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Chapter 37: The City of Observation — Where Failure Remains
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The city began to resonate again.
But it was not the same as before.
The resonance was slower now, and deeper. As if the city itself had lowered the rhythm of its breathing, each pulse ended and then left a long margin before the next one arrived. Inside that margin, the air hung still, like a substance waiting for meaning.

Seoyeon knew instinctively that those margins were dangerous.
A margin is a question.
A question calls classification.
Classification produces definition,
and definition becomes fixation.
The moment something is fixed, this city does not let a person go.

“We have to move,” Seoyeon said quietly.
“Before the margins get any longer.”
Daniel nodded, scanning their surroundings. The City of Observation had no center. No matter which way you looked, it seemed like a center. The structures did not point to one another; they referenced one another. References were more dangerous than maps. A map could be wrong. A reference always devoured the present.

The child’s gaze stayed on one place for too long.
At the edge of the plaza, there was a region that reflected almost no light. Compared to the rest of the city, there were fewer eye-patterns there, and even when the resonance reached it, the response was slow.
“Mom,”
the child said.
“Over there... it’s quiet.”
Quiet was abnormal in this city. The City of Observation disliked silence. Silence did not become data. What did not become data could not be controlled. And what could not be controlled was dangerous—to the city, and to the Tower.

Hana followed the child’s pointing and said briefly,
“The Failure Zone.”
“Failure?”
Mina asked.
“Yes.”
Hana nodded.
“A place where observation was never completed.”
“A region where definition failed.”
Seoyeon’s heart sped up by a fraction.
Failed observation.
Failed definition.
This city tried to classify and record everything. The fact that a failed region still remained meant—

the system was not perfect.

And an imperfect system always has gaps.

A gap is not escape.
It is the possibility of choice.
“We go there,”
Seoyeon said.
“Now.”
Daniel hesitated for a moment. The Failure Zone was not safe. And not safe meant unpredictable. But he had already learned that places which were easy to predict were often far more dangerous.

“Alright,”
Daniel said.
“What about the rhythm?”
“Slow,”
Seoyeon answered.
“In time with the city’s breathing.”
Tap...
Tap...
Pause—
Tap...
As the rhythm stretched, some of the eye-patterns on the surrounding structures delayed their reactions. The city did not judge them as something that had to be classified immediately. When classification slows, pathways open—temporarily.

The passage leading toward the Failure Zone was neither a bridge nor a staircase. Lines on the floor suddenly changed direction and became planes, and those planes flowed naturally into a slope. The slope did not mean up or down. It meant a shift of state. With every step, the resonance grew thinner.

“Here,”
Mina whispered.
“Breathing is easier.”
“Observation density is low,”
Hana said.
“There are fewer eyes.”
“And the records are slower.”
A thin layer of sweat formed in the child’s hand. A sign that tension was easing. But Seoyeon knew that easing did not mean safety. The danger here was simply of another kind.

The moment they crossed the edge of the Failure Zone, the quality of the air changed. The resonance was almost gone, and only afterimages remained. It felt as though old sounds had stuck to the walls and floor and had not yet fallen away.

The structures were still there, but their forms were inconsistent. Some were towers only half finished. Some began as bridges and ended as walls. The eye-patterns looked faded or partially erased, as though they were the remains of interrupted attempts.

“This place...”
Daniel said slowly.
“Is where the city gave up.”
“Not gave up,”
Seoyeon replied.
“Put on hold.”
Things that are put on hold can be called back someday. Until then, they remain outside the system. Outside the system is dangerous.

But it is also free.

The child stopped. The child was staring down at a faint pattern carved into the floor. It looked similar to an eye, but it was not the same. Its center was misaligned, and its lines were broken halfway through.

“Mom,”
the child asked.
“This eye...”
“...hurts.”

Seoyeon crouched down immediately beside the child. Lowering herself to the child’s eye level was an important choice here. Looking down made you a classifier. Meeting someone’s gaze made you a coexistent.

“Why does it hurt?”
Seoyeon asked.
The child pointed at the broken part of the pattern.

“Here.”
“It can’t see all the way.”
“So it feels...”
The child paused, searching for the word.

“...torn.”

A chill ran through Seoyeon’s spine. The child was sensing the failure of observation itself. The discord created when something could not be fully seen was being felt as pain.

“Then,”
Seoyeon asked carefully,
“if you don’t look?”
The child shook their head.

“Even if I don’t look,”
“I still feel it.”



Hana, who had been listening, spoke in a low voice.

“This city,”
“doesn’t see with eyes.”
“It sees with states.”
“For a child,”
“that’s even more direct.”
Mina’s hand rested on the child’s shoulder. It was a protective gesture, but not a tight one. If you block the child’s senses, the child reacts even more strongly. Mina knew how to keep that balance.

“We shouldn’t stay here long,”
Mina said.
“I know,”
Seoyeon replied.
“But right now,”
“we have to pass through here.”
As they moved deeper into the Failure Zone, the density of the structures decreased. Instead, things like the debris of records were scattered across the ground. Fragments of light. Remnants of sound. And—

traces of people.

Shadows shaped like human figures were pressed flat against the walls. They were not living beings. But they were not mere shadows either. They looked like the results of someone who had failed to be classified—stuck without a name or a role, frozen in that state.

“Those...”
Daniel said.
“Were they people?”
“No,”
Hana shook her head.
“They are people who almost became.”
“States that failed observation.”
The child’s breathing quickened. One of the shadows looked as though it was very slowly turning its head. It had not actually moved. The angle of the light had changed. But in this city, what appears to move becomes fact.

Seoyeon changed the rhythm at once.

Tap—
Tap—
Pause—
Tap—
She abandoned the fast beat and returned to a simple one. In the Failure Zone, simple repetition was safer than complex variation. Complexity invited observation. Simplicity was easier to let pass.

Then a very low sound came from deep within the Failure Zone. It was not resonance. It was not a record. It was closer to the sound of something breaking. Like an old rule splitting itself open.

One of the eyes on the wall detached and fell.

Not the eye-pattern.
The eye itself.
And in its place—

nothing remained.

A blank.

Seoyeon’s heart jumped. A blank was both the most dangerous and the most powerful state in this city. A blank had not been defined yet, and therefore had not been consumed yet.

The child looked at the blank.

“Mom,”
the child said.
“There...”
“...no one is looking.”

That was true. Blanks were not observed. And what was not observed was not touched by the Tower.

Seoyeon realized then.

The Failure Zone was not merely an abandoned space.
It was the only place where observation did not reach.
But at the same time, it was the most unstable place. No rules meant no protection. Here, you had to make your own rules.

“Here,”
Seoyeon said.
“we have to practice.”
“Practice what?”
Daniel asked.
Seoyeon looked at the child. The child was not afraid of the blank. To the child, it was not nothing. It was possibility.

“How to be seen,”
Seoyeon said slowly,
“without being defined.”
When she finished speaking, somewhere in the Failure Zone another eye—this time very quietly—disappeared.

The city failed to record it.

In that delay,
in that gap,
their time could exist.



The air of the Failure Zone was difficult to exhale. Not because it was heavy, but because it had no direction. Breathing normally divides inside and outside. Here, the boundary was vague. When air came in, it was hard to tell where the body ended and where the space began.

Seoyeon felt a chill. The sensation was familiar. It was like the first time she had passed through the Pantry Door. Back then, space had lost its direction, and only people had remained.

“Here,”
Hana said softly.
“don’t try to find a path.”
“Let the path find you.”
It sounded like a paradox, but in the Failure Zone it was practical. In the rest of the City of Observation, intention opened paths. Intention created action, action created data. But here, intention broke first. In the place where intention collapsed, only reactions remained—reactions that looked like coincidence.

The child’s steps slowed. The child was no longer glancing around. Instead, the child was looking at the fine cracks in the floor, the faint traces on the walls, the texture of the lingering echoes in the air. The way of seeing had changed. The child was no longer confirming things, but receiving overlapping states.

“Mom,”
the child asked.
“Here,”
“are there no names?”
Seoyeon did not answer immediately. This was not a simple question. The child was sensing the rules of this place. No name meant classification was not finished. And what was not finished could not be fully consumed by the Tower.

“Here,”
Seoyeon said slowly,
“names...”
“haven’t been decided yet.”
“Then,”
the child asked again,
“when they are decided,”
“does it hurt?”
Mina’s hand tightened around the child’s shoulder. Not to stop the question, but to endure it together. Without taking her eyes off the child, Mina said,

“It might.”
“But pain,”
“isn’t always bad.”
The child’s eyes wavered. The child did not like the word pain. But Mina did not avoid it. If you avoid a word, it grows larger. Instead, she tried to change its meaning.

“Pain,”
Mina continued,
“can mean learning where you end.”
The child did not fully understand, but nodded. Understanding was not required here. Response was.

At that moment, something crumbled on one side of the Failure Zone. It was not stone, and not metal. It sounded closer to a rule breaking. Seoyeon turned her gaze at once. An eye-pattern that had been half left on a wall was peeling away like an old mural. When it fell, a blank was left behind. The blank reflected no light and made no resonance.

“Another one,”
Hana whispered.
“Observation collapse.”
“Why now?”
Daniel asked.
“Because we came in?”
Hana nodded.

“Yes.”
“We are,”
“passing through here,”
“in an undefined state.”
Undefined.

Neither fugitives nor intruders. A question that had not been finished. The City of Observation was most uncomfortable with that kind of existence.

The child’s eyes moved to the blank. And in the next moment, without saying anything, the child stepped forward.

“Wait—!”
Daniel almost shouted, but swallowed the sound. Sound was dangerous. Instead, he leaned forward. But the child was already at the edge of the blank.
“It’s okay,”
the child said.
“Here...”
“...no one is looking.”

As soon as the words were spoken, the edge of the blank expanded slightly. The blank reacted like a living thing, adjusting its boundary to the child’s state. The city was realigning itself around the child.

Seoyeon’s palm mark throbbed sharply. A warning. A sign that a higher level of the observation system had begun to respond. For this to happen inside the Failure Zone meant that someone was looking down directly.

“Child,”
Seoyeon said quietly.
“Just here.”
“For now.”
The child turned back to her. There was no fear in the eyes. Only a question. Why? But Seoyeon did not explain. Explanation is definition. Definition is fixation.

“For now,”
Seoyeon said instead.
“together.”
The child hesitated, then stepped back. At once, the blank stopped expanding. In response, several eye-patterns elsewhere closed simultaneously. The city had changed its approach. Instead of strengthening observation, it had chosen to abandon some of it. Even for the city, this was a costly decision.

“Above us,”
Hana said.
“is moving.”
A faint vibration traveled through the upper structures of the Failure Zone. It was different from resonance. Not a question. Not a record. It felt more like the shifting of authority.

“Upper-level observation,”
Hana added.
“Direct intervention.”
Daniel’s face hardened.

“The Tower?”

“Not yet,”
Hana shook her head.
“The Tower is always one beat late.”
“This is...”
“the city’s administrator.”



The administrator.

Not a servant of the Tower, but something closer to the system itself. A being that existed to preserve rules by removing exceptions.

The air of the Failure Zone shifted again. Where the blank had been, a hazy form began to appear. It resembled a person, but it had no face. Instead, layers of eye-patterns floated where a face should have been. Those eyes were unfinished. They looked in different directions, and the depth of their pupils did not match.

“Undefined object,”
the form said without sound. Meaning was transmitted directly.
“State unstable.”
“Reclassification required.”
The child’s breathing sped up for a moment. The pressure of what felt like a gaze was focused on the child. The child looked back toward the blank, as though that place were the only safe zone.

In that instant, Seoyeon decided. In this place, you could not be slow. But you also could not step ahead and decide for others. You had to return questions as questions.

“Definition,”
Seoyeon said to the form.
“Who makes it?”
The eye-patterns on the form trembled together. A question destabilized a system. A system was not built to process questions. It was built to classify input and produce output.

“Definition,”
the form replied,
“is made by observation.”
“And observation,”
Seoyeon asked immediately,
“by whom?”
The form fell silent. Silence was close to an error for a system. When an error occurred, the system called higher rules. That was the moment Seoyeon was waiting for.

Mina, still holding the child’s hand, began tapping a rhythm, very softly.

Tap...
Tap...
Pause...
A simple rhythm. A rhythm that belonged to the Failure Zone. As the rhythm steadied the space, one of the form’s eye-patterns went dark. Then another. Then another. The density of observation dropped.

“Observer,”
the form said.
“Absent.”
The words were an admission. In this zone, full observation was impossible. That was why it was the Failure Zone.

Then the child spoke, at a moment no one expected.

“Then,”
the child said, looking at the form,
“I’m not,”
“an observer either.”
It was not provocation.
Not a question.
It was closer to a statement of fact.
The child did not define themself. Instead, the child stepped outside the definition the system expected.

The form began to shake. The shaking was the prelude to collapse. In the Failure Zone, a system could not endure for long.

“State—”
the form tried to continue.
But the eye-patterns began to fall away one by one.

And then the form faded, like incorrect data being erased.

For a moment—just a moment—
the entire Failure Zone was submerged in perfect silence.
No resonance.
No afterimage.
No questions.



In that silence, Seoyeon understood the greatest secret of this city.

This was not a city perfected by the Tower.
This was a city that the Tower had learned from, through failure.
And at the core of that failure—
there had always been beings like this child.
“Seoyeon,”
Hana said.
“This child,”
“is not a key.”
Seoyeon raised her head.

“Then what?”

“An error,”
Hana replied.
“One that the system,”
“can never finish classifying.”
Seoyeon looked at the child. The child was still not afraid of the blank. In fact, the child looked clearer there. Because the child was not classified, the child had not disappeared.

“If it’s an error,”
Seoyeon said quietly,
“then it can save us.”
The city’s resonance began to return. But the rhythm was different now. Slower. More cautious. The city had begun to recalculate.

“Now,”
Daniel said,
“where is it trying,”
“to take us?”
Seoyeon looked beyond the Failure Zone. Beyond it lay deeper layers of observation—structures they had not yet seen. And at the end of those layers was the reason the door had been made.

“Next,”
Seoyeon said,
“is the city’s heart.”
“Is it safe?”
Mina asked.
Seoyeon was silent for a moment. Then she answered honestly.

“No.”
“But it’s necessary.”
The child’s hand tightened around Seoyeon’s.

“Mom,”
the child said.
“Let’s go together.”
Seoyeon did not let go.



Behind them, the blank of the Failure Zone slowly closed.

The city resumed its operation.

But now, their traces were no longer completely erased.

A system remembers its errors.

And errors—

one day,
destroy systems.
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Chapter 38: The City of Observation — The Road to the Heart: The Moment You’re Seen, What You Lose
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The sound of the blank closing in the Failure Zone was different from the sound of a door closing. It wasn’t bang, and it wasn’t shrrk either. It was simply the sound of vanishing. Sound always implies that something has moved, but this was not movement. It was the sound of something that had been there becoming “as if it had never been.” That was why it felt more chilling. Seoyeon thought it resembled the moment a scene slips out of a human memory.

When the blank closed, the temperature in the Failure Zone rose a little. The cold air became less cold. That meant observation had returned. Observation always produces heat. The more eyes there are, the more calculation there is, the more the space grows subtly warmer. Seoyeon felt the mark on her palm throb again, as though nerves attached to the city had begun to feel around for them once more.

“The record...”
Hana said, exhaling the words.
“It latched back on.”
Before she even finished speaking, a short resonance sounded in the distance—once, twice, three times. This time it was not the resonance of a question. It was closer to a summons. A signal that the city was rearranging its internal layers and trying to trace the direction in which the “exception” had moved.

Daniel, without thinking, looked around, searching for the most solid-looking route. But solidity here could be a trap. A solid road is a fixed road, and a fixed road is a road someone has already set. A set road is not a road—

it is guidance.

Seoyeon raised her hand, cutting off Daniel’s gaze.

“Don’t search straight ahead.”
“Straight ahead is—”
“the road the city shows you.”
Daniel nodded, but in his eyes the impulse was still clear: move the child somewhere safe, right now. A father’s impulse makes big movements. And big movements are easy to observe.

Mina noticed the impulse and pressed lightly on the back of Daniel’s hand. Not words—pressure. A message: not now, not large. Daniel’s breath slowed by a beat.

The child’s eyes were still following the eye-patterns scattered across the city’s walls. And strangely, the child no longer seemed to “fear” the patterns as much as to “read” them. Seoyeon sensed that this change was not merely adaptation. In the Failure Zone, the moment the child collapsed that form—somewhere inside the child, something had briefly shared a language with this city. If you share a language, the other side is no longer completely foreign. But something becoming less foreign does not mean the danger lessens. It means the danger can become more precise.

“Mom.”
The child spoke very carefully.
“Now... I can see the way.”
Seoyeon lowered her eyes at once. The word see was extremely dangerous in this city. Being seen is the beginning of classification. But the child’s words might not be a simple expression. They might be a warning. The moment the child feels it is visible, the city also sees the child more clearly.

“How does it look?”
Seoyeon changed the word.
“What does it... feel like it’s telling you to do? Where to go?”
The child thought for a moment, then pointed into the air. But not at a single precise point. The child pointed in three directions at once: the low slanted passage to the left, the long bridge stretching straight ahead, and the narrow alley like a slit to the right.

“All three,”
the child said.
“But...”
“One of them...”
“...hurts.”
“The one that hurts, we avoid it,”
Mina summarized immediately.
“Then it’s one of the other two.”
But Seoyeon shook her head. This city likes simple avoidance. Avoidance is predictable. “Avoid the one that hurts” is a rule the city can learn quickly.

“The one that hurts,”
Seoyeon repeated.
“Why does it hurt?”
The child bit their lip. When the child tried to “explain,” sensation became fixed in language. Once fixed, observation became easy. Seoyeon did not lead the child into explaining. Instead, she turned the child’s sensation into an action.

“With your breathing,”
Seoyeon said.
“Don’t touch the painful one.”
“Just... get close.”
“And tell me what your breath does.”
The child nodded. The four of them moved very slowly, taking only a single step closer to the “painful” direction among the three. That direction was the long bridge straight ahead. The bridge was smooth, made of a glittering crystalline material, with eye-patterns embedded at regular intervals.

Too orderly.
Too perfect.
The moment they approached, the child drew in a breath—then caught.

“Here...”
The child’s voice dropped.
“My breath is... hard.”
Seoyeon understood the expression. Hard breath meant the air was forcing “rules.” Breath is supposed to flow in and out with flexibility. But where rules are dense, breath itself takes “shape.” The moment breath takes shape, it becomes data. And once it becomes data, it is caught.

“This road,”
Hana said low,
“has a high chance of going straight to the heart.”
“So—”
“the trap is strongest there.”
Daniel’s lips tightened. That road looked like the fastest way to their destination. But the fastest road is bait the city offers.

Seoyeon met the child’s eyes.

“Hard breath,”
she said,
“means it wants to make us”
“into one shape.”
“If we become one shape,”
“we get caught.”
The child nodded, as if understanding.

“Then... another road.”



Of the three directions, the remaining two roads were both imperfect. The slanted passage on the left had misaligned connections between structures, and the alley on the right was so narrow they could only pass in single file. Imperfection carried the scent of the Failure Zone—places the city had not been able to completely tidy up.

“Left,”
Daniel said.
“It’s wider. We can turn.”
Hana shook her head.

“If it’s wide,”
“eyes can attach.”
“If it’s narrow,”
“eyes can’t attach.”
“But then—”
“we have to attach.”
We have to attach. It meant do not let go of hands. And it also meant—psychologically—share state with one another. Seoyeon hesitated for a beat. A narrow path could pressure the child. Pressure could lead to tears. But a wide path strengthened observation. And once observation strengthened, they were no longer “errors.” They became “targets.”

Seoyeon chose.

“Right.”
“Single file.”
“But—”
“our beat,”
“all different.”
Daniel understood.

“Walk together,”
“but don’t walk in the same rhythm.”
“Yes,”
Seoyeon said.
“An imperfect ensemble.”
“The city—”
“likes perfect processions.”
They entered the alley.

The alley was less a road than a gap formed by two structures pressed too close together. The walls were translucent like crystal, but layers of darkness were stacked inside, so they were not fully transparent. When light entered, it diffused, making the entire alley look like a blurred tank of water. The floor underfoot was smooth, but that smoothness was unpleasant—as if the ground was not solid, but liquid that had hardened.

“Slippery,”
Mina whispered.
“Slippery,”
Hana replied,
“can be good.”
“Footprints—”
“don’t remain.”
But a trace that does not remain can, conversely, make their very existence faint. Faintness is protection, but if it goes too far, it becomes disassembly. Seoyeon aligned her breathing. To fade, but not vanish.

Tap... Tap...
Pause—
Tap...
Seoyeon kept her own slow rhythm.

Daniel, half a beat faster than Seoyeon.
Mina, half a beat slower.
Hana, holding the pauses long, almost stopping.
Only the child, in time with Mina’s hand, kept the most stable beat possible. If you demand imperfection from a child, anxiety grows. Adults carry the imperfection. The child becomes the anchor that holds the center.

As they went deeper, the outside resonance grew smaller. But it did not disappear completely. The resonance still tracked them in, as though the city could not leave this alley as a “quiet room” and insisted on pushing data into it anyway.

Then an eye-pattern carved into the wall suddenly blinked. It closed and opened like an eyelid. The movement was too human. The speed of a human blink. Seoyeon’s spine went cold.

“Here,”
Hana said on a breath.
“Real eyes are mixed in.”
“Real?”
Daniel echoed.
“Human,”
Hana said.
“Or something that used to be human.”
“Observers.”
“They’re attached.”
Seoyeon looked closer at the wall. Some patterns lay flat like carvings, but some protruded very slightly. The raised ones reflected light differently, and up close, their reflection looked faintly... wet.

Like skin.

“Don’t touch,”
Seoyeon said at once.
“The moment you touch,”
“you confirm each other.”
The child, understanding, pulled their hands further inward.

At the end of the alley, the light changed. Not brighter—different. The light they had known was a cold gray-white, but at the end of the alley, a faint navy tint was mixed into it. A navy like darkness underwater. Seoyeon’s palm mark responded to that navy with a strong throb.

“That...”
Seoyeon said low.
“is the heart’s color.”
The heart.

The word Hana had used.
A place connected to the city’s administrator.
Where observation is densest.
And likely—where traces remain of the being that designed the “door.”



The alley ended in a small plaza. It was a plaza, but high structures surrounded it on all sides, so no sky was visible. Above, crystalline bridges overlapped horizontally, and thin plates floated between them. The plates rotated slowly without any wind. Each time they rotated, the eyes on the walls reacted in unison. Here, the eyes were connected, forming one enormous network.

At the center of the plaza was a shallow circular pool. Not water—its surface was like dark glass. Beneath the surface, a faint light moved as if pulsing.

Like a heart.
Truly, like a heart.
Daniel, without thinking, tried to step forward.

“Stop.”
Seoyeon raised her palm.
“That isn’t—”
“a path.”
“It’s a device.”
Mina moved as if to pull the child into her arms—then stopped. In this place, reaction is signal. Seoyeon steadied her breathing first, then shifted her body as naturally as possible toward the plaza’s edge.

Not “hiding.”
Just standing there, as if it happened to be where she belonged.
“This pool,”
Hana said low,
“is a reflective surface.”
“High probability it’s a device”
“that records what is seen.”
“A mirror,”
Daniel said.
“If it’s a mirror...”
He let the sentence fall away. A mirror shows a face. A face shows identity. If identity is recorded, tracking becomes possible.

Seoyeon did not stare at the pool. She confirmed only the edge of the surface, using the farthest corner of her vision. And even so—an unpleasant sensation seeped into her mind. A measuring sensation, like someone tracing the line of her cheek with a finger.

“The city,”
Seoyeon said low,
“will make us”
“look straight on.”
“Why?”
Mina asked.
“If we look straight on,”
Seoyeon said,
“we end up”
“confirming ourselves.”
“The moment we confirm,”
“definition completes.”
If definition completes—this city will write them down as “a fugitive family.” Or “those who carry the door.” Or “those accompanied by an error.” Any classification—once written—does not erase.

The child tightened their grip on Mina’s hand.

“Mom...”
the child whispered.
“Over there.”
“I... can see.”
Seoyeon’s breath stopped for a beat. The moment the child said “see,” the pool’s surface shimmered faintly. The pulse beneath sped up.

Like a heart growing excited.

“Don’t look,”
Seoyeon said to the child, very low.
“Even if you can.”
“Don’t say it.”
“We—”
“just—”
“pass.”
But the reaction had already begun.

The eye-patterns on the plaza walls turned at once. All of them, toward the pool. And then—

the pool’s surface began to “open,” very slowly. It split like a ripple, and from inside it, a form began to rise.

It was not a person.

But it imitated the outline of a person.

Instead of a face, thin crystalline plates were layered upon one another, and on each plate an eye-pattern was carved. The eyes blinked at different rhythms.

Blinking was calculation.

“Observation target.”
This time, the voice was heard by the ear.
“Verification request.”
“Front.”
That word—front.

Cold spread through Seoyeon’s insides. The city demands a front to complete itself. The front creates voluntary confirmation. Voluntary confirmation is the sweetest data.

Daniel reflexively moved to hide the child behind him. Hana grabbed Daniel’s arm.

“If you hide,”
Hana said,
“this place—”
“sees more.”
Mina whispered, her voice trembling.

“Then how...”
“How do we—?”
Seoyeon closed her eyes, then opened them.

Avoid front, but respond.
If you do not respond, the system classifies by force.
If you respond, classification accelerates.
This is not a problem with a correct answer.
It is a problem of buying time.
“We won’t,”
Seoyeon said low,
“look front-on.”
“Instead—”
“we’ll make it look”
“like we are.”
“What does that mean?”
Daniel asked.
Seoyeon turned her body very slowly. Her face did not become fully front-on. Instead, she aligned her shoulders and chest as if they were front. Her face remained slightly off, holding the eye-patterns only at the edge of her vision.

A posture that imitates “front.”

It looks like an answer to the city, but avoids essential confirmation.

“Mina,”
Seoyeon breathed.
“The child.”
“Chin.”
“Just a little.”
Mina touched the child’s chin with two fingers, lifting it slightly—yet directing the child’s gaze into empty air just above the pool, so the child would not look at the surface itself. A gaze into air is difficult to observe.

There is no object.

Hana put a knee to the ground and tapped an extremely slow rhythm.

Tap...
Tap...
Pause—
Tap...
Daniel followed the rhythm with his fingertips, half a beat off. An imperfect ensemble—the thing the city hates.

The form’s eyes blinked all at once.

A sign calculation had wavered.

“Imperfect response,”
the form said.
“Reverification required.”
“Front.”
Seoyeon clenched her teeth inside her mouth. One more demand, and forced classification could begin.

Then the child spoke, very low—so low it almost disappeared.

“I don’t like... front.”

The moment the words fell, the pulse beneath the pool’s surface stopped for an instant. Several eye-patterns on the form went dark at once. The child’s simple refusal created an error. “Does not want front” was an input value that almost never existed here. Most people, even afraid, look front-on—because they want to live, because they want to confirm.

But the child refused front by instinct.

The refusal resembled a blank.

Seoyeon did not miss it.

“Now,”
Seoyeon said.
“Move.”
“Where?”
Daniel asked.
Seoyeon pointed behind the pool. There was a thin slit there. A place where structures had not fully interlocked—an imperfect crack that smelled like the Failure Zone. Almost no eye-patterns. Slow reactions.

“There,”
Seoyeon said.
“A crack—”
“into the heart.”
The form recognized their movement and leaned forward. The pulse
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