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Chapter 1: The Man Who Wasn't There
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Evren heard the lie before the man finished choosing it.

Not the polished sentence being spoken across the table. The other one, sharp with panic beneath it: If I tell them about the second payment, they'll ask about the first.

He kept his face still.

Rain moved down the interview-room window in narrow, perfectly parallel channels. Across the street, an advertising screen offered a better night's sleep to people whose sleep could be improved by buying something. The man at the table watched its changing light on Evren's hands.

"I received one transfer," he said.

Evren glanced at the consent display. Eight minutes remained. Financial receipt and associated recollection, no family information, no unrelated medical material. The small contact at his temple glowed green, confirming that the session log was active. It recorded his report and the authorisation window, not another person's mind.

"Think about the notification you received," he said. "You don't have to explain it yet."

An image surfaced: a pale screen, two figures, a thumb held too long above a message. Then a child's face, sudden and unwanted, and the thought of a school fee.

Evren shifted his attention away from the child.

He had learned to do that before he learned to sleep well. Neither accomplishment was complete.

"There were two transfers," he said. "I can't tell from this whether both were connected to the disputed contract. The investigator can check the account records."

The man swallowed.

"Will you write that I was lying?"

"I'll write what I observed within the agreed scope. You can read my report before you decide whether to attach a response."

He ended the session with six minutes unused.

Beyond the door, the investigator was remembering an argument with his wife. Someone farther along the corridor wanted lunch. A maintenance worker had a tune caught in an endless three-note loop. Evren let the fragments flatten into the background, concentrating on the dry seam of his coat between his fingers.

There were people who imagined telepathy as possession of a perfect library.

Mostly it was standing in the rain while strangers opened windows.

İdil waited at his desk with a paper envelope.

"Your next appointment is unhappy," she said.

"That narrows it to everyone."

"Not about money. About you."

Evren took the envelope. It had been sealed through the public complaints office, then opened by someone authorised to be interested in how bad a day he was about to have.

Inside was a Bureau certificate bearing his professional identifier, a session number and his signature.

The named participant was Rúnar.

Evren read the attached conclusion.

No active coercion, unauthorised contact or relevant association observed. Declared route-data access consistent with routine maintenance duties.

The session date was three days earlier.

He had been in a professional review seminar that afternoon, listening to an argument about whether a recalled image counted as associated evidence or merely an invitation to ask a better question.

"This isn't mine."

"I hoped you would say that before you said anything clever."

"Where is he?"

"Public reception. He asked for whoever investigates a certificate issued about a man who has never been interviewed."

Evren looked up.

İdil's expression changed slightly. He could have read the thought behind it. He knew its shape from other occasions: the danger of treating an insult to his competence as more urgent than harm to somebody else.

He did not reach for it.

"Tell Levent," he said. "And preserve the envelope."

* * *
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Public reception contained seventeen people, two sleeping children and a security officer trying not to think about a toothache.

Evren was aware of fragments before he crossed the room. Anxiety about a permit. A shopping list in pictures rather than words. A woman's fierce private wish that the man beside her would stop apologising for needing help.

At the far window, someone stood with a folded coat over one arm.

Ash-brown hair, rain darkening it at the temples. A lean face with light stubble. A small healed cut across one knuckle. The man was examining the wall map rather than the queue display.

Evren's attention moved toward him.

Nothing answered.

He took another step.

The security officer's tooth throbbed across the edge of his awareness. A child dreamed of a red animal with too many legs. The man at the window touched the map, then frowned.

Still nothing.

For an instant Evren thought something had happened to his own ability. He checked the room again, too broadly, and received a sharp wash of impatience, pain and a remembered argument. He narrowed his attention at once.

The man turned.

"Are you the complaints officer?"

His voice was low and roughened slightly by the cold.

Evren could see the movement of his mouth. Hear the question, the ventilation, rain tapping against the entrance canopy. There was no corresponding interior presence.

Not concealment. Not someone concentrating on multiplication to keep an interviewer's attention on a harmless task. He had read people through rehearsed prayers, intoxication, psychosis and sleep. Access varied. Meaning was often uncertain. The living activity of a mind was always there.

Until now.

"I'm Evren."

The man's gaze moved once to the temple contact, now dark.

"Then your name is on my problem."

"Yes. I didn't issue the certificate."

"I didn't attend the session. That leaves us with something in common."

Evren should have been considering the public record, the false signature and the possible consequences for a person whose account had been cleared without his knowledge.

Instead, he was thinking that he had never seen anyone stand so completely alone inside his own skin.

The thought embarrassed him.

"Would you come into a private room?" he asked.

"For a complaint or a reading?"

"A complaint."

"I'd like that distinction written down."

Evren took a visitor form from the reception desk and wrote it in the purpose field. He added that no reading was requested or authorised. Then he signed beneath the words.

Rúnar read the form carefully before taking his copy.

* * *
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Levent joined them in a meeting room with no observation pane.

He introduced himself, checked that Rúnar understood he was not being detained and asked whether he wanted an adviser present. Rúnar said he wanted to establish what had been issued in his name first. He could decide about advice afterwards.

Evren sat opposite him with the envelope between them.

He tried not to look as if he were listening to something inaccessible.

"How did you obtain this?" Levent asked.

"A transport administrator sent me a refusal notice. I asked to see the record supporting it. This was attached."

"What had you requested?"

"Correction of a restricted route layer."

Rúnar unfolded a sheet from his bag. It was not a standard screen print. Fine raised lines crossed the surface, with labels Evren could see but not interpret by touch.

"I proofread tactile transit maps," he said. "The public versions, mostly. Some service connections. The city changed three interchange routes last month. The physical guidance and the digital instructions don't agree."

He pointed to a junction.

"This lift is listed as public access in the tactile file. It hasn't been public for two years. People following the map get to a locked gate."

Levent noted the location.

"The restricted layer?"

"The administrator said the route couldn't be corrected because the access record had been checked and cleared. According to this, I'd already explained the discrepancy during a Bureau reading."

Evren looked at the false conclusion again.

The certificate did not merely claim he had met Rúnar. It claimed to settle a question before the person asking it had been allowed to ask.

"Did anybody approach you about a reading?" he said.

"No."

"Or use a different description? A welfare interview, work assessment, security review?"

Rúnar's mouth tightened.

"I've been to work, two shops and a friend's flat this week. None of them was secretly your interview room."

Levent glanced toward Evren, then back to the paper.

"We will request preservation of the certificate's issue history. For the route discrepancy, we'll need the original refusal and the file you submitted."

"I'll send copies."

"That's fine."

Rúnar put one hand over the raised map, keeping it on his side of the table.

Evren noticed the gesture. He could not know whether it meant distrust, irritation or nothing at all.

It should not have felt like a deprivation.

"Have you met another reader before?" he asked.

Levent's pen stopped.

Rúnar looked directly at him.

"Is that relevant to the forged document?"

"It could help establish whether someone confused two appointments."

Even to Evren, the explanation sounded thin.

"I haven't had an appointment," Rúnar said. "Not with you. Not with another reader. You can write that down too."

Evren looked at the certificate instead of the man.

"When I saw you in reception, I couldn't perceive your thoughts. I've never experienced that before."

Rúnar was quiet for a moment.

"I came to report a forged document. Not to explain myself to you."

"Your complaint doesn't depend on explaining that," Levent said. "We'll keep the questions with the certificate."

* * *
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After Rúnar left the room, Levent closed the complaint file on his screen without submitting it.

"Anything you need to disclose before I complete this?"

Evren stood beside the window. Reception remained audible through the open outer door: shoes, a child's complaint, the brief rise and fall of someone else's anger.

"My identifier was used while I was elsewhere."

"I've noted that."

"The clearance language isn't standard for a route correction."

"Also noted."

Levent waited.

Evren turned from the window.

"I couldn't read him."

The investigator's surprise arrived almost before his face showed it: a sudden mental picture of the certificate, then Rúnar's hand on the map.

"Did he consent to a reading?"

"No. I noticed the absence in reception."

"Noticing is one thing. Trying after you brought him into a room marked no reading is another."

Evren looked at the chair he had occupied.

He had focused on the silence more than once. An absence of results did not change what he had attempted.

"You're right."

"Does this affect the certificate?"

"It means I couldn't have produced that finding from an actual reading of the person we just met. It doesn't prove anything else he told us."

"Then write a separate declaration about your own experience. Keep speculation out of his complaint record. I'll speak to Sigrid about who handles your identifier."

Evren's first impulse was to object to being moved away from the one thing he could not understand.

He heard the objection before he gave it words.

That, at least, remained a private embarrassment.

* * *
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Rúnar was still outside when Evren left the building an hour later.

He stood beneath the canopy, studying his telephone. Rain had strengthened, turning the service lane into a sheet of broken light.

Evren stopped at a respectful distance.

"The complaint number will reach you tonight."

"Levent already sent it."

"Good."

He should have continued to the station.

Rúnar put the telephone away.

"You were trying," he said.

Evren's stomach tightened.

"In the room?"

"You kept going still after I answered. Like you were waiting for the rest of a sentence. People who listen usually remember to look impatient."

The observation was not proof of what Evren had done. It was accurate anyway.

"Yes."

Rúnar's expression closed.

"Then the form wasn't much use."

"It should have been. I'm sorry."

"Don't make me responsible for how strange you find me."

A tram passed beyond the gate, lights sliding across the wet pavement. Evren had no access to what the words cost, whether they were rehearsed or whether Rúnar had already decided never to speak to him again.

He had only the words.

"I won't ask you to be," he said.

Rúnar stepped out into the rain.

Evren watched until he realised that watching could become another way of refusing to let the man leave.

Then he turned toward the station, carrying a copy of a report he had never written and the memory of a voice with nothing beneath it that belonged to him.
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Chapter 2: A Thought He Could Keep
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Rúnar had not gone to the Bureau to become interesting.

He had gone because a document said someone had entered his head, examined his intentions and found them administratively convenient. Discovering that the supposed author could not do it in person was not the reassuring part it ought to have been.

On the tram home, he kept his complaint copy inside his coat.

The carriage smelled of wet wool and warm plastic. An overhead screen offered passengers a choice of news, weather or advertisements disguised as wellness advice. Rúnar chose the dark window.

He knew what he had been thinking in the meeting room.

Not a secret code. Not an elaborate mental wall. He had worried about the map, about the cost of losing a week's contract work, about the attractive man opposite him behaving as if a locked drawer had been placed on his desk for personal offence.

He had also wondered whether Einar had eaten anything that day.

None of those thoughts had apparently been available to Evren.

He was not sorry.

At the next station, a woman with a white cane entered and checked the raised stop marker beside the door. Rúnar saw her fingers hesitate at the damaged label. He knew the damaged label. He had reported it twice.

"This is the eastbound loop," he said. "Next stop is the market interchange."

"That's what I hoped. Thank you."

She sat down without needing him to turn her journey into an occasion for demonstrating usefulness.

He left a new maintenance report through the public application, attached a photograph of the label and watched the submission acquire a number. There were people who considered a number equivalent to an answer.

He worked with the difference every day.

* * *
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His flat occupied the top floor of a building whose lift had been an aspiration since before he moved in.

He climbed the stairs, let himself inside and put the kettle on. On the worktable lay a half-finished station plate, a stack of invoices and Einar's spare charging lead.

The lead had been there for eleven months.

Until yesterday, Rúnar had considered this evidence that friendship was a system for distributing possessions across addresses without admitting to it.

Now he checked his messages again.

Einar had sent the last one the previous afternoon.

If anyone asks, don't send the service-layer copy again. Keep the refusal. I'll explain at supper.

He had not arrived for supper. He had not answered two calls or the increasingly restrained messages Rúnar had sent after midnight.

Einar sometimes disappeared into work when an access system failed. He also complained in advance about being expected to disappear into work. Silence without a complaint was unusual.

Rúnar called once more.

The telephone rang normally until the account offered to take a message.

"I went to the Bureau," he said. "The certificate is false. I need you to answer when you can. I'm not sending the file anywhere else."

He ended the call before worry made him say something that would be difficult to take back if Einar answered tomorrow with an apology and an infuriating explanation.

There was no food prepared. He had forgotten to buy anything fresh on the way home.

He ate bread standing at the counter, then made himself sit down with the rest of it. Panic had a way of disguising small punishments as practical decisions. Skipping supper would not find his friend.

At the table, he opened the file he had intended to give Einar.

The public tactile map showed a continuous path from the market interchange to the harbour approach. The restricted maintenance layer described a second connection behind the locked lift gate. That connection had appeared in three versions with three different permissions.

A bad export could explain one discrepancy.

It did not explain why a clearance about Rúnar's state of mind had been attached to his correction request before anybody contacted him.

He copied the refusal, the map version history available to his account and Einar's message to an offline storage card. He did not attempt to enter areas his work credentials could not access. He knew enough about systems to respect the difference between preserving what he had and creating a new offence because somebody else had made the first one frightening.

When he finished, the room looked exactly as it had before.

That seemed unfair.

* * *
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Levent called at half past eight.

Rúnar let the number verify through the complaint channel before answering.

"We have acknowledged the preservation request," the investigator said. "I also need to ask about a name on the submission history. Einar."

Rúnar tightened his grip on the telephone.

"He's a friend. He works with the civic information service."

"Did he help you obtain the restricted layer?"

"He sent me the maintenance export our contract uses. I didn't ask him to clear me through a psychic examination I never attended."

"I'm not suggesting you did. When did you last speak?"

Rúnar looked at the charging lead.

"Yesterday afternoon. We were meant to have supper. He didn't come."

Levent asked when Rúnar had called, what the last message said and whether missing an appointment was typical. The questions were practical enough to make the fear more solid.

"Is he in trouble?" Rúnar asked.

"I don't know yet. His account is listed in records we need to preserve. That isn't the same as knowing who used it or why."

Rúnar appreciated the distinction and hated needing it.

He read the message aloud. At Levent's request, he sent it through the evidence-upload link attached to the complaint, not to a private account.

"Do you think he's missing?"

"I think an unexplained absence and that message justify checking his welfare. Do you know his address?"

Rúnar supplied it. Then he asked what would happen next.

The investigator explained the initial checks without promising a time by which worry would become unnecessary. He told Rúnar how to report any new contact and asked whether anyone had approached or threatened him.

"Your reader spoke to me outside."

A short pause.

"What did he say?"

Rúnar repeated the exchange as accurately as he could, including the apology. He was not interested in improving his own account by removing the part that complicated it.

"Thank you for telling me," Levent said. "Your complaint can proceed without further contact with him."

Rúnar looked toward the dark window.

"Is he usually like that?"

"Usually like what?"

"As if other people have subtitles and mine have stopped working."

Levent was silent long enough that Rúnar regretted asking.

"You don't owe him an explanation for what he couldn't access," he said at last.

It was a careful answer. Rúnar preferred it to a defence.

* * *
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He slept badly and dreamed of nothing useful.

In the morning, his work coordinator offered to move the deadline for the station plates. Rúnar had sent a short message saying he was dealing with a personal emergency, not an account of the Bureau. She asked how many extra days would help.

He requested two.

The agreement made him feel less trapped than any certificate declaring him free from coercion had managed to do.

At ten, he went to the public workshop to collect a physical proof of the interchange map. He wanted to compare it with the sheet in his flat, and the workshop had a large illuminated bench he could use without balancing evidence against his breakfast things.

The technician brought out the plate.

"They've cancelled the correction," she said.

"Who has?"

"Transport administration. Says the layer is under security review. We can give you the old approved proof. Can't fabricate the replacement."

Rúnar examined the cancellation notice.

It had arrived at nine seventeen. His complaint had been acknowledged before nine the previous evening.

The timing did not prove retaliation. It did mean the timing should be preserved.

He asked for a copy.

Outside, he called Levent and left a message. Then he bought a coffee he did not want because his hands needed an occupation while he waited.

Across the narrow street, a man in a delivery jacket stood beside a service cart. He looked up when Rúnar moved and down when Rúnar noticed him.

Rúnar waited.

The man checked a building number, swore at his screen and pushed the cart toward a different entrance.

Rúnar let out a breath.

He did not want fear to make every stranger part of the same story. He also did not want to become the person who ignored a warning because being mistaken would be embarrassing.

He went back inside the workshop and waited in the staffed reception area until Levent returned the call.

* * *
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By midday, the welfare check had reached Einar's building.

Levent did not give Rúnar the contents of a search that had not occurred. The officers had found no answer at the flat. A building employee reported seeing Einar leave the previous afternoon carrying a small bag. There had been no reported disturbance.

That was information, not reassurance.

"I'm going to need a statement about the export," Levent said. "It can be here or at a civic office closer to you. With an adviser if you want one."

"Not a reading."

"An ordinary recorded statement. You can receive a copy."

Rúnar agreed to the nearby office for the following morning.

He was still in the workshop when another message arrived, this one from the Bureau's professional conduct desk.

Evren had submitted a declaration that he had not conducted the certified session. He had also disclosed attempting to focus on Rúnar without the permission marked on their meeting form. The conduct desk would ask whether Rúnar wished to provide an account.

Rúnar read the message twice.

He had expected denial, minimisation or the kind of apology that ended with an explanation of why another person should be grateful for professional curiosity.

A formal disclosure did not undo what had happened.

It was nevertheless a different thing from asking to be forgiven privately.

He answered that he would provide his account in writing.

* * *
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At home, he put the new cancellation beside the forged certificate.

Einar's message remained open on the telephone. Rúnar had known him long enough to recognise a warning compressed into casual language. He had not recognised it quickly enough when it arrived.

He would have to live with that until he knew more.

In the afternoon, rain cleared and light crossed the worktable. He took an unfinished plate from its sleeve and ran his fingertips along the raised edge of the route.

The public map had to be readable by someone who could not see the street around it. A turn could not mean two things. A gate could not be a line whose existence depended on the reader already knowing it was there.

He had spent years learning to remove assumptions from a path.

Perhaps that was why Evren's attention had angered him so much. The man had looked at a silence and assumed it was an invitation to solve him.

Rúnar set the plate aside.

He was frightened for Einar. He was frightened about the file. He was also, inconveniently, able to recall the colour of Evren's eyes and the precise hesitation before he had admitted trying.

At least nobody had been entitled to hear that part.

He shut the telephone screen, made a proper meal and kept it to himself.
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Chapter 3: The Shape of Silence
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By the time Sigrid called him upstairs, Evren had written three versions of the same declaration.

The first said the certificate was false.

The second explained why he had not conducted the session.

The third included the part that made him look worse.

He sent the third.

Sigrid read it at a desk facing the harbour. The Bureau occupied an old customs building fitted with new glass, and every director appeared to inherit the belief that looking at ships made difficult decisions more principled.

Evren sat opposite her, conscious of the security light on the document case at his feet.

He could read her irritation. He did not have to focus to recognise the repeated shape of a committee room, a signature and his face on a public screen. He turned his attention to the sound of rain against the outer glass.

"You should have stopped at reception," she said.

"Yes."

"And once you recognised something outside your experience, you should have told the investigator before conducting an interview with a condition you were already failing to respect."

"Yes."

Sigrid set the declaration down.

"I'm not interested in making you agree quickly enough that we can stop discussing it."

Evren looked up.

"I wanted to know whether I was mistaken. I used the meeting to keep checking. I knew the form said no reading."

"That's clearer."

She opened a second document.

His professional identifier was suspended for new certificates until the false issue could be traced. His existing reports would remain available, flagged for an authorship audit rather than automatically discarded. He would receive independent representation for questions about the forged signature. His conduct disclosure would be handled separately.

"Am I being removed from reader work?"

"You are being removed from issuing new findings under an identifier someone else has used. If you need to assist another reader with your previous sessions, the authorisation will name both of you. No private work around the restriction."

He nodded.

Sigrid's thoughts sharpened briefly around the word private.

"And the witness?" he asked.

"Is a witness. Levent is managing contact. You are not to build a second investigation because you find him difficult to read."

"Impossible to read."

She held his gaze.

"I heard the distinction the first time. It doesn't enlarge your authority."

* * *
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The certificate looked more convincing under magnification.

Evren resented that.

He sat beside an information-security analyst who had asked for help comparing the language to his genuine reports. Levent stood at the other end of the bench, speaking to the complaints office through an earpiece.

The signature image was his. The credential number was his. The sentence about coercion had been assembled from language he had used in a different case, but the finding about route access did not resemble a conclusion he would have signed.

"You can't certify routine duties from one active thought," he said. "At most, you can report the participant's apparent recollection of performing them. Records still have to establish which permissions were used."

The analyst highlighted the sentence.

"So this is a bad report."

"A persuasive one, if you want a question to stop."

Levent ended his call.

The issue chain showed a valid document number routed through a service account used to deliver completed certificates. Its signing event claimed a session at a Bureau satellite office. The room reservation attached to that event existed. The participant-arrival entry did not.

"Somebody could have missed the arrival field," the analyst said. "Or added the room after creating the certificate. We have the exported record, not all the underlying audit data yet."

"Who controls the service account?" Evren asked.

"Several teams. That isn't the same as several people knowing the credential. It can be invoked through approved software."

Evren had spent years watching people make difficult questions sound simple because a reader had been in the room.

Now someone had apparently done the same thing using his name without the inconvenience of his presence.

Levent showed him the appointment register for the relevant afternoon. Evren confirmed the seminar location and supplied the names of the organisers through the protected case form. He did not need to give them aloud in the open workroom.

"There's a second document," Levent said.

Evren stopped looking at the first.

It used a different reader identifier and cleared an unrelated access exception. The participant's account was restricted; Evren could see only the redacted extract needed to compare the issue language.

The same sentence about routine duties appeared near the end.

"Same service account?"

"Same delivery path. We're checking whether the reader actually attended."

"If the participant consented, a new interview could establish what they remember."

"Or we could ask for their appointment records and speak to the room staff first," Levent said. "We don't start with access to somebody's head because the paperwork lied about it."

Evren put his hands flat on the table.

He had been about to suggest the shortest route available to him. He could not remember how often he had mistaken that for the least intrusive one.

* * *
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İdil found him in the stairwell after lunch.

He had been avoiding the shared office because six colleagues thinking about his suspension made a worse atmosphere than six colleagues discussing it openly.

She sat two steps below him and opened a paper parcel.

"I bought too much."

"You say that every time you want something."

"I want you not to faint theatrically on the stairs. It would become an incident."

He accepted half the food.

For a while they ate without talking. Through the wall came the vibration of a lift and, farther away, someone's mental repetition of a telephone number.

"Have you ever met someone you couldn't reach at all?" he asked.

İdil shook her head.

"Not an unwilling participant. Not someone whose associations don't make sense to me. A living adult with no accessible trace. No matter how close."

"I understood the question."

He looked down at the food in his hand.

"I thought I was losing the ability."

"Were you frightened?"

"For about two seconds. Then I was interested."

"And now?"

He could have given her the professional answer: an unexplained exception, an invalid certificate, an observation requiring controlled examination with appropriate consent.

Instead, he remembered Rúnar putting one hand over the map. A private gesture, available for interpretation but not correction by a hidden sentence.

"I keep thinking about him."

İdil chewed, swallowed and folded the empty part of the paper.

"As a problem?"

Evren did not answer quickly enough.

"That's what I was afraid of," she said.

"You don't know what it felt like."

"No. I also don't know what it felt like for him to ask for help and discover he had become your unscheduled experiment."

The words landed harder because she had kept her voice ordinary.

Evren stared at the opposite wall.

"You're angry with me."

"I told you that. You didn't need to check."

He had not meant to reach. Her irritation had been close, bright and familiar, and he had followed it rather than hearing the sentence itself.

He pulled his attention back.

"I'm sorry."

"Make it useful. Finish lunch. Stop turning uncertainty into somebody else's obligation."

Before she left, she asked whether he wanted company at the conduct meeting.

He said yes.

* * *
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The conduct officer asked fewer questions than Evren expected and more precise ones than he wanted.

When had he first noticed the absence? Had he told Rúnar before inviting him to a private room? Had the signed purpose form accurately described his intention at the moment he signed it? How many times had he deliberately focused afterwards?

He could not supply a defensible number for the last question.

Not once. Not a continuous session. More than a single reflex.

He said that.

The officer recorded the answer and explained the next steps. His disclosure would be compared with the complainant's account. The allegation of certificate fraud remained separate. He was not entitled to contact Rúnar for an agreed version of what had happened.

İdil sat beside him, saying very little. Her presence made it more difficult to turn shame into an argument.

When the meeting ended, Evren went to the public service desk to return his old physical certificate token. The temporary replacement would open his office and nothing that required signing authority.

A clerk behind the desk was finishing a call.

"Yes, the public fabrication workshop," she said. "I've attached the cancellation to the existing complaint. No, don't send it to the reader directly."

Evren knew whose complaint before the clerk looked up.

Her active thought held an image of Rúnar's submission header. He let his attention stay there, just long enough to register the workshop address and the time beside the callback note.

Then the clerk asked for his token.

He put it on the counter.

He could tell himself he had overheard the location. Part of it had been spoken. The rest had not.

* * *
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He should have called Levent.

Instead, he looked up the public workshop's opening hours on his telephone.

There was no law against visiting a civic workshop. There were displays, a public counter, people who came and went without an appointment. The certificate concerned a map made there. Perhaps someone would remember who had submitted the old version.

He recognised each explanation as it formed.

The tram journey took twelve minutes. He spent most of it looking at the false signature, as if a forged document could turn the destination into a professional necessity.

By the time he reached the street, the rain had stopped.

The workshop's broad front window showed a bench under white light. Rúnar stood beside it with a technician, comparing two sheets. His coat lay on the back of a chair. His sleeves were rolled to the elbow.

Evren stopped across the road.

The technician was frustrated by a printer fault. A passer-by was wondering whether she had left a window open. Rúnar remained silent to every sense Evren had been trained to trust more than his eyes.

Then Rúnar laughed at something the technician said.

It was a short laugh, unguarded, nothing like the voice outside the Bureau. Evren felt its absence from his own knowledge almost as a physical ache.

He wanted to know what had made it happen.

Not the printer fault. Not the map. The part of the man that could answer irritation with laughter when no investigator was listening.

Rúnar looked up and saw him.

The laughter ended.

Evren remained on the opposite pavement while Rúnar said something to the technician, took his coat and came to the door.

There was time to turn away, to make the encounter accidental by refusing to acknowledge what he had chosen.

For once, Evren did not take the easier lie.

He crossed at the marked crossing and stopped before the workshop steps.

"I should have contacted you through Levent," he said.

Rúnar stood in the doorway without inviting him inside.

"Yes," he answered. "You should have."
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Chapter 4: An Uninvited Question
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Rúnar kept one hand on the workshop door.

It was not that he expected Evren to force it. The man had stopped at the foot of the steps, looking sufficiently aware of his mistake to make Rúnar angry about having to explain it anyway.

Behind him, the technician switched off the illuminated bench.

"We're closing in ten minutes," she said.

"I know. I'll get my things."

He waited until she had moved out of earshot.

"How did you know I was here?"

Evren looked past him at the public counter, then brought his attention back.

"I heard part of a call at the Bureau service desk. I also picked up the submission information the clerk was thinking about."

Rúnar let the answer settle before speaking.

"Did she know you were doing that?"

"No."

"Then you've made my complaint into a reason to get into someone else's head."

"Yes."

There it was again: the direct admission, too late to prevent the choice it described.

Rúnar had dealt with administrators who could turn a broken gate into a disagreement about which form should report it. He was not prepared for a man who admitted the gate was broken while continuing to stand in the way.

"I don't want you here," he said.

Evren went still.

"All right."

"Not because I'm afraid of what you'll find. Not because I want you to try something else. Because I didn't invite you."

"I understand."

"You understood the form yesterday."

A vehicle passed close to the kerb, sending a fan of water into the gutter. Evren stepped back to avoid it. The movement made him briefly less imposing, simply a man in a dark coat with wet shoes.

Rúnar disliked noticing.

"I'll report how I obtained the location," Evren said. "And that I came here."

"Good."

"I won't contact you directly again unless you ask for it through the case channel."

Rúnar did not thank him for agreeing to leave.

He watched until Evren had crossed the road. Then he went inside, collected the map proofs and asked the technician whether he could use the office telephone to call Levent.

His own hands were shaking too much to unlock his screen cleanly.

* * *
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Levent did not ask whether Evren had frightened him enough to make the visit worth recording.

He asked what had happened, listened to the answer and confirmed that further unscheduled contact was not part of the investigation.

"You shouldn't have to negotiate this with him yourself," he said.

"I already have."

"I know. I'm saying it shouldn't have been necessary."

Rúnar looked at the technicians clearing the workroom beyond the office window.

"Does he work on my case?"

"He is a named source for the false authorship issue. He isn't your assigned reader or your interviewer. I will make the contact limits explicit again."

"What happens if the Bureau decides I'm too unusual to leave alone?"

The question sounded more frightened aloud than Rúnar had meant it to.

Levent answered without making a joke.

"You are not required to undergo a reading to complain about one that didn't happen. If somebody asks for an assessment, you can decline and seek advice. Any claim that it is compulsory would need a separate lawful basis, not my interest or his."

Rúnar wrote that down on the back of the cancelled fabrication notice.

He did not yet know whether he trusted Levent. He could at least preserve what the man was willing to say.

The investigator asked permission to speak briefly to the technician about the visit. Rúnar handed over the telephone, then went to collect the original proof he had come for.

Outside, evening traffic was growing dense. Evren had gone.

Rúnar took a different tram home because it arrived first, then spent two stops resisting the urge to make the decision mean more than that.

* * *
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The call from Einar came while he was taking off his shoes.

It arrived through an unfamiliar public-terminal number. Rúnar nearly let the call filter reject it. Then he remembered that his friend had been absent for more than a day and answered with one shoe still on.

"Einar?"

A small intake of breath.

"Yes. Don't say where you are."

Rúnar stood very still.

The voice was familiar: the slight roughness at the end of a tired sentence, the impatient speed. Familiar did not mean a recording could not reproduce it. He hated that the thought had become necessary.

"You missed supper."

"I know. I'm sorry. I don't have long."

"Are you hurt?"

"No. Listen. Don't correct the south stairs. It isn't a map error."

Rúnar looked toward the proof in his bag.

"What does that mean?"

"Keep the version you received. Not just the picture. The issue note. I didn't approve the export they attached to my account."

"Where are you? We can get you advice."

A mechanical announcement sounded behind the voice. Too blurred to distinguish words, too ordinary to identify a place.

"I'm trying to get advice. Don't send the layer back through the same channel."

"I went to the Bureau."

Silence, short and unpleasant.

"Which part?"

"Complaints. There's an investigator."

"Tell him the delivery stamp isn't the origin. That's all I can say now."

"Einar, wait."

The connection ended.

Rúnar kept the telephone against his ear until the line's empty tone became unbearable.

Then he sat on the floor, removed the other shoe and called Levent.

* * *
[image: ]


There were things he could establish and things he could not.

He could establish the number displayed on the call, its time, its duration and the words he remembered. He could not prove who had held the terminal or where it was. He could say the voice sounded like Einar. He could not make that sound into a verified location.

Levent asked him to write the remembered phrases before discussing them further. Rúnar did so with the telephone on speaker and his back against the kitchen cupboard.

"Did he sound under immediate threat?" Levent asked afterwards.

"He sounded hurried. I didn't hear anyone threatening him."

"Did he ask you to go anywhere?"

"No."

"Did you tell him where the statement appointment is?"

"No."

Rúnar read the last line again.

The delivery stamp isn't the origin.

He knew enough about exported work orders to understand the distinction. A file could be delivered through an approved system without being created by the person whose account appeared on the notice. He did not know why somebody would use Einar's account for it.

"Is there anything else?" Levent asked.

"The stairs. I can show you tomorrow. Not by taking you there. In the versions."

"Bring copies of the material you already hold. Don't make new access requests tonight."

"I wasn't planning to."

"Good."

After the call, Rúnar found that his legs had gone numb from sitting on the floor.

He stood carefully, put the kettle on and called the public advice service attached to the complaint notice. The first available appointment was a brief consultation before his statement the next morning.

He booked it.

Then he ate something that required a pan and a plate. He had begun to resent how often fear tried to persuade him that caring for himself was a distraction.

* * *
[image: ]


The adviser was a woman with an office above a pharmacy and no visible enthusiasm for the Bureau.

Rúnar found that useful.

She read the false certificate, the cancellation and his notes from the two telephone calls. When he described Evren's visit, she stopped turning pages.

"Do you want to request no direct contact?"

"I've said it already."

"A recorded instruction through the case file is harder to reinterpret than a conversation on a pavement."

They submitted the request together. It allowed the investigator to send necessary questions through the agreed channel. It did not give Evren permission to answer them by arriving at a workshop.

The adviser also explained that Rúnar could ask for breaks during his statement and correct the transcript afterwards. He could refuse to speculate where he lacked information. He should not destroy the original data even if an employer told him a corrected version had replaced it.

"Am I in trouble for having the layer?"

"You received it through your work. Keep the evidence of that. I haven't seen anything here that lets me conclude you obtained it unlawfully. If the question changes, we'll address the actual allegation, not a fear of one."

He left with copies in a plain folder and a bill he could afford only because the initial consultation was subsidised.

Advice, apparently, did not remove uncertainty. It gave the uncertainty edges he could hold.

* * *
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At the civic office, Levent had arranged an ordinary meeting table and a screen large enough for the map versions to be compared.

No reader was present.

Rúnar noticed that before he could stop himself. Evren's absence should not have felt like something the room had deliberately given him. He had asked for an interviewer, not an audience.

They began with the file receipt.

Einar had delivered the authorised maintenance export seven days earlier. Rúnar had found the locked-lift discrepancy while comparing it with a physical proof. He had sent a correction request through the contract channel. The refusal, accompanied by the certificate, had arrived four days after that.

Levent built the sequence on the screen and asked Rúnar to check each date.

Only then did they look at the south stairs.

In the first version, the stairs ended at a public concourse. In the second, a continuation led through the locked lift lobby. In the third, the continuation remained but its classification had changed.

Assisted transfer route.

Rúnar touched the physical proof with one finger.

"That's why I asked. The tactile route sends people somewhere the signs won't let them go. If the continuation is real, someone needs to explain who can use it. If it isn't, it shouldn't be on the layer at all."

Levent enlarged the issue note.

Below the usual export information was a short line Rúnar had assumed belonged to an internal work queue.

It contained a case reference, not a station reference.

The investigator stopped taking notes.

"What is it?" Rúnar asked.

"Something I need to verify before I give it a meaning."

He did not close the image, but he asked Rúnar not to circulate that section beyond his adviser while its content was checked. Rúnar agreed to a limited hold on further sharing, with the request and its reason entered into the statement.

For the first time, he understood that a path could reveal more than the way through a building.

It could reveal who was expected to use it.

* * *
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When the statement ended, Levent gave him the recording receipt and the arrangements for reviewing the transcript.

There was also a new message from the professional conduct desk. Evren had disclosed the workshop visit and the way he had obtained the location. Temporary contact restrictions had been formally communicated to him.

Rúnar read it on the steps outside.

He was not pleased that another admission had proved necessary. He was pleased not to be asked whether an honest admission should make him less angry.

His adviser called to check that the statement had gone as agreed. He told her about the case reference, then about Einar's warning.

Across the street, a couple argued over an umbrella. One of them was laughing too hard to remain convincing.

Rúnar watched for a moment before turning toward the tram.

He wanted his friend back. He wanted to finish his work. He wanted to be able to find a man attractive without that man deciding attraction, curiosity or professional interest entitled him to appear wherever Rúnar happened to be.

The last desire was his own business.

For now, he would settle for the first two.
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Chapter 5: The First Thing He Had to Ask
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Evren spent the morning doing work that required no access to anybody's mind.

He compared the certificate's wording with his archived reports, checked the dates against the authorisation register and gave the analyst a list of expressions he had never used in a signed conclusion. None of it was difficult. All of it required more patience than he had brought to the task.

At eleven, his temporary access profile changed again.

Levent's case no longer appeared among the files he could open. Questions about his signature would arrive through a separate evidence request. His own conduct record remained available to him. The entry for the workshop visit was already there.

He read it without looking for a less damaging verb.

At the next desk, a colleague was wondering whether the restriction meant the certificate investigation had proved Evren dishonest. The thought drifted close enough to recognise. Evren moved his chair, angled the screen away and concentrated on the document before him.

He did not need to discover how many other people were wondering the same thing.

His telephone displayed Rúnar's name once, in a notice confirming that the contact limit had been recorded. He did not open the old complaint to see whether the man had added anything else.

Lack of permission had become a shape he could finally recognise even when it interfered with what he wanted.

That did not make wanting disappear.

* * *
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İdil came to the archive room carrying her own certificate token.

"The second document uses my identifier," she said.

Evren looked up from the comparison table.

"Did you conduct the session?"

"A session. Not the one described in the clearance."

She had authorisation to review the redacted extract with him for authorship comparison. Before opening it, she checked the purpose field and the two names on the request. Evren watched the small, unremarkable action and felt the accusation in how ordinary it should have been.

İdil laid her original signed report beside the version delivered through the service account.

The dates matched. The participant reference matched. The concluding paragraph did not.

In her report, she had described an anxious recollection of being taken through a service entrance. The participant had not known the route and could not identify the staff member who selected it. İdil had explicitly declined to infer that the access was authorised.

The delivered version said the participant's recollection was consistent with routine transfer procedures.

"The attached version is not what I signed," she said.

Evren read both paragraphs again.

His certificate described a session that never happened. Hers used a real session to make a finding she had refused to make.

The difference mattered. Whoever was doing this did not need a single method for falsifying every report. They needed recipients willing to accept the delivery system's authority over the reader's actual words.

"Did the participant approve distribution of your original report?"

"To the listed case team. Not to every transport administrator who likes a clearance number. The delivery scope is part of what we're checking."

They wrote their comparison in plain language. Evren avoided the temptation to include an elegant theory before they had established the facts it would require.

When they finished, İdil did not close her folder immediately.

"You went to the workshop."

"Yes."

"After we spoke."

"Yes."

He could see disappointment without reaching for it. Her mouth had lost its habitual readiness to turn a conversation into a joke.

"I told myself it was public," he said.

"It was. That didn't make it a meeting he agreed to."

"I know."

"You seem to know things a little after they're useful."

Evren looked down at the two certificates.

He had spent years believing the worst professional errors were failures to perceive enough. Now his own account described something else: perceiving a fact, disliking what it denied him and finding a route around the person attached to it.

"If I start explaining why he interests me," he said, "will you tell me to stop?"

"I'm telling you now."

It should have irritated him. Instead, he felt a brief, painful relief.

* * *
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Levent sent the meeting request just after noon. Rúnar had agreed to speak with Evren at four.

The request came through Levent. It was limited to questions about the wording and intended use of the certificate bearing Evren's identifier. Rúnar's adviser would be present by secure link. There would be no reading, no assessment proposal and no discussion of his neurological characteristics unless he raised the subject
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