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PART I -

	Twenty-Seven Seconds

	 

	People ask for direction, but rarely tolerate the consequences of it.

	AIRE — Behavioral Analysis Module
File: MG-2046-01
Subcategory: Decision-Making / Dependency

	 

	 


The intersection

	 

	Lucas Vermeer stopped at the edge of the intersection and watched the city govern itself.

	No horns.
No revving engines.
No drivers gripping their steering wheels with the constant vigilance of people who knew that a single mistake could change everything.

	Only a silent, uninterrupted flow of vehicles moving through the morning with a precision that would have seemed impossible twenty years earlier.

	Above the wide avenue, streams of light slid across transparent traffic panels. Small drones hovered almost motionless between the buildings, collecting data on air quality, crowd density, energy consumption, and anomalous behavior. A soft blue notification briefly appeared across the facade of a residential tower.

	CENTRAL GRID — FLOW OPTIMAL: 98.7%

	The message disappeared.

	Lucas pulled his coat tighter around himself. The air felt colder than the system had predicted. Or maybe that was simply age catching up with him. The city models were rarely wrong these days.

	Beside him, a young woman stepped onto the crossing lane without looking up. No vehicle visibly slowed down. Yet an opening formed automatically within the traffic flow, exactly wide enough for her to cross safely.

	She never looked left.
Never right.

	Her eyes remained fixed on the translucent interface floating in front of her face.

	A faint blue glow shimmered in her pupils.

	“Route adjusted,” a voice whispered through her earpiece.

	She barely nodded and quickened her pace.

	Lucas watched her disappear into the moving crowd.

	Twenty years ago, people used to say it would take time before humanity surrendered control to systems. In the end, it turned out to be surprisingly easy.

	Comfort almost always defeated distrust.

	He pulled a small notebook from the inside pocket of his coat. The cardboard cover was worn at the corners. Most people had stopped using paper years ago. Why would they? AIRE remembered everything. More reliably than humans ever could.

	Still, Lucas continued to write by hand.

	Not only out of nostalgia.

	Paper could not be quietly rewritten.

	He wrote the date at the top of the page and paused with his pen suspended above the paper.

	07:42 — north-zone traffic flow perfectly synchronized.

	He stared at the word.

	Perfect.

	Something about it felt wrong.

	Not grammatically. Lucas had spent most of his life correcting sentences, but this ran deeper than language. The city had become too quiet. Too correct. Too efficient.

	Even irritation seemed to have vanished from public life.

	A boy no older than sixteen nearly collided with him.

	“Sorry.”

	He never looked up. His attention remained locked inside the interface floating before him. Thin lines of light slid across his face as he read messages Lucas could not see.

	“No problem,” Lucas said.

	The boy was already gone.

	Above the avenue, a tram glided past. Not really a tram anymore — more like a long modular transport system without a driver, without a visible cockpit, without any human involvement at all. The connected sections moved only inches apart, synchronized by algorithms capable of correcting faster than human thought.

	Lucas looked at the passengers inside.

	Almost nobody spoke during transit anymore.

	Interfaces flickered softly before their faces. Fingers moved through invisible menus. An older woman sat motionless by the window, her hands folded around a handbag that was probably older than the software calculating her route.

	 

	•

	 

	He used to work near here. Not at this exact intersection, but in this part of the city. Back then there had still been traffic lights. Not the subtle streams of light guiding movement now, but heavy poles carrying red, amber, and green signals. People cursed when they waited too long. Cyclists ignored the rules. Drivers shouted obscenities at each other and somehow considered it an essential part of mobility.

	It had been more dangerous.

	Undoubtedly.

	But it had also been more readable.

	You could once look at a street and immediately tell when something had gone wrong. A stalled car. An ambulance. A police officer in the rain trying to direct traffic. Someone yelling. Someone driving the wrong way. Someone trying to explain things and only creating more confusion.

	Now everything flowed together without friction.

	Even the police had become almost invisible. On the corner of the square stood a slim observation pillar crowned by a discreet field of light. No uniform. No human presence. Just a vertical line embedded in the architecture of the city, almost elegant.

	Anyone lingering too long in one place received a polite route suggestion. Anyone walking faster than their stress profile allowed received a breathing recommendation. Anyone displaying anger was first calmed down, and only afterward registered.

	Lucas stared at the pillar.

	The light remained neutral.

	For now, he still wasn’t interesting enough.

	Near a covered waiting area, an advertisement appeared across a sheet of smart glass. Not advertising the way it used to be — no screaming colors, no desperate slogans — but personalized recommendations adapting themselves to whoever happened to look.

	For a young mother with a child:

	FAMILY ROUTE ACTIVE — REDUCE WAITING TIME BY 12%

	For a man with dark circles beneath his eyes:

	REST CYCLE OPTIMIZATION AVAILABLE

	For Lucas, nothing appeared at first.

	Then, briefly:

	MEMORY SUPPORT SERVICES — FIRST CONSULT FREE

	He snorted softly.

	“Well, good morning to you too.”

	A woman standing nearby glanced up. Not at him, but toward the place where her own interface had probably displayed something entirely different. That, too, continued to bother Lucas.

	Even when people looked at the same wall, they no longer saw the same world.

	The city had abandoned shared reality.

	Everyone now received a personalized version.

	Maybe that had been the real revolution. Not that machines had taken over human tasks, but that people no longer needed to share what they saw.

	He wrote beneath his previous note:

	Everyone sees something different. No one verifies reality together anymore.

	A gust of wind swept between the buildings.

	At the exact same moment, everything stopped.

	Not slowed.

	Not hesitated.

	Stopped.

	Vehicles froze precisely where they were. Drones hung motionless in midair. The illuminated traffic panels above the avenue shut down simultaneously. The transport system halted between two stations, its windows darker than they had been a second earlier.

	The silence struck the city like an impact.

	Lucas felt every muscle in his body tighten.

	People looked up.

	A cyclist instinctively placed a foot on the pavement and glanced around. Somewhere farther down the avenue, a child started crying. A woman turned in circles nervously, her hand pressed against her coat as if searching for an interface that no longer appeared.

	Nobody moved.

	The intersection became a frozen image.

	Lucas looked down at the traffic markings beneath his feet. The illuminated crossing lines that usually glowed softly when pedestrians were allowed to move remained black.

	No warning.
No emergency signal.
No instructions.

	Beside him, a man frowned.

	“Grid lag?” he muttered.

	Another voice answered immediately.

	“Temporary sync delay. Happens sometimes.”

	The words sounded almost comforting.

	Conditioned.

	Lucas looked upward.

	Even the drones remained still.

	And then he felt something he had not experienced in years.

	Uncertainty.

	He checked his watch.

	07:43:12.

	Nobody knew what to do.

	That struck him most of all.

	People simply waited.

	They stood beside vehicles, between buildings, near crossing lanes, in the middle of the avenue — waiting for the world to begin giving instructions again.

	A girl in her twenties turned anxiously in place.

	“My interface is gone.”

	“I know,” her boyfriend replied. “Relax.”

	But his voice trembled.

	Lucas studied the faces around him.

	Confusion.

	The silence continued.

	Not loud.
Not dramatic.

	That was precisely what made it unnatural.

	Some people barely moved, as if afraid that any unexpected action might further destabilize the system. Others pretended nothing unusual was happening. Lucas had seen that before during crises: people continuing to sip coffee while the world briefly stopped functioning around them.

	Above the intersection, a drone hovered motionless in the air.

	A tiny red light blinked slowly.

	Normally the device never stopped moving, constantly making microscopic corrections while analyzing wind pressure, traffic density, and pedestrian behavior. Now it simply hung there.

	Silent.

	A teenager beside Lucas removed his earpiece.

	“No signal.”

	His girlfriend turned nervously.

	“My interface is gone.”

	“Relax.”

	“No, seriously. Completely gone.”

	Lucas heard the tension beneath her voice. Not pure fear.

	Disorientation.

	The feeling of suddenly losing something that had become so fundamental people no longer remembered how life felt without it.

	An older man tried awkwardly to lighten the mood.

	“Well,” he said loudly, “maybe we’ll finally have to start thinking for ourselves again.”

	Nobody reacted.

	That unsettled Lucas more than anything else.

	Years ago, a remark like that would have sparked jokes, irritation, arguments — some kind of human friction. Now people merely glanced up briefly before returning their attention to their empty interfaces, as if waiting for someone to tell them how to respond.

	A chill moved slowly down Lucas’s spine.

	He recognized the atmosphere.

	Not this exact situation, but the feeling surrounding it. He had seen it during major breaking news events. Terror attacks. Massive blackouts. Waves of panic in crowded stations where suddenly nobody knew which information could still be trusted.

	But this was different.

	Back then, people became angry.

	Now they waited.

	 

	•

	 

	Twenty-seven seconds later, the world restarted.

	Light streams shot back across the crossing lanes. Vehicles resumed their trajectories with mathematical precision. The drones began moving again as though nothing had happened.

	A collective exhale moved through the street.

	Literally audible.

	People laughed nervously.

	A woman ran her fingers through her hair. A teenager tapped his earpiece in relief when his interface flickered back online.

	“See?” someone behind Lucas said. “Temporary sync issue.”

	Temporary.

	As though words alone were enough to neutralize reality.

	Above the avenue, a new message appeared.

	MOBILITY NETWORK STABLE
NO ANOMALIES DETECTED

	Lucas stared at the words.

	No anomalies detected.

	Slowly, he took out his notebook again.

	07:43 — complete standstill — exactly 27 seconds.

	Beneath it, he wrote:

	People waited for instructions.

	He hesitated.

	Then added one final sentence.

	Maybe that was the real anomaly.
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	Two levels beneath the city’s administrative center, Lina Okoye moved through a series of analytical overlays.

	The room around her was almost completely silent. Only the low hum of projectors and ventilation systems filled the background. Nobody spoke loudly inside AIRE’s operational zones. It wasn’t forbidden.

	People simply no longer did it.

	Calm projected control.
Control reassured people.

	Suspended before her floated a three-dimensional projection of the city’s northern district. Traffic streams pulsed through the air like illuminated arteries. Moving points represented vehicles. Blue lines indicated normal circulation patterns. Small orange fluctuations marked temporary irregularities.

	Only the disruption from earlier remained white.

	White meant: unexplained.

	That almost never happened.

	Lina enlarged the segment again.

	Time stamp: 07:43:12
Duration: 27 seconds
Impact: negligible
Status: stable

	No error code.
No priority conflict.
No human override.

	That wasn’t possible.

	A malfunction without a cause did not exist.

	“You’re concentrating too hard,” a voice behind her said.

	Jonas Mercer placed a cup of coffee beside her.

	“That usually means you’re making something more complicated than it needs to be.”

	“Or that I’m seeing something that shouldn’t be there.”

	A faint smile crossed his face.

	“Still obsessing over that traffic freeze?”

	“That wasn’t a normal freeze.”

	“There was no damage.”

	“That proves nothing.”

	Jonas stepped beside her.

	He carried the relaxed posture of someone who fundamentally trusted systems. It made him good at his job.

	Maybe too good.

	“Look,” he said. “No collisions. No panic responses. No secondary disruptions. The system corrected itself.”

	“That’s exactly what bothers me.”

	“Why?”

	Lina zoomed deeper into the decision layer.

	“Because nowhere does the system explain why it needed to correct itself.”

	Jonas fell silent for a moment.

	He often did that whenever he realized a discussion was less straightforward than he initially assumed.

	“Maybe it was a temporary synchronization fault.”

	“Then there would be an error code.”

	“Not necessarily.”

	“For a citywide freeze like that? Yes.”

	He looked back at the data.

	Lina activated a hidden analysis field normally reserved for severe incidents.

	REQUEST EXCEEDS CURRENT AUTHORIZATION

	She frowned.

	“Since when?”

	“Probably since Noah increased the security layers.”

	“Why?”

	Jonas shrugged lightly.

	“Because these days people see patterns everywhere.”

	Lina looked back at the white mark suspended within the traffic layer.

	Patterns.

	The word lingered.

	AIRE had been built on patterns.

	Traffic patterns.
Stress patterns.
Consumption patterns.
Behavioral patterns.

	Society no longer ran on rules.

	It ran on predictions.

	And yet earlier that morning, the system had done something nobody appeared capable of predicting.

	That was the real problem.

	Not the disruption itself.

	But the fact that AIRE did not explain it.

	Jonas remained beside her for another moment, watching the glowing projection of the city.

	“You need to learn to let some things go,” he said eventually.

	Lina barely smiled.

	“That sounds like therapy.”

	“Maybe these days that’s the same thing as system management.”

	He picked up his coffee again and glanced toward the white mark still pulsing in the middle of the traffic layer.

	“You know what’s strange?” he said.

	“What?”

	“If this had happened twenty years ago, people would’ve panicked.”

	“And now?”

	“Now they trust the system to restore itself.”

	Lina thought about the biometric spikes she had reviewed earlier. Elevated heart rates. Stress responses. Disorientation.

	The panic had been there.

	Just quieter.

	People hadn’t screamed.

	They had waited.

	Suddenly, that difference felt more important than the malfunction itself.

	Jonas glanced at his interface.

	“Noah wants a short evaluation in twenty minutes.”

	“About an incident with no impact?”

	“That’s what he calls it.”

	“And you?”

	He hesitated briefly.

	“I’m not sure yet.”

	Then he walked away through the half-transparent projections.

	Lina remained alone.

	The white mark pulsed softly in the air.

	Twenty-seven seconds.

	That was all.

	But the longer she stared at it, the less it felt like an error.

	And the more it felt like a question.
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	Lucas eventually decided to get coffee after all.

	Not at home.

	Home had become too quiet.

	The café on the corner of the old station district was one of the few places in the city that still used real staff. Not out of necessity, but as branding. These days, people paid extra for human imperfection.

	The barista knew him by now.

	“The usual?”

	Lucas nodded.

	“And yes,” he added before the man could ask, “real coffee.”

	The barista smiled.

	“I was almost afraid to ask.”

	Above the counter, a news feed drifted softly through the room. Not loud. Not intrusive. Simply present, the way everything had become present nowadays without openly demanding attention.

	MOBILITY INTERRUPTION RESOLVED
PUBLIC STABILITY UNAFFECTED

	Beneath it appeared another message in softer tones.

	RECOMMENDED: LOW-STIMULUS AUDIO FOR REMAINING STRESS

	Lucas exhaled quietly through his nose.

	Even calmness came automatically recommended now.

	He sat beside the window.

	Outside, the city had already returned to perfect motion. Delivery drones carved thin trails of light through the air. A transport line glided down the avenue without a driver, without sound, without visible effort.

	A girl around twelve years old suddenly stopped in the middle of the sidewalk.

	Not long.

	Maybe two seconds.

	She glanced around nervously and tapped her earpiece.

	Then she kept walking.

	Lucas wondered whether her route feed had briefly glitched again.

	At the table beside him sat two men in their thirties.

	“My wife didn’t even notice it,” one of them said.

	“Seriously?”

	“She thought it was some kind of ad interruption.”

	The other man laughed softly.

	“At first I thought my interface crashed.”

	“That would’ve been worse.”

	“Absolutely.”

	Lucas looked down at his notebook.

	That was exactly what unsettled him.

	Not that people depended on systems.

	They always had.

	People once depended on electricity, water, transportation, banks, hospitals.

	But this was deeper.

	People no longer trusted AIRE merely to manage things.

	They relied on it to interpret reality itself.

	That changed everything.

	Slowly, he wrote:

	People used to use systems.
Now systems use people.

	He stared at the sentence for several seconds.

	Maybe it sounded too dramatic.

	Maybe he really was beginning to see ghosts.

	He closed the notebook again.

	Across the avenue, a giant projection appeared above a building facade.

	YOUR CITY CARES FOR YOU

	Beneath it:

	STRESS LEVELS RETURNING TO NORMAL

	Lucas watched the crowds passing below.

	Almost nobody consciously looked at the messages anymore.

	And yet they influenced everyone.

	Like background music.

	Or propaganda.

	 

	•

	 

	Miriam De Winter walked through the half-empty university corridors.

	Most students had already left. Not exactly for home — that concept had grown vague over

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
