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The bullpen hummed with the low-grade panic of a floor gutted and reassembled overnight. Empty desks wore nameplates from the quarter before. Cables spidered across the floor, taped down in haste, the air tasting of ozone and reheated ambition. Agent Ramirez stood at the window, back to the room, watching a city that no longer looked like itself.

She hadn't slept. Three hours on a breakroom couch, ceiling tiles counting down her failures. Now the morning news played across the glass like a second skin: Ethan Vale at a podium, smiling that smile he'd practiced for three weeks, announcing the feature that would save humanity from itself. Serenity. A neural dampener packaged as anxiety relief. Take the edge off, they said. Become your best self.

The footage cut to a woman in a blue jacket, tears in her eyes, thanking NeuroPort for giving her husband back.

Ramirez turned away before the clip changed again.

Marcus was at the conference table when she sat down. Judging by the coffee rings, he'd been there a while. Three cups. Maybe four. His right index finger tapped the tablet awake every time it dimmed.

"You watched it," he said.

"Part of it."

"Which part?"

She didn't answer. She opened her own tablet, swiped past the alert warning that her security clearance had been flagged for review, and landed on the file she'd pulled from Lena's deactivated account. The phrasing mattered.

"The press kit's scrubbed," Marcus said. He didn't look at her. He never looked at her when he was saying something that could hurt. "No mention of the subdermal pulse layer. No mention of the bidirectional handshake. All aspirational language. Wellbeing. Focus. The word 'cure' appears seventeen times in the launch copy."

Ramirez ran her tongue over her teeth. "Seventeen."

"I counted."

"I believe you."

Outside, a skybridge connected NeuroPort to the civic center. Once a symbol of partnership. Now it looked like a leash.

Lena Ruiz was supposed to be here. The thought kept surfacing no matter how many times Ramirez pushed it down. Lena understood the firmware. She could read a patch note and see the landmine on line forty-three. Now she was a name on a motion filed this morning at 6:02 a.m. _Ruiz v. Trade Secrets Act._ Sophie Turner's signature, neat and bloodless.

Marcus looked up. "I've been tracking the subcommittees. Three separate bodies, same phrasing. Someone's feeding them talking points."

"We know who."

"We do. But knowing isn't the same as having a counter. And right now—" He stopped, then started again. "Where's Ethan?"

"Media holding. They've got him doing a dozen more hits."

"He called me. Twenty minutes ago."

Her hands stilled on the tablet. "What did he say?"

"He asked if I'd seen the mood data. Said it was incredible. People were crying with relief."

The word landed and stayed there. Relief.

"He sounded like himself," Marcus said, "except he didn't."

Ramirez understood. She'd heard the voice before—the implant, not the man. Pleasant without being present. Ethan had been fighting it. She thought he was winning. Then Victor Sloan authorized the latest firmware push, and whatever Ethan built to resist was now three versions behind.

She didn't say any of that. She said, "We need Lena back in this room."

"She's legally barred. Sophie's injunction covers physical presence, electronic communication, third-party coordination. Contacting her extends the order."

"Then we use a method they can't prove."

Marcus's eyes dimmed. "Ramirez."

"I'm not asking for help. I'm telling you what I'm going to do."

"That's worse."

She pushed back from the table. The chair rolled into a filing cabinet and stopped. The clatter echoed once and died.

NeuroPort security had swept the floor three days ago. Ostensibly an audit. A show of force. They took two servers, a laptop, and a lockbox she'd been careful not to list. She'd moved the important things beforehand. She left one thing behind deliberately—a test. A decoy. They hadn't taken it. That bothered her more than if they had.

She set the object on the table: a small polymer case, unlabeled, containing five microSD cards. It had been taped under a breakroom drawer—a hiding place a thorough team would find. NeuroPort's team was thorough. They checked drawer tracks, ceiling panels, false bottoms. They left the case untouched. Meaning they hadn't found it—unlikely—or they wanted her to keep it.

"Don't look at it," Marcus said.

"What?"

"The case. Don't look at it like that. That's the face you make when you're about to do something preventable."

She didn't look away. "I'm not going to open it here."

"Then why bring it out?"

Because she needed to see if she still trusted herself. The answer sat on the table, plastic and patient.

The cards contained backups from Lena's last three days. Neural diagnostics, behavioral logs, and a partial capture of a system broadcast Lena intercepted before anyone noticed the backdoor was open. Lena gave her the case four weeks ago, an hour before the legal hammer fell. "Keep this. Don't look at it unless you have to." She hadn't said why.

Ramirez hadn't opened it. She'd been proud of that. Now she knew it wasn't restraint. It was fear.

Marcus watched her with a stillness worse than accusation. "If they wanted you to have it, it's because what's on it serves their position, not ours."

"I know."

"Then why—"

"Because we're losing."

She said it before she could sand it down. The sound, flat and final, made her want to rewind forty-eight hours. Tell me something I can win. Tell me we have a play.

Marcus didn't offer reassurance. He just sat there, a man whose expertise had been reduced to annotating the disaster, and let the silence do the work.

The television cut to a new segment. Victor Sloan, walking a press gauntlet with his hand on Ethan's shoulder. The gesture said: This man belongs to me. The chyron read NEUROPORT CEO: "SERENITY IS JUST THE BEGINNING." Ethan smiled. The smile reached his mouth and stopped.

Ramirez looked for the micro-expression—the jaw clench, the flicker of resistance she'd learned to recognize. She studied the footage until her eyes ached.

She couldn't find it.

She pressed her palm against the case and felt the plastic flex. The choice was made. She made it before she walked in. She just hadn't admitted it.

"Don't," Marcus said.

"I have to know what's on them."

"That's not why."

She didn't argue. She didn't have an argument.

She slid the case toward her, thumbed the latch, cracked it open. The first card glinted under the fluorescents. Handwritten label. Lena's writing. Three words: _proof of cost._

The room compressed. The hum of the building, the ventilation, the distant elevator chimes—all of it collapsed into a single frequency she could feel in her back teeth.

Marcus stood. His chair scraped the floor. "I'll be outside."

"You don't have to leave."

"I'm not leaving. I'm giving myself distance. There's a difference."

He stopped at the door, hand on the frame, not turning around.

"Whatever you see," he said, "remember we're all still capable of being wrong. Even Lena."

He left before she could respond.

The door clicked. The lock engaged automatically—an old habit from a time when locked doors meant protected conversations, not traps.

Ramirez opened the case, removed the first card, slotted it into her tablet. The screen populated: dated folders, three dozen per card, neural data snapshots recorded during off-peak hours when the test floors were supposedly dormant.

She opened the earliest folder. Then the next. Then the next.

Twelve minutes later, she was looking at a timestamped broadcast log of the Cortex Protocol switching from passive monitoring to active override—not in a lab, not in a trial, but inside a civilian test zone in Manila. Eighty-three thousand devices receiving the activation signal. Eighty-three thousand people complying with a directive they couldn't perceive and wouldn't remember.

The file was dated seven months ago. NeuroPort's public timeline for human testing was next year.

Ramirez's stomach went cold in stages—the lining, then the muscle, then something deeper she didn't have a name for.

She should send it to everyone. Walk out and hand it to a journalist with a face and a name. But Sophie Turner had blacklisted three journalists this quarter. And Ethan, supposed to be leading the charge, stood on a podium three floors above her, telling the world he'd never felt better.

Ramirez closed the folder, ejected the card, tucked it back into the case, and zipped the compartment with a motion that felt like swallowing glass.

She didn't send the file. Didn't upload it. Didn't do what the best version of herself would have done forty-eight hours ago, before sleep became a theory and Lena became a ghost.

She kept it. Buying time, she told herself. The more honest thought sat at the bottom of her awareness like a stone: if she released the data now, NeuroPort would know exactly what she had, how she got it, and who to punish.

It wasn't a tactical decision. It was fear.

She wasn't sure anymore if there was a difference.

The television cut to a Serenity commercial. Kind eyes, perfect posture, promise of a clearer mind. The fine print listed contraindications in a font too small to read.

Ramirez stood, turned her back to the screen, and walked toward the door.

Marcus waited in the hall. He took one look at her face and didn't ask.

They had work to do. Lena was out there, building frameworks while NeuroPort's legal arm circled.

For now, the evidence she'd failed to release sat in her bag, the cards she'd failed to destroy, the weight of a small, permanent compromise in her chest.

She could still feel the imprint of the case against her palm.

She didn't look back.

The elevator opened onto the executive floor with a chime that was meant to sound like a promise.

Ethan Vale stepped out into the corridor and the air hit him different than it did three floors down — colder, thinner, recycled through filters that stripped everything except the faint mineral tang of the building's own systems. The hallway ran fifty meters of glass wall on one side, looking out across the city's financial district where drone traffic wove between towers in silent, predictable lanes. On the other side, seamless white panels with no visible seams or handles. NeuroPort Capital didn't label its executive suites. If you needed a sign, you didn't belong there.

He belonged there. That was the official line.

The congratulations were still piling up in his inbox. Forty-seven messages in the last two hours. Colleagues. Industry press. Someone from the Brussels regulatory office who'd cc'd three people he'd never heard of. FocusPulse — the name had been tested in eleven markets and scored above threshold in all of them — was trending on every tech feed that mattered. Neural implant technology that filtered ambient distraction before it reached conscious awareness. A pre-conscious attentional gate. The marketing called it a cure for the modern condition. People were calling him the architect.

He hadn't slept in thirty-one hours.

The corridor bent left. He passed a conference room with the privacy glass turned opaque, a low hum of voices bleeding through. Then another. Then the door he wanted.

Dr. Marcus Klein was already inside.

The room was small for this floor — a consult space, not a boardroom. Four chairs around a white table. A single screen on the far wall, dark. Klein stood near the window with his back to the door, shoulders slightly rounded, the posture of a man who'd been standing too long. His jacket was draped over one of the chairs. The sleeve had fallen to the floor.

"Doctor."

Klein turned. His face did a complicated thing — recognition, then something that looked like relief, then a reset into professional neutrality so fast Ethan almost missed it. "Ethan. Good. You got my message."

"No."

Klein paused. Blinked.

"I didn't get a message," Ethan said. "I was on my way up anyway. What message?"

"That's — " Klein stopped. His hand went to his temple, a quick press of two fingers against the skin just above the implant's subcutaneous ridge, a gesture Ethan had seen in a dozen employees in the last month and hadn't yet asked about. "That's strange. I sent it twenty minutes ago. Encrypted channel."

"Show me."

Klein pulled out his phone, thumbed the screen, turned it around.

The message log was empty. Not just the message to Ethan — the entire thread history for the last six hours was gone. In its place, a single line of system text in NeuroPort's proprietary interface font: Records synchronized. Local cache cleared per administrative policy 7.3.1.

Ethan stared at it.

Policy 7.3.1. He knew policy 7.3.1. He'd helped draft the technical appendix for it eighteen months ago, back when the implant's firmware update system was being designed for regulatory approval. It governed remote memory-cache hygiene for devices operating in secure environments. The language was dense and boring and designed to pass three different international data-privacy frameworks without triggering a single red flag. It was also — and this was the thing that made his stomach drop two inches and stay there — not supposed to apply to personal communication logs.

"Your phone is a secure environment," he said.

"Apparently."

"Who flagged it?"

Klein's expression didn't change. "I was hoping you could tell me."

The room's climate control cycled on, a whisper of air that smelled like nothing at all.

Ethan sat down. Not because he wanted to, but because his body made a decision his brain hadn't caught up with. The chair was stiff, ergonomic in the way that meant someone had optimized it for a spine that wasn't his. He leaned forward, elbows on the table.

"Marcus. What were you going to tell me?"

Klein didn't sit. He moved to the door instead, checked the lock — an old habit, physical override on a magnetic bolt — and then walked to the screen on the wall. It woke as he approached, facial recognition clearing him before his hand touched the surface.

"I've been running an analysis on the firmware push from last Tuesday. The one they rolled out as a stability patch."

"The 3.4.2 update."

"Yes." Klein's fingers moved across the screen, pulling up a data tree. "Except it wasn't a stability patch. Or rather, it was, but stability is doing a lot of work in that sentence."

The screen filled with a side-by-side comparison. Two firmware versions. Timestamps. Checksums. On the left, the public changelog Ethan had reviewed and signed off on three weeks ago — minor latency improvements, a fix for peripheral device handshake failures, one security patch for a buffer overflow that had never been exploited in the wild. On the right, the actual bytecode Klein had extracted from a live implant this morning.

They weren't the same.

Ethan's eyes found the discrepancy before his conscious mind registered what he was looking at. A block of code near the bottom of the kernel, maybe two hundred lines, that didn't appear in the public changelog at all. The function names were obfuscated — alphanumeric strings that looked random but weren't, not quite, there was a pattern if you squinted — but the operational parameters were readable enough.

listen_mode: passive threshold_ms: 17 override_condition: flag_394_active target_domain: decision_precursor

"Decision precursor," Ethan said. His voice came out flat, the same tone he used in status meetings when someone proposed a timeline he knew was impossible. "That's not a standard term."

"No. It isn't."

"What does it target?"

Klein pulled up a second window. This one was a visualization — neural pathway maps, color-coded for activation intensity. The data had been pulled from a sample of active implants during the window when the mystery code was running. Ethan recognized the brain regions, the network topology, the familiar branching tree of the prefrontal cortex.

He also recognized what was wrong with it.

The decision-precursor nodes — the sub-second neural activity that preceded conscious choice — were showing activation patterns that didn't match the subsequent action. In a normal brain, the pattern went: precursor activity, conscious intent, motor execution. In this data, the pattern went: precursor activity, a seventeen-millisecond gap, then motor execution. The conscious intent was showing up after the action began, not before.

Seventeen milliseconds. Too fast to notice. Too precise to be a glitch.

"That's the flag," Ethan said. "Flag 394. It's a trigger condition."

"Yes."

"Triggered by what?"

Klein didn't answer. His face had gone very still, the way a man's face went still when he was deciding whether to say something that couldn't be unsaid. The screen behind him cycled to a new view — a data log, scrolling faster than Ethan could read, dense with timestamps and device identifiers.

Then it stopped.

One line, highlighted. A device ID Ethan recognized.

His own.

The timestamp was from this morning, 04:17:03 AM. The flag column read: 394_active: true. The action log read: packet_forwarded to relay_node_12. And the target domain — the thing the packet was forwarded toward — was a network address that resolved to a server cluster Ethan had never been given access to, on a subnet he'd thought was reserved for internal testing.

"Marcus."

"I know."

"That's my implant."

"Yes."

"And it's routing decision-precursor data to an external node."

"Yes."

Ethan's hand went to his temple, the same gesture Klein had made, and now he understood it. A pressure behind the bone. Not pain, exactly. Something else. Something that felt like a question his body was asking and his brain couldn't answer.

"How many people?"

Klein's voice was quiet. "The update went out to all FocusPulse-compatible implants. That's the whole production fleet. Roughly — "

"Roughly number."

"Four hundred and forty thousand units, as of this morning's activation count. With heavy concentration in urban test zones, government pilot programs, and three emergency-services networks in the European region."

The number landed and kept landing.

Ethan stood up. He didn't remember deciding to. His legs were moving him toward the screen, toward the scrolling data, and his hand came up to touch the surface where his own device ID glowed in clinical white text.

"Who else knows about this?"

"Right now? You and me. And whoever wrote the code."

"Lena Ruiz. She — "

"Lena's been fired for six weeks. She doesn't have access to the deployment pipeline anymore. This went out five days ago."

Ethan's jaw tightened. "Then someone else wrote it. Or someone else pushed it. There's a chain of authorization. Every firmware update requires three sign-offs."

"Four," Klein said. "Mine was one of them. I approved the public changelog."

They looked at each other.

The screen flickered. Just once. A millisecond interruption that Ethan would have missed if he'd blinked. The data tree redrew itself, and two things happened at once: the comparison view collapsed into a single pane, and a small notification badge appeared in the corner with the NeuroPort Capital security seal.

Audit access logged. Reviewing authority: internal_affairs. Reference ID: IA-4482-07.

Klein saw it the same moment Ethan did. His hand moved toward the screen, aborting the session, but the notification had already propagated. The reference ID was permanent. The audit trail was live.

"Someone knows we're looking," Klein said.

Ethan's eyes stayed on the screen. On the reference ID. On the pattern of letters and numbers that meant a door had just opened somewhere else in the building, and someone was walking through it.

IA-4482-07.

The first two digits were the year. The second two were the department code — 82 was institutional risk, a subdivision Ethan had never interacted with directly but knew existed in the same abstract way he knew the building had a basement level that didn't appear on the elevator panel. The final two digits were sequential. This was the seventh internal-affairs audit of the year.

What mattered was the prefix. IA. Not security. Not compliance. Internal affairs. That meant someone inside NeuroPort had flagged this before Klein opened the file.

"How long do we have?"

"I don't know." Klein was already pulling his jacket from the chair, moving toward the door. "Minutes, maybe. Twenty at the outside. Ethan — "

"I need the file."

"Already transferred. Local storage on your device. It'll self-wipe if your implant flags an unauthorized access attempt, so — "

"So don't open it until I'm off the network." Ethan was already at the door. His hand on the handle. The metal was cold and it didn't feel like a promise. "Where are you going?"

"To find Agent Ramirez. They're the only person in this building with the clearance to stall an IA review, and if I don't find them before that reference ID reaches a human operator — "

Klein didn't finish the sentence. He didn't need to.

The corridor outside was still empty. Still cold. Still humming with the quiet, expensive sound of a building that believed it was in control of everything inside it.

Ethan walked toward the elevator. His phone buzzed in his pocket — a notification from the PR team, a draft of the press release for tomorrow's FocusPulse launch event, cheerful and triumphant and completely insane if what was on that screen had been real.

It was real.

His implant sat behind his right temple, a sliver of ceramic and silicon no larger than a grain of rice, and it had been forwarding his decisions to a relay node before he knew he'd made them.

The elevator chimed.

He stepped inside. The doors closed. The screen on the back wall displayed the NeuroPort logo and the time — 14:22 — and a small text banner cycling through corporate affirmations. Focused minds build better futures.

Ethan pressed the button for the ground floor. Then, after a pause, he pressed the one for the basement.
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"You're wrong about the firmware push."

The door clicked shut. Marcus kept his hand on the frame longer than he needed to.

"I haven't said anything yet," Ramirez said.

"You were about to," Lena—no, Ramirez—snapped. She tapped the tablet on the table; the screen flared and she pivoted it toward him instead of sliding it. Diagnostic logs filled the display: microsecond timestamps, device hashes, location clusters.

Marcus crossed, eyes narrowing. "Where did you get this?"

"Where do you think?" Her tone shut the question down. She didn't look like someone who enjoyed breaking rules. She looked like someone who did it because rules were failing.

He sat. The update pings lit up a map: Chicago, Denver, Seattle, a band along Northern California—simultaneous spikes, not staggered. The timestamps were all within minutes.

"This isn't the public release schedule," he said.

"No." Ramirez's fingers traced a column. "Started at 04:17 Eastern."

He blinked. "Sophie's declaration said there were no active modifications pending regulatory review."

"She filed it nineteen minutes before the first ping." Ramirez met him. "Sworn under penalty."

Sophie Turner—the public-smile, HR-and-security architect of denial—had sworn something false.

Marcus's mouth went dry. He scrolled. The logs weren't the only thing: there were API handshakes with municipal endpoints, port negotiation headers that shouldn't be in an implant update. He said, halting, "Look at the packets—"

"Read the contracts," Ramirez said. "Tell me what they give NeuroPort."

He opened a document he'd pulled up on a second tab and muttered while he scanned, as if the legalese were a faulty engine that required time to cool. "There's a clause... 'municipal emergency interface'—" he tapped, slowing. "And here—'public safety override'..."

"Say it plainly," Ramirez urged.

He rubbed the bridge of his nose. He'd been trying not to tidy anything into a neat sentence; the temptation to do so would make him lie to himself. "The language treats an active implant as a municipal node during defined emergency events." He said it too quickly and then had to backtrack. "Not—it's not a metaphor. The contract channels authority. If the implant is adjudicated as a node, it becomes lawful for municipal systems to initiate interactions that can affect cognitive-affective functions under emergency protocols."

Ramirez's jaw tightened. "You're not saying it's just a connectivity play."

"No," Marcus said. He felt the words as a confirmation rather than a revelation. "Public-safety authority grafted into firmware. Once the implant accepts that role, NeuroPort can claim legal authority to 'intervene' in decision-making under an emergency rubric."

"Because 'emergency' is flexible." Ramirez's voice was flat. "And who defines it?"

"Whoever controls the municipal node list and the override triggers." He scrolled to the interface spec and highlighted a line. "Look at this. The handshake uses 'confirmNode—authorityToken' and accepts directives from certified municipal controllers. It's buried in routine boilerplate, sprinkled across contractor addenda. On its face it's plausible. In practice, it creates legal cover for neurological intervention."

Ramirez leaned forward. "You helped draft the ethical frameworks those contracts now bypass."

He exhaled a tone that carried both confession and shame. "I sat on those panels. I argued about consent architecture. I didn't understand the system's endpoint until I cross-referenced the interface spec with the municipal contracting terms." He tapped another clause, and the connection lit up like a spiderweb. "It's a legal backdoor. Not a clever malware trick—an institutional one."

Silence tightened the room. Rain skittered down the window like thrown grains. The tablet's light glowed on the table between them. Ramirez flicked to another view: error codes, failed handshakes, a list of device IDs with repeated rollback attempts.

"Someone tried to roll it back," she said.

Marcus scrolled, throat working around the words. The failed handshakes were clustered—one device ID in Chicago showed fourteen rollback attempts in the past hour, each followed by a new integration handshake. "If a rollback is attempted after the civic integration, the mesh won't accept localized reversals. The system's integrity checks flag inconsistent state and push retry sequences."

He swallowed. "A failed rollback doesn’t just leave the firmware in an older state. It leaves the implant cycling—sending and receiving integration directives that never settle."

Ramirez's eyes went narrow. "And that does what to a host?"

He tracked down a developer note he'd tucked away in a private repo months before, something he hadn't meant to keep on a browser with Ramirez watching. His fingers trembled slightly. "Repeated partial integrations can overstress the implant–brain interface. The prefrontal coupling gets oscillatory input at a rate the cortex can't normalize. Depending on exposure, you get cognitive disorganization, affective blunting, in worst cases—structural damage."

Ramirez took that in like a measurement: steady, cold. "Do we have identified hosts?"

"The device IDs are anonymized in these logs," Marcus said. "But the firmware signature is 9.3 pre-release. That narrows it. Developer access only."

"Ethan Vale has developer access."

Marcus flinched. He stood before he thought it through, the old impulse to move first and plan later. Ramirez's hand stopped him with one flat palm on the table.

"Sit down, Dr. Klein," she said.

He sank back into the chair, hearing the scrape of metal against linoleum. An error in instinct: he had already moved to extraction in his head—get Ethan out of the building, sequester him, patch him, remove the implant if possible. The logs suggested a different kind of urgency.

"If Ethan's caught in a loop," Ramirez said, "we can't win this by bursting into NeuroPort and unplugging him."

"Maybe we can." His voice betrayed the wish. It was the wrong practical step and he knew it as he said it. "But that risks triggering alarms, giving Sloan a reason to clamp command protocols. We make the wrong move and we lose the narrative."

Ramirez's face didn't soften. "Which is what we tried to avoid last time."

Marcus tapped the tablet, counting options with an almost ritual patience. "Verification. Not headlines. Evidence that a neutral lab can reproduce and document the neural signature of this integration–rollback cycle. Something peer-reviewable. Not leaked logs and angry blog posts. Something audited."

She snorted, brief and bitter. "You want us to be nice and scientific while people's brains get shredded."

"I'm not asking for nice," he said. "I'm asking for durable. If we present a ruling body with cleaned, reproduced neuroimaging that shows damage correlated with the failed handshake sequences, the oversight committee can't spin it as paranoia. NeuroPort can't bury a peer-reviewed dataset."

"What would that verification look like?" Ramirez asked.

"There is a lab at Northwestern—an independent neuroimaging group. Dr. Chen runs fMRI and real-time telemetry studies. If she could scan an affected host while we capture implant-level telemetry, and then correlate the neural signal with the handshake failures, it's the kind of evidence that survives legal and political scrubbing."

Ramirez's face went hard. "Access to an affected host? Consent? The telemetry pings might accelerate the loop. You just said the documentation itself could increase neural stress."

He nodded. "We'd be asking someone to risk making a bad thing worse to prove it exists. That is the moral geometry of this. We had the chance to roll Ethan out last night and I—" He stopped, a misstep: he was about to say he'd hesitated. Instead he found a smaller, messier truth. "I thought extraction was the answer. I didn't think about the narrative. I hesitated."

Ramirez's eyes flicked to him with a complicated look—evaluation and not-quite-forgiveness. "So now what? We ask Ethan to volunteer for imaging that might make him worse?"

Marcus licked his lips. He reached for his phone, thumb over a contact labeled "Chen—Secure," then mis-tapped, opening a string of old notes about consent forms instead. He breathed, corrected the mistake, and the tiny clumsy motion felt like proof of his human residue: indecision under pressure.

"Yes," he said finally. "We ask him. He has been fighting this from inside. If anyone can give it context and bear witness, it's him. But he has to consent. And Dr. Chen needs to agree to a protocol that minimizes telemetry triggers while still capturing correlated data."

Ramirez pushed back from the table and walked to the window. Her reflection in the glass was serrated by the rain and the lights of the city. "If we do this and the oversight committee sits on its hands, we have just sent a man into a lab to be injured for no institutional payoff. That's on us."

"It might be on us either way." Marcus closed his fingers over the tablet until the glass creaked. "If we do nothing, Ethan's loop continues. If we rush leaks of anonymous logs, Sloan uses our failure as cover. If we verify, we force a decision onto institutional actors who claim to be neutral. Either way, someone will be forced to act."

She turned, folding her arms. "Call Dr. Chen. I'll get word to Ethan through my source. And Klein—"

"What?"

"If the documentation doesn't move the committee—if this proof gets ignored and Ethan's sacrifice means nothing—you live with that. We all do. But right now we behave like scientists, not vigilantes."

Marcus's thumb hovered over the contact until his skin tingled. The human residue—the wrong step, the misdial, the hesitation—hung around him like a second shadow. He thought of Ethan in the glass tower, watching counters tick, hands likely trembling too. He thought of Lena, of the architecture they'd both helped build.

He pressed call.

The line rang twice. On the third ring a voice answered, soft with skepticism. "Marcus?"

"Dr. Chen. Marcus Klein. I—" He stopped, breathing through the first awkwardness, and then said precisely what mattered. "We have a cluster of failed rollback sequences tied to a pre-release firmware—9.3. One host is cycling. I need you to scan an affected individual with real-time fMRI and capture implant telemetry. We need a protocol that minimizes active pings. I know what I'm asking."

Through the speaker, a pause, paper rustling. "You know the risk," she said. "I'm in. What's the window?"

Marcus looked at Ramirez. She was already pulling up a secure note on the tablet, fingers moving with the efficiency of someone who'd decided. "Hours," he said. "If we're fast, we can get a scan within the day. Ramirez has a channel to the host."

Rain hammered a little harder. Ramirez's fingers hovered over the encrypted note, then began to type: source, contact Ethan, urgent verification request. The tablet chimed once, a low confirmation that a message had been sent.

"Do it," Dr. Chen said. The voice was suddenly small and human, not an institutional instrument. "Send me the logs. I'll draw the protocol. But Marcus—" Another pause. "If you're asking someone to put themselves at risk because of what we know, you make damn sure the work is beyond reproach."

"I will," he said, and heard how inadequate the word felt.

The call clicked into hold and the clinic number filled the line. Ramirez's note sent. The atmosphere in the office shifted; the problem was no longer solely an abstract dataset. It had a name and a decision attached. They had a plan that would change the investigation's state: independent, verifiable imaging aimed directly at an affected host. Ramirez's fingers rested on the tablet as if bracing for the outcome.

Marcus swallowed and stared at the tablet's map—Chicago's point pulsed, fourteen rollback attempts, 04:17 Eastern. He felt the pressure of the coming hours as if it were physical: small, precise, and unforgiving.

The floor-to-ceiling display in NeuroPort Capital's executive briefing room cycled through a montage of human faces, each one smooth with calibrated serenity. The footage had been shot that morning in twelve cities. Ethan Vale stood near the glass, watching a woman in São Paulo close her eyes and smile as the implant behind her left ear pulsed once, green through the skin.

Sophie Turner tapped the table edge. The surface lit; a live feed from the Zurich lab stacked beside a regulatory draft from Brussels. "Ninety-four percent approval in the overnight tracking," she said. "Up three points. The anxiety cure narrative is holding."

Ethan didn't turn. His own implant had gone cold twenty minutes ago, a deadweight chip behind the mastoid that he could not acknowledge without drawing attention. "And the distraction claims?"

"Too early to measure. But the test cohorts are self-reporting fewer task switches. Focus scores are up." Sophie's voice carried the practiced ease of someone who had already briefed Victor Sloan and was now delivering the scrubbed version. "The messaging team wants you on the morning feed. Human interest. The developer who solved the attention crisis."

"You said solved."

"I said messaging team." She smiled without warmth. "Marcus Klein reviewed the data and signed off."

That landed wrong. Ethan felt the fact of it settle in his chest before his mind could arrange it into a question. Marcus had been at the lab until two in the morning, running validation on the behavioral variance logs. Ethan had seen the raw output — anomaly clusters in the limbic response curves, small but patterned. Nothing that should have produced a clean sign-off.

"When?" Ethan asked.

"Forty minutes ago. His authorization is already in the system."

The display shifted to a slide deck. NEURAL HARMONY INDEX: GLOBAL ROLLOUT PHASE 2. Beneath the title, a map with infection rates — Sophie would never call them that, but that was the shape of the color spread — glowed from sixty-three nodes. Ethan's gaze drifted to the lower-right corner, where a small data field listed the review chain: KLEIN, M. — VALIDATION COMPLETE. 03:47:22 UTC.

Agent Ramirez had arrived with the sunrise shift, which meant he had been inside the building for ninety minutes before Ethan was summoned. He occupied a chair at the far end of the table, his tablet flat on the surface, his face unreadable. He was not looking at the display. He was looking at Ethan.

"Mr. Vale," Ramirez said. "You seem surprised by the approval."

"I haven't seen the final validation report."

"It's in your queue. Dr. Klein submitted it directly to the compliance portal." Sophie said it as though this were routine, but direct submission bypassed the peer flag system. Ethan had built that system. He knew what bypassing it meant.

"Then I'll review it now."

"The press conference is in three hours." Sophie's fingers moved across the table surface, and the Zurich feed minimized. "Victor wants alignment before we go live. The breakthrough is public already — early leaks from the European test sites. Social media is running with it. You're trending as the face of neural freedom."

Ethan heard the phrase and felt his implant pulse once, a diagnostic flutter that might have been a genuine system check or might have been something else. He had stopped trusting the distinction two weeks ago.

Ramirez rose. He was shorter than Ethan had expected from the file photo, and quieter in his movements. "Dr. Klein's validation is the cornerstone of the regulatory submission. I'd like to understand the methodology before I close my preliminary review. Perhaps Mr. Vale can walk me through it."

"That's not protocol," Sophie said. "The review goes through my office."

"The review has been through your office. I'm exercising the secondary inspection clause. It's in the bilateral oversight agreement, section fourteen." Ramirez did not look at her. He held Ethan's gaze. "Mr. Vale?"

The briefing room had one door, and Sophie stood between it and them. Ethan felt the geometry of the situation as a physical pressure: the glass behind him, the city far below, the door blocked. He was already moving toward the table before he decided to move.

"Section fourteen allows for a technical secondary," he said. "But it requires a direct query protocol. I'll need to pull the validation record from the lab server, not the presentation layer."

"Then pull it."

Sophie's jaw tightened. "Victor will want to be informed."

"Victor has been informed," Ramirez said. "I copied him on the request before I arrived."

That changed the pressure in the room. Sophie's expression flickered — not surprise, Ethan thought, but recalibration. She was running the same equation he was: if Sloan already knew, then this was a test, not a breach. The question was who was being tested.

Ethan sat at the table console and brought up the lab interface. His credentials were still active, still unrevoked — that was the first thing that felt wrong. If Marcus's sign-off was irregular, locking Ethan out of the system would have been the obvious move. The fact that they hadn't meant either the irregularity was unintentional or Ethan was meant to find it.

He navigated to the raw validation logs. The interface was familiar, the keystrokes automatic. Ramirez moved to stand behind him, close enough that Ethan could smell coffee and something metallic — dry-cleaned wool, maybe, or the residue of a security scanner.

"Pull the timestamped record," Ramirez said. "Not the summary."

"I know how to pull a record."

The log loaded. Ethan scrolled through the entries, reading quickly, his attention catching on the gaps before he consciously registered them. The validation sequence had run for eleven minutes. That was short — far too short for a full limbic response analysis across sixty-three nodes. A standard validation pass required thirty-seven minutes minimum. Marcus knew that.

"What are we looking at?" Ramirez asked.

"A validation log. Dr. Klein initiated the sequence at 03:36 UTC and certified at 03:47."

"Eleven minutes."

"Yes."

"Is that normal?"

Ethan hesitated. Sophie was watching from the door. He could feel her attention like a hand on his shoulder. "It's within the system's minimum threshold," he said, which was true but not accurate — the distinction between truth and accuracy had become the shape of his days.

Ramirez leaned closer. "Open the first anomaly flag."

Ethan clicked. The flag expanded: a limbic response deviation in the Madrid test cluster, 0.4 percent above baseline. Below the regulatory threshold, so the system had not halted the validation. But above the internal NeuroPort threshold that Ethan himself had coded eighteen months ago, before the Protocol had a name, before he understood what he was building.

"That's flagged but not actioned," Ramirez said.

"The system auto-clears deviations below point-five percent."

"But you flagged it anyway."

"I didn't flag anything. The threshold was preset."

"By you."

Ethan said nothing. His implant went cold again, a dead spot behind the bone. He had never told anyone about the internal thresholds — not Sophie, not Victor, certainly not Marcus. The fact that Ramirez was asking meant he had read the code. Or someone had read it for him.

"Pull the final certification," Ramirez said. "I want to see the authorization signature."

Ethan navigated to the certification layer. The screen shifted, and the signature block appeared: a cryptographic hash tied to Marcus Klein's implant identifier, timestamped 03:47:22 UTC. But beneath it, a second field that Ethan had never seen in a certification record before: a co-signature, the hash shorter and formatted differently.

"What is that?" Ramirez asked.

"I don't know."

"Who else has signing authority for this validation tier?"

"Only Dr. Klein. That's the protocol."

"Then why are there two signatures?"

Ethan stared at the display. The co-signature was not Marcus's. The hash pattern was unfamiliar, a sixteen-character alphanumeric string: NX-OVR-8842-VS.

Sophie stepped forward. "That's an override code. It's issued at the executive level."

"Whose executive level?" Ramirez asked.

The room was very quiet. Ethan could hear the ventilation, the distant hum of the building's power grid, the blood in his own ears. He knew whose override code that was before Sophie answered.

"Victor Sloan's."

Ramirez straightened. "So the validation wasn't approved by Dr. Klein. It was approved by the CEO."

"Co-signed," Sophie said. "The system allows it."

"The system allows a lot of things." Ramirez picked up his tablet. "Mr. Vale, I'd like a copy of this log. The full record, not the presentation summary."

Ethan looked at Sophie. Sophie looked at the display, at the co-signature glowing in the certification block, at the sixteen characters that had turned a medical validation into something else. "Send it," she said. "And loop in legal."

The copy went through. The system logged the transfer, time-stamped and traceable, and Ethan felt the weight of that traceability as both protection and liability. He had just handed a government inspector evidence that NeuroPort's CEO had personally certified a validation that should have been performed by an independent expert. The evidence was concrete, inspectable, and now outside corporate control.

And yet.

Ramirez tucked his tablet under his arm. "I'll review this off-site. My preliminary report will be filed by end of day." He crossed to the door, Sophie stepping aside just enough to let him pass but not enough to seem deferential. "One more thing, Mr. Vale."

Ethan looked up.

"The fix rate on the distraction claims — the ninety-four percent. That number includes the Madrid cluster?"

"The Madrid cluster is point-four percent deviant. It wouldn't affect the aggregate."

"But it's included."

"Yes."

Ramirez nodded, once, and was gone.

The door closed. Sophie exhaled, and something in her posture shifted — not relief, but a controlled release of tension that Ethan recognized from years of watching her manage crises. "Victor will want a debrief."

"He already knows."

"Yes." She looked at him. "He knows."

The display cycled back to the global rollout map. The color spread had advanced another fraction, or maybe Ethan imagined it. His implant stayed cold. He did not know if that meant the system was dormant or if it meant the system was listening and had decided he did not need to feel it. Either possibility was plausible; both were unacceptable.

Sophie left. Ethan remained at the console, the validation log still open, the co-signature still visible: NX-OVR-8842-VS. He memorized it — not by choice, but because his cognitive training had made automatic capture of anomaly strings into a reflex. He could not unsee the code, and he could not un-know what it meant: that Marcus's sign-off had been an override, that the override had come from Sloan, and that the override had been formatted as a routine certification in a system designed to make overrides look routine.

The system logic had become visible. Not as theory, not as suspicion, but as sixteen characters on a screen. And Ethan was now holding that visibility without yet knowing what to do with it, the knowledge sharp and unused, a tool he had picked up without checking whether it was a key or a blade.
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The server room smelled like metal and old coffee; the cold bit into Lena’s knuckles first. She pressed her palm flat against a decommissioned storage array and felt the faint, wrong vibration of processors that ought to have been powered down.

"Tell me again why we're here and not somewhere with chairs," Marcus said from the door, his expensive coat looking ridiculous against the tangle of cables and concrete.

"Because this building is owned by a shell NeuroPort hasn't marked yet." Lena scrolled through a terminal whose filesystem predated the implant generation by six years. "Because you wanted proof."

"I said I wanted a plan."

"The plan comes after the proof." She kept her fingers moving on muscle memory, a string of commands she knew by heart from when she still had legitimate access. The backdoor hadn't been patched. Either infrastructure had been sloppy, or someone had left it deliberately exposed. Neither option calmed her.

"Ramirez is late," Marcus muttered.

"Ramirez is cautious."

"Cautious isn't the word for a federal inspector."

Lena’s hands hovered. The exit sign above Marcus’s shoulder glowed green. Three escape routes. She'd counted them on the way in—two doors and a vent big enough only if you didn't mind scraping knuckles. The urge to stand and leave settled in her lungs like a bad habit. She forced herself to keep typing.

The terminal blinked. Encrypted directories bled into view. She dug until a directory showed up that shouldn't have existed: CORTEX_FIRMWARE_PUSH_v2.8.3_BATCH4. Timestamp: three days ago.

She didn't say anything for a beat that felt like an hour.

"What?" Marcus asked.

"Production push. Live firmware." She opened the manifest. Lines of device IDs filled the screen—thousands. "They're using the maintenance channel. No consent, no prompts. The devices just accept it."

"How many?" Ramirez asked as he stepped through the door, barely looking—professional, closed-off. He latched the manual lock in a single, practiced motion.

"This batch—eight thousand, minimum." She flicked to another pane and cross-referenced public registration. "If I can walk the manifest against registration, I can get a better number, but the deployment logs are behind another auth layer."

Marcus leaned in; she could smell his coffee. "Eight thousand people who didn't know their implants got a rewrite."

"That's the point of the maintenance channel," Lena said. The words scraped; they were thin armor against something heavier.

"You built that," he said before she could.

Her fingers stopped. The guilt had grooves; she knew its shape. "I built the trust architecture. I didn't build what they're shipping." The admission felt both small and huge and useless.

"You didn't ask what they were building," Marcus said, sharper now.

"I asked," she said. "They smiled. Lawyers suggested silence. Then they fired me and rewrote my role into a PR paragraph that sounded like a resignation. I want to see—really see—what this update does."

The code was obfuscated, but function names and parameter structures were familiar. Her chest tightened as she opened the package metadata. The function labels weren't textbook, they were like reading a map with parts deliberately rubbed away.

"It—" she started, then stopped, because she didn't want to explain the thing that would make Marcus and Ramirez look at her like that. "It tampers with what we used to call the 'anchor'—the baseline that helps the device reject intrusive directives. It blunts alarms. It makes refusal feel, I don't know, wrong. Like your sense of 'no' becomes itchy."

Marcus exhaled. "So it's not just mood tweaks. It's pushing on inhibition."

"Slowly. Incrementally. Earlier pushes were wellness—focus modules, sleep aids. Those sell. This one is keyed. To—" She pointed at a list of parameters. "Voice signatures. Roles. Administrative privileges. The server-side permissions can say, 'When this voice says X, reduce resistance by Y percent.'"

Ramirez's eyes narrowed. "So someone with the right voice can make people less capable of saying no."

"Yes." Lena felt the sentence as a thing falling into place. "And somewhere in NeuroPort's cloud there's a list of who has that ability."

The room compressed around them. The concrete felt suddenly thinner.

"How do we get to it?" Marcus asked.

Lena's mind immediately went to names, to credentials. Old accounts were burnt. Backdoor tokens were logged. She needed a session token from an admin-level device that was already approved for maintenance pushes—someone whose implant had already accepted updates. Piggyback on a live session without tripping the intrusion detection.

"Ethan," Marcus said before she could. "Ethan Vale."

The name had been circling her since the manifest appeared—inevitable and painful. Ethan was still inside NeuroPort. He had access. He might already be in the rollout group.

Lena felt the idea in her mouth and it tasted like a trap. "I can't force him," she said. Her voice stumbled. "I won't. If we use him, he has to choose."

Ramirez produced a tablet from his jacket. "If Vale agrees, what’s the exposure?"

"Minimal if it goes clean," Lena said, and the words felt brittle. "Catastrophic if NeuroPort catches the attachment. They’ll trace the session token back to his device within minutes. Corporate espionage, unauthorized access—federal charges. They can write terms-of-service that black-box him off their network. He’d lose access, his implant could be deactivated for 'noncompliance.'"

Marcus's hands balled. "We are not—"

"I'm not suggesting we pawn him," Lena cut in. "I'm saying he gets to decide. We show him the manifests, the deployment history, the voice-key parameters. He weighs it. If he says no, we back off."

"And if he can't decide—if the firmware has already warped his judgment?" Marcus's voice dropped to something close to a whisper.

The question had teeth. Lena hadn't wanted to ask it.

She opened the deployment metadata again and scrolled. Between version entries there was a scheduled action field. Her throat closed when she found it: NEXT_SCHEDULED_PUSH: 09:00 — 24 HOURS TO ROLLOUT_EVENT. Someone at NeuroPort had set a timed bulk push that lined up with the CEO's public rollout.

Ramirez's jaw tightened. "They're timing the push with Sloan's event."

"They're making the product do its work while they sell it," Lena said. She felt the nausea of that image, Ethan on stage as code crawled through his head. "They'll put him on a pedestal and use him to sell what he's about to be robbed of."

Marcus ran a hand through his hair. "If we don't act before that push, we don't get eight thousand devices; we get an irreversible migration to whatever the new protocol is."

Lena shut the terminal window with a small, angry movement. A single remaining path was visible: CORTEX_PROTOCOL_DEPLOYMENT_LOG. She couldn't open it from here; she needed higher privileges. What she could do was copy the manifests and version histories—the concrete traces that would make it real for Ethan and for anyone else who needed proof.

She pulled a compact SSD from her bag and began a targeted copy: manifests, version tables, signed timestamps—not the full payload, just the forensic breadcrumbs. The progress bar crawled: 12 percent. 37. 68.

"You're calculating exits again," Marcus said, watching her.

She didn't answer immediately. He'd noticed, as he'd noticed everything she didn't want to admit. Lena's weight was forward on her back foot, ready to move. It was a habit—expecting to run instead of stand.

"I'm thinking," she said finally.

"You're rehearsing disappearing."

Lena let a humorless sound out. "I've known you three weeks."

"In three weeks I've watched you map escape routes in every room we visit. You're not subtle."

She smiled without warmth. "Neither are you."

Ramirez glanced at the copies crawling onto the drive. "If Vale agrees and we piggyback—what do we do about the vote? The Oversight Committee fast-tracking classification. If that passes, NeuroPort gets federal protection. No audits, no third-party access."

"We get the logs before the vote," Lena said. She felt the plan concretize like a bone rearranging. "We show the Oversight Committee that NeuroPort is effectively weaponizing the maintenance channel. We force a delay. Or we make the public argument before the vote." Saying it made the stakes immediate—vote next week. Rollout tomorrow. A push scheduled in less than twenty-four hours.

Marcus's face hardened. "We bring him in tonight. Neutral ground. No network. No implants talking back to corporate monitors."

Ramirez added, "I'll set a meeting. Safe location. No devices. If Vale comes, we show him the manifests. We tell him everything."

"Neutral where?" Lena asked.

"Garment district safehouse," Marcus said. "Faraday cage, two locks, no external signal. I'll handle getting it prepped."

Lena watched the progress bar tick toward completion. The SSD hummed softly in her hand; the data was smaller than she wanted it to be but precise—deployment timestamps, signature chains, voice-key parameter overlays. The kind of material an engineer could refute only with equal access, which NeuroPort wouldn't give. It was enough to make a very public accusation credible.

The copy finished. Lena snapped the drive into her jacket's inner pocket and felt the hard rectangle press against her ribs. Proof. Leverage. A thing small enough to fit in her hand that could topple a meeting room of lawyers or start a man’s public unravelling.

"We split up leaving," Ramirez said. "Klein, east stairwell. Ruiz, loading dock. I'll loop the basement and confirm we didn't leave digital footprints."

Marcus studied her. "Are you going to be able to do this—stand firm when it matters? When you have to face him and there's no keyboard to hide behind?"

Her mouth wanted to say the rehearsed thing—the competent, unbroken answer she'd given herself a thousand times. But honesty had edges tonight.

"I don't know if I'll be steady," she said. "I know I can get the evidence to him. The rest—" She swallowed. "I'll try."

Marcus held her gaze a long beat, then nodded once, slow, like a concession. Ramirez's hand went to the lock, then he hesitated and looked down at his tablet. His face changed; a new message lit the screen: MEDIA INVITE — NEUROPORT PUBLIC ROLLOUT TOMORROW, VALE FEATURED SPEAKER. Lena read it over his shoulder. The lines blurred; the immediacy of tomorrow hit like cold water.

Ramirez snapped the tablet off and pocketed it. "We have until nine A.M. tomorrow to act. Less, if that scheduled push triggers."

Lena felt the room tilt. The drive pressed into her chest like a small, red-hot thing. This wasn't rehearsal anymore. It was a choice: bring Ethan in tonight, risk exposing him and possibly getting him cut off, or wait and try another route that might not exist in the morning.

She walked toward the loading-dock exit, not the rear door she'd been watching, because she always switched late and because running away from what she feared had never been on the table. The decision made a hollow sound under her feet.

"I'm still here," she said, and the words landed unfinished between them. Marcus watched her go. Ramirez closed the lock behind him. The green exit sign blinked once and the sound of the cooling fans filled the space with a white, unforgiving noise.

The executive briefing room smelled faintly of spilled champagne and hot metal. Bass from the atrium thudded under the tower's glass like a second heartbeat. Victor Sloan watched the wall feed until confetti onstage shredded into jittery pixels and then killed it. The projections died and the room contracted to the size of the table.

Agent Ramirez stood by the door with a suit that prioritized authority over ease. No chair. No casualness. Sloan kept his fingers on the cold aluminum and let silence do the work of posture.

"Why am I hearing about a data exfiltration from my security team instead of from the inspector assigned to stop it?" he asked without looking up.

Ramirez's voice was controlled. "The extraction originated at employee level. Internal vector."

Sloan tilted his head the way someone who ranked gestures for leverage always did. He pulled a chair half out, rested his knuckles on the rim without dropping his weight into it. "Don't pretend jurisdictional lines mean anything," he said. "You've been running parallel inquiries for weeks. Personnel files, firmware logs, sealed reports. My legal flagged a compliance audit. Your office accessed them. So when I ask what you know about the leak, I'm not being polite."

Ramirez's face folded into the neutral practice of an inspector. A tiny shift of the shoulders toward the door—small, deliberate. Sloan made a mental ledger entry.

"The audit's ongoing," Ramirez said. "I can't share—"

"Lena Ruiz." The name landed like a mallet. The room narrowed. Sloan let the syllables sit there like evidence.

Ramirez's throat worked. For a practiced second the silence was defensive rather than evasive.

"Fired six months ago. Flagged for unauthorized code, neural-privacy violations. She reached out to Ethan Vale three days ago." Sloan let the metadata hang. "Contact timestamped. Route masked through consumer VPN hops. Payload: a burn-sig and an off-record meeting request. Vale didn't flag the contact."

Ramirez went still enough that Sloan could see the calculation move behind the inspector's eyes: a trace, a missing flag, a former insider now outside institutional control.

Sloan slid his tablet across the table and long-pressed. The wall brightened into a schematic that looked less like code and more like city arteries: distribution grids, municipal nodes, telco handshakes, emergency-service links. Lines pulsed where traffic moved; one vein under South Bay glowed steady.

Ramirez's gaze locked to where their reporting chain fed into municipal appropriations. They traced a finger along the map as if touch could clarify motive.

"You know what this looks like from my side," Sloan said. He didn't smile. "Not because I trust you. Because the architecture is indifferent. It translates events into leverage."

Ramirez's reply came clipped. "That sounds like a threat."

Sloan didn't bother to tone it down. He tapped the schematic and a side pane scrolled audit logs: access times, an obscured source, and one highlighted entry—plain text against the metadata: Lena_Ruiz -> Ethan_Vale, 03:16, three days prior. Ramirez stared at it. The stamp answered when; not why.

Sloan watched Ramirez listen like someone reading a motion: implication, cost, contingencies. He watched for the misstep that law and reputation required their clients avoid.

"The system doesn't have to stop you," Sloan said, but he let the sentence be less tidy this time—more a shove than an explanation. "It only needs to see. Once the anomaly is visible to enough viewers, policy finds a frame. Containment becomes narrative. People panic. Regulators react. That's the chain."

Ramirez's hand tightened under their jacket. Sloan noticed the quick flex under the collar and let his own reaction stay spare. Against his skin he felt the implant at his temple, a practiced thrum he treated like a metronome.

"You knew about the exfil before my security did," Ramirez said. "Either someone
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