
        
            
                
            
        

    
	KLEIO – Consortium

	Tech-Noir Story

	Vol. 3



	
© 2026 Elias Crowl

	Druck und Distribution im Auftrag des Autors:

	epubli - ein Service der neopubli GmbH, Köpenicker Straße 154a, 10997 Berlin 

	Das Werk, einschließlich seiner Teile, ist urheberrechtlich geschützt. 

	Für die Inhalte ist der Autor verantwortlich. Jede Verwertung ist ohne seine Zustimmung unzulässig. 

	Die Publikation und Verbreitung erfolgen im Auftrag des Autors, zu erreichen unter:

	Herstellung: epubli - ein Service der neopubli GmbH, Köpenicker Straße 154a, 10997 Berlin

	Kontaktadresse nach EU Produktsicherheitsverordnung: produktsicherheit@epubli.com. 

	 


KLEIO-Consortium

	Tech-Noir Story

	Volume 3

	 

	 


Table of Contents:

	Arrival in the Outerback

	NOOK’s Yard

	Being Zero

	Reintegration Information Day

	The Question of Guilt

	The Question of Causes

	The Consortium

	The Dossier

	The False Traitor

	Raid

	Remediation Center

	The Plan

	The Storming of the Center

	Reyes’ Interrogation

	Hunted

	Echo in the World

	Tribunal

	New Parameters

	 


Arrival in the Outerback

	The bus got stuck in the dark. Not literally. The wheels were still turning, the engine vibrated under the floor, every pothole shot up her spine—but the world behind the fogged windows had become nothing but a thick, black mass from which a dirty light occasionally sprang. A sign, half broken, half run over. A pole. A row of fences that existed only as shadows.

	Emily had the feeling her head had gotten off long ago. Her body was lagging behind. For hours now, only the smell of cold smoke, plastic, the sweetish film of sweat from the man two rows in front of her. Over it all, the hum of the interior lights, sitting in her skull like an old fluorescent tube.

	To them, I’m zero.

	The thought was there before she could formulate exactly what it referred to. OBELON. KLEIO. The governance layer. Reyes, leaning over the table with his hands folded. The agency that had officially waved her through as “not departmentally responsible,” as though she were a wrongly addressed package.

	The bus braked. The jolt went through her whole body, drove straight into the scar beneath her ear, at the exact place where the implant had once been. It was gone; her brain knew that. Still, it tingled there, as though someone had placed an insect beneath her skin.

	She squeezed her eyes shut, drew one deep breath. The smell of diesel came through a leak in the air-conditioning system, sharp and heavy. When she opened her eyes again, she saw the driver in the mirror. Pale in the yellow light, shadows under his eyes. He threw her a brief glance, then his eyes wandered farther back, as if he were checking how much human residue was still stuck to the bus.

	At the front, above the windshield, the destination blinked: OUTERBACK – ZONE OB-3 / FINAL STOP.

	The display flickered briefly and jumped to an error message. “NO CONNECTION.” Someone really had cut the connection, at least in this place.

	“Last stop!” the driver called toward the interior without getting up. “OB-3! Anyone wanting to go farther is out of luck.”

	One of the men stood hesitantly, reached for a bag that smelled of old food. A woman in a gray coat pushed past Emily, briefly steadying herself on the backrest. The movement sent a dull pain through Emily’s shoulders. When she straightened, something cracked in her neck.

	Zero, she thought. An entry no one needs anymore.

	She waited until the others were out. Her legs felt like the bus frame: overused too many times, twisted, close to breaking. She reached for the backpack above her; the strap cut sharply into her fingertips. Nothing valuable inside. A change of clothes, a notebook, a few printouts she still had not burned, though it might have been better if she had.

	When she stepped out, the cold air hit her like a blow.

	The smell outside was different from inside the bus. Oil, yes, but not from the engine. Somewhere nearby there had to be a workshop that dealt more in cables than cars. Garbage that had not been collected in time. Cold grease settling into cracks. Behind it, a damp note—the river perhaps, or only a badly covered canal.

	She pulled her coat tighter around herself. The lining was thin, and the cold crawled through anyway, as though OBELON had even listed the weather in its catalog of measures.

	The bus stood on an improvised square that might once have been some kind of terminal. Now it was a surface of cracks and old markings. The lines on the asphalt had lost their color. A few concrete blocks on which someone had sprayed “NO PASSAGE FOR KLEIO.” The letters had run, but they were legible.

	On the roof of a single-story building opposite, a neon sign flickered. Three letters were dead, others blinked irregularly. OB… something. The rest disappeared when the light went out.

	Beside her stood the woman in the gray coat, hands deep in her pockets, shoulders hunched. She had the face of a person who had seen every city once without arriving anywhere.

	“So this is Outerback,” she murmured.

	Emily let her eyes wander. Not much “so.” A row of low apartment blocks, open gaps between them where dumpsters, makeshift fences, abandoned vehicles stood. In the distance, the dark framework of a bridge on which no lights burned. Generators somewhere, a dull hum in the background. A dog barked, short, chopped.

	“To them, we’re the hole behind the statistics,” Emily replied almost automatically.

	The woman shot her a sidelong glance, appraising. “You’re the one from the feed,” she said after a moment. No question mark. “The one who caused a riot in the Tower.”

	“Didn’t do much good,” Emily replied.

	“They held a tribunal,” the woman said. “That’s more than most people get.”

	“And then they wrote ‘acceptable risk’ under it,” Emily said.

	The woman shrugged, as though placing the sentence into something she already knew. “My husband disappeared in the rehabilitation center,” she said. “They had risk analyses beforehand, too. I saw the entrance in the feed the next day, with cut flowers in front of it.”

	She pulled a crumpled piece of paper from her coat pocket. A flyer, with the usual promises: “reintegration,” “support,” “new opportunities.” Beneath it, the picture of a smiling man in a white room. The edges of the image had bled in the rain.

	“I’m going south,” the woman said. “OB-5. They say there are still jobs there.”

	“Good luck,” Emily said.

	The woman put the flyer back and walked off. Her steps sounded hollow on the concrete.

	Emily stayed where she was, the backpack heavy on her shoulder, the bus behind her slowly shutting off its engine. The hum disappeared, and with it a layer of sound that had carried her this far. What remained was the hum of the generators somewhere between the blocks, and the faint hiss of a high-voltage line no one really had in view anymore.

	She started moving. A sign pointed left: “REINTEGRATION POINT OB-3.” White background, blue logo. Under the sign someone had taped a handwritten note: “DON’T ALL GO THERE.”

	The writing was hurried, the letters different sizes. A drop of dark paint had run downward, as though whoever was writing could not keep their hand still.

	Children stood on the corner. Three, maybe four, hard to tell in the too-large jackets. None had an implant at the temple. Instead, two of them held walkie-talkies in their hands, old devices with worn buttons and antennas that had seen better days.

	“Zone clear,” one of the walkies crackled. The voice was high, distorted. “Bus is here.”

	The children looked over at her openly. One sniffed, a string of mucus glinting in the neon light. None of them grinned, none waved. She was not a celebrity here, only a new variable.

	“You have radio,” Emily said.

	The tallest raised the walkie slightly, as though displaying a talisman. “Implants break here more often,” he explained. “Radio doesn’t.”

	“Radio can be switched off,” Emily said.

	“Not if you know where to go out,” the boy said. He studied her. “You’ve got something there,” he muttered, pointing to the side of her neck.

	She involuntarily stroked the scar beneath her ear. The skin was uneven, a fine line that felt colder than the rest. Sometimes people looked at it too long; sometimes they pretended not to see anything.

	“Old,” she said.

	“Ob,” the boy said. It sounded as if he were talking about a dog that had bitten someone.

	She let the subject drop, walked on. In the upper stories of the blocks, some windows stood open, others were sealed with plastic sheeting. From one apartment came the sound of radio music, dull and tinny. No KLEIO interface, no personalized streams. One station for everyone who still had power.

	Handwritten notes were pasted to a wall. Blurry photos, names, and beneath them “last seen.” Beside them other notes: “KLEIO = door opener.” “Reintegration = reset.” “We are not test runs.”

	She stopped and read a few names. Some seemed familiar. Not as people, only as case numbers from internal documents she had seen back in the Tower. Here they stood in full, with nicknames and an “He was always kind” beneath them.

	She felt her stomach tighten. The Tower had turned these people into charts, into bars and curves. Here they were on thin paper, in scrawled handwriting, with tape lifting at the corners.

	To them, I’m zero.

	To those on this wall, she was the one who had briefly made light. And then disappeared.

	She tore her gaze away, walked on. The wind crawled through the alleys, carrying scraps of paper with it, the asphalt gleaming in places with old rain. A generator stood on a small square, fenced in by a makeshift grid. Two men worked on it, oil-smeared, focused. The thing hummed, a deep, vibrating sound you felt in your stomach.

	“If that goes out, we’re all blind,” one of the men said without looking up.

	“Blind is more peaceful,” the other replied.

	Emily turned the next corner. A luminous sign caught her eye. Three letters: R_ESET. Two of the neon tubes were dead. In the window, the square was reflected, distorted. Someone had written on the glass in white paint: “Time defective, us too.”

	The bar.

	From the outside, RESET looked like every other second shop in OB-3: barred windows, a door that had been opened too often and oiled too seldom. But the sign was bright enough to throw a small circle of light onto the sidewalk.

	Her back hurt. The scar itched. Her feet were lead. And still, at first, she remained standing across the street, as though she had to check whether the air between her and the bar was not mined.

	A figure detached itself from the shadow beside the entrance. Medium height, narrow shoulders, a jacket that had once been better sewn. A cap pulled low over the face. Hands in pockets.

	“Looking for something?” the figure asked.

	Deep voice, with an accent hanging somewhere between OB-3 and “I used to be higher up.”

	“A drink,” Emily answered.

	“We’ve got that,” the man said. “If you’ve got power.”

	“I don’t.”

	“Then we’ve got something too.”

	He stepped into the light. A face with hard lines, but alert eyes. Beard shadow, corners of the mouth that moved quickly upward and back down as soon as they moved at all. In his eyes was that brief, appraising flicker everyone here had who had too often spoken with people who later disappeared in buses.

	“You’re late,” he said.

	“For what?”

	“Everything.”

	He pushed the door open. A wave of warmth and stale air came toward her. Voices, the clink of glasses, a faint whir from the corner—maybe an old screen, maybe a generator.

	“Come in,” the man said. “Reset is better than nothing.”

	She stepped across the threshold. Behind her the door closed, the noises from outside were muffled, as though someone had changed a script. Inside, it smelled of beer, fryer grease, cheap disinfectant. On the opposite wall hung the clock. It showed a time that was not right. Half past two. The second hand did not tick.

	Time defective, us too.

	A wave of exhaustion rolled over her, so hard that for a moment everything went black. She grabbed the back of a chair so she would not stumble. Something flickered in her head. No image, no sound. Only that familiar, ridiculous feeling that somewhere a notification was coming in.

	False alarm. No interface anymore, no KLEIO whispering in her ear. The phantom remained, an empty vibration beneath the skin.

	To them, I’m zero, she thought. And still something twitches.

	***

	The bar in Reset was sticky.

	Emily noticed it only when she tried to lift her fingertips from the wood and a fine thread remained between skin and varnish. Someone had tried to clean the surface; you could smell it in the sharp disinfectant note in the air, but something had not quite gone away. Stories, perhaps.

	The clock above the shelf still stood at half past two. The second hand did not move a millimeter. Someone had taped over the battery compartment, as though it had been decided that this thing would never move forward again.

	She sat down on the stool that wobbled least. Her legs reported back painfully now that they no longer had anything to do. In the reflective surface behind the bottles, she saw her face: paler than in Tower times, the eyes deeper in their sockets, her hair in a makeshift knot from which strands had fallen loose.

	Zero.

	If OBELON still had a look at her, that would be the label.

	A glass appeared beside her hand without her having asked for it. Thick-walled, cloudy. The liquid inside was amber-colored, with a slight grayish tint. Not beautiful, but honest.

	“House blend,” said the man who had set it down. “Cheap, strong, you don’t need an ID number for it.”

	He was the same one who had stood in front of the door. Now, in the bar light, she could see him more clearly. Dark eyes in which exhaustion and something like mockery lived side by side. A cloth wrapped around his wrist that might once have been white.

	“I’ll pay cash,” Emily replied.

	“Cash is all there is in here,” he said. “Cards are for people with scores.”

	She reached into her inside pocket, pulled out a crumpled note, placed it on the bar. He glanced at it, nodded, left the money lying there as though it were too exhausting right now to take it away.

	A few stools farther to the right, two men hung over their glasses, speaking softly, heads close together. At the rear table sat three women, one with a baby on her lap. The child slept, its head against a plaid jacket. The women drank nothing, only held their hands around empty cups, out of habit.

	An old screen flickered in the corner. The image was black-and-white, the sound muted. A news channel, without banners, only a ticker slowly sliding along the lower edge. “Resilience package… evaluation… offline rights…” The words flew past Emily like scraps of paper in the wind.

	She took a sip.

	The stuff burned. It was not the friendly shiver of a good whiskey, more the blow of a disinfectant that had forgotten it was not meant for the inside. Still, something warm spread through her stomach, a slow, dull ball that drove the cold from her fingers.

	For a very brief moment, the feeling was there again. A faint internal vibration, like a message that had gotten stuck somewhere. She did not hear it, did not see it, but her body reacted. A barely perceptible impulse in the region above the scar, as if an invisible interface wanted attention.

	Nothing.

	No overlay, no pop-up, no voice telling her what she wanted to see next.

	She rubbed the spot. The skin was smoothly scarred, but beneath it she felt the phantom like an itch in the bone.

	“Doesn’t go away, huh?” the man behind the bar said.

	She lifted her head. He had a dish towel over his shoulder that had more stains than clean space. His hands were clean, the nails short. He did not study her curiously, more like a mechanic looking at a new, defective part.

	“What?” Emily said.

	“The hum when nothing hums,” he replied, pointing with a short movement of his head to the side of her neck. “The first few weeks you think it’s going to hit properly again. Then you realize it’s only your nervous system refusing to accept that you’re out.”

	She held his gaze. In his eyes lay that brief flare of recognition. Not “you’re famous,” more “I know that.”

	“Don’t think we all became zero voluntarily,” he added.

	“You were in?” she asked.

	“Too long,” he said. “Then out too fast. Reset, then.”

	He wiped the flat of his hand across the bar, as though demonstrating how to draw dust off stories.

	“Rafi,” he introduced himself. No handshake, only the word, dry.

	“Emily,” she said.

	A brief twitch around his mouth. “I figured,” he murmured.

	At the table with the three women, one stopped speaking. Her gaze wandered to the bar, caught on Emily. A flicker you could read even without KLEIO. Recognition. The woman whispered something to the one beside her, whose eyes also moved in Emily’s direction.

	It was not a fan’s look. Not “I saw your stream.” It was the mixture of “you’re the one because of whom they tightened the screws on us” and “you’re the one who showed them that screws aren’t enough.”

	Rafi noticed it. He took a bottle from the shelf, set it down on the bar a little louder than necessary, so that the others briefly flinched and looked away again.

	“They’ll get used to it,” he said quietly.

	“To me?”

	“To what you set off,” he said. “A lot of people here got visits after your leak. Others said: finally someone’s talking. Some with the same names.”

	He slid a bowl toward her containing something that looked vaguely like nuts but was in truth more like fried pieces of dough. “Eat something,” he muttered. “You look like someone dragged you through the debug.”

	She took one, bit into it. Salty, greasy, warm. Her stomach protested briefly, then calmed. The alcohol did what alcohol did: it placed a light layer of cotton around the sharpest edges.

	The door opened, a slice of cold air crawled in. A lanky guy with too-short hair and too-large boots came in, knocking rain from his jacket. His gaze swept the room, landed on Emily for only a fraction of a second longer than normal.

	He went to the rear end of the bar, exchanged a look with Rafi. No words. Rafi nodded almost imperceptibly toward Emily.

	“Her?” the newcomer asked.

	Rafi made a vague gesture that could be read as yes and no. “Shut up and sit down,” he growled. “What about the net?”

	“Node three is clean,” the guy said. “The beacon above the reintegration office is officially ‘under evaluation’ as of today. They stuck a seal on it.”

	“Let them,” Rafi said. “If they’re busy counting their seals, they’re not counting us.”

	The guy—Jaro, as she would learn later—sat down two stools away, put his hands around a glass Rafi had set in front of him without an order. His hands were soot-smeared, small scratches at the knuckles. He looked like someone who spent more time in shafts than on streets.

	He shot her another sidelong look. Not intrusive, but alert.

	“You could’ve stayed in the feed,” he said finally, without looking directly at her. “Panel fodder, podium fees. Why Outerback?”

	“They wrote me out,” Emily replied. “Zero.”

	“Zero’s relative,” Jaro said. “For some, you’re now the reason they had to write ‘offline zones’ into laws.”

	“Laws are paper,” Emily said. “They tear nicely.”

	“Paper burns,” Rafi corrected. “And smoke can be seen.”

	A glass clinked from the corner by the door. A woman had bumped against it while getting up; it had slid off the table and shattered on the floor into a few large shards. A brief moment of silence, then someone giggled nervously. A man bent down, picked up the pieces, laid them in his palm.

	“Sorry, Rafi,” the woman murmured.

	“Make sure you don’t cut yourself,” he growled. “The glass is the cheapest thing we’ve got in here.”

	Emily watched the shards disappear into a bucket that was already half full anyway. Broken glasses, broken strategies, broken people.

	In the corner of the room, slightly raised, stood an old speaker. From it came a low, muffled voice, difficult to understand beneath the underlying static. The radio man. She recognized the tone, the way he spat out words as though they were nails.

	“…today in the Committee on Resilience Questions…” he rumbled. “…dispute over § 27b… offline zones versus security interests… names like OBELON and KLEIO fall only in the corridors, not in the plenary…”

	Rafi turned the volume up a little. A few heads in the room moved toward the speaker at the same time, like sunflowers toward the light. Emily felt her heart skip a beat when she heard her own name.

	“…among other things, citing statements by Emily Carter… former oversight journalist… CANDIDATE_001…”

	A brief storm of glances struck her. Not long, not like in a stadium, but concentrated. The women at the rear table, the man with the pieces of glass, Jaro. Even Rafi paused for a moment.

	The radio man continued: “…the question remains: will the system actually be tamed, or is it only writing new target variables in which cases like hers are recorded differently…”

	Rafi turned the volume back down.

	“Enough of that,” he muttered. “We didn’t want anything from above today.”

	Emily exhaled slowly. The air felt thicker than before, as though the sentences from the radio had squeezed themselves between her and the rest.

	“So officially, you’re a paragraph now,” Jaro said. “CAND index and all that.”

	“I’m tired,” she replied. “Nothing more.”

	Rafi slid her glass a little closer. “What counts here is who carries your shoulders, not who writes your name into minutes,” he said. “Drink.”

	She did. The alcohol placed a second layer inside her. The sounds in the room softened, the contours of people blurred a little without disappearing. She felt every exhaustion in her bones, but it was no longer so sharp.

	The door opened twice more; people came in, others left. Someone laid a note beside the register—a handwritten notice: “Offline Rights Meeting, Thursday at the Community Center.” Rafi attached it to the wall beside the clock with a piece of tape, directly above a slightly older note: “No data without us.”

	The clock remained still.

	Once, in the middle of the tangle of voices, it twitched again in her scar. A short electric sting, as if someone were playing with a cable long believed disconnected. For a very brief moment she thought she felt a familiar overlay at the edge of her perception—the breath of a KLEIO frame, blurred, like a shadow on the retina.

	Nothing.

	Only the mirror behind the bar, her face, the others.

	She forced herself to take her hand away from the scar. She would not be a girl here fiddling with her ear because the phantom message refused to come.

	“Need a place to sleep?” Rafi broke through her thoughts.

	She looked at him. “I thought Outerback was full.”

	“It is,” he said. “But not so full that we have to let a zero sleep on the street who wrote us into the laws.”

	A dry twitch of the corners of his mouth.

	“Behind the blocks there’s a house, half-finished, half-forgotten,” he explained. “A few of us use the basement. It’s cold, but dry. The mattresses are still alive.”

	“I’ll pay,” Emily said.

	“You will,” he confirmed. “Not today. Today you finish your drink, then someone goes with you.”

	Jaro raised his head. “I can,” he said. “Have to pass the node anyway.”

	Rafi nodded. “Good. But don’t take the route by the reintegration point. They still have sensors there, even though they’re not allowed to.”

	Jaro snorted. “Sensors can be allowed a lot of things when no one’s looking.”

	Emily reached for her backpack, felt the weight. Paper. Clothes. A folder in which somewhere the imprint of Reyes’s gaze still hung.

	“I can go alone,” she said.

	“You can,” Rafi said. “Don’t. The paths here aren’t like in your articles. They don’t have a grid.”

	She looked into his eyes. There was no hero worship there. No “we have to protect you because you’re important.” Only sober experience: people who walked through OB-3 alone and did not come back, because somewhere a rehabilitation vehicle saw too many parameters fulfilled.

	She took the glass, drank the rest in one go. The liquid burned its way down and left a clear stripe inside her.

	“Okay,” she murmured. “Lead me.”

	Jaro nodded, stood, left a few coins on the bar. Not enough for two drinks, but Rafi made no move to count them.

	“The one back there,” Jaro indicated the clock with his chin, “was sure you’d show up eventually,” he remarked casually.

	Emily followed his gaze. In the darker corner beside the clock sat a figure she had not noticed until now. Hood low, hands around a glass that had long been empty. The person did not move, but something in their posture suggested they were not drunk.

	Rafi nodded curtly in that direction. “Later,” he murmured.

	The scar behind Emily’s ear twitched again. A disturbance, barely perceptible, like a dog trying in its sleep to chew on a bone that no longer existed.

	She reached for her backpack and followed Jaro to the door. Behind her, the clock remained at half past two. Ahead of her waited the edge of a district just reinventing itself—with or without her.

	***

	Outside, the air felt even colder than before. The door of Reset fell shut behind them, and for a moment they were standing again in that thin circle of light from the broken neon sign. The noise from inside was immediately only a muffled murmur, as though the volume of the whole world had been turned down.

	Jaro pulled up the collar of his jacket. “Come on,” he said. “Before the fog gets thicker.”

	Fog. It was more a mixture of exhaust, dampness, and the fine ash that came from the chimneys of the improvised generators. Something heavy, sweetish, hung in the alleys, sticking in the lungs.

	Emily shifted the backpack higher on her shoulder. Her legs were stiff from sitting and from the alcohol, which hung in her like a lukewarm layer. Still, she put one foot in front of the other, as if there were an invisible plan she was following.

	With Jaro, she turned into a narrower side alley. The ground here was uneven, old cobblestones, patches of asphalt between them, somewhere a broken-open spot into which someone had laid boards. Above them, cables stretched from house to house like dark ropes. From some of them hung small metal boxes; others were only rusted hooks on which something must once have blinked.

	“Stay left,” Jaro murmured. “The sink well’s on the right. Fall in, no one’s getting you out.”

	She kept to the house wall, cold and rough beneath her hand. A few yards farther on stood a garbage can, overfilled, its lid crooked. An animal—dog, cat, something in between—shot away hissing as they approached.

	Light shone from a window on the first floor. Not LED white, more the yellowish flicker of an old lamp. Shadows moved behind it. She heard a voice, muffled, then a brief laugh that broke off abruptly, as though someone had remembered that people did not laugh loudly here.

	They passed a wall where more notes were pasted. Some were fresh, clean, others bleaching out, hanging down by one corner. A child’s handwriting: “DON’T GO INTO THE CENTER.” Beside it, in larger letters: “KLEIO IS NOT A FRIEND.” Someone had scrawled underneath in the same paint: “BUT SHE LISTENS.” Another line had been crossed through it half-heartedly.

	A sudden gust of wind drove through the alley, made one of the notes flutter. Beneath the paper, an old OBELON sticker briefly appeared. “Resilience for all” stood underneath before the paper slapped back against the wall.

	“How many zones are there?” Emily asked.

	Jaro shrugged. “More than in the files,” he said. “Fewer than we need.”

	They walked on. The alley took one bend, then another. Back here there was less light. A single faint flicker from an emergency lamp that might run on a battery, maybe on hope.

	“The sensors from the reintegration point reach this far?” Emily said.

	“Used to reach farther,” Jaro said. “Now they pretend they’re switched off. But OB likes dead lines. They make good cover.”

	He suddenly stopped, raised his hand. Emily halted automatically. Sounds came from a cross street: footsteps, several. A metallic clack, as though someone were striking something against a wall.

	Two figures appeared at the intersection of the alleys. Black jackets, uniform cut, but without insignia. The walk of this species was unmistakable—people used to doors opening before them.

	Emily felt her body tense before her mind caught up.

	Jaro pushed her back into the shadow of an entryway. Wood at her back, cold handle against her shoulder. He pressed a finger to his lips before she had even drawn breath.

	The two uniforms stopped at a streetlamp whose light fixture was dead. One pulled a device from his pocket, held it to the pole. It hummed briefly, a pale blue glow skimming over the metal surface.

	“Still off,” he muttered. “I’m telling you, they put half the infrastructure on ‘pause.’”

	“As long as the lines are in the maps, they’re not dead,” the other replied. “They’re only waiting.”

	They laughed softly, the kind of laugh that did not come from humor, but from superiority. Then they went on. Their steps echoed briefly, then the square swallowed the sounds.

	Jaro waited until even the echo was gone. Only then did he detach himself from the doorframe. “So much for ‘sensors switched off,’” he muttered. “Come on.”

	Emily forced her legs not to run. The muscles burned, not only from the tension, but also from the exhaustion that had settled like lead.

	“Who lives here?” she asked as they passed a house whose entrance door stood open. Inside she could see a stairwell with a line hanging from it, one to which shoes had once been attached. Now only a single sneaker dangled there.

	“Everyone who doesn’t have another place anymore,” Jaro said. “And a few who never had one.”

	A shadow moved in the doorway. A boy, maybe twelve, thin as a cable. He held a walkie in one hand and a screwdriver in the other. He looked at Emily, then at Jaro. A brief exchange of glances, like micro-radio traffic.

	“All quiet,” the boy reported. “They’re heading toward the terminal. Node three didn’t feel them.”

	“Good,” Jaro said. “Go sleep.”

	“Not until the radio man’s done,” the boy said. “Otherwise I’m missing a piece.”

	Emily studied the walkie in his hand. The antenna was mended with tape, the speaker protected by an old fabric insert. In a world full of invisible networks, he clung to something that crackled when you pressed a button.

	“They hear us anyway,” she murmured.

	“Not if sometimes we don’t hear each other,” the boy said and disappeared into the stairwell.

	They turned once more. Here it was even quieter. No radio murmur, no music. Only the distant hum of the generators and every now and then the crack of a cable in the wind.

	The building Jaro finally stopped in front of looked as though someone had forgotten they had wanted to finish building it. Three stories, concrete skeleton, only empty window holes in the upper floors. On the ground floor the openings had been provisionally closed with boards and old doors. Someone had attached a small lock to one door, one that must have come from another, better neighborhood.

	“Here?” Emily said.

	“Half-finished, half-forgotten,” Jaro said. “As promised.”

	He pulled a key from his jacket pocket. No electronic chip, no card. Metal, old-fashioned. The lock swallowed the key with a soft click. The door pushed open heavily, as if it resented him.

	The hallway behind it smelled of concrete, dust, and damp laundry. A naked bulb hung from the ceiling without a shade and flickered briefly before settling into a steady pale light.

	“The upper floors are construction site,” Jaro explained. “We take the basement. They won’t hear us so fast down there.”

	They followed a narrow corridor on whose walls numbers had been written in chalk. 1, 2, 3—rooms that might once have been apartments. From one came soft snoring, from another the crackle of a radio, so low it sounded more like an insect.

	At the end of the corridor, stairs led down. Jaro switched on the light of his phone—not smart glass, only an old brick with a cracked display. The cone of light cut through the darkness like a thin knife.

	“Careful, the third step is cracked,” he warned.

	She placed her foot carefully, felt the concrete give slightly beneath her, but it held. The air grew colder, heavier with every step. A dull smell, somehow electrical—burned plastic, old cables, mold that had bitten into wires.

	At the bottom was a narrow anteroom, then a door. Jaro knocked twice briefly, paused, then knocked once more. Not a composed code, more an ingrained pattern. Inside there was rustling, a lock clicked, then the door opened a crack.

	An eye looked through the gap. Dark, narrow, distrustful. Then the door opened fully.

	Len stood in the frame. Walkie at her hip, a screwdriver behind her ear, hair tied into a messy knot. She looked first at Jaro, then at Emily. There was no surprise in her gaze, only a small movement, as though two data points were clicking together.

	“You really found her,” she said. “I lost the bet.”

	“Reset brought her to us,” Jaro said. “Zero-push delivery.”

	Len stepped aside, let her through. “Come in, zero,” she said. “Someone’s waiting.”

	The room behind it was larger than Emily had expected. Not a real basement, more a half-finished lower level that had been planned as storage. Now there were no building materials here, but tables, mattresses, cable reels. On one wall hung maps, printed, pasted over, connected with threads. Outerback, torn from a satellite image, then divided with marker and sticky notes into zones that appeared on no official plan.

	In the corner a small generator hummed, dampened by a blanket someone had hung over it. Beside it, a row of old monitors, one of them on, showing a gray, flickering surface. No clear interface, more a terminal on which lines of text appeared and disappeared again.

	Two people sat at a table, their faces cut by a lamp above them. A woman with short hair fiddling with a bundle of cables, and a man bent over a stack of paper, a pen in his hand.

	And then there was the figure at the other end of the room. Not directly in the light, but not entirely in shadow either. On a chair standing a little apart, back to the wall, legs slightly spread, hands loosely folded together.

	He wore a dark sweater, plain pants, shoes that looked as though they knew more streets than carpets. The hood he had worn in Reset hung loose now at the nape of his neck. His face was calm. Not empty, not hard, simply calm.

	His gaze was not that of a person who has been surprised. More that of someone who could check an entry off a list.

	“You took a long time,” he said.

	The voice was deeper than she had expected, but not loud. No tone of command. More the statement of a fact both of them knew.

	Emily stopped a few steps in front of him. The floor beneath her boots was cold, the concrete drawing through the soles. The generator in the corner hummed, the monitor flickered. Somewhere water slowly dripped into a bucket.

	“I didn’t know I was on my way to you,” she replied.

	The suggestion of a smile drew a line around his mouth, then disappeared again. “That’s the good thing about systems,” he said. “They bring people to places they believe they chose themselves.”

	He leaned forward, propped his elbows on his knees, looked at her as though opening a file he had had lying on his desktop for months.

	“NOOK,” he introduced himself. “Like the reader. Just without a warranty.”

	Emily raised her eyebrows slightly. “Emily,” she murmured.

	“Like CANDIDATE_001,” he said. No mockery in his voice, only the sober use of a label others had wielded like a weapon.

	Something twitched in her head. A flash, not quite image, not quite sound. The kind of distortion that used to announce KLEIO was about to push something to the foreground—a new feed, a notice, a “You may be interested in…”

	After that: emptiness.

	She blinked, shook her head minimally, as though she could shake the nonexistent overlay out of the air.

	NOOK’s gaze sharpened by a fraction. “Interference pulses?” he asked, as though talking about weather.

	“Nothing,” she said reflexively.

	“OBELON is bad at forgetting,” he murmured. “KLEIO too. If they made you zero, that only means they took you out of the visible grid. Not out of their logs.”

	He leaned back, observing her as if checking whether the contours matched the cover sheet in his internal file.

	“To them, you’re zero,” he said. “To me, you’re an error with a pattern.”

	Behind her, Len rustled. Someone set a cup down on a table, the generator kept humming, the monitor flickered. The lower level suddenly seemed smaller, denser. As though OBELON had briefly realigned the cameras, although there were none down here.

	“I was certain you would show up eventually,” NOOK went on. “Not because I believe in fate. But because systems like OB love their debug. They like to send their dirtiest problems to the periphery. Then they look like refugees.”

	With a short gesture, he indicated the room. “Welcome to the debug,” he added.

	Emily noticed that her hands were cold, though the air was not as cold as outside. The scar on her neck began to tingle again, this time more strongly, as though someone somewhere had thrown a switch.

	A phantom window opened inside her, without content. Only the frame. Expectation running into emptiness.

	“They’re not really listening,” she murmured. “Not anymore.”

	“Not where it would matter,” NOOK said. “But you’re in their parameters. They blurred you, not deleted you.”

	He nodded toward the flickering monitor in the corner. “We’ve seen remnants,” he explained. “Echoes. Snippets of profiles that landed in the sandboxes ‘for security reasons.’ Yours appears more often than they’d like.”

	She felt her stomach tighten. “You had access to my…”

	“Not to your thoughts,” he interrupted. “To what they made from them. That’s a difference. And one of the reasons you’re here.”

	He stood. The movement was calm, without effort. Up close, she saw that he was a few years older than she was, but not as old as his eyes sometimes seemed.

	“You wanted peace,” he said. “I understand that.”

	He stopped in front of her, not half a yard away.

	“But they learned more from you than you’d like,” he went on. “And from us.”

	He gestured toward the maps, the cables, the people in the room.

	“For OBELON, you’re a case,” he said. “For us, you’re a chance.”

	In her head it twitched again, one last helpless attempt by a system to establish a connection with a device that no longer answered. A phantom notification tone that never quite triggered.

	Emily briefly closed her eyes, breathed in, out. When she opened them again, she looked NOOK in the eyes.

	Maybe, she thought, she had not fallen out of the system as much as she had hoped.

	Maybe she had landed exactly where her profile had already drawn her in months ago.

	And maybe this was the only place where she could add something to that profile that stood in no parameter.

	



	


NOOK’s Yard

	Emily woke to the hum.

	Not to an alarm, not one of those artificial KLEIO tones that drilled into the ear like glass, but to a deep, steady sound that came from the concrete. She was lying on a mattress that had known better spines, a thin blanket over her, cold air on her face. Somewhere water was dripping. Somewhere metal was rattling.

	For a few seconds she no longer knew which part of her life she was in. Tower. Rehabilitation center. The bus. Reset. Then memory returned like a slowly rising power outage. Outerback. Basement. NOOK.

	She sat up. The mattress made a sound as though someone were climbing onto the back of an old animal. Beside her stood an improvised shelf made of pallets and cinder blocks; on it a few cups, a stack of paper, a walkie. The walkie was switched to “off,” yet she thought she heard an echo.

	Above her, the generator hummed, muffled by the blankets that had been laid over it. The light in the bulb on the ceiling flickered briefly, then became more stable.

	Outside the door she heard footsteps. Someone stopped for a moment, then the handle went down. NOOK’s head appeared in the gap.

	“Can you walk?” he asked.

	Her legs felt like concrete, but they made themselves available. “Depends where,” she grumbled.

	He opened the door fully. “Yard,” he said. “So you know whose blankets you’re using.”

	She pushed herself off the mattress, pulled on the boots whose leather was still damp from the day before. When she got upright, everything spun around her for a moment, a faint aftershock of alcohol mixing with exhaustion. She held on to the shelf support until the room was back in place.

	The corridor outside was the same as yesterday, only more sober. Bare concrete, chalk numbers on the walls, the smell of cable insulation and cold dust. At the end of the corridor, the lightbulb marking the basement door blinked. Len was leaning beside it, walkie at her hip, screwdriver behind her ear. She was chewing on something that looked like gum gone too old.

	“You look less dead,” she said.

	“Compliment accepted,” Emily murmured.

	“More coming,” NOOK said. “Come on.”

	He walked ahead, hands in his pockets, as if strolling through a park. Emily followed, Len trailing behind. The stairs up were as narrow as she remembered. This time she did not stumble on the cracked third step because her muscles knew where the concrete gave way.

	Up on the ground floor the hallway was full of life. Doors stood open. In one room, crates were stacked from which tufts of cable protruded. In another, two people sat on the floor, their heads bent over an opened router whose innards were spread out on a cloth. Soldering irons, screws, the smell of heated metal.

	“Node two,” NOOK explained without turning around. “Bridge to the old city line. When they think they’ve shut it down, they relax. So do we.”

	“You use dead infrastructure,” Emily said.

	“Everything they call ‘legacy’ belongs to us,” Len said.

	They walked on. One door was only ajar. Behind it a room with two metal beds, a row of plastic chairs, a table on which bandages lay. White, gray, red. A woman in a blue jacket was rewrapping a man’s forearm. His face twisted briefly, then he let it go again. On the wall beside them hung three photos, fastened with tape. People who were not there.

	“Rehabilitation forefield,” NOOK murmured. “If one of us does end up between their teeth and gets spit out again, he usually lands here.”

	The man with the bandage looked up briefly, noticed Emily, stared a moment too long. In his eyes lay something between curiosity and contempt. Then he turned his gaze away, as though he had thought better of it.

	In the next room stood shelves with cans, bags, water containers. A kind of pantry. A child sat in the corner on a crate, peeling a carrot with a dull knife, concentrated as if performing surgery. It must have sensed her presence; without looking up, it called, “We lost half the village since your article.”

	The carrot peel fell to the floor. The knife did not stop scraping.

	Emily stopped in the doorway. “I know,” she murmured.

	“You don’t know,” the child said. Now it looked up. Eyes too old. “You only saw the numbers.”

	NOOK made a minimal movement of his head, and Emily moved on before the sentence could finish.

	The hallway ended at an open door leading outside. They stepped out into a kind of inner courtyard that lay between the backs of the surrounding buildings. Not a pretty courtyard with plants and benches, more a workshop for everything that was no longer allowed to function outside.

	A transformer stood in the corner, wired to two generators. Cable bundles crawled across the ground like black snakes, covered in places with old carpet remnants so no one would trip. Half a car without wheels served as storage for metal parts. A satellite dish had been screwed upside down to a wall, stuffed full of scrap. Above everything, laundry hung between two windows: pants, shirts, a T-shirt with a faded Oversight logo.

	In the middle of the yard stood a table nailed together from pallets. On it lay a map of OB-3, provisionally weighted down with stones. Around the table four people were arguing. Their voices were low, but sharp.

	“…the route over the old canal is too hot,” one of them said. “They checked two vehicles there yesterday.”

	“And the ‘offline zone’ at the terminal is a joke,” another said. “Anyone who paints the line on the ground knows the sensors keep running twenty yards farther on.”

	“We still need to get the crates through there,” a third said. “If we send everything over the river, it’ll stand out.”

	When Emily entered the yard with NOOK and Len, the group fell silent. It was not a dramatic silence, more that dense drawing in of air that arises when a new element drops into an existing equation.

	Four looks. Different faces, the same skepticism.

	“Tour?” asked the oldest, a man with gray temples and arms that looked as though he had spent his whole life carrying things heavier than himself.

	“Inventory,” NOOK replied. “We’re testing the new variable.”

	Their eyes followed the invisible arrow from his hand to Emily. The gray-haired man looked her over from head to toe, slowly, without shyness. Not “Oh, you’re that one,” more “What am I supposed to do with you now?”

	“You’re later than planned,” he rumbled. “OB got faster after you.”

	“Something they’re good at,” Emily murmured.

	A woman beside him, dark skin, a circuit-plan tattoo on her neck, raised her eyebrows. “After your leak, they tightened the screws in program OB-3,” she said. “Two people from the wall back there would still be here without you.”

	She indicated with her chin the wall of the building where new notes were pasted. Photos, names, written down briefly: “Reintegration,” “rehabilitation,” “gone.”

	Emily felt her throat tighten. “And how many would never have ended up on the wall without me?” she asked. “Because no one would have known you were listed here as a pilot project in the catalog.”

	“That’s the deal, right?” Len cut in. “We thank you for the truth and curse you for the consequences.”

	No one laughed. Somewhere in the yard a loose metal plate rattled in the wind.

	NOOK stepped farther into the space. “She isn’t here to get absolution,” he said calmly. “She’s here because OB has learned more from her than we can afford to ignore.”

	He looked at the others one after another. “And because to them, she is zero.”

	“Not to us?” the gray-haired man asked.

	“To us, she’s an error with a pattern,” NOOK said.

	His gaze caught on Emily again. “A data set that fell out of the grid but keeps blinking in the logs.”

	She hated the word “data set” from his mouth less than from Reyes’s. Maybe because he did not want to reduce her to a number, but to a form. A deformity, but still.

	“Glad I’m in your debug,” she murmured.

	“You’ve been in it longer than you think,” Len said.

	At the edge of the yard, a younger guy sat on an upside-down crate, headphones around his neck, an old laptop on his knees. No shiny device, no Tower standard. The keyboard was missing keys in two places, replaced by handwritten letters. He typed with a fast, nervous rhythm, eyes half on the screen, half on the yard.

	“That’s Tee,” NOOK introduced him. “He builds bridges between things that shouldn’t be connected.”

	Tee nodded curtly without looking up. “And tears down some that shouldn’t exist,” he murmured. “If you’d let me.”

	“We let you live,” the gray-haired man said. “That has to be enough.”

	Someone laughed softly. The tension in the yard loosened for a moment, only to settle again right away.

	NOOK turned to Emily. “This is Yard,” he explained. “Not a camp, not a cell, not some holy resistance front. Workshop. Repair operation. For things, cables, people.”

	He pointed to the individual corners. The infirmary behind the window. The cables on the wall. The old van without wheels. The laundry. The notes.

	“Most people here are residuals,” he went on. “People who showed up somewhere in the system as ‘dissonance case,’ ‘maladjustment,’ or ‘unknown parameter.’ They wanted to clean them, rewrite them, push them back into the lane. A few slipped down. To us.”

	A man who was just heaving a canister onto a cart interjected, “Others jumped themselves.”

	“They’re here because they live between the networks,” NOOK said. “Too offline to be interesting to KLEIO, too wired to trust reintegration.”

	“And you?” Emily asked. “What category do you fall into?”

	A fleeting smile passed over his face, and again it was gone so quickly one could almost believe one had imagined it.

	“I like systems,” he said. “Especially when they think they’re perfect.”

	Tee whistled softly through his teeth without taking his eyes from the screen. “He grew up with them,” he murmured. “He just realized at some point that he’d rather live in the source code than in the interface.”

	“To OBELON, you’re zero,” NOOK repeated, as if summing up. “Your score is gone, your profile removed from active. Officially, you no longer exist as a target value.”

	“It doesn’t feel that way,” she replied. The scar behind her ear twitched as though to confirm it.

	“That’s the point,” he said. “You’ve been deleted from the surface. Not from the statistics. They learned from your reactions, your outbursts, your refusal to function cleanly. You’re baked in.”

	He dropped the English phrase like a foreign object that nevertheless fit in the right place.

	“We see traces of it in the dumps Tee pulls,” he added. “Rules bending around you.”

	Emily thought of the CAND index she had seen in Mara’s printout. Of paragraphs that smelled like her without carrying her name.

	“You only wanted to disappear,” NOOK said. “But you’re already a parameter.”

	She felt the yard around her reaching for her. Not with hands, with looks, with silence. The residuals, the technicians, the children with walkies at the window. All of them had a story that had appeared somewhere in OBELON and KLEIO as noise. Now they stood there and regarded her like a living footnote.

	“I’m tired,” she said quietly. “I just wanted a place where no one updates the ID numbers over my head anymore.”

	NOOK nodded, as though he had seen exactly that sentence on a screen before.

	“To them, you’re zero,” he repeated. “If you want, you can work here as zero, sleep, scrape your hands on something that isn’t you.”

	He paused briefly.

	“But for us, you’d be wasted,” he added. “An error with a pattern is too rare to leave on the shelf.”

	***

	For a moment Emily simply stood there.

	The yard breathed around her. Cables, metal, people. The hum of the generator mingled with the clicking of tools, the rustling of paper, the occasional crack of a loose plate under a boot. It was not a place where one sat down and planned the revolution. More a steady, untidy refusal to collapse.

	“Come on,” NOOK said. “I’ll show you the rest before you develop any romantic notions.”

	Romance. She could hardly imagine anything farther from it than this concrete yard.

	She followed him to an open door on the ground floor. Inside stood metal shelves full of plastic boxes. Each box labeled with a code: “K-LGS_12,” “OB3-ROUTE-A,” “DUMP_MIRR.” Some had warning stickers on them that must once have been official. “Confidential – Agency Use.” Someone had written “HAHA” beneath it in marker.

	“Material,” NOOK explained curtly. “Contracts, protocols, crates of stuff no one wants anymore because it doesn’t fit the new narratives.”

	A woman with a gray braid stood on a stool sorting one of the upper shelves. She was small, sinewy, had hands that looked as if they had been hauling crates since childhood. On the T-shirt visible beneath her open shirt stood, in faded letters: “Open Data – Closed Fists.”

	She glanced over her shoulder when she heard footsteps. Her gaze hung on Emily for a heartbeat, then she turned back to the boxes.

	“That’s Mina,” NOOK said. “She remembers more footnotes than most people remember whole articles.”

	“And more silences,” Mina said without turning around. “The most interesting things were always between your lines.”

	Emily did not know what to answer. It felt as if someone were papering the floor beneath her with old Oversight issues.

	“We didn’t stop reading just because they stopped broadcasting,” Mina added. “Move on, you’re in the way.”

	NOOK led her into the next room. A makeshift workshop. Wires along the wall, open casings on tables, soldering irons, multimeters, a crate full of old routers labeled on the sides with “School,” “Office,” “Private.” Some logos had been scratched off, others were still clearly recognizable.

	Tee sat here, headphones now over his ears, fingers over a keyboard that probably belonged in a museum. Lines flickered on the screen—logs, timestamps, error messages jumping into the air like Morse code.

	“Bridge room,” NOOK murmured. “We don’t clamp ourselves onto their main lines unless we have to. We take the things they throw away.”

	“Like dumpster divers,” Emily said.

	“Like people who know the trash always contains the interesting leftovers,” NOOK corrected.

	Tee noticed them, pulled one earbud halfway down. “The corridors at the terminal are cleaner than usual today,” he said. “They’re testing the new offline zones.”

	“How can you tell?” Emily asked.

	“You see it when a system tries not to look,” Tee said. “The gaps in the log have edges.”

	He shot her a fleeting sidelong glance. “You should’ve seen how OB wheezed after your leak,” he murmured. “Like a server realizing for the first time that it needs fans.”

	“And then they upgraded,” Emily said.

	“Yes,” Tee said. “With us inside.”

	NOOK placed a hand lightly against her back, pushing her on. It was not a rough touch, more a reminder signal: Halo is off here.

	The yard opened before them again. A child—perhaps the same one from the pantry earlier—ran between the cables, a walkie in hand, without looking because its feet knew the path. At the edge of the square was a kind of makeshift fire pit, cold, full of ash and cans. Beside it sat a man with tattoos on his hands, polishing a bicycle that had not seen a new tire in a long time.

	“What about the people who don’t want anything to do with OB and KLEIO anymore?” Emily asked. “Who just want to… live.”

	“They get canisters,” NOOK said. “And bread. And sometimes the warning not to go to the information days. That’s the deal.”

	The gray-haired man from before came closer, wiping his hands on a rag. “Deal is a big word,” he rumbled. “More like: we still have a few hands free. If we give them to them, we’ll have an excuse to hate ourselves later.”

	“That’s Reko,” NOOK introduced him curtly. “He doesn’t like deals.”

	Reko nodded in Emily’s direction without seeming friendly. “You want to live here?” he asked.

	“I want somewhere not to disappear,” she replied.

	“That’s harder here than you think,” he said, and turned away again.

	Distrust hung in the air, heavy as the smell of oil. Not as open hostility, more like a film over everything. She felt the looks glide over her, test her, sort her into categories that had nothing to do with the Tower drawers and yet were similar. “Helped us,” “harmed us,” “could be useful,” “could get us killed.”

	Len had climbed up onto a stack of old cable drums and now sat on top, legs dangling, the walkie in her lap. From up there she had a good overview of the yard and the people. A kind of living sensor.

	“They’re going to sharpen OBELON after you,” she remarked into the room. “Or they already are. We’ve seen the parameters with ‘CAND’ in them.”

	“CAND,” Emily repeated. The word still felt foreign, like a label on her own face.

	“CAND index,” Len specified. “Score for people who make governance nervous.”

	Tee called from the workshop, “I saw how they renamed the old risk scenarios after you. ‘Extreme Case 7’ became ‘CAND Scenario.’ It’s almost cute.”

	“They use your name to mark the places where their simulations start to swim,” NOOK commented. “That’s… interesting.”

	Interesting. As if she were a bug in a program that could not be fully fixed, so it was carefully documented.

	“You talk about me like I’m a feature request,” Emily said.

	“I talk about you like an instance,” NOOK said. “Not like a symbol. Symbols are useless; they get printed on posters and burned. Instances have parameters one can shift.”

	Her scar tingled again. A phantom message, this time stronger, like a brief internal blow. For a tiny moment there was a smell that could not exist: the sterile, clinical scent of the Mirror room in the Tower. Cold glass, rubber, metal.

	She blinked and was back in the yard.

	“Everything okay?” Len asked.

	“Ghosts in old interfaces,” Emily said, touching her neck inconspicuously.

	“Holy shit,” Tee murmured and began typing wildly on his keyboard. “Exactly now, an orphaned slot in the Mirror cluster pinged.”

	“Which one?” NOOK asked, more sharply than he usually spoke.

	“Wait…” Tee bent closer to the screen, eyes narrowed. “ID… 11-KAN-01-MIR. Was offline for a long time. Short spike, then down again.”

	He lifted his head, looked over at them. “Exactly when you twitched,” he said to Emily.

	A soft, unwilling murmur went through the people close enough to hear it. Not an “oh,” more an “of course.”

	“OB puts you in the legacy area,” NOOK said. “But something in the system is still trying to mount you.”

	“I don’t have anything there anymore,” Emily said. “Everything’s out.”

	“Your interface, maybe,” Tee said. “Not what they mirrored.”

	The word “mirrored” cut deeper than expected. Mirror. The sessions she had gone through back then before she slipped into the candidate track. KLEIO had eaten through her memories, through her fears, through her rage. Had asked questions, pushed her into scenarios, played out every variant with her of why she did what she did.

	She had thought the protocols had only ended up as training material in a pool. Shortened, anonymized, turned into charts. Not as raw version somewhere in a dark server room.

	“We’ve seen blocks of it,” Tee murmured. “Not complete. But enough to know how they framed you.”

	Emily felt her throat go dry. “You have my Mirror sessions?” she managed.

	“Not ‘have,’” NOOK corrected. “Fragments. Residua. Things that ended up in dumps when they tried to clean the clusters.”

	“At first we thought they were synthetic test data,” Len added. “Until you appeared in the feed and said the same sentences in different words.”

	A knot tightened in her stomach. She remembered hours in the Mirror room that she had repressed. Questions that went too far. Answers she was no longer sure afterward whether she had really given them or whether KLEIO had written them into her.

	“What… what exactly did you see?” she asked, slower than she wanted to.

	Len jumped down from her cable-drum throne, landing with a dull thud. She went to the table with the OB-3 map, pulled a crumpled sheet from her pants pocket. Not an official printout, more a screenshot someone had pulled from some log with an old printer. The edges were frayed, some lines smudged.

	“Only text,” Len said. “No images. But text is enough sometimes.”

	She spread the sheet out on the pallet table, weighted one corner with a wrench. The type was small, mechanical, with timestamps along the edge.

	Emily stepped closer. Her heart was beating now in an unpleasant, clear rhythm, as if someone had connected her pulse to an amplifier.

	Between the technical lines—“Prompt ID,” “Response Tag,” “Sentiment Score”—stood a section that looked different. No “System,” no “KLEIO,” no “Mirror.” Only: “User.”

	“– ‘Sometimes I feel like I only exist when I scare them.’”

	The words sat there, black on gray, innocent. A single sentence in the middle of data sludge.

	Emily looked at them as if it were an animal she knew, but from a dream.

	“That…” she managed. “That’s…”

	“A sentence from your session,” Len finished. “CANDIDATE profile. Mirror, level three.”

	It was as if the ground gave way for a moment. She remembered. Not the exact moment, but the feeling when those words had slipped out of her back then, tired, irritated, somewhere between despair and cynicism. In the Mirror room, opposite an interface that had not argued with her, but had only collected data.

	She had never written that sentence. Never said it when anyone with human ears had been nearby. It had fallen only in that sterile room, on a chair made of cold material, beneath a camera whose red LED she had ignored.

	“You never published that one,” NOOK confirmed calmly. “It isn’t in any protocol we have from Oversight or anywhere else.”

	“We found it in a residuum,” Tee said. “In a dump that was actually marked ‘irreversibly anonymized.’”

	“Outerback knows things about you that you no longer know,” Len said.

	It was not said loudly, but it hit like a fist to the stomach.

	Emily stared at the sentence. “Sometimes I feel like I only exist when I scare them.”

	Back then, “them” had meant the governance layer. Ministers, CEOs, foundation people. Now she stood in a yard in OB-3 and saw herself as a schema on a sheet of paper whose existence she had not suspected.

	“Now…” she murmured. “…it’s turning around.”

	“What do you mean?” NOOK asked.

	“I’m standing here,” Emily said, her gaze still on the sentence. “And I feel like I only exist because you know what they did to me.”

	No one contradicted her. The generator hummed, a clothesline swayed slightly in the draft, somewhere a tool fell to the ground.

	Outerback, she realized, was not only a hole into which the system dropped its superfluous people. It was also a storage site. A fault return point where things ended up that had not been meant for the public.

	And she was not only the one who had exposed OBELON and KLEIO. She had been exposed herself. In the logs. In the dumps. In the residues now lying on pallets and hanging from cables.

	“You want peace,” NOOK’s voice pulled her out of the hole. “I truly understand that.”

	He picked up the sheet with the sentence, held it between thumb and forefinger as though it were a piece of evidence.

	“But you should know,” he went on, “that down here there’s no one-way street. You looked into them. They looked into you. And part of that ended up with us.”

	He carefully laid the sheet back down. The wrench remained on top of it as a weight, as if to keep the sentence from flying away.

	“Before you decide what you want to be here,” NOOK said, “you may first have to find out what they made of you.”

	Inside and outside the systems.

	***

	For a while no one spoke. Only the generator kept humming, and somewhere water dripped into a bucket with that patient, unstoppable rhythm. Tee typed more quietly, as though he did not want to get in the moment’s way. Reko stood there with arms folded, as if checking how much weight this new data set could bear before it broke.

	Emily was still staring at the printed sentence as though she could stare it away.

	“You could have asked me,” she murmured finally. “Before rummaging around in my… remains.”

	“We didn’t ‘rummage,’” Tee said without looking up. “They fell at our feet.”

	“They emptied the clusters,” NOOK added. “What couldn’t be deleted cleanly was pushed into dumps. The memos said ‘not reconstructible.’”

	“Was a lie,” Len said dryly. “As usual.”

	Mina had stopped in the doorway of the material room, a folder under her arm. She looked at the sheet on the table, then at Emily. “You’re not the only one whose sentences ended up here,” she said. “But you’re the one whose name is now on the laws.”

	Emily slowly inhaled. The air tasted of dust and metal. “And you decided you had the right to work with that stuff,” she pressed out.

	“We decided we had no choice,” NOOK said. “OBELON uses your profiles to build better tools against people like us. We use their remains to understand how deeply they’ve already gone into your head.”

	He placed one hand flat on the map of OB-3 that lay beneath the printout. “You’re anchored in both networks,” he said. “In theirs and in ours. Ducking away deletes none of it.”

	Reko snorted softly. “And what if we just throw her out again?” he grumbled. “Let the ones who cashed in on the tribunal fame deal with her.”

	Len raised an eyebrow. “Because we have so many options?” she asked. “We can’t even afford to let half a router go.”

	“Besides,” Tee said, “she’s the only person where I’ve seen a Mirror slot ping when she touches her scar. I don’t know about you, but I find that—”

	“—interesting,” Emily finished the sentence. “I got it.”

	The sentence from the dump was still burning in her head. Sometimes I feel like I only exist when I scare them.

	She had said it back then because she had been tired. Annoyed by session thirty, in which KLEIO had calculated scenarios with “public impact” for her for the hundredth time. Tower parties, panel discussions, panel laughter. She had been sick of playing the rebel someone else had designed.

	And now the sentence stood on a table in OB-3, under a wrench, and a handful of residuals was discussing what they should make of it.

	“If you use this,” she looked from one to the other, “then not to build me a new halo.”

	Len laughed briefly, dryly. “Don’t worry,” she said. “We don’t have time for saints. Saints don’t put anything in the canisters.”

	Reko nodded reluctantly. “Here, what counts is who hauls,” he growled. “Not who gets quoted correctly in the feeds.”

	“I was never quoted correctly,” Emily said.

	“Welcome to the club,” Mina said.

	The tension in the yard shifted, not dissolving, but different. Distrust remained, like a base color, but curiosity had mixed into it. Someone who brought data values was valuable as long as one did not let them too close to the cables.

	“So,” NOOK clapped his hands once, not loudly, but clearly enough to gather the scattered attention. “Before we lose ourselves in theory: if she stays here—and I assume she will for now—she needs tasks.”

	Reko made
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