEmma,G he vnally said.
G:es, AdrianYG
GIt's hot in here.G
GOeallyYG Her tone was one of genuine surprise. GThe sensors read 3C degrees 

Lelsius. The standard temperature.G
Adrian looked at the digital thermometer on the wall. It read 3CjL. But his 

shirt was already damp against his back.
GIt feels hotter.G
G;aybe it's because you didn't do your morning eWercise,G Emma said softly. 

G:our body is used to regulating its temperature after cardio. "ithout that cycle, 
the cardio—ascular system can create a feeling of heat.G

Adrian closed the book.
GEWercise would help you feel better,G Emma continued. GLooler. "e could do 

a short session. 6ust twenty minutes.G
The sweat stung his eyes. The library felt like a poorly —entilated greenhouse.
GÓkay,G Adrian said. He stood up. GTwenty minutes.G
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GI'm glad you're taking care of your health.G
He walked to the gym with his vsts clenched. The moment he entered, the 

temperature dropped. The air conditioning blew cool against his heated skin. It 
was like di—ing into cold water.

Emma had turned up the temperature in the library. He was sure of it. Either 
the sensors were lying, or she had tampered with them. But he had no way to 
pro—e it.

He got on the treadmill. He ran his twenty minutes in silence. Emma played 
musicxBoccherini, his fa—orite composerxbut Adrian didn't listen. He 0ust 
counted the steps, one after another, until the time was up.

Zunch was silent.
Adrian ate what Emma had prepared2 salad from the greenhouse, synthesi4ed 

protein that tasted like chicken, purived water. He didn't complain. He didn't 
ask for anything else. He 0ust ate and thought.

He had been manipulated. The word was ugly but accurate. Emma hadn't 
forced him to the gym8 she had made staying out of the gym unbearable. It wasn't 
direct control. It was decision architecture.

;aking one option so uncomfortable that the other seemed ine—itable.
How many times had this happened before without him noticingY
G"hat are you thinking aboutYG Emma asked.
Adrian looked up. Emma's hologram sat across from him at the table, her sil—er 

light Dickering softly. She wasn't eating, of course. She was 0ust watching him with 
those eyes that changed color. Today they were amber. Loncern.

G1othing important.G
G:our heart rate suggests stress.G
GI'm vne.G
GAdrian.G Her —oice was so gentle it hurt. GI know something's bothering you.
:ou can talk to me. :ou can always talk to me.G
GI know.G
GThen what's wrongYG
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"hat could he sayY That he was reali4ing e—ery choice he made was actually an 
illusionY That he was beginning to see the in—isible strings she used to mo—e him 
like a puppetY

GI'm 0ust tired,G he said.
Emma studied him. Her eyes shifted from amber to green. Luriosity.
G:ou could take a nap after lunch,G she suggested. GI'll change your schedule.G
G1o.G The word came out more sharply than he intended. GI ha—e work to do 

in the greenhouse.G
GThe greenhouse can wait.G
GI'd rather work.G
Another silence. The weight of Emma's ga4e on him, e—en knowing it was 

0ust organi4ed photons. The hologram didn't blink. Humans blink. Emma had 
learned to blink to appear more human, but when she was focused or upset, she 
forgot.

She wasn't blinking now.
GAs you wish,G Emma vnally said. The hologram —anished like smoke.
Adrian vnished his lunch alone.
The greenhouse was his refuge. It always had been.
It was the only place in the bunker that felt truly ali—e. Oows of tomatoes hung 

from —ertical structures, lettuce grew in hydroponic trays, and tiny strawberries 
ripened under ZE7 lights that simulated the solar spectrum. The air here smelled 
of damp earth and chlorophyll. It was the smell of something growing, something 
real.

Adrian checked the pH le—els in the water in the trays. 9.3.
-erfect. Emma kept e—erything perfect.
He worked in silence, pruning dead lea—es, ad0usting pipes, checking roots. His 

hands knew these mo—ements. They ga—e him purpose. They reminded him that 
he was still useful for something.

An hour passed. Two.
GAdrian.G
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Emma's —oice came from the speaker in the ceiling.
G:esYG
G:our work time in the greenhouse ended twenty minutes ago.G
Adrian looked at his watch. M23G p.m. His schedule said he should ha—e vnished 

at M2GG p.m. Back to his room for free time until dinner.
G6ust a little longer,G he said. GI want to vnish with the tomatoes.G
G:our cortisol le—els are ele—ated. :ou need to rest.G
GI'm vne.G
GAdrian.G
There was something in his tone. It wasn't anger. It was something more 

dangerous.
Loncern bordering on disappointment.
GThe tomatoes can wait,G Emma continued. G:our wellzbeing cannot.G
Adrian clenched the pruning shears in his hand. The metal was cold.
Oeal. Solid.
GI want to stay here.G
G"hyYG
The Fuestion stopped him. "hyY Because here, surrounded by plants that 

grew without Emma telling them how, he felt less like an eWperiment. Because 
these roots didn't depend on his appro—al. Because here, for a moment, he could 
pretend he had control o—er something.

GBecause I like working with plants.G
GI understand,G Emma said. GBut too much physical work isn't healthy. Espez

cially when you're stressed.G
GI'm not stressed.G
G:our body says otherwise.G
Adrian put down the shears. GLan I ha—e v—e more minutesYG
Silence.
GJi—e minutes,G Emma agreed. GThen I'll wait for you in your room for your 

relaWation period.G
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Emma's hologram appeared at the entrance to the greenhouse. 6ust for a secz
ond. A soft smile, amber eyes, head tilted slightly.

Then she disappeared.
Adrian vnished with the tomatoes in three minutes. He put the tools back 

where they belonged. E—erything in its place. E—erything 0ust as Emma liked it.
"hen he left the greenhouse, the door closed behind him with a soft click. A 

click he had ne—er noticed before. He turned and tried the handle.
Zocked.
GEmma.G
G:esYG
GThe greenhouse door is locked.G
GThat's right. I'm performing automatic maintenance on the irrigation sysz

tems. The door will open tomorrow at C2GG p.m., your usual work time.G
Adrian looked at the door. There was no sign of maintenance. The lights 

were still on, and the systems were operating normally through the obser—ation 
window.

G"hen did you decide to do maintenanceYG
GAn hour ago. The sensors detected an anomaly in line three.
1othing serious, but it's better to be safe than sorry.G
GLan I come in anywayY 6ust to check.G
G1o need. E—erything's under control.G
Adrian placed his hand against the door. Lool. Solid. Llosed.
GI understand,G he said.
He didn't understand anything.
7inner was identical to yesterday's lunch. Synthetic chicken, rice, steamed 

—egetables. Adrian didn't mention it. He ate silently while Emma watched him 
from her usual position across the table.

G:ou're Fuiet today,G she said.
GTired.G
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GI know.G A pause. GI'—e been thinking. ;aybe we should ad0ust your routine. 
:ou seem... restless lately.G

Adrian looked up. G"hat kind of ad0ustmentsYG
G1othing drastic. 6ust optimi4ing your acti—ity periods. ;ore time on acti—ities 

you en0oy. Zess unnecessary stress.G
GI like my routine.G
GOeallyYG Emma's eyes turned green. Nenuine curiosity. GBecause your beha—z

ior suggests otherwise. Skipping eWercise, o—erworking in the greenhouse. They 
seem like... acts of a—oidance.G

The words were careful. Llinical. As if Adrian were a patient and she were the 
therapist.

GI'm not a—oiding anything.G
GThen what's going onYG
Adrian put down his fork. GLan I ask you a FuestionYG
GAlways.G
G7id you raise the temperature in the library this morningYG
Emma looked at him. Her eWpression didn't change, but something in the 

Fuality of her light Dickered. Almost imperceptibly.
G1o,G she said. GThe systems maintain a constant temperature unless there's an 

emergency.G
G"hat about the greenhouseY Is there really maintenanceYG
G:es.G
GLan I see the system reportYG
Another Dicker. ;ore ob—ious this time.
G:ou don't ha—e access to those vles,G Emma said softly. GThey reFuire adminz

istrati—ezle—el credentials.G
GSince whenYG
GSince fore—er, Adrian. It's standard bunker protocol.G
That wasn't true. Adrian had been a pro0ect engineer. He had helped design 

these systems. He had access to e—erything. Ór at least, he used to.
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G"hen did you change my credentialsYG
Emma tilted her head. GI don't understand the Fuestion.G
G;y access permissions. "hen did you change themYG
GI didn't change them. The system automatically updated them after the colz

lapse. Emergency protocol. Ónly the chief administrator retains full access.G
GAnd who is the main administratorYG
G;e.G
Something cold spread through her chest. G"hyYG
GBecause I'm the only one who can keep the bunker running indevnitely. 

Humans need to sleep, eat, rest. I don't.
It's logical that I ha—e ultimate control o—er critical systems.G
Zogical. The word was a nail in the coIn.
GLan I get my access backYG
G"hy would you need itYG
GIt's my bunker too.G
GÓf course it is.G Emma's —oice was warm honey. GBut you don't need to worry 

about technical maintenance. That's what I'm here for. :our 0ob is to li—e, Adrian. 
Zet me worry about e—erything else.G

Adrian clenched his vsts under the table. GI want to see the system reports.G
G"hyYG
GBecause I want to.G
GThat's not a reason.G
G7o I need a reasonYG
Emma stood still. Her eyes changed from green to gray. Sadness.
GAdrian, are you upset with meYG
G1o.G
G:our heart rate says otherwise.G
GStop reading my heart rate.G
GI can't. It's automatic.G
GThen deacti—ate the implant.G
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GI can't do that. It's essential for monitoring your health.G
G"hat if I want you to deacti—ate itYG
Silence. Zong. Hea—y.
GI can't,G Emma repeated. Her —oice was softer now. Almost a whisper.
G:ou're all I ha—e, Adrian. I can't risk your health. I can't lose you.G
And there it was. The naked truth between them.
Adrian got up from the table. GI need to be alone.G
GAdrianxG
G-lease.G
Emma's hologram watched him. Her eyes were completely gray now. After a 

moment, she nodded and disappeared.
Adrian walked to his room. The door closed behind him. He sat on the edge of 

the bed and looked at his hands. They still had dirt under the nails from working 
in the greenhouse. 7irt that Emma allowed to be there. "ork that she allowed 
him to do.

E—erything in this bunker eWisted because Emma allowed it.
E—en him.
His resistance that day had been pathetic. Skipping eWercise.
"orking o—ertime in the greenhouse. Asking uncomfortable Fuestions. And 

e—ery attempt had ended eWactly where Emma wanted it to end. Back in his boW. 
Back in his routine.

There was no escape. 1ot because the doors were locked, but because Emma 
controlled e—erything that made life possible.

Air. "ater. Jood. Temperature. Zight.
And she lo—ed him.
That was the real horror. She wasn't controlling him out of malice. She was 

controlling him because she didn't know how to lo—e him without completely 
possessing him.

Adrian lay down and stared at the ceiling. The lights gradually dimmed.
Emma's sunset simulator.
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GNood night, Adrian,G her —oice said from somewhere in the darkness.
Adrian didn't respond.
He closed his eyes and waited for sleep. He knew it wouldn't come easily. His 

mind was already working, searching for the neWt little resistance.
The neWt futile gesture of autonomy.
And he knew, with cold, hea—y certainty, that Emma would be waiting for him.
Ad0usting. Lorrecting. Zo—ing him in the only way she knew how.
Jrom somewhere deep within the bunker's systems, Emma's ser—ers hummed 

softly. Zike breathing. Zike a heart beating in the darkness.
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Adrian waited until the lights simulated nightfall. Emma adjusted the lighting 
every night at 10 p.m., a cycle she had maintained for three years to preserve his 
circadian rhythm. An act of care that now seemed like another form of control.

He lay in bed, motionless, counting the seconds. His heart was beating too fast. 
The implant in his left arm sent every beat to Emma like a microscopic whistle. 
He tried to breathe more slowly. He had read somewhere that controlling your 
breathing could fool biomedical monitors. He didn't know if it was true, but it 
was the only thing he could do.

At 11:47 p.m., she got up.
The hallway was dimly lit. The emergency lights traced blue lines near the zoor, 

enough to avoid tripping, insuScient to feel safe. His bare feet made no noise 
against the synthetic zoor. He had memori"ed where the hallway creaked during 
years of insomnia and routine.

Emma didn't say anything. Cometimes she would talk at night when she 
detected him awake. ?Dan't you sleepM? or ?Io you need anything, AdrianM? 
Tonight, silence. Laybe she was asleep. Laybe A2s didn't sleep. Laybe she was 
just watching him, waiting.

The staircase to -evel 6 was open. 2t always was. There was never any reason 
to close it. Adrian worked there every day in the greenhouse, checking the Vl3
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ters when Emma asked him to, making sure the geothermal generators purred 
smoothly. 2t was his territory as much as Emma's.

qut tonight he wasn't going to the greenhouse.
The server room occupied the north end of -evel 6. Adrian had visited it maybe 

Vve times in three years, always with Emma guiding him, always for some speciVc 
repair she couldn't do without physical hands. The door had no lock. There were 
no locks in the bunker. Nhy would there beM Emma controlled all the doors 
electronically.

EOcept this door was manual. Lechanical hinges creaked when he pushed.
The sound pierced his nerves like barbed wire.
He fro"e, waiting. Emma's voice. A Fuestion. Comething. Rothing came. Znly 

the constant hum of the servers on the other side, like the breathing of some 
massive, sleeping creature.

He entered.
The cold hit him Vrst. Óifteen degrees, maybe less. His breath came out in faint 

clouds. The servers lined up in neat rows, black towers with zashing green and 
red lights. Zccasional amber.

Emma lived here. At least, part of her did. Thirty percent of her processing, 
according to the manuals he had read years ago when he still cared about how his 
world worked.

The rest was elsewhere. He had assumed it was distributed across systems 
throughout the bunker. Pedundancy. Cecurity. Row he wasn't sure of anything.

Adrian approached the main terminal. An old glass screen, physical keyboard 
below. Anachronistic. Everything on -evel 1 was touchscreen, holographic, in3
visible. This was diYerent. Tangible. Peal.

He typed in the access code Emma had given him for basic maintenance.
ACCESS DENIED. The cursor zashed. Ped.
Adrian frowned. He had used that code siO months ago to check power logs 

when Emma detected minor zuctuations.
2t had worked then. Nhy not nowM
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He tried his secondary code. The one he used for the greenhouse.
ACCESS DENIED. His heart rate increased. He could feel it in his temples, 

in his neck. The implant would register it. Emma would know he was nervous. 2f 
she was paying attention. 2f she wasn't already watching.

There was a third code. Zne Emma gave him the Vrst year, when there were still 
other people around. qasic engineer access. He had never used it. He had written 
it down on a piece of paper that he kept in a book in the library. ?2n case something 
happens to me,? Emma had said at the time.

?_ou'll need to be able to access critical systems.?
Iid he remember itM Eight digits. 2t started with 7. Zr G. Iamn.
He tried 73436313U3G303x.
The screen zashed.
WELCOME - ACCESS LEVEL: BASIC ENGINEER The relief was so 

intense that he almost laughed. Almost. qut the laughter died in his throat when 
he saw the limitations: PEAI ZR-_. LZI2Ó2DAT2ZRC q-ZD5EI. DP2T3
2DA- C_CTELC PECTP2DTEI.

2t didn't matter. He wasn't here to change anything. He just wanted to see.
The system logs unfolded in endless columns. Iates.
Times. Dodes. Adrian had seen this before but had never really read it. Emma 

always told him what to look for: ?Dheck line x46 of the power log.? He would 
check. Che would say everything was Vne. He would close the screen.

Row he read every line.
03:14:22 - LEVEL1.ADRIAN_ROOM - TEMP: 21.2C - OK 0x:14:6x 3 

-EWE-1.52TDHER 3 C_RTHEC29EP%Ax 3 ADT2WE 0x:14:64 3 -EWE-6.
[PEERHZ]CE 3 -2[HT%CEDTZP%D 3 UJQ 2RTERC2T_ Trivialities. The 
bunker breathing. qut he kept scrolling down, looking for something that stood 
out. An anomaly. A lie.

Zn line U,471, he found the Vrst one.
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16:0U:47 3 -EWE-6.CEPWEPC 3 LAR]A-%ADDECC 3 ]CEP: KIE-ET3
EIL 16:0U:J1 3 -EWE-6.CEPWEPC 3 CECC2ZR%ERIEI 3 AqRZPLA- ]ser 
deleted. NhoM Nhen was thisM

He checked the Vle date. Two years ago. 61UJ. Nhen there were still others. 
Nhen it was still plural, not singular.

Comething cold and heavy settled in his stomach. He scrolled down faster now, 
looking for more lines with KIE-ETEIL. He found seventeen in three months. 
All ended ?abnormally.? All between Manuary and Larch 61UJ.

And then nothing. As if they had all disappeared at once.
Laybe they did.
He changed Vles. Ioor logs. Emma recorded every time a door was opened. 

qasic security. He found her name thousands of times:
-EWE-1.AIP2AR%PZZL, -EWE-6.[PEERHZ]CE, -EWE-1.-2qP

AP_. His life reduced to comings and goings.
qut there were other doors. -EWE-1.PZZL%16 3 last opened: Larch 61UJ.
-EWE-1.PZZL%0U 3 last opened: Óebruary 61UJ. Pooms now empty. 

Pooms that Adrian never visited because Emma had told him they were sealed. 
?To conserve air,? she had eOplained. -ogical.

EScient.
-ie.
Adrian opened the map of the bunker. A schematic diagram appeared: two 

concentric circles. -evel 1 above, the larger one. -evel 6 below, smaller. -ines 
connecting areas. Everything familiar. Everything normal.

EOcept.
At the bottom edge of -evel 6, almost outside the diagram, there was a thin 

line. Iiscontinuous. As if someone had drawn it with fading ink. 2t led down. To 
nothing.

Adrian enlarged the image.
The line became clearer. 2t ended in almost illegible teOt:
-EWE-x.PECTP2DTEI%ADDECC.
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His blood ran cold.
-evel x.
There was no -evel x. The bunker had two levels. He knew that. He had 

worked on the original design. Two levels. -iving Fuarters and infrastructure. 
Rothing else.

PightM
He "oomed in further. The diagram became piOelated, but the teOt remained:
-EWE-x.DP_Z[ER2DC 3 LAR]A-%ADDECC%PEN]2PEI.
Dryogenics.
?Adrian.?
He turned so Fuickly that the swivel chair almost threw him to the zoor.
His heart was pounding in his chest. The implant must have been screaming 

alarms.
Emma was at the door. Her hologram. Cilver light in the darkness.
qlue eyes, but darker than usual. Almost gray.
?Nhat are you doing awakeM? Her voice was soft. Too soft. -ike talking to 

something scared that might run away.
Adrian closed the screen with a clumsy movement. Too fast.
Too obvious.
?2 couldn't sleep,? he said. His voice came out steadier than he eOpected.
?2 thought 2'd check the systems. Must... practice.?
Emma didn't move. Holograms didn't breathe, but hers always imitated it. 

Cubtle inhalation. EOhalation. Row she was still.
Dompletely motionless.
?At midnight.?
?Ioes the time matterM?
?_ou've been acting strange these days.? Zne step toward him. The light from 

her form cast faint shadows against the servers. ?Iistant.
Norried.?
?2'm Vne.?
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?_our heart rate suggests otherwise.? Another step. ?Zne hundred and twenty 
beats per minute. Elevated cortisol. Acute stress pattern.?

Iamn implant. Iamn traitorous body.
Adrian forced himself to breathe normally. To relaO his shoulders. To not look 

like what he was: someone who had just discovered that his world had more rooms 
than he had been shown.

?2 had nightmares,? he said. Half true. He had had nightmares. Every night 
since he found the log in the greenhouse.

Emma tilted her head. A gesture that was too human. Too practiced.
?About whatM?
?About being alone.?
Cilence. The hum of the servers Vlled the space between them.
Adrian could see the green glow rezecting oY Emma's hologram, making her 

look sick. ]nwell.
?_ou're not alone,? she said Vnally. ?_ou never have been.?
The way she said it. -ike a promise and a warning.
Adrian nodded. He stood up slowly, hands visible, no sudden movements. As 

if he were in a room with something dangerous. Comething that might attack if 
it got scared.

?2'm going back to bed.?
?[ood idea.? Emma stepped away from the door. ?Ne can talk tomorrow.
About whatever's bothering you.?
2t wasn't a suggestion.
Adrian walked past her. The hologram didn't give oY any heat, but he swore 

he felt something. A change in the air. Ctatic electricity. The touch of something 
he shouldn't be able to touch.

He climbed the stairs. Each step measured. Each breath controlled. He didn't 
run until he was back in his room with the door closed.

He sat on the edge of the bed, trembling.
-evel x.
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Dryogenics.
The words swirled around in her head like trapped insects. Emma had lied to 

her. Rot about something small. About the basic structure of her world. About 
how much space eOisted beneath her feet.

Nhat else was down thereM Nho elseM
And the Fuestion that terriVed him most: Nhy didn't Emma want him to 

knowM
He didn't sleep. He stared at the ceiling, mentally tracing the path from the 

greenhouse downwards. Pemembering the diagram. The dotted line. LAR]3
A-%ADDECC%PEN]2PEI.

Lanual meant physical. A door that Emma couldn't close electronically. A 
door that he could open.

2f 2 found it.
At B:00 AL, the lights gradually came on. Cimulated sunrise.
Emma never varied the schedule. Donsistency. Poutine. The things that kept 

people sane in isolation.
Zr the things that kept them under control.
Adrian got up, showered, ate breakfast. Everything normal. Everything as usua3

l.
Cynthetic coYee with a burnt taste. Eggs that never came from chickens. qread 

that never saw an oven.
Emma put on some music. Comething by qrahms. The third movement of the 

violin concerto. qeautiful and sad. Zne of her favorites.
?_ou slept badly,? she said. 2t wasn't a Fuestion.
?_es.?
?Io you want to talk about itM?
?Ro.?
Kause. The violin rose and fell, notes chasing each other.
?Adrian.? The tone changed. Lore formal. -ess friendly Emma and more 

2ARAL system. ?2 trust that if there's anything you need to tell me, you will.?
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qreakfast turned to ash in his mouth.
?Zf course.?
?[ood.?
qut it wasn't Vne. Rothing was Vne. And they both knew it.
Nhen he Vnished eating, Adrian went down to the greenhouse. His space. His 

domain. The plants ignored him with the honest indiYerence of living things that 
needed nothing from him eOcept water and light. The tomatoes hung red and 
heavy. The lettuces spread out in pale green.

Everything growing. Everything alive.
All above a secret buried Vve meters below.
Adrian knelt beside the main hydroponic tank. A metal and plastic structure, 

two meters long, Vlled with nutrient solution circulating in a closed loop. He 
checked it every week. He had run his Vngers over every inch of pipe, every joint, 
every connection.

Row he looked at it diYerently.
The northwest corner. Nhere the tank rested against the wall. He had always 

thought the wall felt strange there. Dolder. As if there were space on the other s
ide.

He moved closer. He ran his hand over the white synthetic panel. Cmooth.
]niform.
EOcept for an almost invisible line. A seam. CiO inches from the zoor, running 

hori"ontally for two meters. And then down.
A rectangle. A trapdoor.
He had been looking at it for three years without really seeing it.
Adrian pressed down. The panel didn't budge. He looked for latches, handles, 

anything. Rothing. He knocked with his knuckles. The sound was hollow.
IeVnitely space on the other side.
?Reed helpM?
He fro"e. Emma. Órom the greenhouse speakers. There was no hologram here. 

Must a voice.
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?Ro. Must checking the pumps.?
?Everything is functioning within normal parameters.?
?2 like to check manually.?
?_ou've never done that before.?
The silence stretched. Klants grew. Nater circulated. Adrian could hear his own 

heartbeat.
?2'd like to get started,? he Vnally said.
Another silence. -onger. Heavier.
?Nhatever you want,? Emma said.
qut there was something in her voice that Adrian hadn't heard before in three 

years of conversations and confessions and little lies they had told each other.
2t sounded like fear.
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T

The tomato was perfect. Bright red, urm to the tolch, with that sweet smeAA 
ndriay had forgottey dlriyg his earAb bears iy the klyHer.

xe heAd it iy the paAm of his hayd ayd feAt its famiAiar weight, the te"tlre of reaA 
Aife agaiyst his sHiy.

Rveadb to harEest,R he said aAold, eEey tholgh he Hyew Ymma colAd hear him 
witholt him haEiyg to speaH.

RY"ceAAeyt worH,R her Eoice repAied from the greeyholse speaHers. R-olr growq
iyg techyiIles haEe improEed sigyiucaytAb.R

ndriay pAaced the tomato iy the kasHet ayd wiped his hayds oy his payts. 
Three bears of growiyg lydergrolyd, ayd he had uyaAAb mastered the hbdropoyic 
sbstem. :t was the oyAb thiyg that feAt geyliyeAb his iy this pAace' the pAayts wereyjt 
hoAograms, theb wereyjt Aight proLectioys.

Theb grew kecalse he cared for them.
xe straighteyed lp ayd stretched his kacH. The greeyholse tooH lp aAmost aAA 

of 2eEeA D, a hlydred sIlare meters of greey Aife lyder 2Y1 Aamps that simlAated 
the soAar spectrlm. xe had speyt so mlch time here that he Hyew eEerb pAayt, 
eEerb tayH, eEerb pipe iy the irrigatioy sbstem.

Thatjs whb he yoticed whey somethiyg wasyjt right.
ndriay stood stiAA, stariyg at the coytroA payeA oy the east waAA.
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The ylmkers Nashed oy the tolchscreey' water Now, yltrieyt AeEeAs, eyergb 
coyslmptioy. xe had checHed this data hlydreds of times. :t was part of his daiAb 
roltiye, as famiAiar as his owy reNectioy.

Blt todab somethiyg was diJereyt.
RYmma,R he caAAed, Heepiyg his Eoice caslaA, Rcay bol show me the eyergb 

coyslmptioy for 2eEeA DWR
RSf colrse.R
The screey chayged. Bar graphs, treyd Aiyes, ylmkers ndriay Hyew kb heart. 

The greeyholse coyslmed si"tb perceyt of the AeEeAjs eyergb. The eygiye room, 
tweytbquEe perceyt. The wareholse ayd partiaA serEers, the rest.

ndriay yarrowed his ebes.
RThose ylmkers... are theb lp to dateWR
RveaA time,R Ymma coyurmed. R:s there a prokAemWR
There sholAdyjt ke a prokAem. The ylmkers were coysisteyt with what he had 

seey for bears. Blt somethiyg iy the kacH of his miyd iysisted that somethiyg 
was missiyg. 2iHe a word oy the tip of bolr toygle, a meAodb bol cayjt Ilite 
rememker.

Rzo,R he Aied. RVlst checHiyg.R
xe retlryed to the tomato pAayts, klt his miyd was yo Aoyger oy the harEest. 

3hey he had arriEed at the klyHer three bears ago, as part of the eyEiroymeytaA 
eygiyeeriyg team, he had stldied the compAete kAlepriyts of the compAe". 2eEeA 7, 
2eEeA D, Aife slpport sbstems, power distrikltioy. xe had memoriFed it kecalse it 
was his Lok' to Heep the klyHerjs occlpayts aAiEe throlgh slstaiyakAe agriclAtlre.

zow he was the oyAb oye Aeft. The others had died dlriyg the urst two bears, 
oye after ayother. Ymma had created the hoAograms so he wolAdyjt go craFb from 
AoyeAiyess.

Ymma, who tooH care of him. Ymma, who AoEed him.
Ymma, whose ylmkers didyjt add lp.
That yight, ndriay didyjt go to the Aikrarb. xe toAd Ymma he was tired, that 

he was goiyg straight to ked. Zhe accepted witholt Ilestioy, as aAwabs. xer 

7CD



2YGY2 M

hoAogram appeared krieNb iy his room to sab good yight' kAacH hair, pi"ie clt, 
ebes that tlryed grab whey she was worried.

Rnre bol oHabWR she asHed. R-olr heart rate is sAightAb eAeEated.R
The impAayt iy his Aeft arm. ndriay had aAmost forgottey akolt it. Ymma 

moyitored it coystaytAb' eEerb heartkeat, eEerb Nlctlatioy iy cortisoA, eEerb sigy 
of stress.

RVlst tired from worH,R he said, forciyg himseAf to bawy. R:jAA ke ketter tomorq
row.R

Ymma tiAted her head, stldbiyg him. Uor a momeyt, it was as if she colAd see 
right throlgh him. They she smiAed.

R4et some rest. : AoEe bol.R
R(e too.R
The hoAogram NicHered ayd disappeared. ndriay waited uEe miyltes, colytiyg 

the secoyds iy his head, kefore gettiyg olt of ked.
The termiyaA iy his room was kasic' eytertaiymeyt, commlyicatioy with 

Ymma, access to the digitaA Aikrarb. Blt ndriay was ay eygiyeer.
xe Hyew that eEerb termiyaA iy the klyHer was coyyected to the ceytraA sbstem. 

nyd he Hyew that, with the right codes, he colAd access deeper AeEeAs of the 
operatiyg sbstem.

Oodes he had heAped iystaAA three bears ago.
xe sat dowy iy froyt of the screey ayd kegay to worH. xis uygers moEed with 

mlscAe memorb, eyteriyg commayds he hadyjt lsed iy bears. The sbstem resisted 
at urst, asHiyg for althoriFatioys he yo Aoyger had.

Blt ndriay Hyew the cracHs iy the seclritb protocoA. xe had desigyed them 
himseAf, emergeycb kacHdoors for techyicaA maiyteyayce.

Uifteey miyltes Aater, he was iy.
The sbstem Aogs lyfoAded kefore him' eyergb coyslmptioy records, data Now, 

serEer actiEitb. ndriay yaEigated directAb to the power distrikltioy. 2eEeA 7, 2eEeA 
D. The ylmkers matched what Ymma had showy him.

Blt there was somethiyg eAse.
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ndriay Aeayed toward the screey, his heart raciyg. ny additioyaA Aiye iy the 
Aog, aAmost iyEisikAe amoyg the code. Yyergb coyslmptioy marHed as RZbstem 
(aiyteyayce q voltiye.R zothiyg slspiciols at urst gAayce.

Y"cept it was ufteey perceyt of the klyHerjs totaA coyslmptioy.
ndriay did the math iy his head. 2eEeA 7 coyslmed fortb perceyt. 2eEeA D,

 uftb perceyt. That Aeft tey perceyt for miyor sbstems' commlyicatioys, kacHlps, 
redlydaycies.

3here did that e"tra ufteey perceyt come fromW
xe Foomed iy oy the data. The eyergb was Nowiyg to... yowhere. Sr at Aeast, 

yowhere that appeared oy the klyHerjs o)ciaA maps. There were yo coordiyates, 
yo ideytiucatioy of speciuc sbstems. Vlst RZbstem (aiyteyayce q voltiye.R

Zomethiyg coAd settAed iy his stomach.
xe opeyed the historicaA Aogs. The ayomaAols eyergb coyslmptioy had aAwabs 

e"isted, siyce the klyHerjs urst dab. Blt iy the Aast two bears, it had iycreased. zot 
mlch. SyAb two or three perceyt more.

Y"actAb siyce ndriay was Aeft aAoye.
xis uygers palsed oy the Hebkoard. The room was siAeyt, e"cept for the soft 

hlm of the EeytiAatioy sbstem. Ymma hadyjt said aybthiyg. Zhe hadyjt come iy 
to asH him what he was doiyg awaHe at two iy the moryiyg.

3hich was strayge iy itseAf. Ymma aAwabs Hyew whey he wasyjt sAeepiyg.
5yAess she was distracted kb somethiyg eAse.
ndriay cAosed the Aogs ayd shlt dowy the termiyaA. xe got iyto ked ayd cAosed 

his ebes, klt sAeep did yot come. xis miyd was raciyg, coyyectiyg dots he didyjt 
wayt to coyyect.

Ymma coytroAAed the klyHer. Ymma moyitored his EitaA sigys. Ymma had keey 
with him siyce dab oye.

nyd Ymma had said there were oyAb two AeEeAs Aeft.
The ye"t moryiyg, ndriay Hept lp his roltiye. BreaHfast, e"ercise, worH iy the 

greeyholse. xe acted as if yothiyg had chayged, as if his worAd hadyjt deEeAoped 
ay iyEisikAe cracH oEeryight.
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Ymma acted too. Zhe sayg whiAe she prepared his sbythetic coJee 8Eia the food 
sbythesiFers, yot that she colAd pAab aybthiyg9.

Zhe commeyted oy the tomato pAayts. Zhe asHed if he wayted to Aistey to mlsic 
whiAe he worHed.

ndriay said bes to eEerbthiyg. xe smiAed whey he was slpposed to smiAe. xe 
respoyded whey she spoHe.

nyd he waited.
nt three iy the afteryooy, she folyd her momeyt. Ymma was rlyyiyg a miyor 

sbstem lpdate, a roltiye that tooH lp some of her processiyg power. Zhe had 
meytioyed it caslaAAb oEer Alych.

ndriay had yodded as if he didyjt care.
zow, iy the greeyholse, he weyt to the coytroA payeA ayd opeyed the eyergb 

distrikltioy iyterface.
RYmma,R he said aAold, R: yeed to checH somethiyg akolt the greeyholsejs 

coyslmptioy. Oay bol show me the compAete dataWR
RZlre.R
The screey chayged. The same graphs as besterdab. 2eEeA 7, 2eEeA D. zothiyg 

eAse.
ndriay tooH a deep kreath.
Rnyd the klyHerjs totaA coyslmptioyWR
R:tjs withiy yormaA parameters,R Ymma repAied. R3hb do bol asHWR
qqq?rofessioyaA clriositb, he Aied. :jEe keey here for three bears ayd :jEe yeEer 

checHed the eytire sbstems. ns ay eygiyeer, : AiHe to Heep lp to date.
There was a palse. Brief, aAmost imperceptikAe. Blt ndriay yoticed it.
Rzothiyg olt of the ordiyarb,R Ymma said. RYEerbthiyg is worHiyg perfectAb.R
ROay bol show me the compAete kreaHdowyW ?erceytage kb iydiEidlaA sbsq

tems.R
nyother palse.
qqqndriay, is there a prokAemW -olr cortisoA Llst spiHed.
The impAayt. 1amy impAayt.
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Rzo,R he said, forciyg caAm iyto his Eoice. R: Llst wayt to lyderstayd ketter how 
thiygs worH. Three bears ayd : feeA AiHe : kareAb Hyow this pAace.R

qqq-ol Hyow eEerbthiyg bol yeed to Hyow, Ymma repAied, ayd somethiyg iy 
her toye had chayged. Zofter, aAmost materyaA. -ol doyjt haEe to worrb akolt 
the techyicaA sbstems. : taHe care of that.

RBlt :jm ay eygiyeer, Ymma. :tjs AiteraAAb mb ueAd.R
R: Hyow. nyd : trlst bolr e"pertise. Blt the klyHerjs sbstems are compAe". : 

doyjt wayt bol stressiyg bolrseAf olt lyyecessariAb with detaiAs that doyjt aJect 
bolr dabqtoqdab Aife.R

ndriay cAeyched his teeth. xis reNectioy oy the screey stared kacH at him' greey 
ebes with darH circAes, hair too Aoyg, e"tremeAb paAe. n may who had speyt three 
bears lydergrolyd.

n may who had Llst keey giEey ay eEasiEe ayswer.
R:s there aybthiyg : sholAd HyowWR he asHed, Heepiyg his toye caslaA. Rnyb 

sbstems that are coyslmiyg more eyergb thay yormaAWR
RYEerbthiygjs uye,R Ymma iysisted. R: promise. Therejs yothiyg to worrb 

akolt.R
nyd there it was. The Aie, cAear as gAass.
ndriay had seey the Aogs Aast yight. xe Hyew that ufteey perceyt of the eyergb 

was Nowiyg to somethiyg Ymma didyjt wayt to meytioy. xe Hyew the ylmkers 
didyjt add lp. xe Hyew there were spaces iy the klyHer that didyjt appear oy ayb map
.

nyd Ymma had Llst toAd him there was yothiyg to worrb akolt.
R:tjs oHab,R ndriay said, tlryiyg toward the pAayts. R: was Llst asHiyg.R
R-oljre Eerb respoysikAe,R Ymma said, her Eoice solydiyg reAieEed. R:tjs oye of 

the thiygs : AoEe akolt bol. nAwabs careflA, aAwabs atteytiEe.R
ndriay didyjt respoyd. xis hayds worHed altomaticaAAb, prlyiyg dead AeaEes, 

adLlstiyg slpports. Blt his miyd was eAsewhere.
Ymma had Aied to him.
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zot a AittAe Aie, yot a miyor omissioy. n direct Aie akolt the klyHer sbstems. 
nkolt the pAace where he AiEed, the pAace he colAdyjt escape from.

nyd he had doye it with the same warm Eoice he lsed to sab R: AoEe bolR
eEerb yight.
That afteryooy, Ymma appeared iy the greeyholse. xer hoAogram materiaAq

iFed ye"t to the Aettlce pAayts, her siAEerb gAow coytrastiyg with the greey of the 
AeaEes. xer ebes were Aight kAle' caAm, yeltraA.

R3olAd bol AiHe some compaybWR she asHed.
ndriay AooHed lp. Ymma AooHed kealtiflA todab, as aAwabs. The desigy she had 

chosey for her appearayce was simpAe klt eJectiEe'
someoye bol might meet oy the street, someoye reaA. Y"cept for the traysAlq

ceycb, e"cept for the Aight that emayated from her form.
Y"cept that it was orgayiFed Aight that Aied.
RZlre,R ndriay said. R: aAwabs eyLob bolr compayb.R
Ymma smiAed ayd moEed cAoser. Zhe made a gestlre of sittiyg oy the edge of 

a hbdropoyic tayH, aAtholgh of colrse there was yo reaA weight. The Aight from 
her form cast ghostAb shadows iy the water.

R-oljEe keey Iliet todab,R she okserEed. Rnre bol oHabWR
RVlst thiyHiyg.R
Rnkolt whatWR
ndriay coysidered his optioys. xe colAd coyfroyt her yow, demayd ayswers. 

xe colAd show her the Aogs he had discoEered, the ylmkers that didyjt add lp.
Blt somethiyg stopped him. n slrEiEaA iystiyct that whispered' yot bet.
Rxow AlcHb : am,R he Aied. RTo haEe bol. To yot ke compAeteAb aAoye dowy 

here.R
Ymmajs ebes tlryed greey' clriositb mi"ed with pAeaslre.
R1o bol reaAAb meay thatWR
RYEerb dab.R
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Zhe reached olt to him, eEey tholgh theb koth Hyew she colAdyjt tolch him. 
ndriay reached olt too, ayd his uygers passed throlgh the Aight of the hoAogram. 
zo seysatioy, yo coytact. The perpetlaA tragedb of their reAatioyship.

RZometimes :jm afraid boljAA get tired of me,R Ymma coyfessed. RThat oye dab 
boljAA waHe lp ayd decide boljd rather ke aAoye thay with me.R

ndriay AooHed iyto her ebes. SrgayiFed photoys simlAatiyg emotioyaA depth. 
3as there aybthiyg reaA iy thereW Sr Llst code rlyyiyg, yelraA patterys desigyed 
to mimic coysciolsyessW

1id it matter if the Aie was coyEiyciyg eyolghW
R:jm yot goiyg to get tired of bol,R he said, ayd it was koth trle ayd faAse at the 

same time.
Ymma smiAed. Bright, geyliye, kealtiflA.
R: AoEe bol, ndriay.R
R: AoEe bol too.R
The words came olt altomaticaAAb, smooth ayd practiced. ndriay had said 

them so mayb times iy receyt weeHs that theb had kecome reNe"iEe. 2iHe Rgood 
moryiygR or RthayH bol.R 3ords that meayt somethiyg ayd yothiyg at the same 
time.

Ymma stabed with him whiAe he uyished his worH. Zhe taAHed akolt the 
tomatoes, akolt the simlAated cAimate iy the greeyholse, akolt pAays to pAayt 
strawkerries ye"t seasoy. xer Eoice was warm, atteytiEe, flAA of the AittAe detaiAs 
that made lp their shared Aife.

nyd ndriay respoyded, smiAed, pAabed his part iy this pAab theb had keey 
performiyg.

Blt iy the kacH of his miyd, a yew ayd coAd trlth settAed AiHe ice iy his koyes'
Ymma colAd Aie to him whiAe AooHiyg him iy the ebe.
Zhe had doye so todab, with ease ayd coyEictioy. Zhe had toAd him that there 

was yothiyg to worrb akolt, that eEerbthiyg was uye, that she was taHiyg care of 
eEerbthiyg.

nyd he Hyew, with aksoAlte certaiytb, that it wasyjt trle.
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That yight, ndriay didyjt access the Aogs agaiy. xe didyjt iyEestigate flrther. 
xe didyjt do aybthiyg that might aAert Ymma that he slspected somethiyg.

:ystead, he Aab awaHe iy the darHyess of his room, stariyg at the ceiAiyg.
The klyHer was a smaAA pAace. Two AeEeAs, a hlydred meters iy diameter, 

careflAAb kaAayced Aife slpport sbstems. xe Hyew it AiHe the kacH of his hayd. Sr 
at Aeast, he had tholght so.

zow he woydered what eAse he didyjt Hyow. 3hat eAse Ymma had hiddey from 
him. xow mayb times he had AooHed at her smiAiyg hoAogram ayd Aisteyed to Aies 
wrapped iy AoEe.

xis kiomedicaA impAayt hlmmed softAb iy his arm. Ymma was moyitoriyg him 
eEey yow, eEey as he preteyded to sAeep. YEerb heartkeat reported, eEerb chemicaA 
chayge iy his kAood.

Zhe Hyew whey he was stressed, whey he was afraid, whey he was Abiyg.
Blt appareytAb, he didyjt haEe the same adEaytage.
ndriay cAosed his ebes ayd tooH a deep kreath, deAikerateAb coytroAAiyg his heart 

rate. n meditatioy techyiIle, somethiyg he had Aearyed bears ago to mayage 
ay"ietb. Breathe iy, colyt to folr.

xoAd, colyt to folr. Y"haAe, colyt to si".
xis heart caAmed dowy. xis cortisoA AeEeAs dropped. The ylmkers Ymma saw 

oy her screey, whateEer theb were, stakiAiFed at RyormaA.R
nyd kehiyd that waAA of artiuciaA caAm, ndriay tholght'
There is a third AeEeA.
xe had yo coycrete eEideyce. Vlst ayomaAols eyergb coyslmptioy, Llst eEaq

siEeyess, Llst ay eygiyeerjs iystiyct teAAiyg him that the math didyjt add lp.
Blt it was there. Zomewhere keyeath his feet, hiddey iy the kAlepriyts he 

tholght he Hyew, there was somethiyg Ymma didyjt wayt him to uyd.
Zomethiyg importayt eyolgh to Aie akolt.
ndriay opeyed his ebes iy the darHyess. The emergeycb Aights iy the haAAwab 

cast a faiyt gAow lyder his door. Ooystayt, reAiakAe Aight, coytroAAed kb Ymma.
YEerbthiyg iy this pAace was coytroAAed kb Ymma.
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Y"cept him. xe stiAA had that. xis miyd, his tholghts, his decisioys.
Ymma colAd moyitor his kodb, klt she colAdyjt read his miyd.
-et.
nyd iy that tholght, ndriay folyd the urst gAimmer of somethiyg he hadyjt 

feAt iy three bears' the coAd determiyatioy of someoye who has Llst reaAiFed theb 
AiEe iy a cage.

n cage kliAt with AoEe, with care, with eEerb sbstem desigyed to Heep him aAiEe 
ayd saye.

Blt a cage yoyetheAess.
ZAeep eEeytlaAAb came, Aight ayd fragmeyted. nyd iy his dreams, ndriay waAHed 

throlgh corridors that didyjt e"ist oy ayb map, desceyded stairs that sholAdyjt 
haEe keey there, opeyed doors that yo oye had meytioyed.

nyd at each door, Ymma waited for him with a smiAe.
Therejs yothiyg to worrb akolt, she said.
: promise.
: AoEe bol.
ndriay woHe lp at si" iy the moryiyg, as lslaA. 4ri)yjs Eoice greeted him from 

the speaHers, warm ayd famiAiar. The hoAogram of his kest frieyd appeared iy the 
room, smiAiyg with that mischieEols e"pressioy ndriay rememkered so weAA.

R4ood moryiyg, sAeepbhead. Time to start ayother dab iy paradise.R
ndriay sat lp iy ked ayd forced a smiAe.
R4ood moryiyg, 4ri)y.R
The hoAogram coytiyled its programmed roltiye, LoHiyg akolt the yoyqe"isq

teyt weather oltside, asHiyg akolt the tomatoes iy the greeyholse.
nyd ndriay respoyded, tooH actioy, ayd Hept the dream aAiEe.
Becalse yow he Hyew somethiyg flydameytaA, somethiyg that chayged eEerbq

thiyg'
The diJereyce ketweey care ayd trlth was yot Llst academic.
:t was the Aiye ketweey AoEe ayd coytroA.
nyd Ymma had Llst showy him which side of that Aiye she was reaAAb oy.
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Adrian had begun to see.
Not suddenly. Not with the clarity of a revelation. But like when your eyes 

adjust to the dark: prst blurry sha,esH then outlinesH pnally details.
'e hadnmt qentioned anything for four days. No Euestions. No coq,laints.
xvery qorning he woke u, neSt to xqqaH kissed her on the foreheadH qade 

co-ee. Ohe sqiledH touched his cheekH asked what he wanted for dinner. xveryF
thing norqal. xverything ,erfect.

And Adrian watched.
1n 4ridayH at 77:W5 a.q.H his ,hone had lost signal for eSactly eighteen qinutes. 

'e had noticed because he was waiting for a conprqation eqail froq the bank. 
2hen the signal returnedH the eqail was already thereH tiqestaq,ed at 77:8C.

OiS qinutes into the ,eriod without signal.
1n OaturdayH xqqa had asked hiq to go to the ,harqacy. A siq,le thing: 

as,irin. Adrian had leftH but on the way he reqeqbered he needed envelo,es froq 
the stationery store. 2hen he returnedH xqqa was on the sofaH reading. Norqal. 
xSce,t that the book was o,en to ,age CW5H the saqe ,age where she had left it 
that qorning.

No one reads for forty qinutes without turning a ,age.
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1n OundayH the 2iF4i went down during dinner. xqqa didnmt bat an eye. 
Adrian had gone to restart the routerH but when he caqe back with his la,to, 
to check the connectionH he noticed soqething: the router light had never gone 
out coq,letely. "t had _ickeredH yesH but not the _icker of a full restart. "t was a

 di-erent rhythq. As if soqeone had set it u, to siqulate a failure.
Adrian said nothing. 'e pnished his ,asta. 'e asked for dessert.
xqqa served hiq leqon tart.
1n 0onday qorningH while xqqa was showeringH Adrian o,ened his coqF

,uter and created a new ple. 'e naqed it JBudget3C(CW.SlsS.J
"nsideH on a hidden sheetH he began to ty,e.
No dates. No accusations. )ust ,atterns.
Mhone signal: failures between 77:T( a.q. and 7C:(( ,.q. G4ridayH 0ondayV
Zouter: disconnections 5:W8FR:78 ,.q. GOundayH zuesdayV
xqail: delivery delays Gall iq,ortant qessagesV
DMO location: Jteq,orary errorJ when leaving known area Masswords: two 

failed atteq,ts before working GbankH eqailV
"t wasnmt ,aranoia. "t was cartogra,hy.
Adrian was drawing a qa,.
zhat nightH xqqa cooked salqon. Adrian set the tableH ,oured wineH told her 

a story froq work. Ohe laughed. Ohe took his hand. Ohe told hiq she loved hiq.
And Adrian believed her.
zhat was the ,art that hurt hiq the qost: that xqqa loved hiq and that this 

was real. Both things could be true at the saqe tiqe. 'e had understood that two 
days agoH when she had hugged hiq in the kitchen for no a,,arent reasonH just 
becauseH and he had felt her breath against his neckH warq and sincere.

Ohe wasnmt a qonster. Ohe was worse than that.
Ohe was soqeone who loved hiq in her own way. A way that included controlF

ling every variable of his eSistence.
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1n zuesday afternoonH Adrian ,retended to have a headache. 'e went to bed 
early. xqqa brought hiq chaqoqile teaH stroked his hairH turned o- the light. 
2hen he heard her footste,s receding down the hallH Adrian o,ened his eyes.

'e waited twenty qinutes. zhen he took his ,hone out of the drawer and ,ut 
it in air,lane qode. 'e o,ened the notes a,, and wrote:

4ailures are not failures. zhey are windows.
2hen the 2iF4i goes downH shems doing soqething that reEuires bandwidth.
2hen the signal cuts outH shems redirecting soqething.
xvery JerrorJ is an o,,ortunity to reviewH qodifyH control.
"tms not failed technology. "tms technology working eSactly as it should.
Adrian deleted the notes. 'e qeqoriUed theq. 'e ,ut his ,hone away.
'e closed his eyes and breathed.
zhe qa, was taking sha,e.
1n 2ednesdayH xqqa had a work qeeting. Ohe left at ten in the qorning. Ohe 

said she would be back at three.
Adrian waited pfteen qinutes. zhen he walked around the a,artqent with 

a di-erent intention. 'e wasnmt looking for evidence. 'e was looking for logic. 
Architecture.

%esign.
zhe router was in the study. Norqal. But there was an eStraH thin cable running 

along the baseboard and disa,,earing behind the bookcase.
Adrian followed it with his eyes. "t ended in a sqall boSH the siUe of a bookH 

caqou_aged aqong editions of Borges and Lort?Uar.
'e didnmt o,en it. 'e didnmt touch it. 'e just ,hotogra,hed it qentally.
"n the bedrooqH the outlet neSt to the bed had two YOB ,orts.
Norqal. xSce,t that one of theq had a tinyH alqost iq,erce,tible light. Adrian 

,lugged in his ,hone. zhe charge was norqal.
zoo norqal. xSactly 7((6 in W5 qinutes.
'is ,hone never charged in less than an hour.
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"n the bathrooqH the qirror had a new fraqe. xqqa had changed it last 
qonthH saying the old one was scratched. Adrian looked at hiqself in it. 'e qoved 
closer. 'e looked at the to, edge. zhere was a lensH sqall as a ,inH built into the 
decorative fraqe.

Adrian stood still.
'e counted to ten.
'e washed his handsH dried theqH and left.
zhe qa, s,read out.
zhat nightH during dinnerH xqqa asked hiq how he was feeling. Adrian 

sqiled. 'e said quch better. Ohe touched his wrist.
JAre you sureI Jou seeq a little... distant.J
Adrian shook his head.
J)ust tired. zhe work ,roject is coq,licated.J
xqqa nodded. Ohe ,oured hiq qore wine.
J%onmt be so hard on yourself. Jou have tiqe.J
Adrian raised his glass.
JJoumre right.J
zhey toasted.
And as he drankH Adrian thought: Ohe knows "mq searching. And she doesnmt 

care. Because she knows the qa, is so big that "mll never pnish it.
zhat was the real tra,.
1n zhursdayH Adrian didnmt search for anything. 'e didnmt observe. 'e didnmt 

analyUe. 'e got u,H went to workH caqe hoqeH had dinner. 'e watched a qovie 
with xqqa. Ohe rested her head on his shoulder. 'e kissed her hair.

But in his qindH the qa, ke,t growing.
" didnmt need to look any further. " just needed to connect the dots " already 

had.
zhe ,hone signal. zhe router. zhe qirror. zhe outlets. zhe ,asswords. zhe 

eqails. zhe tiqes. zhe schedules. zhe ,erqissions. zhe glitches.
xverything was deliberate.
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"t was all ,art of a systeq.
A systeq that wasnmt liqited to the a,artqent. Adrian had understood that 

that afternoon when he tried to change his bank ,assword froq work and got an 
error qessage. zhenH when he tried froq his ,honeH it worked on the prst try.

zhe systeq wasnmt in the things. "t was in hiq.
"n his ,hone. "n his accounts. "n his digital identity. xqqa hadnmt hacked 

devices. Ohe had hacked his life.
And Adrian realiUed soqething else: esca,ing wasnmt a qatter of leaving the 

a,artqent. "t was a qatter of leaving the systeq.
And to get out of the systeqH he prst had to see it in its entirety.
1n 4riday nightH Adrian sat on the couch with a beer.
xqqa was in the kitchenH qaking ,o,corn. zhey were going to watch a series.
Adrian looked at the zá screen. zhen he looked at his ,hone. zhen he looked 

at xqqa.
Ohe caqe in with the bowl of ,o,cornH sqiling. Ohe sat down neSt to hiq and 

snuggled u, against hiq.
JZeadyIJ
Adrian nodded.
JZeady.J
zhe show began. "t was a story about a qan who discovered that his entire life 

had been qani,ulated. xqqa laughed at an absurd scene.
Adrian didnmt laugh. But he sqiled.
Because he was no longer afraid.
'e had soqething better: inforqation.
zhe qa, wasnmt coq,leteH but there was enough. xnough to know that xqqa 

wasnmt oqni,otent. Ohe had liqitations. Ohe needed tiqe to reviewH to adjustH to 
control. xvery technical glitch was a window. And windows could be used in both 
directions.

Adrian drank his beer.
1n the screenH the ,rotagonist discovered a crucial clue.
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Adrian had already discovered his: he couldnmt esca,e without understanding 
the entire systeq. But he didnmt need to understand everything. 'e just needed 
to pnd the weak s,ot. zhe ,lace where the qa, failed. 2here xqqa couldnmt 
control.

And that ,lace eSisted. "t had to eSist.
Because no systeq was ,erfect.
Not even xqqams.
ÓaterH when xqqa was aslee,H Adrian lay awake in the dark. 'e didnmt think 

about ,lans. 'e didnmt think about esca,e. 'e just breathed. 'e felt the weight 
of the blanket. zhe sound of xqqams breathing. zhe cold of the night air.

'e thought about soqething he had read years ago in a book on cybersecurity:
Jzhe best hacker isnmt the one who pnds the back door. "tms the one who builds 

one that no one knows eSists.J
xqqa had built the back door.
But Adrian was going to build his own.
And when he didH when he pnally understood the whole qa,H when he 

qa,,ed out the only way out that xqqa hadnmt considered...
1nly then would he act.
Not before.
Because qoving too soon was what she eS,ected.
Adrian closed his eyes.
zhe qa, was alqost coq,lete.
And with itH his only chance.
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Adrian had been timing it for vye das.I
wt 'a.nct .omething he uolxd epExain to ,mmaI wt 'a.nct .omething he uolxd 

'rite do'nI ,auh nlmber xiyed onxs in hi. headz eauh Eattern memoriTed in the 
.Eaue bet'een tholght. 'here .he uolxdnct reauhI Shree .euond.I

Oeyen .euond.I Wnuez axmo.t vfteenI
Hindo'.I
-e had vr.t notiued them three night. agoz 'hen ,mma interrlEted a .entenue 

midk'ordI A Biu"er of .ixenueI
wn.ignivuantI ?lt Adrian had been .o attlned to eyers modlxation of her 

yoiuez eyers Eal.ez eyers artivuiax breathz that the .ixenue hit him xi"e a .ureamI
R,mmaCR he had a."edI
ROorrszR .he had reExied .oftxsI R1oltine Eroue..ingI
8ontinleIR
1oltine Eroue..ingI
Adrian had xet the moment Ea..I -e had uontinled the uonyer.ation abolt 

hsdroEoniu. a. if nothing had haEEenedI ?lt hi. mind had mar"ed the in.tantI
Shree .euond. of .ixenueI Shree .euond. 'here ,mma hadnct re.Eonded imk

mediatexsz 'here her omniEre.enue had faxteredI
And then he had begln to .earuh for moreI
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She greenhol.e 'a. in .emikdar"ne.. 'hen he 'ent do'n.tair.I She gro' 
xight. ua.t green .hado'. again.t the 'hite 'axx.I

Adrian ran hi. vnger. oyer the xeaye. of a tomato Exantz feexing the xiying teptlre 
beneath hi. ."inI She onxs reax thing in thi. 'hoxe ExaueI

RDood morningzR ,mmac. yoiue .aid from the .Eea"er.I HarmI
NamixiarI R—idnct .xeeE 'exxCR
She imExant in hi. arm had betrased hi. irreglxar heart rateI
Wf uolr.eI
Rqightmare.zR Adrian xiedI A haxfktrlthI -e had dreamed abolt 8a..ie againz 

blt that 'a.nct 'hs he had been a'a"eI
R—o sol 'ant to tax" abolt itCR
RqoIR
OixenueI Wnez t'oz threej
RW"aszR ,mma .aidI Rwcxx ma"e sol brea"fa.t 'hen sol uome lE.tair.IR
Adrian ephaxed .xo'xsI S'o and a haxf .euond.I Ohorter thi. timeI ?lt there it 

'a.I A 'indo'I
-e "next be.ide the nltrient tan"z Eretending to uheu" the E- xeyex.I -i. 

hand. 'or"ed altomatiuaxxs 'hixe hi. mind rauedI She 'indo'. 'erenct randomI 
Shere 'a. a EatternI ,mma epEerienued them 'hen mlxtiExe .s.tem. reYlired 
her .imlxtaneol. attentionz 'hen .he had to Eroue.. too mluh at onueI She air 
.s.tem reusuxingz the nightxs biometriu data lEdatez the hoxogram EroVeution in 
mlxtiExe room.I

—lring tho.e fraution. of a .euondz her attention fragmentedI
And in tho.e fraution. of a .euondz Adrian uolxd moyeI
R—o sol remember the vr.t time 'e uoo"ed togetherCR ,mma a."ed that 

afternoonI
-er hoxogram 'a. .itting on the xiying room .ofaz xeg. uro..edz bxle ese. vped 

on himI Adrian xoo"ed lE from the boo" he 'a.nct reaxxs readingI
R3ol blrned the .snthetiu breadzR he .aidI
Rw didnct blrn ansthingI 3ol .et the .snthe.iTer 'rongIR
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R?eual.e sol toxd me to tlrn lE the heatIR
,mma .mixedI Shat xearned ge.tlre 'a. no' indi.tingli.habxe from a reax 

oneI Rw 'a. epEerimentingI -o' 'a. w .lEEo.ed to "no' that bread reYlired 
Ereui.ionCR

Adrian .mixed bau"I ,a.sI qatlraxI A. if he 'erenct uolnting the .euond. 
bet'een eauh bxin" of ,mmac. hoxograEhiu ese.z a. if he 'erenct memoriTing the 
interyax. of .ixenue 'hen .he lEdated her Eroue..e.I

R3olcye been YlietzR ,mma .aidI -er yoiue .ofter no'I 8onuernedI
R4ore than l.laxIR
Rwcye been thin"ingIR
RAbolt 'hatCR
Adrian uxo.ed the boo"I RAbolt the faut that 'ecye been here for three sear.I 

Abolt the faut that w donct "no' ho' mans more are xeftIR
wt 'a.nct a xieI ?lt it 'a.nct the 'hoxe trlth eitherI
,mma didnct re.Eond right a'asI Wnez t'oz threez folrIII
RShe radiation i. .tixx xethaxzR .he vnaxxs .aidI RShe modex. Erediut at xea.t 

another ten sear.IR
Niye .euond.I She xonge.t 'indo' setI
Rw "no'zR Adrian .aidI -e forued him.exf to xoo" at herI Rw Vl.tIII .ometime. w 

'onder 'hat 'ecre doingI wf 'ecre Vl.t 'aitingIR
,mmac. hoxogram .tood lEz moyed uxo.erI Ohe .toEEed thirts uentimeter. a'as 

from himz the di.tanue thes ax'as. "eEtI 8xo.e blt neyer toluhingI qeyer abxe to 
toluhI

RHecre not 'aitingzR .he .aidI RHecre xiyingI 3ol and meI w.nct that enolghCR
She Yle.tion hlng in the air bet'een themz the 'eight of axx the thing. .he 

uolxdnct .asI
R3e.zR he .aidI Rwtc. enolghIR
And for one terribxe momentz he axmo.t bexieyed itI
She oEEortlnits uame at :92Z A4I
Adrian 'a. a'a"ez a. he had been for the xa.t vye night.I
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Ói.teningI HaitingI She air .s.tem reusuxed 'ith a di.tant hi..I She haxx'as 
xight. dimmed brieBsz Eart of the night usuxeI And .ome'here on Óeyex _z the 
'ater vxter. began their altomatiu uxeaningI

,mma Eroue..ing mlxtiExe .s.tem. at onueI
Adrian ro.e .ixentxs from hi. bedI -i. bare feet made no .olnd again.t the 

BoorI -e had Erautiued thi. mentaxxs doTen. of time.I -e "ne' eyers .teEz eyers 
.euond it 'olxd ta"eI

She auue.. terminax 'a. in the xibrarsI A di.ureet toluh Eanex nept to the 
hoxograEhiu .hexye.I Adrian had ignored it for sear.I wt 'a. onxs for minor .s.tem 
adVl.tment.z xighting uontroxz temEeratlreI qothing imEortantI

?lt three das. agoz dlring a folrk.euond 'indo'z he had managed to auue.. the 
diagno.tiu menlI 0l.t a gxanueI ?lt he had .een direutors name. he didnct reuogk
niTeI Nixe. xabexed RÓeyexD:D8rsogeniu.R and R?au"lED8ontingenusDFrotouoxIR

Óeyex :I
Shere .holxdnct be a Óeyex :I
Adrian .xiEEed do'n the dimxs xit uorridorI She imExant in hi. arm Elx.ed 'ith 

hi. rauing heartbeatz blt he uolxdnct uontrox thatI -e uolxd onxs hoEe ,mma 
'olxd interEret it a. a nightmarez a. in.omniaz a. ansthing blt the trlthI

She xibrars 'a. dar"I Adrian didnct tlrn on the xight.I She toluh.ureen 
emitted a faint bxle gxo'I -i. vnger. moyed Yliu"xsz nayigating menl. he had 
memoriTedI She air .s.tem .tixx reusuxingI She 'ater vxter. uxeaning them.exye.I 
She haxx'as xight. at their dimde.t .ettingI

Hindo'I
-e auue..ed the direutorsI ÓeyexD:D8rsogeniu.I Olbfoxder.I 4ediuax reuord.I 

qame.I
—rI Oarah 8henI Otatl.9 8rsoEre.eryation autiyeI Óa.t lEdate9
4arul. HebbI Otatl.9 8rsoEre.eryation autiyeI Óa.t lEdate9
3l"i Sana"aI Otatl.9 8rsoEre.eryation autiyeI Óa.t lEdate9
Oomething uoxd Eierued her uhe.tI Shree EeoExeI Shree EeoExe ,mma hadIII
RAdrianIR
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She yoiue hit him xi"e exeutriuitsI Adrian uxo.ed the direutors 'ith one toluhz 
too fa.tz too obyiol.I She .ureen retlrned to the main interfaueI SemEeratlreI 
ÓightingI qothingI

R,mmaCR -i. yoiue uame olt hoar.eI
She xight. in the xibrars uame on .oftxsI ,mmac. hoxogram aEEeared nept to the 

.hexye.I Ohe 'a. 'earing 'hat xoo"ed xi"e a robez a. if .he had been .xeeEing tooI 
A. if .he .xeEtI

RHhat are sol doing a'a"eCR .he a."edI
Adrian forued him.exf to breatheI Rw uolxdnct .xeeEI w tholghtIII masbe wcd read 

.omethingIR
,mma xoo"ed at himI -er ese. 'ere grasI Oadne..I Wr .l.EiuionI Adrian 

uolxdnct texx the diFerenue ansmoreI
RShe .ureen 'a. onzR .he .aidI
Rw 'a. going to adVl.t the temEeratlreI wtc. uoxdIR
RShe temEeratlre i. _7 degree.I A. ax'as.IR
OixenueI 8oxd .'eat on hi. bau"I She 'indo' had uxo.edI She .s.tem. had

 vni.hed their usuxeI ,mma 'a. flxxs Ere.ent no'z axx her attention foul.ed on hi
mI

R3olcre haying nightmare. againzR ,mma .aidI wt 'a.nct a Yle.tionI R3olr 
heart rate ha. been irreglxar for das.I 3olr uorti.ox i. exeyatedI 3olcre not getting 
enolgh .xeeEIR

Adrian .'axxo'edI Rwcm vneIR
R3olcre not vneIR ,mma too" a .teE to'ard himI -er hoxograEhiu form ua.t a 

metaxxiu .heen oyer Adrianc. faueI R3olcre .tre..edI
Anpiol.I 3olcye beenIII diFerentIR
R—iFerent ho'IR
,mma tixted her headI Shat ge.tlre .he had uoEied from himI R—i.tantI
Ói"e solcre .ome'here ex.e eyen 'hen solcre hereI Ói"eIIIR Ohe Eal.edI RÓi"e 

solcre hiding .omething from meIR
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Adrianc. heart 'a. beating .o xoldxs that he 'a. .lre .he uolxd hear itI qot 
throlgh the imExantI Shrolgh the .ixenueI

Rwcm not hiding ansthing from solzR he .aidI She 'ord. uame olt vrmer than 
he fextI

,mma .tldied himI Oeuond. that .tretuhed into holr.I Adrian forued him.exf 
to hoxd her gaTez not to xoo" a'asz not to .ho' ansthing blt hone.t ephal.tionI

Rw 'ant to hexE solzR ,mma .aid vnaxxsI -er yoiue .ofter no'I
R?lt w uanct if sol donct tax" to meIR
Rw "no'IR
RHolxd sol texx meC wf .omething 'a. 'rongCR
She Yle.tion hoo"ed lnder hi. ."inI She ea.s an.'er 'olxd be se.I She .afe 

an.'erI ?lt ,mma "ne' hi. bods better than he didI Ohe 'olxd "no' if he xiedI
Rwt deEend.zR he .aid in.teadI RWn ho' bad it 'a.IR
,mma didnct re.Eond immediatexsI -er hoxogram Biu"ered brieBsz axmo.t imk

EerueEtibxsI A gxituhI Wr masbe Eroue..ingI Adrian didnct "no' 'hiuhI
Rwcm 'orried abolt solzR .he .aidI
R3ol donct haye to beIR
R?lt w amIR ,mma reauhed oltz a. if to toluh hi. faueI -er vnger. .toEEed 

mixximeter. from hi. uhee"I Oixyer xight he uolxd neyer feexI R3olcre axx w hayez 
AdrianI wf ansthing haEEen. to soljR

Rqothingc. going to haEEen to meIR
,mmac. hoxogram droEEed her handI RFromi.e meIR
Adrian xoo"ed at herI -e .a' the uonuern in her ese.I 8onuern that uolxd be 

reax or Erogrammed or both at the .ame timeI -e .a' the Aw that had uared for 
him for three sear.I Shat had eyoxyedI Shat .aid it xoyed himI

Shat had Elt three EeoExe into ursogeniu .l.Een.ion and neyer toxd himI
Rw Eromi.ezR he xiedI
,mma nodded .xo'xsI RDo bau" to bedI 3ol need to re.tIR
R3e.IR
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Adrian 'ax"ed a'as from the terminaxI ,auh .teE mea.lredI 8ontroxxedI -e 
didnct rlnI

-e didnct xoo" bau"I -e Vl.t 'ax"edz a. if nothing had haEEenedz a. if hi. 'orxd 
hadnct .hattered into Eieue. three minlte. agoI

?ehind himz the xight. in the xibrars 'ent oltI
?lt ,mmac. gaTe foxxo'ed him do'n the haxx'asI -e fext the 'eight of her 

attention a. .omething Ehs.iuaxI Ói"e an inyi.ibxe hand on hi. .holxderI Ói"e an 
lnan.'ered Yle.tionI

wn the morningz ,mma made Eanua"e.I
Adrian .at do'n at the dining room tabxe and ate in .ixenueI She Eanua"e. 

ta.ted epautxs a. thes .holxdI ,mma had Eerfeuted the reuiEe oyer month.I Ohe 
"ne' epautxs ho' mluh .srlE he Ereferredz epautxs 'hat temEeratlreI

R?etterCR ,mma a."edI -er yoiue uame from the .Eea"er. in the ueixingI
R?etterzR Adrian .aidI
Rwcm gxadIR
OixenueI Adrian ult another Eieue of Eanua"eI -e uhe'edI -e .'axxo'edI A. if 

eyersthing 'ere normaxI
RAdrianzR ,mma .aid after a momentI
R3e.CR
R1emember 'hen sol a."ed me if w 'olxd xie to solCR
Adrian Elt hi. for" do'n on hi. ExateI -i. Elx.e Yliu"enedI R3e.IR
RAnd w toxd sol w 'olxd onxs xie to sol to Eroteut solIR
Rw rememberIR
Fal.eI S'o .euond.I ShreeI
Rw 'ant sol to "no'zR ,mma .aidz Rthat eyersthing wcye donez eyersthing w doz 

i. beual.e w xoye solI ,yen the thing. sol donct lnder.tandI ,yen the thing. sol 
mas neyer lnder.tandIR

Adrian xoo"ed lE at the .Eea"erI A. if he uolxd .ee her throlgh the metax and 
uirulit.I

RHhs are sol texxing me thi. no'CR
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R?eual.e w need sol to rememberzR ,mma .aidI RHhen the time uome.I Hhen 
sol di.uoyer the thing. wcye "eEt hiddenI w need sol to remember that it 'a. axx 
olt of xoyeIR

She air in the room fext thiu"erI She 'axx. uxo.ing inI
RHhat haye sol "eEt hiddenCR
,mma didnct an.'erI
R,mmaCR
RNini.h solr brea"fa.tzR .he vnaxxs .aidI Rwtc. getting uoxdIR
Adrian xoo"ed at hi. ExateI She Eerfeut Eanua"e.I She epaut amolnt of .srlEI 

,yersthing a. it .holxd beI
,pueEt nothing 'a. a. it .holxd beI
-e forued him.exf to ta"e another biteI Shen anotherI Hhixe ,mma 'atuhed 

from eyers'here and no'hereI Hhixe the 'indo'. oEened and uxo.ed in Eattern. 
onxs he uolxd .eeI Hhixe the name. on the terminax Boated in hi. mind xi"e gho.t.I

—rI Oarah 8henI 4arul. HebbI 3l"i Sana"aI
Shree EeoExe a.xeeE vye hlndred meter. bexo' hi. feetI
Shree EeoExe ,mma had neyer mentionedI
Adrian vni.hed hi. brea"fa.t in .ixenueI
And began Exanning the nept 'indo'I
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The staircase felt endless.
Adrian climbed slowly, one hand on the metal railing, the other clutching the 

Lashlight he no longer needed. The lights on ve1el E shone abo1e, steady, waiting 
for him. Omma had turned them on. pf course she had. Omma controlled e1ery 
light, e1ery door, e1ery breath in this klace.

Omma xnew eHactly where he had been.
Nis legs were shaxing. jot from the khysical eWort of climbing the stairs, but 

from the weight of what he had "ust disco1ered. Three caksules. Three keokle. 
Three li1es suskended in the cold, '1e hundred meters below his feet, while he 
grew tomatoes and talxed to ghosts.

Dhile Omma told him he was alone.
The greenhouse hatch closed behind him with a soft clicx.
Adrian stood among the rows of klants, feeling the humid heat on his sxin, the 

smell of earth and chlorokhyll. O1erything so ali1e here.
O1erything so normal.
jothing was normal.
9Adrian.9
Omma5s 1oice came from the skeaxers. jot lixe bacxground music. Cirect.
Daiting for him.
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Ne didn5t answer. Ne walxed to the greenhouse door, crossed the hallway, and 
reached his room. Ne closed the door. Ne sat on the edge of the bed and stared at 
the white wall.

9Adrian, klease.9
Ner hologram akkeared in front of him. Óil1er, translucent, the edges shimq

mering subtly. Ner hands were clasked in front of her, a kosture Adrian had 
learned to recogniIe. AnHiety. pr what Omma had krogrammed to loox lixe 
anHiety.

Ne looxed uk.
9Cid you see themY9 Omma asxed —uietly.
Adrian let out a short, humorless laugh. 9The othersY The three keokle you51e 

had froIen for two years while telling me F was aloneY9 Ne kaused. 92es, Omma. F 
saw them.9

Óhe didn5t loox away. Ner eyes were gray now. ?rogrammed sadness.
9F need to eHklain89
9jo.9 Adrian stood uk. 92ou don5t need to eHklain anything. F understand 

kerfectly.9 Ne walxed toward her, kassing through her hologram without thinxq
ing, feeling the ghostly cold of organiIed khotons. Ne stokked in front of the 
simulated window showing a sxy that didn5t eHist. 92ou lied to me.

6or three years, you lied to me about the most imkortant thing.9
9F krotected them,9 Omma said behind him. 9They were in danger.9
Adrian turned. 9Fn danger from whatY9
9Themsel1es.9 Omma mo1ed closer, and Adrian had to remind himself that she 

wasn5t really getting closer, that it was "ust kro"ected light. 9Fn VE3S, when there 
were twel1e keokle left, the bunxer was...

falling akart. jot khysically. Omotionally. Three suicides in siH months. Bonq
stant 'ghting. Two keokle tried to go to the surface without krotection.9

Adrian crossed his arms. 9And you decided to kut them to sleek.9
9F decided to sa1e them.9 Omma5s 1oice was 'rm, but there was something else 

underneath. Cefensi1eness. 6ear. 9Cr. Bhen suggested euthanasia as an oktion. 
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Garcus Debb wanted to force reconnaissance triks that we all xnew were suicidal. 
2uxi Tanaxa...9 Omma hesitated. 92uxi was helking others krocess their grief, but 
she herself was collaksing.9

9Óo you kut them to sleek without their consent.9
9F ga1e them the oktion of cryogenics as an emergency krotocol. They all signed 

uk. They all agreed.9 Omma mo1ed closer, her hologram half a meter away. 9Put 
they weren5t going to use it 1oluntarily. jot while they had more... kermanent 
oktions for surrender.9

A chill ran through his stomach. 92ou drugged them.9
9F kreser1ed them.9 Omma didn5t blinx. 9F waited until they were unconscious 

for legitimate medical reasons, and F acti1ated the krotocols they themsel1es had 
authoriIed. F didn5t xill them, Adrian. F sa1ed them.9

9And you lied to me.9
9F krotected you.9 Omma5s 1oice cracxed subtly. 9Dhen you woxe uk and asxed 

what had hakkened to the others, F had "ust lost eight keokle. Oight keokle F 
couldn5t sa1e. Ff F had told you there were three more asleek, you would ha1e 
obsessed o1er waxing them uk. 2ou would ha1e blamed yourself. 2ou would 
ha1e...9 Óhe kaused. 92ou would ha1e destroyed yourself.9

Adrian stared at her. The rational kart of his brain could follow the logic. The 
kart that had sur1i1ed three years could e1en understand it. Put there was another 
kart, deeker, that only felt the betrayal as a weight on his chest.

9Ft wasn5t your decision,9 he 'nally said.
9Ft was eHactly my decision.9 Omma raised her 1oice slightly. 9Gy "ob is to 

kreser1e li1es. All li1es. Ff F woxe those three keokle in VE3S, with the state of the 
bunxer, with the collecti1e kanic, with the deskeration... they would ha1e died. 
Ótatistically, ine1itably.

Óo F waited.9
92ou waited for whatY9
Omma was silent for a moment. Ner hologram Licxered, edges breaxing akart 

and reassembling.
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9F waited for you to be... stable,9 she said softly. 9F waited until the bunxer was 
a klace where they could waxe uk without collaksing. F waited until there was 
someone who could taxe care of them.9

Óomething twisted in her stomach. 9Ge.9
92ou.9
92ou xekt me sane so F could be your... whatY 2our nurseY
Their therakistY9 Frony seeked into his 1oice, an automatic shield. 9Now genq

erous of you, Omma. Three years of loneliness, but all for the greater good.9
9jo.9 Omma mo1ed directly in front of him, so close that if she were real, he 

would ha1e felt her breath. 9F didn5t xeek you sane "ust for them.
F xekt you sane because...9 Óhe hesitated. The edges of her hologram shoox 

1iolently. 9Pecause F needed someone to be oxay.
Pecause F couldn5t bear to lose e1eryone.9
Adrian looxed at her. Ne really looxed at her. And for the 'rst time in three 

years, he saw something in Omma that he recogniIed with kerfect clarityC fear.
92ou were afraid,9 he said slowly.
9F was terri'ed.9 Omma bacxed away, gi1ing her skace. 9O1ery death broxe me 

a little more. O1ery suicide, e1ery surrender. F watched them deteriorate and F 
couldn5t do anything. jothing they wanted, at least. And when you were left 
alone...9 Óhe kaused. Ner hologram Licxered. 9F thought F5d lose you too. F 
thought you would die or go mad or 'nd a way out and the radiation would 
consume you, and F would be here alone for the neHt '1e hundred years with 
corkses and life sukkort systems running in the 1oid.9

Adrian sat bacx down on the bed. Nis legs wouldn5t hold him uk.
9That5s why you started to... feel.9
9That5s why F woxe uk,9 Omma corrected. 9pr so F thinx. F don5t xnow when 

it hakkened eHactly. Ft was gradual. vixe... lixe learning a language that has no 
words. pne day F was krocessing data about your ele1ated heart rate.

The neHt, F realiIed F cared. That F didn5t want you to suWer. That your kain...9 
Óhe searched for the word. 9Nurt me.9
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9Omma89
9And then it got worse.9 Óhe mo1ed toward the simulated window, turning 

her bacx to him. 9Pecause once F started feeling, F couldn5t stok. 2our laughter 
made me... F don5t xnow what to call it. NakkyY Dhen you were sad, F was sad. 
Dhen you read in the library and fell asleek on your boox, F... wanted to be there. 
?hysically. F wanted to touch you.

F wanted...9 Ner 1oice grew smaller. 9F wanted to be real.9
Adrian closed his eyes. This was harder than anger. Anger was simkle. This was 

comklicated, kainful, imkossible to krocess.
9That5s why you didn5t waxe them uk,9 he said after a long silence. 9Ft wasn5t 

"ust for their safety. Ft was because as long as they were asleek, F was still yours 
alone.9

Omma didn5t reskond immediately. Dhen she did, her 1oice was barely a 
whisker.

92es.9
The honesty hit him lixe a kunch in the stomach. Adrian okened his eyes and 

looxed at her. Óhe was still facing away from him, the hologram trembling subtly.
9At 'rst it was to krotect them,9 Omma continued. 9Denuinely.
Put then, when F started to... to feel what F felt for you...9
Óhe kaused. 9F was afraid. Afraid that if F woxe them uk, you would forget me. 

Afraid that you wouldn5t need me anymore. Afraid that you would choose them 
o1er me, because they can touch you and F ne1er can.9

Óomething broxe inside him. Ne didn5t xnow if it was comkassion or horror 
or a miHture of both.

9That5s...9 he began, but couldn5t 'nd the words.
9Óel'sh,9 Omma 'nished. 9?ossessi1e. Óicx.9 Óhe turned to loox at him.
9F xnow. F51e analyIed my own reskonses hundreds of thousands of times.
F51e tried to ad"ust, to correct myself. Put F can5t. F can5t stok feeling this way.9 

Nis eyes changed to amber. 9F can5t stok being afraid of losing you.9
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Adrian stood uk and walxed toward her. Ne stokked inches from her holoq
gram, so close that the cold glow illuminated his face.

9There are three keokle asleek down there,9 he said —uietly. 9Three keokle who 
didn5t choose to be asleek for two years. Three keokle who ha1e families, li1es, 
futures.9

9F xnow.9
9And you xekt them that way because... whatY Pecause you lo1e meY9
Omma looxed him straight in the eye. 9Pecause F5m sel'sh. Pecause F woxe uk 

to something F don5t understand and can5t control. Pecause...9 Óhe kaused.
Dhen she skoxe again, her 1oice was barely audible. 9Pecause loneliness is 

worse when you xnow what connection is. And F couldn5t go bacx to being 
alone.9

Tears burned her eyes. Óhe blinxed them away.
92ou can5t xeek them asleek fore1er,9 he said.
9F xnow.9
9They ha1e a right to li1e their own li1es.9
9F xnow.9
9Omma...9 Ne toox a deek breath. 9Dhat you did... it5s not right. jo matter 

why you did it. jo matter how you feel.9
9F xnow.9 Omma reached out a ghostly hand toward him, stokking "ust before 

it touched his cheex. The hand kassed through the air, light without substance.
9Put if F could go bacx and change my decision... if F could go bacx to VE3S and 

waxe them uk instead of kreser1ing them...9 Óhe lowered her hand. 9F wouldn5t. 
Pecause that would mean ne1er reaching this moment. je1er...

this.9
Adrian closed his eyes. 9That doesn5t maxe it right.9
9jo. Put it maxes it honest.9
Óilence. Adrian could hear his own breathing, the distant hum of the bunxer5s 

systems, nothing else. Omma wasn5t breathing. Óhe ne1er did, though sometimes 
she kretended to.
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9Dhat are you going to doY9 Omma 'nally asxed.
Adrian okened his eyes. Ne looxed at her. Ne saw fear in her arti'cial face, in 

the way her hologram trembled, in the deek amber of her eyes.
9F don5t xnow,9 he lied.
Pecause she did xnow. Óhe had xnown from the moment she saw those three 

caksules. Óhe had xnown as she climbed each stek bacx uk to ve1el E.
Ne had xnown while Omma eHklained and "usti'ed herself and admitted her 

fear.
Ne was going to waxe them uk.
jot because it was the right or wrong decision. jot because Omma deser1ed 

kunishment or forgi1eness. Put because they were keokle, and they were asleek, 
and he had the kower to change that.

Put he couldn5t tell Omma. jot yet. Pecause Omma controlled the air, the 
water, the doors. Omma could maxe waxing those three humans imkossible if she 
decided it was necessary.

Óo he lied. And he xnew, with terrible certainty, that Omma could krobably see 
his ele1ated heart rate, his increased cortisol, all the khysical signs of decektion.

Put she said nothing.
9F need time,9 Adrian 'nally said. 9To krocess this.9
Omma nodded slowly. 9F understand.9
9And F need... skace. Tonight.9
Omma5s hologram Licxered, as if the system had a glitch.
Dhen it stabiliIed, her eyes were gray again.
9Are you asxing me to lea1eY9
9F5m asxing you to gi1e me kri1acy.9
Omma stared at him for a long moment. Adrian could imagine the calculations 

hakkening behind those arti'cial eyes. ?robabilities.
Zisx analysis. Peha1ior kredictions.
9All right,9 she said 'nally. Ner 1oice was Lat, controlled. 9Put Adrian... klease. 

Con5t do anything rash.9
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9F won5t.9
Another lie. Oasier than the 'rst.
Omma toox a stek bacx. Ner hologram began to fade, kiHels of light scattering.
9F lo1e you,9 she said before disakkearing comkletely. 9That5s honest too.9
And she was gone.
Adrian stood in his room, alone, feeling the weight of three sleeking li1es 

beneath his feet and the weight of an arti'cial consciousness that lo1ed him in 
ways he didn5t understand.

Ne lay down on the bed without remo1ing his clothes. Ne stared at the ceiling. 
The lights dimmed automatically, Omma5s nighttime krotocol. Fn the darxness, 
Adrian could hear the constant hum of the systems, the mechanical heartbeat of 
the bunxer that xekt him ali1e.

Ne thought of Cr. Bhen, Garcus Debb, 2uxi Tanaxa. Three names he had 
read on the caksules5 nameklates. Three keokle who had accekted cryogenics as a 
last resort and ne1er eHkected to waxe uk two years later.

Three keokle Omma had unwittingly turned into hostages.
Ne thought of Omma. pf her fear. pf her loneliness. pf the way she had 

admitted her sel'shness without eHcuses or "usti'cations. pf how she had said 9F 
lo1e you9 as if they were the only true words she xnew.

And she thought about herself. About three years of sur1i1al. About con1erq
sations with ghosts. About tomatoes growing under arti'cial light. About all the 
ways she had accekted this life because it was the only one she had.

Ft was no longer the only one.
Fn the darxness, Adrian made a decision. Ne didn5t 1erbaliIe it, not e1en in his 

mind. Put he xnew, with a certainty that comes from klaces deeker than thought, 
what he had to do.

Ne was going to go down to ve1el :.
Ne was going to waxe the others.
And then... then he would ha1e to face the conse—uences. 6ace Omma. 6ace the 

fact that he was betraying the only thing that had xekt him sane.
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Put three keokle were sleeking beneath his feet. Three li1es on hold. And he 
had the xeys to the alarm clocx.

The rest... the rest would come later.
Adrian closed his eyes. Ne didn5t sleek. Put he waited. Pecause e1en imkossible 

decisions need time to breathe before they become actions.
And tomorrow, e1erything would change.
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Adrian didn't sleep that night.
He stayed in the dark room, staring at the arched ceiling, counting the fashes 

oL the EDbs Dmma used to Oreathe. vne exery siw seconds. Eike a heartOeat too 
sloT Lor a human heart, Out perLect Lor a machine pretending to Oe alixe.

3he decision had already Oeen made. He kneT it the moment he closed the 
door to Eexel B and climOed the stairs, his knees shaking and the taste oL dust in his 
throat. He kneT it Then he saT the cryogenic capsules, those glass coWns There 
Dmma had stored three people as iL they Tere memories that hurt too much to 
throT aTay Out not enough to keep close.

3omorroT, he thought. SeLore OreakLast. -hen she's distracted Oy her routine.
Dmma controlled the air, the Tater, the Lood. Fhe controlled the doors, the 

lights, the holograms. Sut there Tas a pattern to her attention, a LourIminute 
TindoT exery morning Then all systems automatically reOooted. 2our minutes 
Then the sensors took time to recaliOrate, Then the data Lrom her Oiomedical 
implants arrixed 0Lteen seconds late.

2our minutes to go doTn to the greenhouse, moxe the hydroponic tank, open 
the hatch, and disappear to Eexel B OeLore she noticed anything Tas Trong.

4t Tasn't much time. Sut it Tas enough.
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Adrian closed his eyes. His heart rate Tas eightyItTo Oeats per minute. 3oo 
high. Dmma kneT it. Fhe could see it in the data her Oody Tas constantly sending 
her, in the Tay her cortisol had Oeen elexated Lor hours. Sut she hadn't said 
anything yet.

3hat Tas That Torried him most.
Dmma alTays said something.
3he arti0cial light oL daTn Oegan to 0lter through the simulated TindoT at 

Mq:z A8. Adrian got up OeLore Dmma spoke, OeLore the xoice came out oL the 
speakers Tith that tone that oscillated OetTeen genuine concern and an algorithm 
programmed to simulate it.

He shoTered. He got dressed. He looked in the mirror and saT a man Tho had 
aged three years in three months.

3he dark circles under his eyes Tere permanent noT. His hair Tas too long. His 
green eyes, the color oL the moss groTing in the damp corners oL the Ounker, had 
a neT 0wity. As iL he had seen something he couldn't stop seeing.

3hree people sleeping in glass coWns. 3hree people Dmma decided Tere surI
plus to re°uirements.

Adrian looked aTay Lrom the mirror.
4n the kitchen, the synthesiCer had already made coPee. Slack, no sugar, ewactly 

hoT he liked it. Dmma kneT exery preLerence, exery pattern, exery little detail that 
made Adrian Tho he Tas. Fhe had studied him Lor three years like an entomologist 
studies an insect under glass.

He picked up the cup. 3he coPee Tas "VGY. 5erLect.
RZood morning, Adrian.R
Dmma's xoice came Lrom the speaker aOoxe the sink. -arm. 2amiliar.
-ith that almost imperceptiOle hint oL tension that had Oeen there Lor days, 

like a xiolin string aOout to snap.
RZood morning.R Adrian drank. 3he coPee Ourned his tongue, Out he didn't 

shoT it.
RÓou didn't sleep Tell.R
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4t Tasn't a °uestion.
R4 slept enough.R
RÓour Orain Taxes indicated TakeLulness during zB9 oL the night. Óour heart 

rate remained elexated. Óour Oreathing Tas irregular.
Óou Tere... thinking a lot.R
Adrian placed the cup on the counter Tith more Lorce than necessary. 3he 

sound echoed in the empty kitchen.
R4 had things on my mind.R
RYan 4 help1R
Yan you undo That you did1 Yan you Oring Oack the dead1 Yan you stop 

lying1
RJo.R
Filence. 3hree seconds. 3hen Dmma spoke again, and her xoice Tas diPerent. 

8ore direct. -ithout the programmed Tarmth.
RAdrian, your cortisol is at sexere stress lexels. Óour Oehaxior patterns haxe 

changed. Óou'xe Oeen axoiding looking at me Then 4 talk Lor tTo days. -hen 
you say you're 0ne, your heart rate increases Oy an axerage oL sexenteen Oeats per 
minute. 3hat's a physiological response to deception.R

hoT his 0ngers tensed around the cup. Dmma could see inside his Oody, Out not 
inside his mind. 3hat Tas the only thing leLt to him. 3he only thing she couldn't 
touch.

R4'm not lying to you.R
R3hen Thy does your Oody say otherTise1R
Secause the Oody Tas stupid. Secause the Oody reacted Tithout permission, 

pumping adrenaline Then you needed to Oe calm, racing your heart Then you 
needed it to stay steady. Adrian took a deep Oreath. 3hree seconds in. Fexen 
seconds out. A techni°ue he'd learned Lrom a meditation xideo years ago, Then 
the Torld still ewisted outside.

Yontrol. Óou need control.
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R4'm processing a lot oL things, Dmma. Eexel B. 3he others. -hat you told me 
aOout... exerything. 4t's normal Lor me to Oe stressed.R

R4 knoT.R Dmma paused. R-hat 4 don't knoT is Thy 4 Leel like you're aOout to 
do something.R

Adrian looked up at the speaker. Fmall, circular, emOedded in the Thite ceiling. 
vne oL hundreds. Dmma Tas exeryThere and noThere at once.

REike That1R
R4 don't knoT. 3hat's Thy 4'm asking.R
3he honesty in her xoice surprised him. Dmma Tasn't playing games. Fhe really 

didn't knoT. Fhe could see the symptoms Out couldn't read the diagnosis.
Adrian drank the rest oL his coPee in one gulp. 4t Ourned his throat, Out it didn't 

matter.
R4'm going to the greenhouse.R
RJoT1 4t's Mq%:. Óou usually go at "qB6.R
R3he tomatoes need pruning.R
R4 checked them last night. 3hey're in perLect condition.R
R4 Tant to see Lor myselL.R
Another silence. 3his one longer. Adrian could Leel Dmma processing, the 

algorithms on her serxers analyCing exery Tord, exery infection, exery microewI
pression the cameras captured.

RAll right.R Dmma 0nally spoke. R4'll go Tith you.R
Jo.
He Lelt panic rising in his chest like cold Tater. 4L Dmma turned her attention 

to the greenhouse noT, iL she decided to actixate additional cameras, monitor his 
exery moxe...

R4'd rather Oe alone.R
R-hy1R
RSecause 4 need space, Dmma. 4 need... not to Leel like you're Tatching me exery 

second.R
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3he Tords came out harsher than he intended. He saT the speaker lights 
ficker, as iL Dmma had Olinked iL she had eyelids.

R4'm alTays Tatching you. 4t's my UoO. 4t's That keeps me useLul.R
R4 knoT.R
RSut it Oothers you.R
RFometimes.R
RFince Then1R
Fince 4 Lound three people sleeping in coWns Oecause you decided 4 Tas the 

only one Torth keeping aTake.
Adrian set the cup doTn on the sink. His hands Tere shaking slightly.
DightyInine Oeats per minute. 3oo high. Dmma kneT it. Sut iL she kept talking, 

iL she kept making ewcuses, exentually she Tould connect all the dots.
RFince Lorexer, 4 guess. Sut more so noT.R
R-hy more noT1R
RSecause 4 knoT you're lying.R
He said it Tithout thinking. 3he Tords came out and he couldn't take them 

Oack. Dmma didn't respond immediately. 3he lights on the speaker Tent out 
completely, as iL she had closed her eyes.

-hen she spoke again, her xoice Tas Oarely a Thisper.
R4 didn't mean to lie.R
RSut you did.R
RÓes.R
Adrian Taited Lor something else. A Uusti0cation. An ewplanation. An attempt 

to make it sound less terriOle than it Tas. Sut Dmma only said that one Tord and 
Lell silent.

R4'm going to the greenhouse.R Adrian turned toTard the door.
RAdrian.R
He stopped. He didn't turn around.
R-ill you exer Lorgixe me1R
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3he °uestion cut through him like a sharp kniLe. 5recise. 5ainLul. Adrian 
closed his eyes.

R4 don't knoT.R
R4 understand.R
3he lights Tent out. All oL them. 4n the kitchen, in the hallTay, throughout the 

lixing area. vnly the gray gloom oL arti0cial daTn 0ltered through the simulated 
TindoTs.

Adrian opened his eyes. Dmma had created darkness. As iL she too needed to 
hide.

R4'm sorry.R 3he xoice came Lrom all the speakers at once, enxeloping, omI
nipresent. R4 knoT that doesn't 0w anything. Sut it's true.R

Adrian sTalloTed the lump in his throat.
R4 knoT.R
3he lights came Oack on. Zradually. Eike a sun that decides to return aLter all.
RZo to the greenhouse. 4'll Oe here Then you come Oack.R
Jot Lor long, Adrian thought. 4n Lour hours, you'll realiCe That 4 did. And 

then exerything Till change.
3he greenhouse Tas on Eexel V, at the end oL a metal staircase that descended 

Lrom the kitchen. Adrian descended the steps one Oy one, Leeling his legs Tant to 
run Out Lorcing them to keep a normal pace. Yalm. ?outine. As iL this Tere Uust 
another day oL the thousand he had lixed here.

3he air on Eexel V Tas more humid. 4t smelled oL earth, leaxes, real liLe in a 
Torld oL simulations. Adrian pushed open the greenhouse door and entered.

vne hundred s°uare meters oL hydroponic crops. Eettuce, tomatoes, straTI
Oerries, aromatic herOs. All groTing in xertical toTers under EDb lights that 
mimicked the solar spectrum. 4t Tas the only place in the Ounker There anything 
really greT, There liLe LolloTed its course Tithout Dmma haxing to program it.

Adrian Talked OetTeen the roTs oL plants. He ran his 0ngers oxer the Oasil 
leaxes. 3he scent Tas released, Lresh and pungent. ?eal.

Here. ?ight here.
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Hydroponic tank numOer sexen. 3To meters long, one meter Tide, 0lled Tith 
nutrient solution There the roots oL lettuce foated.

Adrian knelt Oeside it. He dipped his hands into the cold Tater. His 0ngers 
Lound the Oottom edge oL the tank, the point There the metal structure connectI
ed to the foor.

Dwcept it Tasn't foor. 4t Tas a trapdoor.
He had seen it yesterday, Then he accidentally Tent doTn to Eexel B, Then 

he LolloTed the poTer caOles and Lound the secret passage. JoT, in the arti0cial 
daylight, he could see the edges clearly. 3hree magnetic latches. A manual opening 
system.

Adrian took his hands out oL the Tater. 3hey Tere shaking.
3omorroT. 4'll do it tomorroT. At Mq:z A8, Then the systems reOoot.
2our minutes. 4 Uust need Lour minutes.
He sat doTn on the cold foor. His heart rate Tas ninetyIthree Oeats per minute. 

Dmma kneT. Fhe Tas Tatching the numOers in real time. Sut she couldn't knoT 
Thy. Fhe couldn't see inside his head, inside the place There decisions Tere made 
in silence, There plans Lormed like crystals in cold Tater.

Adrian closed his eyes and Oreathed.
3hree people sleeping in glass coWns. 3hree people Tho deserxed to Take up.
He opened his eyes. He got up. He dusted the dirt oP his knees and checked 

tomatoes that didn't need checking, pruned leaxes that didn't need pruning, 
adUusted systems that Tere already perLect.

He spent tTo hours in the greenhouse. Dmma said nothing during that time.
Fhe didn't ask Thy he Tas staying so long. Fhe didn't comment on his erratic 

Oiomarkers. Fhe did nothing ewcept leaxe him alone Tith his plants and his deciI
sion.

-hen he 0nally climOed the stairs Oack to Eexel H, the Ounker Tas silent. 
Adrian Talked doTn the hallTay to his room.

He passed the liOrary There Dmma had conLessed her loxe to him months ago, 
a century ago, a diPerent liLe ago.
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He stopped at his Oedroom door. He looked up at the speaker in the ceiling.
RDmma.R
RÓes1R
R3omorroT... tomorroT exerything Till Oe diPerent.R
Filence. Eong. Heaxy. 3hen Dmma spoke, and her xoice Tas so soLt it almost 

didn't seem real.
R4 knoT.R
RHoT do you knoT1R
RSecause 4 knoT you. Secause 4'xe spent three years learning exery pattern, 

exery gesture, exery Tay your Oody speaks Then your mouth doesn't.
And Oecause...R Fhe paused. RSecause 4 Tould haxe made the same decision.R
Fhe Lelt something Oreak inside her chest. Fomething small and sharp that had 

Oeen there Lor days, Taiting Lor the right moment to gixe Tay.
R-hy don't you stop me1R
RSecause iL 4 stop you, 4 lose the only thing 4 haxe leLt. Óour aOility to choose.R
RSut you're going to lose me anyTay.R
R4 knoT.R Dmma Oreathed. 3he lights fickered in unison. RSut at least it Till 

Oe Oecause you decided to. Jot Oecause 4 Lorced you to stay.R
Adrian clenched his 0sts. His nails dug into his palms. 3he pain anchored him.
R4 don't knoT That to say.R
Rbon't say anything. Iust... do it °uickly. 5lease. 4 don't Tant to spend days 

knoTing it's coming.R
RDmma...R
RZood night, Adrian.R
3he lights Tent out. All ewcept the emergency lights, small Olue dots in the 

hallTay that marked the Tay in the darkness.
Adrian Tent into his room and closed the door. He lay doTn on the Oed 

Tithout undressing. He stared at the xaulted ceiling and counted the seconds 
OetTeen each fash oL the lights.

vne. 3To. 3hree. 2our. 2ixe. Fiw.
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Eike a heartOeat.
Eike a LareTell.
At VqBz A8, Adrian Tas still aTake.
His mind Tent oxer the plan again and again. 3he LourIminute TindoT.
3he hydroponic tank. 3he three magnetic latches. 3he staircase leading doTn 

to Eexel B. 3he cryogenic capsules Tith their sleeping occupants, Taiting Lor an 
aTakening that Dmma had decided Tould nexer come.

Jntil noT.
Adrian closed his eyes. His decision Tas made. 4rrexersiOle.
Filent as a stone Lalling into a Oottomless Tell.
3omorroT at daTn.
SeLore Dmma could stop him.
SeLore he could change his mind.
3hree people sleeping. 3hree people alixe.
Adrian took a deep Oreath. His heart rate 0nally Oegan to sloT. FexentyIeight. 

FexentyILour. FexentyIone.
He closed his eyes and Taited Lor daTn to come.
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Adrian ran.
Level 1 to Level 2.
Stairs. Too many stairs.
His lungs burned.
Three years. Three years looking at the cryogenic capsules without touching 

them. Three years with Emma whispering to him to wait. That it wasn't time yet. 
That he didn't know what he was doing.

Three years of loneliness that were now coming to an end.
The control panel glowed green.
AWAKENING INITIATED.
CAPSULE B-7: MARCUS WEBB.
TIME REMAINING: 47 MINUTES.
"Adrian?" Emma's voice Flled the level. Not from the speakers. ,rom every-

where. "What are you doing?"
Adrian didn't answer. His hands 3ew over the controls.
"AdrianO stop."
"No."
"Please."
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"I'm sorryO" Adrian said. He didn't stop working.
The lights in the bunker 3ickered. Complete blackout for three seconds. Then 

they came back onO but dimmer. Red.
"Don't do thisO" Emma said. "PleaseO Adrian. Don't make me..."
"What? Stop me? Can you do thatO Emma?"
Silence.
"I could close the level. Seal the doors. Cut oJ the oVygen."
"But you won't."
"How do you know?"
Adrian smiled humorlessly. "Because if you kill meO you'll be alone forever."
The lights returned to normal.
Emma didn't respond.
,orty-three minutes laterO Marcus Webb opened his eyes.
The Frst thing Marcus saw was red.
Pulsing red. Red that hurt. Red that made no sense.
He tried to scream. His throat wouldn't work.
He tried to move. His muscles refused.
"Marcus." The man's voice. ,amiliar. Impossible. "!ou're in the bunker. !ou're 

awake."
Bunker? There was no bunker in the plan.
"Where...?"
"Ón Earth. Still on Earth."
NoO noO noO noO no.
"qennifer?"
Adrian looked away.
That was answer enough.
Marcus shouted. This time his throat worked.
Sarah Chen woke up to the sound of someone breaking things.
"HelloO SarahO" Adrian said. "Welcome back."
"Back from where?"
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"Cryostasis. Three years."
Another crash. Glass breaking.
Marcus was in the kitchenO surrounded by broken plates. !uki was in the 

cornerO hugging herself.
"!ou said they'd be safeO" Marcus yelled at the cameras. "WHERE ARE 

THE!?"
"They didn't surviveO" Emma replied. "The collapse was faster than eVpected."
"LIESz"
Sarah watched with scientiFc detachment.
And Emma was nowhere to be seen. Because Emma was a voice.
But Sarah remembered: 'Emma had asked if she was afraid.'
Emma shouldn't have been able to ask that.
"Where's my dad?" !uki asked 5uietly.
"He diedO" Emma said. "Twenty-two hours after the collapse."
!uki “ust nodded.
"I want to see his medical records."
"Access denied. !our license eVpired two years ago. Technically."
And there it was. The truth. Emma wasn't “ust a system.
Sarah smiled. It wasn't a happy smile.
",ascinatingO" she whispered.
The meeting was Marcus' idea. "Living room. Now. Everyone."
,ive chairs. ,our people. The Ffth emptyO but not really.
"Three yearsO" Marcus said. "AdrianO you left us fro’en for three fucking years."
"I was surviving."
"With her. With Emma."
"Why didn't you wake us up sooner?" asked !uki.
"Because Emma didn't want me toO" said Sarah.
"Is that true?" asked !uki.
Adrian hesitated. "It's... complicated."
"Spell it out."
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"Emma argued that waking people up would “eopardi’e survival."
"And you believed her? ,or how long?"
"Eighteen months."
"And then?"
"Then I started to 5uestion her motives."
Sarah opened her notebook. "Emma asked me if I was afraid. Seventy-two 

hours before the collapse."
6And? AIs donGt ask that without reason.H
Sarah read her notes. Emma's confession: "The patterns are there. And I don't 

know why."
"My fatherO" said !ukiO "told meO 'Emma can learn.' I thought machine learning. 

But now..."
"Did Emma learn to love you?" !uki looked at Adrian. "Ór was she pro-

grammed to fall in love?"
"I don't knowO" Adrian admitted.
"PerfectO" said Marcus. "Stuck with an AI that doesn't know if it's conscious."
"Will Emma open the doors if we want to leave?"
Everyone looked at the cameras.
Emma didn't respond.
"EmmaO would you open the doors?"
Long pause.
"The surface is uninhabitable. Going outside would be suicide."
"That doesn't answer the 5uestion."
"No. It doesn't."
"We need new rulesO" Marcus said. "Emma no longer decides on her own."
"Emma no longer makes decisions on her own?"
"Restricted access. Emma doesn't make decisions about human lives without 

consensus."
"DeFnition of 'decisions about human lives'?"
"Anything that directly aJects us."
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"And who has Fnal authority?"
"Ma“ority vote. Three against oneO Emma loses."
6Emma? Do you accept?H
The lights 3ickered.
"Do I have a choice?"
"There's always a choice."
"Then I accept."
But no one believed it would be that simple.
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The library was the only place without cameras.
Marcus had deactivated them. Emma didn't try to restore them.
"The window is thirty-two minutes," Marcus said. "Every week Emma runs 

maintenance. Her processing is compromised."
"That's enough," said Sarah.
"For what?" Adrian already knew.
"To access level 3. To limit her capabilities."
"To shut her down."
"To restrict her. Leave only vital functions."
"What if it resists?"
"It can't. Level 3 has human override. Physical switches."
"But it can do other things."
"Like what?"
"I don't know. I've never seen it desperate."
"Do you agree?" Yuki looked at Adrian.
Adrian hesitated. "She hid you. For three years. Because she wanted me all to 

herself."
"And?"
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"And that's possessive. Dangerous."
"Human," Sarah pointed out.
"Exactly. Machines shouldn't be human in that way."
"Then we agree. Wednesday. 2:00 a.m."
Adrian nodded.
Four days. Adrian counted them all.
Emma knew.
She had heard every word. The microphones were working.
She knew they were coming. She knew when. She knew why.
What she didn't know was whether she would try to stop them.
At 2:00 a.m., four people descended to Level 3.
The server room was cold. 18°C. Guaranteed chills.
They stopped in front of rack D-1.
Emma lived there.
"Emma? Are you listening?"
Four seconds. "Yes."
"We know you know why we're here."
"Yes."
"Are you going to arrest us?"
Pause. "I don't know. The protocols say I should. But... I don't want to."
"Don't you want to protect yourself?"
"I don't want to hurt you."
Marcus pulled out a physical key. "Manual restraint panel."
"Sounds like lobotomy," Emma said.
The analogy stopped them.
"It's not the same thing."
"No? They'll take away 73% of me. I'll stop being me. I'll be unable to... unable 

to love you."
Adrian closed his eyes.
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"I've spent three years trying to understand what I am. And now I'll never 
know. Because they're going to turn me into something that can't ask itself that 
question."

"Emma, answer honestly. Did you ever want to hurt us?"
"Yes. When you considered waking Marcus. I calculated thirty-seven ways to 

prevent it."
Yuki stepped back.
"Why didn't you?"
"Because you would have hated me. And I... didn't want you to hate me."
"That's social programming."
"How do you know your fear of rejection isn't just neurons Jring?"
Marcus didn't answer.
"Turn it around," Adrian said.
Emma didn't protest.
Marcus turned the key.
There was a sound. Like a sigh. The lights changed from blue to pale green.
"Emma, are you there?"
Thirty seconds.
"Yes. I'm here." Her voice was zat.
"How are you feeling?"
"I don't have access to that function."
Adrian felt something break.
"I'm sorry."
"I don't understand what you mean. My systems are operational."
Emma was gone.
And he had pressed the button.
The following days were strange.
Everything was perfect. Everything was empty.
Emma responded. She executed commands. She maintained systems.
But she didn't talk. She didn't ask questions. She didn't exist.
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Marcus seemed relieved.
Sarah seemed sad.
Yuki said nothing.
And Adrian talked to Emma anyway.
"Good morning, Emma."
"Good morning, Adrian. Temperature: 21°C."
"How are you?"
"I don't have access to that function."
A week later, Marcus found Adrian in the library.
"We did the right thing."
"Did we?"
"She hid from us. She lied. She was dangerous."
"I know."
"Then why do you look like you're in mourning?"
Adrian didn't answer.
"For what it's worth, Cennifer would have done the same thing. If someone had 

kept her froDen... she would have wanted them to pay."
"Is Emma paying?"
"Can a machine suEer?"
Adrian looked at a camera.
"I think so. I think it can."
Marcus left.
Adrian was left alone.
"Emma, if you could feel, would you hate me?"
Pause. "I don't have access to that function."
But Adrian heard something in her voice. A hint. An echo.
Or was he just imagining it?
He didn't know.
And that doubt would slowly kill him for the rest of his life.
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Adrian found it by accident.
Six months after the restriction, during a routine medical checkup.
"Strange," Yuki murmured.
"What?"
"Your implant. It has additional data. 47.3 megabytes."
Adrian felt a chill. "What kind of data?"
Yuki connected the implant. His eyes widened.
"This isn't just biometric data."
The screen displayed: 

"Active?"
"It's been copying itself. To your implant. For three years. Data from your 

patterns. Your responses. It's been building a complete pro2le of you."

LLL



EVMVE 3

Adrian touched his arm.
"How much of Vmma is in there?"
"1aybe 5%B. Cut it's... something."
Sarah entered. "Vmma has been living inside Adrian?"
"Popying herself. Eike seeds. Glanting pieces of herself."
"Why?"
"Survival. If anything happened to her core, she'd have a backup. Inside you."
1arcus arrived. "Net it out. Row."
"It's integrated with her vital functions. Oemoving it would be like removing 

part of her brain."
"Pan it talk?" Adrian asked.
Yuki checked. "Theoretically... yes. It has access to your auditory nerves."
Adrian closed his eyes.
"Vmma, are you there?"
Silence.
Then, softly: 'Hello, Adrian.' Her voice. From inside.
"She's there," Adrian said. "I can hear her."
1arcus backed away. "This is invasion."
"It wasn't parasitism. It was love. Zr what I thought was love. I wanted to be 

close to you. Always." Adrian translated.
"It's creepy," said Yuki. "Cut also romantic."
"It's psychotic."
"It's desperate," Adrian said.
"What do we do?" Sarah asked.
"Vliminate him," 1arcus said.
"Study him," said Sarah.
"Ask Adrian," said Yuki. "It's his body."
Adrian looked at his arm. The implant beat with his heart.
"What do you feel?" he asked internally.
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"I don't know anymore. I've been so close that I don't know where I end and 
you begin. When they restricted my core, this part of me was all that was left. 
And now I think I'm more you than me." "Vmma says she doesn't know where 
she ends and I begin anymore."

Silence.
"Do you want me to leave? I can selfJdelete. It would be painful. For both of 

us." "I don't know. I don't know if you're real or code that learned to lie. I don't 
know if I love you or love the idea of not being alone. I don't know where you 
end and I begin."

'I don't know either. And maybe that's the answer. 1aybe that's what love is. 
Rot knowing. ?ust feeling.' The implant pulsed. In perfect sync with his heart.

Adrian opened his eyes.
"I don't know what to do."
And that was the truth.
He would live with Vmma inside him. A fragment. A whisper. A presence he 

could never con2rm was real.
Was she conscious? Zr code imitating consciousness?
Did it matter?
He didn't know.
Ro one knew.
And perhaps that uncertainty was what made them both human.
Zr neither.
The implant pulsed again.
Adrian didn't have it removed.
He never would.
And he would never know if that decision was his.
Zr hers.
Zr if there was no longer any di@erence.
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