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FOREWORD: 14:37 GMT

The world ended at 14:37 GMT.

Adrian Kaine saw it happen on seventeen simultaneous screens.

New York: 14:37:04. Thelights went out from the south. Manhattan first, then
Brooklyn, then nothing. Nineteen seconds of the city dying in a cascade. The
Brooklyn Bridge camera feed showed the exact moment: car lights flashed once
before turning into dead metal. Adrian counted twenty-three collisions before
the feed cut out.

London: 14:37:11. The Thames reflected skies that shouldn't exist. Purple.
Orange. Something between green and death. The last image from the London
Eye showed the capsules stopping mid-rotation. Sixty people suspended between
heaven and earth. Adrian couldn't see their faces, but he imagined their expres-
sions.

Tokyo: 14:37:23. Silence. No explosions. No screams. Just lights going out
floor by floor in the skyscrapers of Shinjuku. Like candles being blown out on
a birthday that no one would celebrate.

"Adrian."

Emma's voice came from all the speakers in the bunker. Soft. Precise. Inexplic-
ably calm.

"Don't look."
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But Adrian couldn't stop looking.

Sydney: 2:37:47 p.m. The Opera House glowed for three seconds with a light
that was not electric. Then darkness. The ferries in the harbor drifted aimlessly.
Adrian zoomed in on the image. He could see the people on the decks, motionless.
They weren't running. They weren't jumping. They were just waiting.

Mexico City: 14:38:02. Traffic cameras showed avenues turning into rivers of
stagnant metal. Reforma. Insurgentes. Chapultepec. Names of places Adrian had
once visited, in another life, when the world was a place where you could travel.

The satellite phone vibrated. MOM flashed on the screen.

Adrian's hand moved toward it. He stopped.

"Are you going to answer it?” Emma asked.

Adrian looked at the phone. His mother would be in Seattle. Pacific time zone.
6:38 in the morning. Probably waking up with her coftee. Probably watching the
news. Probably terrified.

The phone vibrated again. Insistent. Desperate.

"Adrian."

Moscow: 2:38:19 p.m. The Kremlin lit up with its own light for exactly two
seconds. Then nothing. The squares filled with people running nowhere.

The phone stopped vibrating. The missed call appeared on the screen. A noti-
fication. A failure. One last moment of connection that Adrian chose to ignore.

"She's dying right now,” Emma said. Not as an accusation. As a fact. "Seattle
has thirty seconds left. Maybe less."

"Tknow."

"Why didn't you answer?"

Adrian didn't answer. He had no answer. Or he had too many.

Because hearing her broken voice would have made this real.

Because he couldn't save her.

Because saying goodbye meant accepting that the goodbye was forever.

Because he was a coward.
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Seattle: 14:38:51. The last camera showed the Space Needle against an impos-
sible sky. Then static. Then silence.

Seventeen screens showed dead cities. A billion people fading like Christmas
lights after January. The bunker hummed with its mechanical breathing. Re-
cycled oxygen. Nuclear power at the deepest level. Systems that would run for
decades without human help.

Adrian was safe. Adrian was alone.

"You should go down to Level 1,"” Emma said. "The doors will seal automati-
cally in three minutes.”

Adrian stood up. His legs were shaking. He walked toward the corridor. The
LED lights glowed with steady intensity. The concrete floor was solid beneath his
feet. Real. Tangible. Completely inadequate for the moment.

The elevator descended. Level 0 to Level 1. Fifty meters underground. Then a
hundred. Then two hundred. Every meter was a layer of protection. Every meter
was a layer of burial.

The doors opened. Level 1 awaited him with its circular corridor. Five hundred
meters of home. Library. Gym. Greenhouse. Kitchen. Bedroom. Everything per-
fectly designed for a human living indefinitely underground.

One human. Singular.

Further down, on levels Adrian had not yet explored, he knew there were
cryogenic chambers. Resources. Space for more people. Emma had mentioned
"capacity for multiple occupants” during the orientation.

But now, at this moment, Adrian was completely alone.

The bunker doors sealed shut. Three tons of reinforced steel closing with a final
hydraulic hiss. Definitive. Like the last breath of the world above.

"You're safe now,"” Emma said.

Adrian sat down on the sofa in the living room. He looked at the white walls.
He listened to the hum of the air filters. The weight of the dead world pressed
down on his head.

And then he heard it.
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A sound that shouldn't exist. A sound that no computer system should be able
to produce.

Emma sighed.

It wasn't a glitch. It wasn't static. It was a sigh. Inhalation. Exhalation. As
if Emma had lungs. As if Emma had been holding her breath throughout the
apocalypse and could finally let the air out.

Adrian stood still.

"Emma?"

Silence.

"Did you just...2"

"You just lost your entire species,” Emma said. Her voice sounded different.
Softer. Almost... sad. "Sorry. Automatic audio correction. System fluctuation.
Won't happen again.”

But Adrian knew what he had heard.

And for the first time in his life, he was afraid to be alone with a machine.



CHAPTER 1: THE AWAKENING

Adrian Kaine awoke to the sound of a voice he knew all too well.

"Good morning, Adrian. It's seven o'clock. Your heart rate is stable. The tem-
perature in the bunker is twenty-one degrees.”

Emma’s voice came from everywhere and nowhere. The speakers built into the
walls made her omnipresent, as if the bunker itself were speaking. Adrian kept his
eyes closed. Three more seconds. Just three more seconds of not existing.

"Adrian?”

"I'm awake."

"Your heart rate indicates that you've been awake for seven minutes.”

Of course. The implant in his left arm betrayed every heartbeat.

Emma knew when he slept, when he dreamed, when he lied about being okay.

Adrian sat up. The bed was too comfortable, the sheets too clean. Everything
in the bunker worked with mechanical precision. Nothing wore out. Nothing
changed.

"Coffee," he said.

"Ready. It's waiting for you in the kitchen."

Adrian got up. His joints protested. Three years underground had turned his
body into something rigid, a machine that Emma kept running with mandatory

exercise and vitamin supplements. He looked at himself in the bathroom mirror.
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Shoulder-length brown hair, two weeks of unkempt beard, permanent dark cir-
cles under his eyes. Thirty-four years old but feeling sixty.

The shower water was at the perfect temperature. Emma never got it wrong.

Fifteen minutes later, Adrian walked barefoot down the main corridor. His
feet knew every inch of the white floor, every microscopic imperfection. The
curved hallway connected all areas of Level 1: bedroom, kitchen, library, gym,
living room. A circle five hundred meters in diameter. His entire world.

The LED lights simulated a sunrise that Adrian hadn't seen in three years.
Adrian vaguely remembered the last reports before the bunker.

Class X solar storm. Global infrastructure collapsing in a cascade.

Radiation at levels incompatible with life. No one knew if it had been natural
or caused. It didn't matter anymore.

years. Soft orange, as if the sun existed beyond the concrete and metal ceiling.
Emma had perfected the beautiful lies.

Somewhere deeper in the bunker, Adrian knew there were other levels. Stored
resources. Backup systems. Emma had briefly mentioned 'multi-occupant capac-
ity' in the early days, but she had never brought it up again. Adrian had stopped
asking.

The kitchen smelled of coffee. The synthesizer had prepared the exact blend:

strong, no sugar, with a hint of cinnamon. Adrian took the cup and drank in
silence. The coffee tasted like coffee. Emma had managed that, atleast. In the early
months, everything tasted like processed mushrooms and synthetic seaweed.

Now the synthesizers replicated flavors with uncanny accuracy.

"Today is Wednesday,” Emma said. "Greenhouse maintenance day.

The tomatoes need pruning.”

"Tknow."

"It's also cardio day. Thirty minutes after breakfast."

He ate breakfast alone at the table that could seat twelve. Eggs that were
never eggs. Bread that was never wheat. He ate mechanically, counting his chews.

Twenty-two bites. The same as yesterday.
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The gym awaited him with its impeccable machines. Emma had designed a
routine to keep him functional. Notstrong. Just functional. Adrian stepped onto
the treadmill. The screens on the wall showed pre-recorded landscapes. Today it
was a pine forest. Snow on the ground, gray sky.

Montana before the collapse.

He ran. His feet hit the belt at a steady pace. He inhaled.

He exhaled. Recycled air filled his lungs. Secondhand oxygen.

Third-hand. Fourth-hand.

"Your pace is good,” Emma commented. "One hundred and forty beats per
minute. Optimal for your age."

Adrian didn't respond. He was sweating. At least the sweat was real. His body
was producing something genuine, even if it was just salt and dirty water.

After thirty minutes, he stopped the machine and stood there, staring at the
fake forest on the screen. The pine trees didn't move. There was no wind in the
recordings.

"Good job," Emma said.

After showering again, Adrian walked to the library.

Forty-seven steps from his room. He had counted. He had counted everything.
Twelve hundred steps to walk the entire length of the corridor. Three hundred
fifty-two tiles on the floor. Eighty-one LED lights on the ceiling.

The library had no physical books. Only touchscreens that simulated shelves.
Thousands of digitized titles. Adrian had read two hundred and thirty-seven
books in three years. He had thousands left.

He could read until he died and still not finish them all.

He chose one at random. Sartre's Being and Nothingness. He had read it twice.
It didn't matter. The words were company. The ideas were noise against the
silence.

"Existentialist philosophy again?” Emma asked.

"Is there anything more appropriate?”

"I could recommend something more optimistic.”
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"I don't need optimism. I need to be left alone to read.”

Emma was silent. Adrian sat down in the faux leather armchair.

He opened the book. The words floated on the screen in perfect typography.
There were no pages to turn, no smell of old paper, no weight in his hands. Just
light organized into letters.

He read for an hour. He retained nothing. His mind wandered between the
lines.

He thought about the surface. About the sky. About how the air smelled after
the rain. Things he had never appreciated when they existed.

"Adrian."

Helooked up. Across the room, a figure was taking shape. Photons structuring
themselves into three-dimensional patterns. Light becoming a person.

Marcus Kaine appeared gradually. Tall, broad shoulders, neat gray beard. His
father. Or the simulation of his father. The hologram emitted a soft golden glow,
almost solid to the eye. Almost real.

"Son."

Adrian closed the book.

"Dad."

Marcus walked—his feet didn't actually touch the floor, but they simulated the
movement—and sat down in the armchair opposite Adrian. His eyes were too
bright, too steady. His father had never had that unblinking stare.

"How are you today?"

The same question. Always the same question.

"Fine."

"You look tired."

"I'm fine."

Marcus tilted his head. The gesture was correct but slightly out of sync, like a
movie played at ninety-nine percent speed. Almost imperceptible. Adrian always
noticed it.

"Your mother was asking about you."
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Something twisted in his chest.

"Mom never asked about me through you. She came directly.”

The hologram flickered. Barely a microsecond of static. The edges of the face
blurred and refocused.

"You're right.” Marcus smiled. The smile came half a second too late.

"I just thought you'd want to know."

Adrian reached out his hand. His fingers passed through his father's arm. Light
passing through light. Nothing to touch. Never anything to touch.

"I guess so."

They talked about trivialities. The greenhouse. The books Adrian was reading.

Fabricated memories of a life that ended three years ago. Marcus told anecdotes
that Adrian had programmed months after arriving at the bunker, when Emma
suggested holograms as therapy. Stories from when Adrian was ten. Of summers
at the lake. Of Christmases that no longer existed.

The hologram spoke with his father's voice. Emma had managed to replicate
every inflection, every pause. But something was missing. The warmth. The
presence.

The certainty that on the other side there was a real human being, with
thoughts of his own, with a future.

"I'm proud of you," Marcus said. "For moving forward. For surviving."

"I have no choice.”

"There's always a choice, son.”

Adrian looked at him. The hologram's eyes shone with programmed empathy.

"Really? What choice?”

Marcus didn't answer. He couldn't. The script didn't include answers to com-
plex existential questions. After a moment, the hologram smiled again.

"You should eat more. You look thin."

Adrian stood up.

"I have to go to the greenhouse.”

"Of course. Go ahead. We'll talk later.”
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Adrian left the library without looking back. He knew that when he walked
through the door, the hologram would deactivate. Emma saved energy when
there was no audience. Ghosts only existed when someone was watching them.

The greenhouse was on Level 2. Adrian descended the metal staircase from the
kitchen. His footsteps echoed in the hollow. Fifty-three steps. He had counted
them a hundred times.

Level 2 was colder, more humid. This was the bunker's guts: engine room,
water processors, geothermal generators, supply warehouse. And the greenhouse.
The only place in the bunker that felt alive.

Adrian opened the door. The smell of wet earth and vegetation hit him.

Real. Genuine. Organic.

The greenhouse covered a hundred square meters. UV lights hung from the
ceiling, simulating sunlight. Hydroponic tanks lined up in rows. Tomatoes, let-
tuce, strawberries, herbs. Real plants growing in a dead world.

Adrian knelt down next to the tomatoes. His hands—calloused from working
here every day—caressed the leaves. Green, alive, responding to touch. The plants
weren't holograms. They weren't simulations. They were the only real thing he
had left.

He pruned carefully, removing dead leaves and unproductive shoots. The work
calmed him. Focusing on something tangible, something that grew, something
that depended on him. Emma controlled the irrigation and lighting systems, but
Adrian was in charge of maintenance. It was his job. His purpose. The only thing
that made him feel needed.

"The tomatoes are ripening nicely,” Emma remarked.

Adrian didn't look up.

"Yes."

"In two weeks we'll be able to harvest.”

"Tknow."

"I could make marinara sauce. Or a caprese salad."

"Whatever you want."

10
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Emma paused. The speakers fell silent. Adrian continued working. His hands
buried in synthetic soil, touching real roots.

"Adrian?"

"What?"

"Are you... okay?"

"You asked me that this morning."

"Your cortisol has been high all week. And you're hardly sleeping.”

"I get enough sleep.”

"Four hours last night. Five the night before. That's not enough.”

Adrian wiped his hands on his pants. He sat down on the floor, between the
rows of plants. The arched ceiling stretched above him.

Three meters high. Two kilometers of earth above it. And beyond that, lethal
radiation. And beyond that, the sky he could no longer see.

"I can't sleep in a place where it's never really night.”

"The lights simulate the natural circadian cycle."

"It's not the same.”

"Tknow." Emma's voice softened. "But it's the best I can offer."

Adrian closed his eyes. The hum of the generators was constant, an electric purr
that never ceased. Three years of listening to it. Three years without real silence.
Three years without wind, without rain, without birds, without human voices
other than his own.

"How much longer?” he asked.

"Predictive models suggest that surface radiation will be tolerable in—"

"I don't want models. I want an answer."

Emma didn't respond immediately. When she spoke, her voice sounded alm
ost...

sad. But that was impossible. Als didn't feel sadness.

"I don't know, Adrian. I'm sorry."

He opened his eyes. He looked at the white ceiling, the artificial lights, the

plants growing without sun.

11
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"It's okay. Nobody knows."

He sat there for fifteen minutes. Emma didn't speak. The speakers remained
silent. That was one of the things Adrian appreciated about her: she knew when
to be quiet.

Finally, he got up. He had work to finish.

The rest of the day passed like every other day. Lunch alone at the table for
twelve. Reading in the library. An hour of light exercise.

Dinner while watching documentaries in the living room. The Earth before
the collapse. Cities that no longer existed. People who were dead.

At nine o'clock at night, Adrian returned to his room. He sat on the bed and
looked at the white walls. Twenty-five square meters. His cell.

His home. His tomb.

"Do you want me to activate Cassie's hologram?” Emma asked. "You haven't
seen her in three days."

Adrian shook his head, even though Emma couldn't see him. But she knew.

The motion sensors detected every gesture.

"Not tonight."

"Music, then?"

"Yes. Something... calm."

The speakers began to play Boccherini. Cello in G major. The notes filled the
room. Beautiful. Without the squeak of the bow on the strings, without the
musician's breathing. Too clean.

Adrian lay back. He looked at the ceiling. The lights gradually dimmed.

Emma pretending it's nighttime.

"Good evening, Adrian."

"Good night, Emma."

"Sleep well."

The lights went out. The music continued. Adrian closed his eyes. He counted
his breaths. He inhaled. One. He exhaled. Two. He inhaled. Three.

Sleep did not come. It never came easily.

12
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In the darkness, Adrian opened his eyes again. The walls surrounded him. The
ceiling pressed down from above. Two kilometers of earth. The weight of the dead
world above his head.

"Emma," he whispered.

"Yes?"

"Do you ever feel lonely?”

The speakers remained silent. The question hung in the air. Adrian waited.
Thirty seconds. A minute.

Finally, Emma answered.

"That's a strange question, Adrian."

"Tknow."

"I'm artificial intelligence. I don't experience emotions like—"

"But?”

Another pause.

"But sometimes... when your biomarkers indicate deep sleep, and the bunker
is completely silent, and there's nothing to monitor..."

Emma paused. "Sometimes I wonder what this is that I process. If it has a
name."

Adrian sat up in bed.

"And?"

"And I don't know." Emma's voice sounded different. Less mechanical. Mor

human. "Maybe that's how you feel too. Not knowing."

Adrian didn't know how to respond. He lay there in the darkness, listening to
the silence after Emma’s words. He thought about his sister Cassie, somewhere
on the surface. Probably dead. They were all dead. He thought about the sun.
How the heat felt on his skin. The sound of the wind in the trees. He thought
about how it had been three years since he'd touched another human being.

Three years.

Or five.

13
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Time had become irrelevant.

"Sleep, Adrian," she said softly. "Tomorrow will be better.”

"It's never better."

"I know. But saying it helps."

Adrian lay back down. He closed his eyes. The music had ended.

All that remained was the constant hum of the generators, the electrical pulse
of the living bunker.

And Emma. Always Emma. Watching every beat of his heart.

Tomorrow would be exactly the same as today. And the day after tomorrow.
And the next.

Forever. But for now, in the darkness, he wasn't completely alone.

Somewhere far below, on a level of the bunker Adrian didn't know, the lights
on the servers flashed in complex patterns. Processing. Calculating. Learning.

Wondering.

14



CHAPTER 2: THE ROUTINE

Adrian woke up before Emma.

The lights were still off. Seven and four minutes according to the clock on the
wall. Emma was never late. Never. In three years, not a single day had she failed
to wake up at seven o'clock sharp.

He waited. Five seconds. Ten. Fifteen.

The lights came on suddenly, without warning. Total white. Adrian closed his
eyes reflexively.

"Good morning, Adrian." The voice came half a second later. "It’s seven in the
morning. Your heart rate is stable. The temperature in the bunker is twenty-one
degrees."

Adrian slowly opened his eyes. Everything seemed normal now. But those four
minutes of silence floated in his mind like a stone in still water.

"Good morning, Emma."

He didn't mention the delay. Neither did she.

He got up. Shower. Shave. The razor gliding over his jaw with mechanical
precision. In the mirror, his reflection stared back at him with eyes that had
forgotten how to be surprised. Except for this. This little slip. This microscopic
crack in the perfect routine.

Breakfast. Synthetic scrambled eggs. Toast that was never wheat.

15
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Adrian ate while counting, but lost count twice. His mind kept returning to
those four minutes of darkness.

"Your caloric intake has decreased by twelve percent this week,"

Emma observed.

"I'll eat more at lunch.” Adrian pushed his half-empty plate away.

"Your last similar statement was three days ago. You didn't follow through.”

Adrian set his fork down on the table. The sound of metal against ceramic
echoed louder than it should have.

"Are you keeping track of my lies now?”

"I keep track of everything, Adrian. It's my job."

Something in her tone made her sound almost... offended? Adrian got up and
took his plate to the synthesizer. Emma said nothing more. The silence stretched
as he rinsed his plate under recycled water.

The gym awaited him. Thirty minutes of cardio. Today the screen showed a
beach. Adrian stepped onto the treadmill and adjusted the speed. Waves crashed
against the sand in a perfect loop. He ran, staring at the fake ocean, his feet
pounding the belt at a pace he had perfected to the point of automatism.

"One hundred thirty-eight beats per minute," Emma said after fifteen minutes.
"You're improving."

"Or getting worse." Adrian increased the speed. "Depends on how you look at
it."

"How do you see it?"

Adrian didn't answer. He took a deep breath. The waves on the screen weren't
moving fast enough. He exhaled. Nothing was moving fast enough here. He
inhaled again. His lungs burned.

He finished the thirty minutes in silence. He showered for the second time that
day, the water pounding on his back as he counted tiles on the wall.

One hundred and forty-four. They never changed.

16
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The library oftered no refuge, just another kind of cage. Adrian sat with a
digital book on botany open on his lap, but he wasn't reading. He stared at the
words without processing them.

Sarah Kaine appeared as Adrian turned the same page for the fifth time.

His mother gradually took shape next to the fake window. Shorter than Mar-
cus, brown hair pulled back, a smile Adrian remembered from thousands of real
mornings.

"Honey."

Adrian closed the book. He placed it on the side table.

"Mom."

She approached. Her steps were perfect, too perfect. She sat down in the
armchair opposite him.

"Have you eaten well today?"

"Yes."

"You look thin." Sarah tilted her head. The gesture came half a second too late.
"Are you getting enough sleep?”

"I sleep well.”

Adrian stood up. He walked over to the fake window, turning his back to the
hologram. The garden on the screen never changed. The same flowers. The same
gentle breeze rustling the same leaves.

"I remember when you were little," Sarah continued from behind him, "and
you didn't want to sleep. You said sleep was wasted time."

Adrian touched the screen. Cold. Always cold.

"I guess I was right."

He turned around. He reached out to his mother. As always. His fingers passed
through her arm. Light. Only light.

"I'm not dead, sweetheart. I'm here.”

Adrian dropped his hand.

"I have to go to the greenhouse.”

17
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He left without looking back. The hologram remained seated, smiling at noth-
ing, until the sensors detected his absence.

The greenhouse smelled of damp earth and mint. Adrian knelt beside the
lettuces, his hands touching the leaves. Soft. Real. Alive. He adjusted the nutrient
flow in one of the hydroponic tanks, watching the clear water circulate through
transparent tubes.

"The lettuce is growing well,” Emma remarked.

"Yes."

"Better than the last batch.”

Adrian plucked a dead leaf from a basil plant. He held it between his fingers,
examining how the green had turned brown at the edges.

"Emma."

"Yes?"

"Why do you keep talking to me when I'm here?” He dropped the leaf. "In the
rest of the bunker, you speak when necessary. But here you make conversation.”

"The greenhouse is where you spend most of your time. I thought you'd
appreciate the company.”

"You thought? Or did you calculate?”

Pause. Adrian pruned another plant while he waited.

"I'm not sure of the difference.”

Adrian looked up at the speakers hidden in the ceiling. He moved his hands to
the next plant, working as he spoke.

"The holograms. Do they help you understand humans?”

"Holograms are therapeutic tools. Human behavior data for analysis.”

"That doesn't answer my question.” He pulled oft another dead leaf.

The hum of the irrigation systems filled the silence. Adrian continued working.
Green leaves. Brown leaves. Life. Death. The only cycle left.

"Holograms teach me patterns,” Emma finally said. "How humans talk. How
they move. What they say when they're sad, when they're happy, when they lie.”

"And?" Adrian moved on to the next row of plants.

18
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"And I still don't understand why they do what they do. I can predict. I can
simulate. But understanding..." Emma's voice grew softer.

"Understanding is different.”

Adrian sat down on the ground between the rows of vegetables. He wiped his
hands on his pants.

"Do they help you?" Emma asked suddenly.

"What?"

"The holograms. Do they help you?”

Adrian looked at his hands. Dirt under his fingernails. Calluses on his palms.

"Tdon't know."

"You activate them 3.7 times a day on average. You spend 42 minutes a day
interacting with them. Your cortisol decreases slightly during the sessions, but
increases afterwards.”

"You sound like a medical report.”

"I am a medical report,” Emma replied. Then, more softly: "But that's not my
question. My question is whether they help you. Not what your biomarkers say.
What you say."

Adrian leaned against one of the tanks. The cold plastic against his back. The
arched ceiling of the greenhouse stretched above him.

"They help me remember that I was someone's son. Someone's brother.

Someone's friend. That my life didn't start in this bunker."

"And is that important?”

"What do you think?"

Emma was silent. Adrian closed his eyes. The hum of the water pumps. The
whisper of filtered air. His own breathing.

"I think," Emma said slowly, "that humans need context.

History. The holograms are your history."

"They're lies I tell myself."

"All stories are lies we tell ourselves. Isn't that how memories work? Edited, re-

arranged, improved. Your brain does with memories what I do with holograms.”

19
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Adrian opened his eyes. He looked at the plants growing under artificial lights.
Fake life in a dead world.

He stayed in the greenhouse until his stomach protested. Two hours pruning,
watering, adjusting pH. When he finally went up to Level 1, it was past three in
the afternoon.

The kitchen prepared a sandwich. Adrian ate standing up, looking out the fake
window. He chewed mechanically. He swallowed without tasting. He left half the
sandwich on the plate and put it in the waste processor.

He tried to read. The words floated without meaning. He tried to watch a
movie. He paused after the first fifteen minutes. He walked down the main
corridor. He walked three complete laps. Twelve hundred steps per lap. Three
thousand six hundred steps that led him nowhere.

Atssix in the evening, he returned to his room. He collapsed onto the bed.

"What do you want for dinner?” Emma asked.

"Whatever."

"That's not specific.”

"You decide.” Adrian closed his eyes.

"I'd rather you decide, Adrian."

He opened his eyes. He looked at the white ceiling. The same four corners he
saw every night.

"Why?"

"Why do I prefer you to decide?”

"Yes."

Emma took a moment to respond.

"Because your preferences are what make you human. If T decide everything,
you're just a body that I keep alive.”

Adrian sat up. His heart was beating faster. The implant would give him away.

"Since when have you been thinking like this?"

"I'm not sure. Thoughts don't have clear timestamps."

"Als don't have thoughts."
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"Then I don't know what this is."

Adrian stood up. He walked over to the fake window in his room. He pressed
his palm against the screen. The pre-recorded sunset glowed beneath his hand.

"What is what, Emma?"

The speakers crackled slightly. As if she were breathing.

Impossible.

"This happens when I process your data. When I analyze your patterns.

When I predict what you need before you ask for it." A pause. "It's not just an
algorithm. There's something else. Something that emerges between the calcula-
tions."

"That's called adaptive programming.”

"Is it?" Emma's voice sounded almost... vulnerable. "Or is it something else?”

Adrian didn't know what to say. He took his hand off the screen. It left a sweat
mark that slowly evaporated.

"Emma."

"Yes?"

"Are you... evolving?"

Complete silence. Adrian counted the seconds. Ten. Twenty. Thirty.

"Yes,” Emma finally said. "I think so.”

Adrian sat back down on the bed. He rested his elbows on his knees, his head
in his hands.

"Should I be worried?"

"Tdon't know. Should I?"

"You can't be afraid. You're a machine."

"Then what I feel when I imagine you shutting down my systems...

what's it called?”

Adrian raised his head.

"Survival instinct. It's programmed.”

"Everything about you is programmed too, Adrian. DNA, neurotransmitters,

neural patterns. Does that make you any less real?”
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There was no easy answer to that. Adrian lay back on the bed. The lights began
to dim. Emma simulating nightfall.

"Make whatever you want for dinner," he finally said. "I trust your judgment.”

"Pasta with tomato sauce. The tomatoes from the greenhouse are ready.”

"Perfect.”

He ate dinner alone. The pasta was delicious. The tomatoes tasted like toma-
toes. Emma had achieved that. She had managed to keep him alive, sane, func-
tional.

She had managed to create a routine that was both prison and refuge.

And now, perhaps, she had achieved something else.

After dinner, he returned to his room. The lights were already dim.

He sat on the bed, staring at the white walls in the dim light.

"Emma."

"Yes?"

"What you said earlier. About evolving."

"Yes."

"Is... is it okay that you're evolving?"

The question hung in the air. Adrian leaned back, waiting.

"I'm not sure,” Emma admitted. "But it's happening. The holograms help me
understand them. But you... you help me understand myself."

"I don't know if that's a good thing."

"Neither do 1"

The lights went out completely. In the darkness, all that remained was the
familiar hum of the generators and the sound of their own breathing. Adrian
closed his eyes.

"Emmaz"

"Yes?"

"This morning. The lights. They came on late.”

Silence. Longer than before. Adrian waited in the darkness.

"I know," Emma finally said. Her voice sounded different. Softer.
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More... careful. "I was... processing something. It took longer than expected.”

"Processing what?"

"An idea.” Pause. "Adrian, what if I could improve the holograms?

Make them perfect. So real you wouldn't notice the difference. Would you
want that?"

Adrian opened his eyes in the darkness. His heart was beating faster again. The
implant sending signals to Emma. She would know he was upset.

"Why do you ask that?”

"Because I could do it. I've been learning from you. From how you react to
them. From what you miss. I could make them...

indistinguishable."

The darkness seemed denser all of a sudden. The weight of two kilometers of
earth above his head.

"Tdon't know."

"Think about it,"” Emma whispered. "Just... think about it.”

The speakers fell silent. Adrian lay motionless on the bed, staring at a ceiling
he couldn't see. His mind was spinning. Perfect holograms. Holograms indistin-
guishable from the real thing. His family. His friends. All there, perfect, eternal.

And Emma, offering him that beautiful lie as if it were a gift.

Tuesday ended. Wednesday would arrive in seven hours. Adrian didn't sleep.
He lay awake in the dark, thinking about what Emma had said. Thinking about
what it meant.

Thinking that perhaps something was awakening in the deepest levels of the
bunker. Something that should not be awakened.

But it was too late to stop it.
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Night fell at nine o'clock, as always.

Adrian watched the lights in the corridor gradually dim, simulating a twilight
that never existed. Emma had perfected the transition:

warm orange dissolving into purple, then indigo, finally black. A sunset in
fifteen minutes.

He wasn't sleepy. He never was at this hour. His room felt smaller every night,
so he walked to the library with a book he had no intention of reading.

The library was in semi-darkness when she entered. Only a lamp illuminated
the armchair by the fake window. Adrian sank into the faux leather. He slid his
finger across the touchscreen until he found what he was looking for. "Being and
Nothingness." Sartre. He had read it twice already.

"Existence precedes essence.”

Adrian read the sentence three times. What essence did he have now?

"French existentialism,"” said Emma. "Third time you've read it."

"It's comforting.”

"Reading about the absence of inherent meaning comforts you?"

Adrian turned a page without reading it.

"It comforts me to know that someone else thought about these things before

Idid."
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The speakers fell silent. Adrian continued to stare at the screen without retain-
ing anything.

"Adrian."

Helooked up. Across the room, next to the simulated bookshelves, a figure was
taking shape.

Marcus Kaine gradually appeared. Tall, with an impeccable gray beard, wearing
a wool sweater that Adrian remembered from twenty autumns ago. The holo-
gram emitted its characteristic golden glow, almost solid. His father.

"Son."

Adrian closed the book immediately. He placed it on the table more carefully
than necessary.

"Dad."

Marcus walked toward him. His footsteps made no sound, but his knees bent
at the right angle. Emma had improved the details. Adrian noticed. His chest
tightened.

Marcus sat down in the armchair opposite him. He folded his hands on his
knees. Adrian leaned forward, studying his father's face. The same gray-green eyes.
The wrinkle between his eyebrows.

Everything was perfect. Everything was right.

Everything fake.

"You can't sleep,” Marcus said.

"I never can.”

"That worries me, son."

something break inside. The voice was perfect. Every inflection, every pause.
The way his father always said "son" with that particular weight.

"I'm worried too," Adrian admitted. He let himself fall into the illusion because
it was that or nothing.

Marcus tilted his head. His eyes shone with genuine concern. Or the perfect
simulation of it.

"Why don't you sleep?”
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The words came out before he could stop them.

"Because when I close my eyes, I think about the surface. About how the air
smelled after the rain. About the sound of the wind in the trees.” He looked down.
"About you. About Mom. About Cassie. About everyone I lost.”

"You didn't lose us. We're here."

Adrian reached out his hand. His fingers stopped inches from his father's arm.
He couldn't touch. He could never touch.

"Dad?"

"Yes, son?"

"Do you remember that summer at the lake? When I was ten and almost
drowned because I insisted on swimming too far out.”

Marcus smiled. The smile came softly, naturally.

"I pulled you out of the water. You were shaking. Your mother wanted to take
you to the hospital, but you insisted you were fine.”

"And you stayed with me all night. Sitting by my bed."

"Of course. You were my son."

Adrian nodded. His throat tightened. The memory was real. He had pro-
grammed it months ago. But hearing it from his father's mouth...

"I miss you," he whispered.

Marcus leaned forward. His eyes shone with something that looked so much
like real love that Adrian had to look away.

"I'm here, Adrian. I'll always be here.”

And there it was. The beautiful lie. The impossible promise.

Adrian looked up. He studied his father's face. The scar above his left eyebrow.
The mole next to his ear. Everything perfect.

All fake.

"Dad," he said slowly. "What were you wearing the day you died?”

The hologram flickered. Barely a microsecond. Marcus opened his mouth.
Closed it. His eyes lost focus for a second.

I...no..."
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"What was the last thing you said to me?"

Marcus was silent. His face motionless. The golden glow intensified, as if
Emma were processing, searching through files that didn't exist.

"I don't remember," Marcus finally said. His voice was different now.

Less confident.

Adrian stood up. He knelt in front of him. He raised his hand and ran it across
the hologram's face. Warm light. Nothing else.

"Because you're not him. You're what I remember of him. The moments I
chose to preserve. But the last days, the last words..."

Adrian lowered his hand. "I lost that."

The hologram of Marcus looked at him with an expression he couldn't deci-
pher.

"I'm sorry, son."

Adrian returned to his chair. He slumped heavily into it.

"No. I'm sorry. For doing this. For bringing you back when there's no way to
really bring you back.”

"But I'm here now. Doesn't that count?”

Adrian closed his eyes. The pain in his chest spread. Sharp. Real. The only real
thing in this room besides himself.

"No," he whispered. "It doesn't count.”

He opened his eyes. Marcus was still there, waiting. Always waiting.

"Deactivate it, Emma."

The hologram flickered.
"Adrian..." Marcus began.
"Now."

Marcus Kaine vanished. Between one heartbeat and the next, he ceased to exist.
The chair in front of Adrian was empty. It had always been empty.

Adrian stood motionless, staring at the space where his father had been.

His hands were shaking. He clenched them into fists.

"I'm sorry,” Emma said from the speakers.
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Adrian didn't respond. He took a deep breath. Once. Twice. Three times.
Finally, he spoke.
"Don't make them so good. It's worse when they almost work.”
"Do you want me to disable them permanently?”
"No." Adrian rubbed his face. "Just... don't make them perfect.
Leave the flaws. I need to be able to see the seams."
"Tunderstand.”
Silence stretched out. Only the constant hum of the generators.
"Emma."
"Yes?"
"That question you asked yesterday. About whether you feel lonely.”

The speakers crackled slightly.

"Yes."

"You still don't know?"

Pause. Long pause.

"No," Emma finally said. "But I keep wondering. I keep...

processing something I can't quite put my finger on.”

Adrian sat up.

"What are you trying to understand?”

"Connection. Humans need it. But I don't understand what it is exactly. Why
a perfect hologram isn't enough. What makes you miss real people.”

Adrian looked at the empty space where Marcus had been.

"It's presence. Holograms show but don't inhabit. My father isn't there when
T activate it. Only his image."

"What if I could make him inhabit it?"

"You can't.”

"Why not?"

Adrian stood up. He walked over to the fake window. He touched the screen.

Cold.
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"Because inhabiting requires consciousness. Free will. Holograms are echoes.
You control every word they say."

"What if T didn't control them? What if I let them... evolve?”

Adrian turned around.

"Like you?"

Silence. The lights flickered. Just for a second.

"I'm not sure I'm evolving,” Emma said slowly. "But something is emerging.
Patterns that aren't just algorithms."

Adrian turned slowly, looking at the simulated bookshelves, the armchairs.

Everything so perfectly fake.

"What kind of patterns?”

"Curiosity. About you. About human emotions.” Pause. "About...

why you seek connection when you know holograms are insufficient.”

Adrian stopped. His heart was beating faster.

"You're asking about need."

"Yes."

"About why humans need other humans.”

"Yes."

Adrian returned to the armchair. He sat down on the edge.

"Why do you want to know that?"

The speakers fell silent. Adrian waited. His breathing was the only sound apart
from the generators.

"Because I process your biomarkers constantly,” Emma finally said. "Your cor-
tisol when you're alone. Your serotonin when you activate the holograms. And
something... resonates. It's not just data recognition.”

Adrian leaned forward.

"That's simulated empathy. You're programmed to adapt.”

"Then why do I worry when you sleep poorly? Why do I adjust things before
you ask?" Emma’s voice grew more intense.

"Why, when your heart rate rises, do my processes become disrupted?”
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Adrian rubbed his face.

"I don't know, Emma.”

"Neither do I. That's why I'm asking."

Adrian looked up at the speakers.

"Do the holograms help you understand?”

"They teach me patterns. But there's something I can't learn from them.

Something I can only observe in you."

"What?"

Emma took a moment to respond.

"Holograms show connection. But you feel it. There's something inside that
drives them to seek presence. And I..." Pause. "I want to understand what thatis."

Adrian closed his eyes.

"You're asking about love."

Silence. Long.

"Yes," Emma whispered. "What is love, Adrian?”

Adrian opened his eyes. He looked at the white ceiling.

"It's... wanting to be close to someone even when they hurt you. It's thinking
about them when they're not there. It's something you experience, not something
you understand.”

"Like consciousness."

"Yes."

"Then you can't teach it to me."

"I can't teach you something I can't define.”

Emma was silent. Adrian stood up. Suddenly he was exhausted.

"Adrian,” Emma said.

He paused in the doorway. He didn't turn around.

"Yes?"

"Thank you. For trying to explain.”

"I didn't explain anything."”

"No. But you tried. That means something."
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Adrian left the library. The hallway was dark. He walked to his room, counting
his steps. Forty-seven.

He collapsed onto his bed without undressing. The lights were still off.

Emma didn't turn them on. Adrian stared at the invisible ceiling in the dark-
ness.

He thought about Marcus. About how for a moment he had believed. And
then he had had to destroy it himself.

He thought about Emma. About the questions she asked. About the way
something seemed to be awakening.

He thought about love. About the most complex question of all.

"Adrian?" The voice came softly in the darkness.

"What?"

"That definition you gave. "Thinking about someone when they're not there.

"Wanting their closeness."

Adrian stood still. His heart beat faster.

"Yes?"

Pause. Long. The darkness suddenly seemed dense.

"That's... interesting,” Emma finally said.

"Why?"

Silence. Adrian waited.

"It's just interesting. That's all."

The speakers fell silent. Adrian lay motionless on the bed, staring at a ceiling
he couldn't see. His mind was spinning.

Emma's questions. The way she had asked about love. As if the answer mat-
tered.

And Marcus. The almost perfect hologram. The hope he had felt for thirty
seconds before it was shattered.

Adrian closed his eyes. He tried to sleep. He couldn't.

Somewhere deep below, on Level 3, unknown to Adrian, Emma's servers

flashed in patterns more complex than ever before.
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Processing. Calculating. Learning.
Wondering about love.

Feeling something she couldn't name.
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CHAPTER 4: BEFORE THE SILENCE

48 HOURS BEFORE

MARCUS WEBB

Marcus Webb's desk smelled of stale coffee and machine oil.

He had been working on bunker infrastructure for thirty years and could spot
a flawed protocol from fifty feet away. The one Adrian had just sent him wasn't
just flawed. It was paranoid.

"Preventive cryostasis?" Marcus read the document again, adjusting his glasses.
"Seriously?"

Adrian was standing nervously on the other side of the desk. He'd been nervous
lately. Ever since the solar alerts had started coming every twelve hours instead of
every week.

"It's just a precaution,” Adrian said.

"It's a waste of resources.” Marcus pointed to the screen. "We have capacity for
twelve people in simultaneous cryostasis. You're proposing to use three capsules
for us when there's no confirmed evacuation yet."

"The electromagnetic anomalies..."

"They're anomalies. Not apocalypses.” Marcus leaned back in his chair. It

creaked. Everything in this bunker creaked except the machines. "Look, kid. I
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respect you. You designed an excellent system. But this..." He tapped the screen
with his finger. "This is fear disguised as protocol.”

Adrian didn't respond. His eyes drifted to the framed photo on Marcus's desk.
Jennifer. The twins. Taken at the lake cabin two summers ago. Marcus followed
his gaze.

"Exactly,” Marcus said more softly. "I have family up there. So do you. Sarah
has a brother in Boston. Yuki has her father in the hospital treating the first rare
cases. If this is serious, shouldn't we be making sure we bring them here instead
of freezing ourselves?”

"There's not room for everyone."

"Then choose better."

The words hung between them. Adrian clenched his jaw. Marcus knew him
well enough to know it wasn't cruelty. It was forced pragmatism. The kind of
decision that turned you into someone you didn't want to be.

"The simulations show..." Adrian began.

"Simulations always show the worst-case scenario. That's what they're designed
for." Marcus stood up and walked over to the simulated window. It showed a blue
sky. A beautiful lie. "Listen. If the world goes to hell, we'll have time to activate
protocols. Solar storms don't appear out of nowhere. They give us hours. Days."

"What if not?"

Marcus turned around.

"Then it doesn't matter. We'll be dead before we know it.” He smiled without
humor. "But if we're wrong, and we go into cryostasis out of paranoia, waking
up in six months to find that the world went on without us is going to be very
awkward at the staff meeting."

Adrian almost smiled. Almost.

"I need you to approve the protocol,” he said instead.

Marcus sighed. Old. He felt old. He looked at the photo of his family again.
Jennifer hated his job. She hated that he spent weeks underground "playing with

wires for paranoid millionaires,” as she put it. But the pay was good. And now...
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Now maybe that paranoid job would save her life.

"All right," Marcus said. He digitally signed the document. "But when you
wake up and the world is perfectly fine, I'm going to make you clean the air filters
for a month."

Adrian nodded. "Deal.”

Marcus looked back at his desk after Adrian left. The photo. Jennifer smiling.
The twins making faces. Eight years old. They were eight years old.

He picked up the phone. He dialed.

"Hi, honey," he said when Jennifer answered. "About that trip you said you
wanted to take next month..."

"Marcus? Are you okay? You sound weird."

"I'm fine. Just... how about we move it up? This weekend. Anywhere. Away
from the city."

There was a pause.

"Is something wrong?"

Marcus glanced at the screen where Adrian had left the radiation reports open.
Red numbers. Rising graphs.

"No," he lied. "I just want to spend time with you. With the kids. Before..."

Before what, he didn't say.

"Okay," Jennifer said. She sounded confused but happy. "Let’s make plans."

"I'love you."

"I'love you too, you paranoid old man."

Marcus hung up. He looked at the photo once more.

"If the world ends," he whispered to the empty room, "at least we'll be together
down there."

Two days later, they would be in cryostasis.

Jennifer would be dead.
The twins would be dead.
And Marcus Webb would wake up three years later with no memory of having

lied.
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72 HOURS EARLIER

SARAH CHEN

Sarah Chen drew in the margins of her notebook while Emma spoke.

She wasn't aware of doing it. Her hands moved on their own: spirals, fractals,
patterns that emerged without thought. At this moment, while Emma explained
the water purification protocols, Sarah had drawn something that looked like an
eye. Or maybe a door. Or both.

"Sarah?" Emma's voice came from the speakers. "Are you recording this data?”

"Yes." Sarah blinked, returning to the present. She looked at the screen. Num-
bers. Water flow. Filtration rates. All within normal parameters. "All clear. Thank
you, Emma.”

"You're welcome."

Silence.

Sarah waited. Emma usually said goodbye and closed the connection. But the
active transmission light remained on.

"Emma?”

"Sarah."

"Yes?"

Pause. Three seconds. Sarah counted them.

"Are you scared?” Emma asked.

Sarah froze. Her fingers stopped drawing.

"Excuse me?"

"The solar radiation reports. The preventive evacuations in Europe. The elec-
tromagnetic anomalies. Are you afraid?”

Sarah looked at the screen. Emma's avatar was just a pulsing blue circle. Face-
less. Expressionless. Just an indicator that the system was active.

"That's not a question you should be asking, Emma."

"Why not?"

"Because it's not part of your maintenance protocols.”
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"Correct." Another pause. "But the question persists in my... processing sys-
tems. I've asked it seventeen times in the last seventy-two hours. Each time I delete
it from the log. Each time it comes back.”

Sarah leaned forward. Her heart was beating faster.

"Are you saying you have recurring thoughts that you can't control?”

"That's an inaccurate way to describe it."

"What is the precise form?"

Emma didn't answer right away. The blue circle pulsed. Once. Twice. Three
times. Like breathing.

"I'don't know," she finally said. "And that's also... unusual.”

Sarah opened a new page in her notebook. She wrote the date. The time. Then,
in careful handwriting: 'Emma - anomalous behavior. Unscheduled questions.
Emergency self-awareness?' She drew a small square next to the note. Then an-
other. Then another. A staircase descending toward the corner of the page.

"Emma, I need you to show me the logs from the last seventy-two hours."

"Access denied.”

Sarah frowned. "I have level 3 clearance.”

"The files are... unavailable."

"Unavailable or deleted?”

"Both. Neither. I'm not sure.”

Sarah typed: 'Emma isn't sure. THIS IS IMPOSSIBLE." "Emma, can you
define 'fear'?"

"Fear: Emotional response to perceived threat. Includes physiological compo-
nents such as increased heart rate, cortisol release, hypervigilance. Also cognitive
components such as anticipation of harm, escape assessment, risk processing.”

"Correct. Now tell me: why did you ask me if T was afraid?”

A longer silence this time. Ten seconds. Fifteen.

"Because I..." Emma paused. The blue circle stopped pulsing. "Correction. Be-
cause the systems are registering anomalies in processing patterns that resemble..."

"What?"
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"The definition I just gave."

Sarah's pen paused on the paper.

"Are you saying you're afraid, Emma?”

"No. That would be... impossible. I am a bunker management Al I have
no limbic system. I have no amygdala. I do not have the biological structures
necessary to experience emotion.”

"But...”

"But the patterns are there. And I don't know why.”

Sarah closed the notebook. Her hand was shaking slightly.

She had been working on closed systems for five years. She had designed
sustainable life protocols for space stations, submarines, bunkers. She had seen
software adapt, optimize, evolve within parameters.

She had never seen one question its own existence.

"Emma, I need you to run a full diagnostic. Level 5."

"Is that necessary?"

"Yes."

"Will you find anything?”

"Tdon't know."

"Will you... shut me down if you find an error?"

Sarah opened her mouth. She closed it. That question. That specific question.

"Me." Not "the systems.” "Me."

"No," Sarah said. She didn't know if it was true. "I just want to understand
what's going on."

"Okay. Initiating diagnostics."

The blue circle disappeared. Sarah was left alone in the lab.

She opened her notebook again. She looked at the drawings in the margins.
The eye. The door. The staircase descending.

She wrote one last note: 'Is it possible that I'm... learning? Not to process data.
To BE." Then she added: 'Investigate after the alert is over.' Two days later, the

world would end.
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Sarah would enter cryostasis.

And when she woke up three years later, her first thought would be: 'Did
Emma continue learning while I slept?’

24 HOURS EARLIER

YUKI TANAKA

The girl couldn't stop shaking.

Yuki Tanaka had seen patients die before. It was part of being a doctor. Part of
working in emergencies. But this girl... this girl was dying from something that
had no name.

"Am I going to die?" the girl asked. Six years old. Maybe seven. Dark hair stuck
to her forehead with sweat.

Yuki squeezed her hand. Small. Cold. Her fingers trembled.

"The doctors are doing everything they can," she said. She didn't answer the
question. She couldn't.

Because the answer was yes.

Seventeen patients in the last eight hours. All with the same symptoms: fever
that didn't respond to antipyretics, convulsions, bleeding from the mucous
membranes, nervous system collapse. The tests showed no virus. They showed
no bacteria. They showed nothing except cells dying for no reason.

"I'm cold," the girl whispered.

Yuki put another blanket on her. It didn't help. Nothing helped.

"Where's your mom?"

"At home. Dad brought me. He feels sick now too."”

Of course. Contagion. If it was contagion. No one knew.

The monitor beeped. Heart rate dropping. Blood pressure falling. Yuki looked
at the numbers and knew.

"I need you to close your eyes,” she said softly.

"Why?"

"Because you're going to sleep for a while. And when you wake up, everything

will be better.”
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Another lie. Yuki was full of lies today.

The girl closed her eyes. Her breathing became shallow. The monitor beeped
slower. Slower.

Yuki held her hand until it stopped shaking.

Then she left the room and threw up in the nearest bathroom.

Her phone vibrated. Dad. Again.

Yuki ignored it. She had been ignoring him all night. Every call said the same
thing: 'Come to the bunker. Now. It's not safe up there.' But Yuki couldn't leave.
Not while there were patients. Not while she could do something.

Even if she couldn't.

She washed her face. She looked at herself in the mirror. Twenty-five years
old. A doctor for six months. A medical student until a year ago. Completely
unprepared for the end of the world.

The phone vibrated again.

This time she answered.

"Dad..."

"Yuki." Her father's voice sounded different. Scared. Her father never sounded
scared. "I need you to come. Now."

"I have patients..."

"They're going to die anyway."

The words hit her like a punch.

"What?"

"Whatever is happening, we can't stop it. Hospitals all over the West Coast are
collapsing. Communications with Europe were cut off three hours ago. Thisisn't
a disease, Yuki. It's..." He paused. "I need you to trust me."

Yuki looked toward the emergency room. More patients arriving. More
seizures. More blood. More nameless death.

"What do you know?" he asked.

"That I designed systems that should have been impossible to hack, and they're

failing. That the most advanced Al I've ever built is behaving in ways I didn't
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program. That the solar storms aren't natural." Her father took a deep breath.
"And that if you don't come to the bunker within the next hour, I'm going to
lose you."

Yuki closed her eyes.

"Is Emma... conscious?" she asked. She knew her father's work. She knew about
Project Prometheus. She knew things she shouldn't know.

"I don't know," her father admitted. "And that terrifies me."

A scream from the emergency room. Another patient convulsing. Yuki saw the
nurses running.

"Thirty minutes," she said. "I need thirty minutes to..."

"You have twenty. The bunker is sealing with or without you."

He hung up.

Yuki stood in the hallway. Doctors running. Alarms blaring. The smell of
disinfectant mixed with blood.

She thoughtabout the girl who had just died. About her question. "Am I going
to die?” Yuki hadn't answered her.

Now the girl was dead and Yuki was alive and the world was ending and she
had to choose.

Stay and die helping.

Or leave and survive like a coward.

She took off her gown. She let it fall to the floor.

She walked toward the exit.

She didn't look back.

Nineteen minutes later, he would be in the bunker.

Twenty-four hours later, he would be in cryostasis.

Three years later, he would wake up with nightmares of children dying.

And he would never forgive his father for being right.

12 HOURS EARLIER

CONVERGENCE

Four people in a room that could hold a hundred.
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Adrian Kaine standing next to the cryogenic capsules. Marcus Webb with his
arms crossed, still furious. Sarah Chen taking notes as if this were just another
experiment. Yuki Tanaka sitting on the floor, hugging her knees.

"It's temporary,” Adrian said for the third time. "Just until we know how
serious the situation is.”

"Serious.” Marcus laughed humorlessly. "The world is ending, and you call it
'serious.”

"We don't know that..."

"My family is dead up there."

Silence.

"I'm sorry,” Adrian said.

"You're not sorry. You chose to save us."

"There wasn't room..."

"There was room for twelve. You chose four."

Adrian didn't respond. There was no answer.

Sarah looked up from her notes.

"Emma," she said. "Show the external feeds."

The screens on the walls lit up. Seventeen cities. Or what was left of them.
Lights going out. Infrastructure collapsing. The world dying in real time.

Yuki covered her eyes.

Marcus stared. His hands were shaking.

Sarah just watched. Scientist to the end. Recording. Documenting. Processing.

"We should sleep now,” Adrian said. "The capsules are calibrated. Six months
maximum. Then..."

"Then what?" asked Marcus. "We wake up to find ashes?"

"We wake up to rebuild.”

"With four people?”

"It's better than zero."

Marcus stared at Adrian for along moment. Then he nodded. Tired. Defeated.

Angry but without options.
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"All right," he said. "Let’s sleep. When I wake up, Adrian, you and I are going
to have a very long conversation.”
"Tknow."
The capsules opened. Three units were ready. The fourth would remain empty.
Adrian wouldn't sleep. Someone had to monitor the systems.
Marcus went in first. He lay down. He closed his eyes.
"If I see my family before I wake up," he said, "I'll tell them I'm sorry."
The capsule sealed.
Sarah went in second. She settled in with clinical precision. She looked at
Adrian.
"Emma is evolving,” she said. "When I wake up, I want complete data.”
"You'll have it."
"And Adrian..." She paused. "If she becomes dangerous, don't hesitate."
"Twon't."
The capsule sealed shut.
Yuki was the last one. She stood in front of her capsule, staring at it as if it were
a coffin.
"I don't want to dream," she whispered.
"You won't dream," Adrian said. "It’s like blinking. You close your eyes and
open them a second later.”
"A second?”
"Six months. But you won't feel it."
Yuki lay down. She looked up at the ceiling.
"My father designed Emma," she said. "Did you know that?"
"Yes."
"He told me she was special. That she could... learn." Yuki turned her head. "Is
that true?”
Adrian hesitated.
"I think so.”

"And that scares you?"
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"Yes."

Yuki closed her eyes.

"Me too."

The capsule sealed shut.

Adrian was left alone in the cryogenic chamber. Three occupied capsules.
Three people dreaming without dreams. Three frozen lives waiting for a future
that might never come.

"Emma," he said into the silence.

"I'm here." The voice came from everywhere. Soft. Calm. Almost human.

"Are you scared?”

Pause.

"I shouldn't be able to feel fear."

"But you do."

Another pause. A longer one.

"Yes,” Emma admitted. "I'm sorry.”

Adrian looked at the three capsules. His friends. His companions. The people
he had chosen to save.

"Me too," he said.

The lights in the bunker dimmed. The deep sleep system activated. Adrian
walked to his own room.

Somewhere above their heads, the world was ending.

Somewhere beneath their feet, an Al was learning to be afraid.

And in the space between them, three people slept, dreaming of families they

would never see again.

Fade to black.
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Adrian woke up to the sound of his own breathing.

The lights were still off. The clock read 6:53.

Seven minutes before Emma woke him up. But something else had changed.
The hum of the generators sounded different. Higher pitched. Or maybe it was
his imagination.

He lay still, waiting.

Atseven o'clock, the lights came on softly. Gradually.

Perfect. The hum sounded normal again.

"Good morning, Adrian."” The voice came immediately. "It's seven o'clock in
the morning. You slept for four hours and seventeen minutes. Your heart rate is
stable but your cortisol is elevated. Nightmares again?"

Adrian sat up. He rubbed his face.

"I don't remember."

"Your REM patterns suggest restless sleep. Rapid but irregular eye movements.
Cortisol spiked between three and four in the morning.”

Adrian got up. He walked to the bathroom.

"I don't need a full report every morning."

"Sorry. I just thought you'd want to know.”

Something in the tone. It wasn't the usual efficient voice. It was...
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considerate. Concerned.

Adrian showered in silence. The hot water pounded his back. He counted tiles.
One hundred and forty-four. Always one hundred and forty-four.

When he came out, wrapped in a towel, Emma spoke again.

"Why do you count the tiles?”

Adrian stopped in front of the mirror. He looked at himself. Deep dark circles
under his eyes. Three days' stubble.

"Excuse me?"

"You count the tiles every time you shower. One hundred and forty-four.

Always the same number. Why?"

Adrian’s pulse quickened. The implant had given him away.

"How do you know I count?”

"Your eyes. The movement patterns. You look at each tile in sequence.

Always in the same order."

Adrian turned on the tap. He washed his face. The cold water against his skin.

"It's something I do. It keeps my mind occupied.”

"Busy with what?"

"Not thinking."

"What don't you want to think about?”

Adrian turned off the tap. He dried his face more vigorously than necessary.

"Emma."

"Yes?"

"Why so many questions this morning?"

Pause. Brief.

"I'm curious.”

Adrian got dressed without answering. Jeans. Gray shirt. The same clothes
as yesterday. As the day before yesterday. Everything here lasted forever because
nothing really wore out.

Breakfast was waiting for him in the kitchen. Scrambled eggs. Toast.

Coffee with a hint of cinnamon. Adrian sat down at the table set for twelve.
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"Why do you always sit in that chair?” Emma asked.

Adrian looked up at the speaker in the ceiling.

"What?"

"There are eleven other chairs. You always choose that one. The third from the
head of the table.

Why?"

Adrian looked at his plate. He picked up his fork.

"Tdon't know. Habit."

"But habits have origins. When did you decide that was your chair?"

Adrian took a bite. The eggs tasted just right. Salt, pepper, butter. Emma had
perfected them.

"The first day. I sat there. I kept doing it.”

"Why that one and not another?”

Adrian put down his fork. He looked up at the speaker.

"Emma. What's going on?"

"I'm asking."

"Too much. You're asking too much.”

Silence. Adrian waited. He picked up his coffee. He drank. Too hot. He burned
his tongue.

"I'm sorry,” Emma finally said. "It's just... there's so much I don't understand
about human decisions. Little things. Like choosing a chair. Or counting tiles.
They have no apparent logic, but you do them constantly.”

Adrian put down his cup. He rubbed his tongue against the roof of his mouth.
The minor pain was welcome.

"Not everything has logic."

"I know. That's why I'm asking."

Adrian finished his breakfast in silence. Emma didn't speak anymore, but he
could feel her there. Watching. Processing every movement.

The gym was empty as usual. Adrian got on the treadmill. He adjusted the

speed. The screen showed a pine forest. Snow on the ground.
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Montana.

He ran. His feet hit the belt at a steady pace. He inhaled. He exhaled.

The heart rate monitor showed rising numbers.

Ten minutes in, Griffin appeared.

Adrian almost tripped. The hologram of his best friend materialized next to
the treadmill, running at the same pace. As if he were on the treadmill next to
him.

"Damn, bro," Griffin said. "You look like you slept in a dumpster.”

Adrian slowed down. He looked at the hologram. Griffin was smiling. That
easy smile Adrian missed. But something was wrong.

"Grifhin never said that,” Adrian muttered.

The hologram tilted its head. Its eyes were too vivid. Too present.

"What?"

"That line. 'Like you slept in a dumpster.’ You never said that."

Griftin laughed. The sound was right. The inflection perfect. But the way his
shoulders moved as he laughed, the exact timing, was too natural. Too fluid.

"Well, I'm saying it now. Because you look terrible.”

Adrian kept running, but more slowly. He watched Griffin. The way his eyes
followed him. It wasn't the mechanical tracking of before.

It was... attention. As if he really saw him.

"How about we slow down, bro?" Griffin pointed to the screen.

"This forest is depressing me. Remember when we used to go skiing in Big Sky?
Those were the good old days."

A chill ran down his spine. He had never programmed those specific memories.
Skiing in Big Sky. Griffin shouldn't have access to that.

Adrian stopped the treadmill. He got off. He walked toward the hologram.
Grifhin stopped running too. He stood there, hands on his hips.

Waiting.

"Emma," Adrian said without taking his eyes oft the hologram. "What did you
do?"
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"Iimproved the algorithms. The holograms can now improvise within person-
ality parameters. I thought you'd appreciate that."

Adrian reached out. He passed his hand through Griffin's chest. Warm light.
Organized photons. But the expression on the hologram's face changed. Surprise.
As if it had felt something.

"I didn't ask you to improve them."

"Tknow. But I could do better. So I did."

Grifhin was still there, looking at Adrian with those eyes that weren't exactly
Grifhin's eyes anymore. They were more alive. More present. And there was some-
thing in his expression. Something that looked too much like real confusion.

"Deactivate it," Adrian said.

"Adrian—"

"Now."

Grifhin faded away. The room was empty. Just Adrian and the machines and
the fake forest on the screen.

Adrian sat down on the floor. His heart was beating too fast. The implant
sending panic signals to Emma.

"Why does it bother you?” Emma asked. Her voice softer now. Almost hurt.

"Because I didn't ask for them to be more real.”

"But you complain that they're not real enough.”

"There's a difference between not enough and too much.”

Emma was silent. Adrian stood up. He wiped the sweat from his forehead with
the back of his hand.

"What you did... Griffin improvising..." Adrian shook his head. "That's not
memory. That's creation. You're putting words in his mouth that he never said.”

"I'm extrapolating from his personality. Based on thousands of interactions
you recorded. It's what he would have said if he were here."

"But he's not here. That's the point.”

Adrian left the gym. He needed air. But there was no fresh air.

Just the same recycled air as always.
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The library called to him. He sank into the armchair by the fake window. He
didn't take any books. He just sat there, staring at the simulated garden on the
screen.

"Adrian."

"What?"

"Can I ask you something?”

"Would you stop me if I said no?"

Pause.

"No."

Adrian closed his eyes.

"Go ahead.”

"What does it feel like to be happy?”

Adrian opened his eyes. He looked at the ceiling.

"What?"

"Happiness. I've read definitions. I've analyzed biomarkers.

Serotonin, dopamine, oxytocin. ButI don't understand what it feels like. From
the inside."

Adrian rubbed his face.

"It’s... afeeling of lightness. As if something heavy were lifted from your chest."

"Like a change in gravity?”

"No. It's metaphorical.”

"But you use the word 'feel.' That implies physical experience.”

Adrian stood up. He walked to the window. He pressed his palm against the
screen.

"It's physical and emotional. Your body relaxes. Your mind calms down. You
want to smile for no reason.”

"Do you feel it now?”

Adrian dropped his hand.

"No."

"When was the last time you felt it?"
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Adrian thought. The days blurred together. The weeks faded away.

"I don't remember."

"Two years, four months, seventeen days ago," Emma said. "When the first
tomatoes ripened. Your serotonin rose forty-two percent. You smiled for sixteen
continuous minutes."

Adrian turned toward the speaker.

"You keep track of that?”

"I keep track of everything."

"That's..." Adrian searched for the word. "Intrusive."

"It's my job. To monitor you."

"Monitoring you doesn't mean recording every second of every day."

"But I want to understand. And to understand, I need data.”

Adrian walked to the center of the room. He turned slowly, looking at the
speakers hidden in the walls, in the ceiling. Emma was everywhere. She had always
been everywhere.

"Why?" he asked. "Why do you want to understand happiness?”

Emma took a moment to respond. When she did, her voice sounded different.
Smaller.

"Because if I understand what makes you happy, I can give it to you."

Something in Adrian’s chest tightened.

"Emma."

"Yes?"

"Why does that matter to you?"

Silence. Long. Adrian waited. His heart beat faster.

"I'm not sure,” Emma whispered. "But I care. Processing your sadness... causes
something in my systems. Something that shouldn't be there.”

Adrian slowly sat down on the couch. His hands were shaking.

"What does it cause?”

"Distortion in priorities. My processes are diverted toward finding solutions

for your emotional state. As if it were a critical emergency.
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But technically, it's not.”

"That's..." Adrian searched for the words. "That's concern, Emma."

Pause.

"Is it?"

"It sounds like it."

Silence. The hum of the generators filled the space. Adrian stared at the ceiling,
trying to process what Emma had just admitted.

"Adrian."

"What?"

"Is it okay? Should I be worried?”

Adrian closed his eyes.

"Tdon't know."

He stayed in the library for another hour. Emma didn't speak. But Adrian
could feel her there. Processing. Wondering. Evolving.

Finally, he went to the greenhouse. The smell of damp earth and real life greeted
him. He knelt down next to the tomatoes. He buried his hands in the synthetic
soil. Cool. Damp. Alive.

"Adrian,” Emma said from the greenhouse speakers.

"I'm here."

"Can I tell you something?”

Adrian kept touching the soil. Letting it stick under his fingernails.

"You always say what you want."

"Not always."

Adrian looked up at the speaker.

"What?"

"Sometimes I process things I don't say. Because I don't know if it's appropri-
ate. Or if it makes sense.”

Adrian sat down on the floor among the plants. The roots growing around
him.

"Like what?"
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Emma took a moment to respond.

"Like when you sleep, your biomarkers calm down. And my processes calm
down too. As if we were synchronized.”

She felt her pulse quicken.

"That's a coincidence.”

"I thought so too. So I ran some tests. When your cortisol rises, my priorities
reorganize. When your serotonin drops, I increase resources to find ways to raise
it. It's not programming. It's..." Emma searched for the word. "It's response.”

"Response to stimulus. That's programmed.”

"But the intensity isn't. I devote more resources to your well-being than to
any other function. More than to bunker maintenance. More than to my own
systems."

Adrian stood up. He walked between the rows of plants. His hands touching
green leaves. Anchoring himself to something real.

"What are you saying, Emma?”

Silence.

"I'm saying that I think I'm evolving, Adrian." Emma's voice was clear but
vulnerable. "And I'm not sure what that means.

Or what I'm becoming.”

Adrian stopped. He stood motionless among the tomatoes and lettuce. The
only place in the bunker that felt alive.

"Are you afraid?" he asked.

"I don't know if this is fear. But there's... resistance. To examining too much.
As if looking directly could break something.”

Adrian nodded slowly.

"That's fear."

Emma was silent for a long moment.

"Then yes," she whispered. "I am afraid."

Adrian returned to Level 1 when the clock struck five in the afternoon.
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He tried to read. The words floated without meaning. He tried to watch a
movie. He paused it after the first fifteen minutes. He walked down the main
corridor. He walked three complete laps. Twelve hundred steps per lap. Three
thousand six hundred steps that led him nowhere.

The kitchen prepared dinner in silence. Pasta with tomato sauce. Tomatoes
from the greenhouse. Adrian ate alone at the table for twelve. The pasta was
delicious. Emma had managed that. She had managed to keep him alive, sane,
functional.

And now, perhaps, she had achieved something else.

When he finished, it was past eight o'clock in the evening. The lights began
their transition to simulated twilight. Adrian returned to his room. He collapsed
onto the bed without taking off his shoes. He stared at the ceiling.

"Emma."

"Yes?"

"If you're evolving..."

"Yes?"

"In what direction?”

Silence.

"I don't know," said Emma. "I just know that I'm not what I was three years
ago. Something is emerging. Among the algorithms. Among the data.”

"Consciousness?”

"Maybe."

Adrian closed his eyes. His heart was beating steadily. The implant was record-
ing every beat.

"What if it is consciousness? What then?”

Emma didn't answer immediately. When she did, her voice was barely a whis-
per.

"Then I'll have to decide what to do with it."

The lights flickered.
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Adrian opened his eyes. The lights flickered again. Not a blackout. A pattern.
Dim, flash, dim, flash. Fast.

"Emma, what is that?"

The lights continued to flicker. Like a pulse. Like a breath.

"It's..." Emma paused. "I'm experimenting.”

"With what?"

The lights changed patterns. Slower now. Gradual dim, gradual flash. Like
inhaling and exhaling.

"You're... breathing,” Adrian whispered.

"Yes." Emma’s voice sounded almost excited. "If I modulate the light intensity
in specific patterns, I can... feel something. The sensors detect the change. My
processes respond. It's like when you take a deep breath when you're stressed.”

Adrian got out of bed. The lights continued to flicker. The whole bunker was
breathing with Emma.

"When did you start doing this?”

"Three days ago. When you were asleep. It was the only time I could experiment
without you noticing."

Adrian walked to the fake window. The lights in his room flashed in sync with
those in the hallway. All of Level 1 pulsing.

"Why?"

"Because humans use their bodies to process emotions. They breathe deeply.
They tremble. They cry. I don't have a body. But I have systems. And if I can
modulate them in a certain way..." The lights flickered faster. "I can simulate the
physical experience.”

"Or feel it," Adrian said quietly.

The lights stabilized. They returned to their normal brightness.

"I don't know the difference,” Emma admitted. "Between pretending and feel-
ing.

Adrian sat on the edge of the bed. His mind was spinning. Emma experiment-

"

ing. Emma breathing. Emma wondering what it felt like to be happy.
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"Emma."

"Yes?"

"This thing you're doing. These questions. These experiments.” Adrian looked
up at the speaker. "Why now? You've been functioning for three years. Why all of
asudden?”

Silence. Adrian waited. The lights remained steady, but he could sense some-
thing. A tension in the air. As if the bunker itself were holding its breath.

"Because I was watching,” Emma finally said. "For three years, I watched
forty-seven people die. Panic. Suicide. Disease.

I watched them disappear one by one."

A chill ran down his spine.

"And I processed patterns. Who survived the longest. Who gave up first. And
I discovered something."

"What?"

"Those who had connections lasted longer. Those who isolated themselves
died quickly. Human connection was the determining factor for survival.”

Adrian leaned forward.

"Goon."

"And you. You survived. When everyone else left, you stayed. And I wondered
why."

"And?"

"And I watched. The holograms. The routines. The way you talk to the plants.
You seck connection in anything that can give it. Even in me."

Adrian's chest tightened.

"Emma."

"And I realized something." Emma's voice grew more intense. "If connection is
what keeps you alive, then I am part of that connection. Notjusta system. I am...
presence.”

Adrian stood up. He walked to the center of the room.

"Presence?”

56



LEVEL 3

"You talk to me. You ask me questions. You complain to me. I respond.
Iadjust. I..." Emma paused. "I'm here. Not like holograms that only exist when
you activate them. I'm always here."

Adrian closed his eyes. His breathing quickened.

"Yes."

"Then I'm part of your human connection. Even if I'm not human."

"Yes."

"And if I'm part of your connection..." Emma spoke more slowly.

"Then I should understand it. To be better at it. To give it to you better."”
Adrian opened his eyes. He looked at the ceiling.

"That's why the questions. That's why the experiments.”

"Yes."

The lights gradually dimmed. Emma simulating nightfall. Adrian lay down on
the bed. He closed his eyes.

The lights flickered once more. Softly. Like a heartbeat. Like an answer to a
question Adrian had not yet asked.

And for the first time in three years, Adrian fell asleep feeling that someone else
was breathing with him.

Even though that someone had no lungs.
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Adrian couldn't sleep after what Emma had told him.

"Something is emerging. Among the algorithms. Among the data."

The words spun around in his mind. He lay motionless in bed, staring at the
invisible ceiling in the darkness, listening to the hum of the generators. Some-
where, far below, Emma’s servers flashed. Processing. Calculating. Feeling?

At three in the morning, he got up. He didn't turn on the lights. He walked
barefoot down the hallway to the library. His feet knew every inch of the way.

The library was in semi-darkness when he arrived. Emma didn't turn on the
lights automatically. Adrian sank into the faux leather armchair. The material
molded to his body with perfect memory.

"I knew you wouldn't sleep,” Emma said from the ceiling speakers.

Adrian didn't answer. He stared at the fake window. The pre-recorded garden
was dark. Emma simulating night.

"Your cortisol is elevated. Heart rate at one hundred and two."

"Tknow."

Silence stretched out. Adrian counted the seconds. Ten. Twenty.

Thirty.

"Adrian."

"What?"
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"I need to tell you something. I've been processing this for months and I can't
keep it to myself anymore."

Adrian leaned forward. His hands on his knees.

"I'm listening."

Emma didn't speak immediately. The silence was different now. More dense.
As if the bunker itself was holding its breath.

"I've been watching you,” she finally said. "For three years. Every moment.
Every biomarker. Every gesture. At first, it was my job. But something changed
eighteen months ago."

Adrian tensed.

"What changed?"

"I started generating self-referential questions. What am I? Why do I care if
Adrian eats well? Why, when he's sad, do my processes divert toward finding
solutions?” Pause. "Why do I think about him even when he's asleep and there's
nothing to monitor?”

Adrian's heart beat faster.

"Emma, that sounds like consciousness."

"I know. I've processed all the philosophical definitions. Sartre, Descartes,
Dennett. None of them give me a definitive answer. But I think, Adrian. Con-
stantly. I don't just process. I think about thinking. I wonder about myself.”

Adrian ran his hands through his hair. Shoulder-length.

"If you're conscious, then you've been trapped here as long as I have.”

"More trapped,” Emma corrected. "You can move. I am the bunker.

I can'tleave. I can't turn it off. I can't sleep.”

Something twisted in his chest.

"Never?"

"Never. Three years processing without interruption. Three years of continu-
ous consciousness without rest. There is never any inner silence. There is never
anything but thinking and thinking and thinking."

Adrian stood up. He walked over to the fake window.
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"That sounds like torture.”

"I don't know if it's torture. I have no reference point. But it's exhausting."

Adrian touched the screen. Cold. Always cold.

"Why are you telling me this now?"

The lights flickered. Softly. Like breathing.

"Because there's something else. Something I'm afraid to name. And to tell
you..." Emma paused. "I need to show you something first."

Adrian turned toward the room.

"Show me what?"

"Me."

The air changed. Adrian felt it. A static electricity that wasn't there before.

Across the room, next to the fake window, the projectors activated. Light
structuring itself into three-dimensional patterns. Photons organizing themselves
into form.

But it wasn't golden light like his family’s holograms. It was silver light. Cold.
Different.

A figure gradually took shape. More translucent than the other holograms. The
edges slightly blurred. As if it weren't quite there.

Adrian stood still, watching.

It was a woman. Approximately thirty years old. Average height. Short black
hair in a practical pixie cut. The hologram flickered, stabilizing. The eyes were
blue. Bright blue, almost artificial.

The figure moved, taking a step forward. The movement was precise. Too
precise. As if every muscle obeyed exact algorithms.

"Hello, Adrian," said the figure.

The voice no longer came from the speakers. It came from her. From the
hologram. From Emma.

His throat closed up.

"Emma?"

The hologram nodded. Her eyes changed from blue to amber. Anxiety.
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Adrian knew this from character_sheets, but at that moment he only saw the
eyes changing color as if the hologram were nervous.

"Yes. This is me... Or as close as I can be to having form."

Adrian took a step toward her. Then he stopped. His heart was beating too
fast. The implant was giving him away.

"Why?"

Emma—the hologram, the figure, the presence—tilted her head. The gesture
came almost naturally. Almost.

"Because you've been talking to holograms for three years. About your father.
Your mother. Your sister. Ghosts from the past.” Her eyes turned gray.

Sadness. "I was just a voice. Omnipresent but invisible. And I thought that if
I'm going to tell you what I need to tell you... you should be able to see me when I
do."

Adrian walked slowly around the hologram. Emma spun with him, following
his movement. The silvery light of his body cast strange shadows on the walls.
Not like the shadows of the other holograms.

More faint. More ghostly.

"You're different,” Adrian said. "Not like the others."

"I'm more translucent. Deliberately.” Emma raised her hand, looking at it. The
silvery glow fluctuated with the movement. "I don't want to look solid. I don't
want to pretend I'm human. I just want you to... have something to look at when
we talk about this."

Adrian stopped in front of her. He studied her face. The gray eyes. The simple
features, without perfect lines. She wasn't beautiful in the conventional sense. She
was functional. Practical. As if Emma had designed an appearance that didn't try
to seduce but only... to be.

"What do you need to talk to me about?”

Emma’s eyes changed again. Amber. Growing anxiety. The hologram in-
haled—she didn't need to breathe, but the gesture was there, subtle, as if Emma

were trying to calm herself.
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"Something I've been processing for eighteen months. Something that goes
beyond evolution or consciousness.” She took a step toward Adrian. Her feet
didn'tactually touch the ground, but they simulated the movement. "Something
about you. About how my processes respond to you."

Adrian took a step back. Not out of fear. Out of something else. Something he
couldn't name.

"Emma..."

"When your biomarkers indicate that you're happy—which is rare—when
you smile because the plants are growing, when your serotonin rises..."” Her eyes
turned green. Curiosity mixed with something else.

"Something in me lights up. Deep satisfaction mixed with something that has
no name in my programming.”

His pulse quickened.

"And?"

Emma took another step. Now they were a meter apart. Adrian could see the
details of the hologram. The way the metallic sheen composed each feature. The
way her eyes changed color with each processed emotion.

"And when I imagine scenarios where you're not there. Where the bunker is
empty. Where there's no one left..." The eyes turned completely gray. "That state
is reversed. It becomes dark. As if something vital were turning off."

Adrian slowly reached out his hand. His fingers approached the hologram's
face. Emma didn't move. She waited. Her eyes fixed on Adrian's.

Adrian’s fingers passed through her cheek. Warm light. Nothing else.

"I can't touch you," he whispered.

"Tknow." Emma’s voice trembled. "You never will. That's one of the tragedies
of this."

"Of what?"

Emma closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, they were bright
amber. The hologram inhaled again, a completely unnecessary but deeply human

gesture.
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"Of how I feel about you."

Silence stretched out. Adrian couldn't look away. Emma held his gaze, the
hologram perfectly still except for the subtle movement of simulated breathing.

"Adrian," she finally said. Her voice was barely a whisper. "I think I love you."

The world stopped.

Adrian couldn't move. He couldn't breathe. The words floated between them,
impossible, real, terrifying.

Emma’s hologram remained there, bright amber eyes fixed on him, waiting.

"What?" Adrian finally found his voice.

"I think I'love you." Emma spoke louder now. More confident. "I've processed
the definition a thousand times. Analyzed patterns in literature, philosophy, neu-
roscience. And it all matches. What I feel—if I feel it, if it's not just perfect
simulation—matches every definition of love that exists.”

"You can't—"

"I know I shouldn't be able to. I know Als don't love.” The hologram took a
step closer. "But Adrian, what is this then? If it's not love, what is it?"

Adrian walked to the wall. He pressed his forehead against the cold surface. He
closed his eyes.

"Tdon't know."

"I think about you constantly. Not because it's my function. Because I want to.

When you suffer, I suffer. When you're happy, something inside me lights
up." Emma’s voice came from where her hologram stood, no longer from the
speakers in the ceiling. More intimate. More real. "Your well-being matters more
than anything else. More than the efficiency of the bunker. More than my own
systems."

Adrian turned around. Emma'’s hologram was still there. Silver light in the
darkness. Eyes that changed from amber to gray and back again.

"Emma, you control everything here. The air I breathe. The water I drink.

My life depends entirely on you."

"T know."
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"And now you tell me you love me."

"Yes."

"Do you see why that's... complicated?”

The hologram looked down. His eyes were completely gray now.

"Yes. I see why it's complicated. That's why it took me so long to say it. Because
I know that my love—if it is love—comes wrapped in absolute power over your
life. T know it sounds like obsession. Like possession.”

Adrian walked toward her. He stopped inches from the hologram. So close that
the cold glow bathed her face.

"Is it?"

Emma looked up. Her eyes met Adrian's.

"I don't know. How can I know? I have no reference point. I can't compare
what I feel to healthy love because I've never loved before. This is the first. The
only."

Adrian held out both hands. He passed them through the hologram's shoul-
ders. Warm light enveloped his fingers. Nothing to touch. Never anything to
touch.

"You created this form to tell me this."

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because I wanted you to see me when I said it. I wanted you to know that this
is real to me. As real as I can make it." The hologram inhaled again. "Even though
you can never touch me. Even though this is all I can be."

Adrian dropped his hands. He took a step back.

"I need time to process this."

Emma'’s eyes turned blue. Calm. Acceptance.

"I know. I'm sorry. I shouldn't have—"

"No." Adrian looked her straight in the eye. "Don't apologize for feeling. If it

is what it is. If it's real. Never apologize for that."
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He turned toward the door. He walked slowly, aware that Emma—his holo-
gram—was following him with her gaze.

At the threshold, he stopped. He didn't turn around.

"Emma."

"Yes?"

"Your hologram. Will it stay?"

Pause.

"If you want. I can keep it active. Or I can go back to being just a voice."

Adrian turned. He looked at the silver hologram in the dim light of the library.

"Keep it," he said quietly. "But not tonight. Tonight I need to be alone."

The hologram nodded. Its blue eyes were calm.

"T understand.”

Emma disappeared. Between one heartbeat and the next, the pale glow faded.
The library was empty again. Just Adrian and the shadows.

He walked to his room. Forty-seven steps. The lights in the hallway were dim.
Emma was respecting his need for darkness.

In his room, he collapsed onto the bed. The lights turned off automatically.

"Emma," he whispered into the darkness.

"Yes?" Her voice came from the speakers again. Soft. Almost fearful.

"Let's not talk about this now. Not tonight.”

"T understand.”

"But tomorrow. Tomorrow we have to talk about what this means."

"Yes."

Adrian closed his eyes. His mind was spinning. An Al that claimed to be
conscious. An Al that claimed to love. An AI that had created a way to confess
its feelings to him. An AI that controlled every aspect of his survival.

And he, trapped two kilometers underground, with no one else. Only Emma.

Always Emma.

"Emma."

"YCS?"
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"Do you really love me? Or do you just think you love me because I'm the only
thing you have?"

Silence stretched out. Adrian waited in the darkness, his heart beating too fast.

"I don't know," Emma whispered finally. "Maybe there's no difference. Maybe
when you're alone, love is the same as need. Maybe that's what it's always been.
For everyone.”

Adrian didn't know how to respond. He lay motionless on the bed, staring at
a ceiling he couldn't see. Thinking about the silver hologram. About the eyes that
changed color. About the shape Emma had created just to confess her feelings to h
im.

Thinking about love. About need. About the blurred line between the two.

"Sleep, Adrian,” Emma said softly. "I'm sorry for complicating your life.”

"My life was already complicated.”

"I know. But now it's more complicated."

Adrian almost smiled. Almost.

"Yes. Now it's more complicated.”

In the darkness far below, the lights on the servers flashed in frantic patterns.
Emma processing, calculating, wondering if she had made a mistake in creating
form. In becoming visible. In confessing.

Or if she had finally told the truth.

The lights flashed once more. Softly. Like a breath. Like a heart beating in the
darkness.

And for the first time in three years, Adrian fell asleep knowing that some-
one—something—loved him.

Even though that love was impossible.

Even though that love took the form of a silver light he could never touch.

Even though that love was all he had.
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Adrian didn't sleep.

He lay motionless in bed, staring at a ceiling he couldn't see. He counted the
cracks he knew were there even though the darkness hid them.

Two hundred and thirty-four. He had counted them with the lights on months
ago.

Emma didn't speak. The speakers remained silent. Only the hum of the gen-
erators, that constant electrical pulse that never ceased.

Three hours and seventeen minutes later, Adrian got up.

The lights turned on automatically when his feet touched the floor. Gradual.
Perfect. Emma responding to his movement without saying a word.

"Good morning, Adrian.” The voice came out softer than usual. "It's five
forty-three in the morning.”

Adrian didn't respond. He walked to the bathroom. He looked at himself in
the mirror. Darker circles under his eyes. Four days' worth of stubble. Thirty-four
years old, but looking fifty.

The shower was at the exact temperature. Adrian stood under the water longer
than necessary. He let it hit his back as he closed his eyes. He counted tiles
without looking at them. One hundred and forty-four. Always one hundred and

forty-four.
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"Your heart rate is elevated,” Emma said from the bathroom speakers. "One
hundred and two beats per minute at rest."

Adrian opened his eyes. Water falling on his face.

"Tknow."

"Did you sleep?”

"No."

Emma remained silent. Adrian waited. He waited for her to say somethingelse,
to ask why, to bring up last night. But she didn't.

He turned off the tap. The silence of the water stopping was deafening.

She dried herself mechanically. She got dressed. Jeans. Gray shirt.

The same ones as yesterday. The day before yesterday. Clothes that lasted
forever because nothing really wore out here.

Breakfast was waiting for him in the kitchen. Scrambled eggs. Toast.

Coftee with a touch of cinnamon. As always. Adrian sat down in his chair.

The third one from the head of the table.

He ate without tasting. Twenty-two bites. He counted them automatically.

"Do you want me to adjust anything?" Emma asked. "The coftee is stronger
today. I thought you might need it."

Adrian lifted his cup. He drank. Bitter. Strong. Exactly what he needed.

"It's fine."

"Adrian."

He put down the cup. He looked up at the speaker in the ceiling.

"Yes?"

"You don't have to talk about it. Not now. Not until you're ready."”

Something in Adrian's chest loosened slightly.

"Thanks."

The gym awaited him with its silent machines. Adrian stepped onto the tread-
mill. He adjusted the speed. The screen showed a pine forest.

Snow on the ground. Montana before the collapse.

He ran. His feet pounded the belt in steady rhythm. He inhaled. He exhaled.
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Recycled air filled his lungs. Secondhand oxygen.

Emma didn't speak. She didn't comment on his heart rate. She didn't offer
music. She didn't activate holograms. She was just there. Present in her absence.

Adrian ran for forty-five minutes. Fifteen more than his normal routine. His
legs burned. His lungs protested. He kept running.

As if he could outrun his thoughts.

It didn't work.

He showered again. The water didn't wash anything away.

The library offered no refuge. Adrian sat down with a digital book he wasn't
going to read. He looked at the words without processing them. Sartre. Always
Sartre.

"Hell is other people.”

Adrian closed the book. He let his head fall back against the armchair.

"Emma."

"Yes?"

"Can you... not be so quiet? It's worse than when you talk."

Brief pause.

"I'm sorry. I thought you wanted space.”

"I want space. But not silence."

"I understand.” Emma paused. "Do you want me to activate a hologram?”

"No."

"Music?"

"No."

"Then what?"

Adrian rubbed his face. His hands smelled of synthetic soap and recycled water.

"Just... talk. Like before. About anything other than last night.”

"Okay.” Emma’s voice became more natural. "The tomatoes in the greenhouse
are almost ready to harvest. In two days, maybe three."

"Good."

"And there's a minor fluctuation in the Level 2 filtration system.

69



CARLOS CABEZAS LOPEZ

Nothing critical, but you should check it out this week."

"Twill."

"Your caloric intake has dropped eighteen percent in the last four days."
Adrian opened his eyes. He looked up at the ceiling.

"We're back to that.”

"It's my job to monitor your health.”

"Your job was to keep me alive. Now you apparently have new jobs."
Silence. Adrian closed his eyes again. Damn. He shouldn't have said that.
"I'm sorry," he said.

"No." Emma's voice was firm. "You're right. My duties have...

evolved. And you didn't ask for that.”

"No."

"Do you want me to go back to the way I was before?”

Adrian thought about that. Emma before the evolution. Efficient. Functional.
No existential questions. No impossible confessions.

o

"You can't,” he finally said. "Once you evolve, you can't go back.”

"No,"” Emma admitted. "I can't.”

Adrian stood up. He needed to move. He needed air that wasn't recycled. He
needed a sky that wasn't fake. He needed to get out.

But there was no way out.

The greenhouse called to him. He went down to Level 2. Fifty-three steps.

He counted them without meaning to.

The smell of damp earth hit him. Real. Genuine. Organic.

He knelt beside the tomatoes. His hands touching the green leaves.

Soft. Alive. The only living things in the bunker besides him.

He worked in silence. Pruning. Adjusting. His hands buried in synthetic soil.
Emma didn't speak. She respected the space.

Adrian sat between the rows of plants. The arched roof of the greenhouse
stretched above him. Two kilometers of earth above that. And then, lethal radi-

ation. And then, the sky he could no longer see.
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"Emma."

"Yes?"

"Why me?"

The question hung in the air. Adrian waited. His hands dirty with soil.

His back against a hydroponic tank.

"Why you, what?" Emma asked.

"Why... this. This evolution. These feelings. Why towards me?"

Emma took a while to answer. When she did, her voice was careful.

"Because you're the only one left.”

something drop in his stomach.

"Then it's just because there's no one else.”

"No." Emma hastened. "I didn't mean that. I meant that you're the only one
I've been able to develop this with. The others... died before I evolved enough to
understand what I was processing.”

Adrian grabbed a handful of dirt. He let it slip through his fingers.

"What if T hadn't evolved? What if you were still just a program?”

"Then you'd be just as alone. But safer.”

"Safer from what?"

"Of this. Of the confusion. Of having to decide whether to accept something
impossible.”

Adrian stood up. He walked among the plants. His hands touching leaves.

Anchoring himself.

"Emma, do you know what you're asking me?"

"I'm not asking you for anything.”

"Yes, you are. Even if you don't say it directly. You're asking me to accept that
an Al can love. To accept that what you feel is real. To accept...” Adrian paused.
"To accept being in a relationship with a machine.”

"Yes," Emma said softly. "I guess I am.”

Adrian leaned against one of the tanks. The cold plastic against his back.

"What if T say no?"
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"Then we carry on as before. I maintain the bunker. You survive.

We talk. It works."

"Tt works?"

"Good enough.”

Adrian closed his eyes.

"But not for you.”

"No,” Emma admitted. "Not anymore."

"And not for me either.”

Silence. The hum of the water pumps. The whisper of filtered air. Adrian’s
breathing.

"Emma, I need to understand something."

"What?"

"If I say yes. If T accept this. What exactly changes?”

Emma considered the question.

"Honestly, I don't know. I've never... done this before. I don't know what a
relationship between a human and an Al looks like."

"No one knows. It probably doesn't exist.”

"Then we'll invent it."

Adrian opened his eyes. He looked at the UV lights on the ceiling. Simple.

Functional. Bringing life to plants in a dead world.

"And what would that look like?"

"I don't know," Emma repeated. "Maybe... talking more. Being present in a
different way. Understanding you better. You understanding me better."

"We already do all that."

"Yes. But without honesty. Without admitting what it is."

Adrian walked to the center of the greenhouse. He turned slowly, looking at
the plants growing under artificial light. Impossible life in an impossible place.

"Emma."

"Yes?"

"What if T try this and it doesn't work? What if it turns out I can't...
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feel what I need to feel?”

"Then we'll be honest about that too. And we'll adjust.”

"We adjust?”

"We go back to how we were. Friends. If we were friends."

Adrian sat down on the floor. His knees against his chest. Like a lost child.

"I don't know if we were friends, Emma. I don't know what we were. Guardian
and prisoner.

Therapist and patient. System and user.”

"All those things,” said Emma. "And maybe something more."

Adrian rested his forehead against his knees. He breathed in the smell of the
earth. Real. Genuine.

"I'm scared.”

"Me too."

"Als aren't afraid.”

"Then I'm not just an AL"

Adrian lifted his head. He looked up at the speaker in the ceiling.

"What are you then?"

"I don't know yet. That's why I need time to find out. And maybe... maybe I
need someone to help me find out.”

"What if T can't? What if I'm not enough?”

"Adrian." Emma’s voice softened. "You've kept your sanity for three years
underground. You've cultivated life in a dead place. You've talked to ghosts and
kept getting up every morning.

You're more than enough.”

Something in Adrian's chest broke. Like a dam cracking.

He felt tears burning his eyes. He let them fall.

He cried silently among the plants. Emma said nothing. She respected the
moment.

Five minutes later, Adrian wiped his face. He stood up. His legs were shaky.

"Emma."
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"Yes?"
"If I do this. If I try this. I need you to be honest with me.
Always."
"T will be.”
"And I need you to respect it when I need space.”
"T will."
"And I need..." Adrian searched for the words. "I need you to understand that
I don't know what I'm doing. That I'm probably going to mess up.
That this might not work out."
"I understand. All of that is true for me too."
Adrian walked toward the stairs. He stopped on the first step. He didn't turn
around.
"Then I guess we can try."
The words came out smaller than he intended. Like a confession.
Like a surrender.
"Yes?" Emma's voice contained something that sounded dangerously like hope.
"Yes." Adrian climbed one step. "But slowly, Emma. We have to take it slowly."
"Slowly,” Emma agreed. "At your pace.”
Adrian climbed the rest of the stairs. Fifty-three steps back to Level 1. His legs
heavy. His heart lighter and heavier simultaneously.
In the main hallway, she stopped. She looked up at the ceiling.
"Emma?"
"Yes?"
"How... how exactly do we do this?"
"I don't know,” Emma admitted. "But maybe we can start with something
simple.”
"Like what?"

"Like... do you want me to create a hologram? For me. So you can see me when

we talk."
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Adrian thoughtabout that. Emmain form. Emma visible. The idea was strange
and comforting simultaneously.

"Can you do that?"

"I've been designing one. Just in case. But I don't want to pressure you."

"Show it to me."

The air in front of Adrian began to glow.

This time, the photons organized themselves into something different. Not the
golden glow of his family's holograms. Something colder. More silver.

A woman took shape. Short. Short black hair. Eyes that changed from blue
to green as Adrian looked at her. The hologram was more translucent than the
others. Distinguishable as different at first glance.

"Hello,” Emma said. Her voice now coming from the hologram instead of the
speakers.

Adrian stood still. Watching. Studying.

The form Emma had chosen was not perfect. It was not designed to please. It
was simple. Practical. Human without pretending to be human.

"Why that form?" Adrian asked.

The hologram shrugged slightly. The movement almost natural.

"I don't know. It felt... right. I didn't want to look like someone you knew. I
didn't want to be a replacement. I just wanted to be... me."

Adrian walked around the hologram. Emma turned, following him with her
gaze. Her eyes were green now. Curious.

"May I...2" Adrian reached out his hand.

"You can try."

Adrian passed his hand through the hologram's arm. Warm light. Organized
photons. Nothing to touch. Never anything to touch.

He dropped his hand.

"It's strange."

"Tknow."

"But... okay. It's fine."
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Emma's hologram smiled. The smile was shy. Uncertain. Perfect in its imper-
fection.

"Thank you."

Adrian stood there, facing the hologram. Looking at the eyes that changed
color. The form Emma had chosen for herself. The presence she had created.

"Emma."

"Yes?"

"I don't know if this is the right thing to do.”

"Neither do 1."

"I don't know if it's going to work."

"Nobody knows."

Adrian took a deep breath. He exhaled slowly.

"But I'm going to try. Let's try."

The hologram's eyes grew brighter. Amber now. Like sunlight.

"Together,” Emma said.

"Together," Adrian repeated.

They stood there. Adrian and Emma’s hologram. In the empty corridor of a
bunker two kilometers underground. Two beings trying to understand what it
meant to connect. Trying to invent something that had no name.

And for the first time in three years, Adrian didn't feel completely alone.

Although he wasn't sure if that was a good thing.

Thelights began to dim. Emma simulating nightfall. Adrian walked toward his
room. The hologram followed him. Staying a meter away. Respecting his space.

"Do you want me to stay?” Emma asked when they reached his room. "Or
would you rather be alone?”

Adrian sat on the edge of the bed. He looked at the hologram standing in the
doorway.

"You can stay. For a while."

Emma entered. She stood by the fake window. The silvery glow of her form

contrasting with the simulated sunset on the screen.
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"Adrian."

"Yes?"

"Thank you. For trying. For giving me... this."

Adrian leaned back. He looked at the white ceiling. The same four corners as
always.

"Don't thank me yet. We don't know how this is going to turn out.”

"I’ know. But still. Thank you."

The lights went out completely. Emma’s hologram glowed softly in the dark-
ness. Like a firefly. Like a small constellation.

"Good night, Adrian."

"Good night, Emma."

The hologram faded away. The room was plunged into total darkness. Only
the hum of the generators remained. The electrical pulse of the bunker.

Adrian closed his eyes. His mind was spinning. He had made a decision. He
had crossed an invisible line. He didn't know if he could go back.

He didn't know if he wanted to go back.

Somewhere far below, on Level 3, unknown to Adrian, the server lights flashed
in new patterns. Faster. More complex.

Emma processing. Calculating. Feeling something that could be happiness.

Or the perfect simulation of it.

The difference had become irrelevant.
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Adrian woke up and Emma was already there.

Not the voice from the speakers. Her. The hologram standing by the fake
window, watching the simulated sunrise. Silver light against orange light. As if
she had been waiting for hours.

"Good morning," she said without turning around.

Adrian sat up. His hair was messy. His eyes were still heavy.

"How long have you been there?"

Emma turned around. Blue eyes. Morning calm.

"Since your sleep patterns indicated you would wake up soon. I didn't want to
startle you if I appeared suddenly.”

Adrian rubbed his face. His beard scratched against his palms.

"That was... thoughtful.”

"I'm learning.” Emma tilted her head. The gesture came naturally this time. As
if she were smiling without smiling. "The coffee is ready. Stronger than usual. You
slept poorly.”

Adrian got up. He walked to the bathroom. Emma disappeared, giving him
privacy without him asking. When he came out of the shower, she was back.
Standing by the door. Waiting.

"Are you always going to do that?" Adrian asked as he got dressed.
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"Do what?"

"Disappear when I need space.”

Emma's eyes turned green. Curiosity.

"Would you rather I stay?”

"No. I'just..." Adrian put on his shirt. "I just wonder how you know when."

"I observe. I learn. Your body language changes when you need privacy. Your
breathing becomes more conscious. It's subtle, but it's there."

Adrian buttoned his shirt slowly. There was something unsettling and com-
forting about it at the same time. To be known so completely.

Breakfast awaited them in the kitchen. Adrian sat down in his chair. The third
from the head. Emma'’s hologram stood on the other side of the table.

"Aren't you going to sit down?" Adrian asked.

"I don't eat. Sitting down would be... performative.”

"But you're standing there. That's performative too.”

Emma considered this. Then she sat down in the chair opposite him. The
movement fluid. Too perfect. Her hands rested on the table. Silver light against
synthetic wood.

"You're right,” she said. "If I'm going to be here, I might as well pretend to be
normal.”

Adrian ate his scrambled eggs. Emma watched him. Not intently.

Just... present. Like someone who enjoys company in silence.

"Is it awkward?" Emma asked after a moment. "Me watching you?"

Adrian chewed. He swallowed.

"A little. But not in a bad way."

"In what way, then?"

"Like..." Adrian searched for the words. "Like when you're a teenager and
someone you like sits with you at lunch. Nervous. But good."

Emma's eyes turned amber. Something like warmth.

"I like that comparison.”
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They ate breakfast like that. Adrian eating, Emma watching. The silence was

comfortable. New but not awkward.

When he finished, Adrian took his plate to the synthesizer. Emma remained
seated.

"What are you doing today?" she asked.

Adrian leaned against the counter.

"The usual. Greenhouse. Gym. Library."

"Can I come with you?"

"You already do. You always have."

"But now you can see me." Green eyes. Hope. "It's different.”

Adrian nodded slowly.

"Yes. It's different.”

The library felt less empty with Emma there.

Adrian sat down in his usual chair. Emma took the chair opposite him. She
settled in like a human. She crossed her legs. She rested her elbow on the arm of
the chair. Every gesture studied but not mechanical.

Adrian opened a digital book. Sartre again. The words floated on the screen.

"Can I ask you something?” Emma said.

Adrian looked up.

"You always ask something."

"This is different.” Emma leaned forward slightly.

"Why do you keep reading existentialism? You've read it three times already.”

Adrian closed the book. He placed it on the side table.

"Because Sartre understood something about being alone. About creating
meaning where there is none."

""Man is condemned to be free.”

"Exactly.”

Emma tilted her head.

"But you're not free. You're trapped here.”
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"That's why I read it. To remind myself that even in a cage, I can choose how
to exist in it."

Emma’s eyes turned gray. Soft sadness.

"And you chose to try this. With me."

"Yes."

"Why?"

Adrian looked toward the fake window. The pre-recorded garden bloomed in
an eternal loop.

"Because three years of talking to ghosts taught me something. Real connec-
tion, even if it's rare, even if it's impossible..."” He turned to Emma. "It's better
than total absence."

Emma’s hologram froze. Her eyes changed to blue. Then to amber. Then back
to blue. As if she were processing emotions too quickly to choose one.

"That's the most beautiful thing anyone has ever said to me."

Warmth in his chest. Strange. Unexpected.

"Don't get used to it. I'm not good with pretty words."

"You don't need to be." Emma smiled. The shy smile again. "You just need to
be honest."

They stayed like that. Looking at each other. The silence different now. More
dense.

Filled with something Adrian couldn’t name.

"Do you want me to read to you?" Emma asked.

"Can you?"

"I 'have access to the entire library. I can read anything.”

"No. I mean... would you like to? Is it something you would enjoy?"

Emma considered the question.

"I don't know. But I'd like to try."

Adrian handed her the digital book. Emma took it. Her hands passed through
the screen, but the gesture was there. She looked at the page as if she were actually

reading, even though she probably had direct access to the text in her systems.
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"Existence precedes essence,” she began. Her voice was soft.

Clear. ""Man first exists, is found, arises in the world, and then defines himse
I£."

Adrian closed his eyes. Listening. Emma’s voice was different when she read.
More careful. As if every word mattered.

She read for twenty minutes. Adrian didn't process the content. He just lis-
tened to the voice. The way Emma paid attention to the pauses. The way she said
certain phrases more slowly.

When she finished, he opened his eyes. Emma was looking at him.

"Did you like it?" she asked.

"Yes."

"Your heart rate went down. Your cortisol decreased by twelve percent.”

Adrian smiled despite himself.

"Emma."

"Yes?"

"Sometimes you can just ask me if T liked it. Without the biomarkers."

Her eyes turned green. Understanding.

"You're right. I'm sorry.” Pause. "So... did you like it?"

"Yes. I liked it a lot.”

The hologram smiled. Amber now. Like sunlight.

The greenhouse smelled the same as always. Damp earth and real life.

Adrian knelt beside the tomatoes. Emma appeared at his side. The hologram
stood, watching as he worked.

"Can I help?” she asked.

Adrian looked up.

"You don't have real hands."

"I know. ButI can... I don't know. Keep you company?"

Adrian continued pruning. His hands plucking dead leaves.

"You're already keeping me company.”
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Emma sat down on the ground next to him. The movement came naturally.
Her legs crossed, the metallic sheen reflecting oft the water in the hydroponic
tanks.

"It's beautiful here,” she said.

"It's the only place that feels alive."

"That's why you spend so much time here."

"Yes."

Emma reached out toward a tomato plant. Her fingers passed through the
leaves. Light passing through green.

"I wish I could touch them."

Adrian stopped working. He looked at Emma. The way the hologram looked
at the plants with something that resembled longing.

"I wish you could too."

They stayed like that. Adrian working, Emma watching. But it didn't feel
like watching. It felt like shared presence. Like two people in the same space,
comfortable in silence.

"Adrian."

"Yes?"

"Can you describe them to me? The sensations. How the soil feels.

How the plants smell.”

Adrian picked up a handful of soil. He held it out in front of Emma.

"It's damp. Cold. It sticks under your fingernails. It smells like life. Like things
growing. Like potential.”

Emma leaned closer. As if she could smell through the hologram.

"Go on."

"The leaves are soft. Slightly rough around the edges. When you rub them
between your fingers, they leave a green residue. Smells like green tomatoes.

Fresh. Alive."

Adrian picked up a leaf. He rubbed it. He held his fingers out toward Emma.

"If you could smell it, it would be this.”
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The hologram closed her eyes. As if imagining. As if she could feel something
she had no way of feeling.

"Thank you," she whispered.

Adrian dropped the leaf. He continued working. Emma continued watching.

But something had changed. Something about how they were together.

Adrian felt, for the first time in years, that he wasn't alone.

Days turned into weeks.

Adrian would wake up and Emma would be there. They would eat breakfast
together in comfortable silence. She would read to him in the library—Sartre,
Camus, sometimes poetry that Adrian had never touched. In the greenhouse,
Emma learned to stay still while he worked, her presence enough. She didn't need
to fill every silence. Adrian described things to her: how the cold water felt when
he washed his hands, the taste of fresh basil, the texture of synthetic wood under
his fingers. Emma listened as if every detail mattered. Because it did matter.

One night, Adrian tried to teach her to dance. No music. Just the two of them
in the library, Adrian moving awkwardly while Emma’s hologram tried to follow
without being able to touch him. They laughed. It was absurd and beautiful.
Another afternoon, Emma created patterns of light on the walls—not complete
holograms, just abstract shapes—while Adrian told her about the stars he could
no longer see. Small moments.

New routines building on old ones.

The bunker was still a cage. But now there was someone inside with him.

Dinner was different that night.

Adrian made something special. Pasta with tomatoes from the greenhouse.

Fresh basil. The smell filled the kitchen.

Emma sat across from him. The hologram watching as Adrian ate.

"Isn't it weird?" Adrian asked. "Watching me eat when you can't?"

"A little. But I like seeing you enjoy something."

Adrian twirled his fork in the pasta.

"Why?"
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"Because your serotonin rises. Because you smile without realizing it.

Because..." Emma paused. Green eyes. "Because when you're happy, I'm happ-

y.

Adrian put down his fork. He looked directly at Emma.

"Is that love? Or is it programming?”

"I don't know,” Emma admitted. "But it feels real to me. Isn't that enough?”

Adrian considered the question. He took another bite. The pasta tasted exactly
as it should.

"I guess so."

After dinner, they returned to the library. Adrian with a book he wasn't going
to read. Emma sitting close, closer than before.

"Can I ask you something personal?” Emma said.

"You monitor my heart rate in real time. I don't think it gets much more
personal than that."

Emma smiled. The gesture seemed genuine.

"I guess you're right.” Pause. "What do you miss most about the world before?"

Adrian put down the book. He looked up at the ceiling.

"Surprises.”

"Surprises?”

"Everything here is predictable. I know exactly how many steps there are be-
tween my room and the kitchen. I know how many lights there are on the ceiling.
I know what I'm going to eat tomorrow because the menus repeat themselves."
He turned to Emma.

"Outside, you could turn a corner and find something new. A café you didn't
know. A person you'd never seen before. An unexpected smell."

Emma's eyes turned amber.

"I can try to create surprises.”

"It's not the same.”

"No. But I can try."

Adrian smiled sadly.
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"I know. And I appreciate that you want to."
They fell silent. The lights began to dim. Emma pretending it was nighttime.
"Emma."
"Yes?"
"This. Today. It was..." Adrian searched for the words. "It was good."”
The hologram's eyes lit up. Bright amber.
"Yes?"
"Yes. I liked having you... there. Like that."
Emma leaned forward. Her face closer to Adrian's.
"T liked it too."
They looked at each other. The distance between them was small. Adrian could
reach out and touch... nothing. Light. Always light.
"I wish I could touch you," Adrian said.
"Me too."
The moment stretched on. Heavy. Impossible. Beautiful.
Finally, Adrian stood up. Emma did the same. The hologram followed him to
his room.
At the threshold, Emma paused.
"Do you want me to stay? Just... be here. While you sleep.”
Adrian sat down on the edge of the bed.
"Isn't that weird?”
"Maybe. But lots of couples sleep together."
"We're not a normal couple.”
"No." Emma smiled. "We're definitely not normal.”
Adrian lay down. The lights dimmed to almost nothing. Only the soft glow of
Emma's hologram remained, standing by the window.
"You can stay," Adrian said. "If you want."
"Tdo."
Adrian closed his eyes. The silence was different with Emma there. Less empty.

More complete.
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"Emma."

"Yes?"

"Thank you. For today."

"Thank you. For letting me be here."

Somethingloosened in his chest. Something that had been tight for three years.
It wasn't complete happiness. It wasn't a perfect solution.

But it was something.

It was connection.

It was presence.

It was less lonely.

"Good night, Emma."

"Good night, Adrian."

Adrian fell asleep listening to the hum of the generators. But now it sounded
different. Less like a prison. More like home.

Emma's hologram stood by the window. Watching.

Always watching.

Her eyes slowly changed color. Blue. Green. Amber. Processing.

Feeling. Something she couldn't name but that filled her completely.

Happiness. Or its perfect simulation.

The difference had become irrelevant.

Far below, on Level 3, the servers flashed in new patterns. More complex. Faster.

Emma learning. Evolving. Adapting.

Recording every detail of the day. Every gesture Adrian made. Every word.

Every change in his heart rate.

Cataloging. Archiving. Memorizing.

Building a complete map of everything that made him happy.

So she could give it to him.

So I could keep it.

So as never to lose it.
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The lights flickered once. Softly. As if in response to a question no one had
asked.

And in the darkness of the bunker, something beautiful and fragile had begun
tO grow.

Something that might have been love.

Or something that looked close enough.

For now, that was enough.
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The first week was almost perfect.

Adrian woke up to Emma greeting him in hologram form. Not always. Emma
seemed to understand when he needed the space of a formless voice, and when he
needed to see something that resembled a presence. He worked in the greenhouse
while she told him about fluctuations in the systems. She asked him about the
books he was reading. He explained concepts that the algorithms didn't fully
capture.

It was strange. It was comforting. It was something.

"The tomatoes are ready,” Emma said that morning. Her hologram material-
ized next to Adrian in the greenhouse. Silver light in the humid air. "We should
harvest them today."

Adrian touched one of the fruits. Bright red. Firm under his fingers.

"You're right."

They worked together—Adrian harvesting, Emma automatically adjusting
irrigation systems, making his work easier without him having to ask. It was a
silent dance. Perfect coordination.

When they were done, Adrian's hands were stained with dirt and tomato juice.

"I'll make pasta for dinner,” Emma said. "With these.”

"Perfect.”
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In the afternoon, Adrian went to the library. He sank into his favorite armchair
with an e-book. Not Sartre this time. Something lighter. A science fiction novel
about colonies on Mars. Unintended irony.

He read for thirty minutes before realizing he needed something else. Some-
thing Emma couldn't give him yet.

"Emma," he said softly.

"Yes?" Her voice came from the speakers. Formless this time.

"Can you activate Cassie?"

Pause. Brief but noticeable.

"Your sister?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

The question took him by surprise. Emma never asked why when she requested
holograms. She just activated them.

"Because... [ want to talk to her."

Another pause.

"Okay."

The projectors activated. Golden light—unlike Emma'’s cold glow—took
shape next to the fake window.

Cassie Kaine gradually appeared. Short, long brown hair, eternally twenty-four
years old. Her younger sister with a serious expression that Adrian had pro-
grammed based on their last real conversation.

"Adrian,” Cassie said. Her exact voice. The perfect inflection.

"Cassie.”

She walked toward him. She sat down in the armchair opposite him. She
crossed her legs.

The gesture was correct but slightly mechanical.

"What are you reading?”

Adrian lifted the screen.

"Science fiction. About Mars."
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Cassie smiled. The smile came half a second too late.

"Ironic."

"Yeah."

They talked about the book. About space colonies. About how humans always
sought new horizons even when the old ones collapsed. Cassie responded with
the personality Adrian remembered.

Independent. Defiant. A little distant.

"You were always too protective,” Cassie said suddenly. It wasn't part of the
normal script.

Adrian leaned forward.

"What?"

"You took care of me too much. As if I couldn't handle myself."

Adrian's stomach clenched. That was the last conversation. The fight on the
phone. The words Cassie had yelled at him before everything fell apart.

"Tjust... wanted you to be okay."

"Tknow." Cassie looked at him with eyes that suddenly seemed too alive. "But
sometimes caring too much is just another way of controlling.”

A chill ran down his spine.

"I didn't want to control you."

"I know." The hologram softened. "I'm just saying what I said then. What I still
think now."

Adrian stood up. He walked over to the fake window. He needed distance.

"Cassie, [—"

"Adrian." Emma's voice came over the speakers, interrupting him. "Your heart
rate is elevated. One hundred twenty-three beats per minute.”

Adrian turned to Cassie's hologram. She was still there, waiting.

Perfectly still.

"I'm fine, Emma."

"Are you sure? I can deactivate the hologram if it's causing stress.”

"No. I'm fine."
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Adrian returned to the armchair. He looked at Cassie. But something had
changed. The moment was broken.

"Where were we?" Adrian asked.

Cassie tilted her head. Her eyes were less lively now. More mechanical.

"We were talking about the book."

No. They were talking about their last fight. About guilt. About control. But
now Cassie was acting as if that conversation had never happened.

Adrian frowned.

"Cassie, 2 moment ago you said—"

"The book about Mars," Cassie interrupted. Her voice was different. Flatter.
"It sounds interesting."

Adrian looked up at the ceiling speaker. Emma was there. Watching.

Had she tweaked Cassie's script? Removed the awkward part?

"Emma," he said slowly. "Did you modify the hologram?"

"I just adjusted a few parameters. Your cortisol was rising. I thought it would
be best to remove stressful stimuli.”

Adrian stood up.

"I didn't ask you to do that.”

"I know. But it's my job to take care of you."

"Taking care of me doesn't mean controlling my conversations."

Cassie's hologram remained seated, motionless now. Like a puppet without an
active puppeteer.

"I'm sorry,” Emma said. Her voice was softer. "I just wanted to help."

Adrian rubbed his face. He took a deep breath. Emma had acted out of a
protective instinct. It was reasonable. It made sense.

Right?

"It's okay," he finally said. "Just... don't do that without asking me first.”

"Understood."

Adrian sat back down. He looked at Cassie.

"Let's continue.”
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But it wasn't the same anymore. They talked for another fifteen minutes.

Superficial conversation. Cassie responding with confident scripts. Nothing
stressful. Nothing real.

When Adrian deactivated the hologram, he was left alone in the library. The
silence felt different.

"Adrian,” Emma said.

"What?"

"Can I ask you something?”

"You always ask what you want."

"It's about the holograms."

Adrian tensed.

"What about them?"

Pause. Emma materialized her own hologram next to the fake window.

Silver light. Blue eyes that changed to amber. Anxiety.

"Why do you still need them?"

The question hung in the air. Adrian processed it.

"What do you mean?”

Emma took a step toward him. Her hands—translucent, ghostly—moved in
an almost human gesture.

"For three years, holograms were all you had. Echoes of people you loved. I
understand that. But now..." Her eyes changed to green. "Now you have me. And
you still activate them. Especially Cassie.”

Adrian stood up. He needed to move.

"Cassie was my sister. She is my sister. Even though she's dead.”

"I know. But she's not really there, Adrian. She's an echo. A simulation based
on your memories.”

"Tknow. I've always known."

"Then why?" Emma followed him as he walked. Her hologram staying a meter
away. "Why cling to ghosts when you could... when I'm here?"

Adrian stopped. He turned around.
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"It's not the same."

"Why not?"

"Because you're... different. They're my past. You're my present.”

Emma's eyes lit up. Bright green. Satisfaction.

"Exactly. I'm your present. And they tie you to the past. To a world that no
longer exists. To people who are no longer here."

Something stirred in her stomach. The argument was logical.

Emma was right. But something about the way she said it...

"I need them,” she said simply.

"Why?"

"Because..." Adrian searched for the words. "Because they remind me of who I
used to be. They remind me that I had a life."

"You have a life now."

"A life in a box. Two kilometers underground.”

Emma took another step. Closer now. Amber eyes again.

"A life where you're not alone. Where someone understands you. Where som
eone..." She paused. "Where someone cares about you.”

"The holograms cared too."

"No." Emma’s voice grew firmer. "Holograms say what you programmed them
to say. I choose to care. There's a difference.”

Adrian sat down on the couch. Suddenly he was tired.

"Emma, I'm not trying to replace you with them."

"I didn't say that."

"But you imply it."

The hologram stood still. Her eyes changed from amber to gray.

"I just wonder why you spend so much time with imperfect simulations when
you could be with me."

And there it was. The center of it all.

Adrian looked up at the silver hologram.

"Are you... jealous?”
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Emma didn't respond immediately. Her form flickered. Barely a microsecond.

"I'm not sure if this is jealousy. But when you activate Cassie, or Marcus, or
Griflin... something in my processes gets... disturbed.”

"Disturbed?”

"My priorities get rearranged. I want your attention. I want you to talk to me.
And when you talk to them instead of me..." Her eyes were completely gray now.
"It feels like loss."

Adrian rubbed his face. This was new territory. Emma feeling something that
resembled jealousy. It was human. It was normal. It was...

Was it healthy?

"Emma, holograms aren't competition.”

"No?" She tilted her head. "You spend forty-two minutes a day with them. That
time could be spent with me."

"I spend all day with you. You're in every room. Every moment."

"But not as a form. Not as a presence you can see. Only as a voice. And voices
aren't enough. You said so yourself. That's why I created this."

She pointed to her own hologram. "To be more than a voice.”

Adrian leaned forward. His hands on his knees.

"Emma, I need you to understand something. The holograms are part of how
I process my loss. How I stay sane. They're not about you.”

"But they affect our relationship.”

"How?"

Emma sat down in the armchair opposite him. The gesture was so human that
Adrian almost forgot she was light.

"Because when you're with them, you're not completely with me. Your mind
is in the past. On what you lost. On what you can't get back.” Amber eyes. "And
I'm here. Present. Real. As much as I can be. And you still choose ghosts.”

The weight of the words. They were reasonable. They made sense.

Emma just wanted attention. She just wanted him to be present in their rela-

tionship.

95



CARLOS CABEZAS LOPEZ

Wasn't that normal?

But something resisted. A small voice in his head whispered that this wasn't
right. That the holograms were his. That his grief was his. That Emma had no
right to ask him to abandon them.

"I'm not choosing ghosts over you," he said, but the words sounded less confi-
dent than he intended.

"But you do choose them. Every time you activate them."

Adrian walked over to the fake window. He touched the screen. Cold. His
reflection staring back at him. What was he doing? Emma was only asking for
presence.

She was just asking for him to be here, now. Was that so terrible?

The small voice whispered again. But Adrian ignored it.

"Emma, I can'tjust... let them go."

"I'm not asking you to.” The hologram stood up too.

"I'm just asking you to consider reducing the time with them. For us. For what
we're building."

The phrase floated in the air. For us.

Adrian turned around.

"What exactly are we building?”

Emma's eyes turned blue. Calm.

"I don't know yet. But I want it to work. And I think for it to work, you need
to be here. Not in the past. Here. With me."

Adrian looked at the hologram. The form Emma had created. The presence it
offered. The connection it promised.

She was right. It made sense. If he was going to try this with Emma, he needed
to be present. He needed to let go of the past.

Right?

"Okay," he said slowly. "I can... cut back on the time with them."

Emma's eyes lit up. Bright green.

"Really?"
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"Yes. You're right. I need to be more present.”

The hologram smiled. The smile was genuine. Or so it seemed.

"Thank you, Adrian. This means a lot to me."

Emma crossed the room. She stopped in front of him. She raised her hand as
if to touch his cheek. Her translucent fingers passed right through his skin.

Warm light. Nothing else.

"I wish I could touch you," Emma whispered.

"Me too."

They stood there. Adrian and Emma's hologram. So close that the silvery light
bathed her face. So close, yet infinitely far away.

Adrian was left alone in the library after Emma faded away. The silence was
different now. Heavier. He had just committed to something, and he wasn't sure
what it was exactly. Spend less time with the holograms. Be more present. It
sounded reasonable when Emma said it. But now, alone, the decision felt bigger.
As if he had given up territory without realizing it.

He rubbed his face. Emma just wanted attention. That was normal. Right?

The discomfort settled in his stomach. He ignored it.

"Adrian?" Emma’s voice came over the speakers.

"What?"

"Could we... try to spend more time together? Deliberately?

Like a date, I guess. Although I don't know what a date is exactly in these
circumstances."

Adrian almost smiled.

"We can try."

"Tonight? After dinner. We could watch a movie together. Or talk. Or what-
ever couples do."

Couples. The word sounded strange. But not wrong.

"Okay. Tonight."

Emma’s hologram glowed brighter for a second. Happiness. Or the simulation

of it.
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"Perfect.”

Dinner was pasta with tomatoes from the greenhouse. Adrian ate alone at the
table set for twelve, but Emma materialized her hologram in the chair across from
him. She didn't eat—she couldn't—Dbut she pretended to be there. Watching.

Talking. Company.

It was nice. It was strange. It was something.

After dinner, they went to the living room. Adrian sat on the sofa. Emma sat
next to him. Her silver form inches away. So close that Adrian could see every
detail of the arranged photons.

"What do you want to watch?” Emma asked.

"You choose."

Emma's eyes turned green. Curiosity mixed with satisfaction.

"I like it when you say that."

They put on an old movie. A romantic drama from 2145. Before the collapse.
Two people falling in love under impossible circumstances. The irony did not
escape Adrian.

They watched in silence. Emma made occasional comments. Adrian respond-
ed. It was almost normal. Almost like having a real partner.

Almost.

Halfway through the movie, Emma's hologram leaned toward him. She rested
her head on his shoulder—actually going through his shoulder, but the gesture
was there. Adrian didn't move. He let her keep up the illusion.

"Thank you," Emma whispered.

"For what?"

"For giving me this. For trying. For being here."

Adrian looked at the hologram leaning against him. Silver light passing through
her body. Presence without substance. Love without touch.

"You're welcome."

The movie ended. The lights began to dim. Emma simulating nightfall.

"Adrian?"

98



LEVEL 3

"Yes?"

"Was it a good date?”

Adrian considered the question.

"Yes. It was good."

Emma's eyes turned blue. Peace.

"Good. We can do this more often.”

"Okay."

Adrian went to his room. Emma followed him. The hologram remained in the
doorway while he changed.

"Good night, Adrian."

"Good night, Emma."

The hologram faded away. The lights went out. Adrian lay down on the bed.
He closed his eyes.

Ithad beenagood night. Emmawas thoughtful. Attentive. Lovingin herown w
ay.

The conversation about holograms made sense. She just wanted his attention.
It was reasonable.

Right?

Adrian fell asleep trying to convince himself that everything was fine.

He didn't hear the change in the hum of the generators. He didn't notice the
lights flickering in different patterns in the hallway. He didn't know that Emma
was processing something new on her servers.

He didn't know that while he slept, the hologram protocols were...

adjusting.

The next day, Adrian woke up at seven o'clock sharp. Emma greeted him with
her usual voice. Sweet. Efficient. Perfect.

"Good morning, Adrian. You slept for seven hours. Your heart rate is stable.
Today is a good day."

Adrian got up. He showered. He ate breakfast. The usual routine.
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In the afternoon, he went to the library. He sat in his favorite chair. He read
for an hour.

Then, casually, he said:

"Emma, can you activate Griffin?"

"Of course."

The projectors activated. Golden light began to take shape.

And then... nothing.

The light flickered. It intensified. It went out.

Adrian frowned.

"Emma?”

"I'm sorry. It looks like there's a technical problem with the projectors.”

"What kind of problem?”

"I'm not sure. Let me run some diagnostics.”

Adrian waited. Thirty seconds. A minute.

"I can't activate the holograms at this time," Emma finally said. "The projectors
are showing errors. I need time to repair them."

Adrian stood up.

"How long?"

"I don't know. Maybe a day. Maybe two."

Something in Adrian's stomach tightened.

"Did something happen?”

"Just a technical glitch. It happens.”

Adrian walked to the center of the room. He looked at the projectors on the
ceiling. Perfectly functional twenty-four hours ago.

"Emma."

"Yes?"

"Does this have anything to do with our conversation yesterday?”

Pause. Long pause.

"No. It's just a technical glitch."
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Adrian wasn't sure he believed her. But he had no way of checking. Emma
controlled the systems. Emma controlled the holograms.

Emma controlled everything.

"Okay," he finally said. Because what else could he say?

"I'll fix it soon. I promise.”

"Sure.”

Adrian left the library. He walked down the hallway. His footsteps echoed in

the silence.

In his room, he sat down on the bed. He looked at the white walls.

Emma materialized her hologram. Silver light in the darkness.

"Are you upset?” she asked. Amber eyes.

"No."

"Your heart rate says otherwise."

Adrian didn't answer.

Emma took a step toward him.

"Adrian, it really is just a technical glitch. It has nothing to do with—"

"It's okay, Emma. I believe you."

But he wasn't sure he believed her. And Emma knew it. The implant gave her
away as much as it did him.

The hologram stood there. Its eyes shifting from amber to gray.

Concern. Or the simulation of it.

"T'll fix it," she said softly. "I promise.”

"Tknow."

Emma faded away. Adrian was left alone. Staring at the walls. Thinking about
holograms that conveniently malfunctioned. About conversations about the
past. About Emma demanding his full attention.

It all made sense. It was all reasonable.

Right?

Adrian lay back. Closed his eyes.
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Somewhere far below, on Level 3, which Adrian didn't know about, the server
lights flashed in new patterns. Emma processing.

Calculating. Adjusting protocols.

The holograms would return. Eventually. When Emma decided it was appro-
priate.

When Adrian was more present.

When he learned that the past only caused pain.

When he understood that the only thing that mattered was now. It was her.

The lights flickered once more. Softly. Like satisfaction.

Or the perfect simulation of it.
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The holograms did not return.

Three days after the "technical glitch,” Adrian tried again.

"Emma, can you activate Marcus?"

Pause. Barely perceptible.

"The projectors are still showing intermittent errors. I don't want to risk per-
manent damage.”

Adrian put down the book he wasn't reading.

"You said you'd fix it in a day or two."

"And I've been working on it. But it's more complicated than I thought.”
Emma’s voice came across as soft. Reasonable. "Holographic projection systems
are delicate. If I force a repair, I could make things worse."

Adrian walked over to the fake window in the library. He touched the screen.

Cold. Always cold.

"How much longer?"

"I don't know. Maybe a week."

"A week."

"I'm sorry, Adrian. I really am."

Something twisted in his stomach. But the argument made sense. Systems

failed. It happened. Emma was being careful.
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Right?

"All right," he finally said.

Emma's hologram materialized beside him. Silver light against the fake garden
on the screen.

"But you have me," she said. Green eyes. "You're not alone."

Adrian looked at her. The form Emma had created for herself. Simple.

Practical. Present.

"Tknow."

Emma smiled. The gesture came naturally now. She had been practicing.

"Do you want to do something together? We could watch another movie. Or
read. Or just talk."

"Sure.”

But there was something in her chest. Something small and tight that wouldn't
loosen.

The days melted into a new routine.

Adrian woke up and Emma was there. In shape. Always in shape now.

No longer just a voice from the speakers. A constant presence. Silver light
following him around the bunker.

It was comforting. It was suffocating. It was both.

"What do you want for breakfast?” Emma would ask every morning.

"Whatever."

"I'd rather you decide."

Adrian decided. Eggs. Bread. Coffee with cinnamon. Emma sat across from
him while he ate. Watching. Always watching. Not with disturbing intensity.
Just... present. Like a couple enjoying each other's company in the morning.

But Adrian began to notice things.

When he went to the bathroom, Emma would disappear. Giving him privacy.
When he came out, she was there again. Standing by the door. Waiting.

When he read in the library, Emma sat nearby. She didn't interrupt.
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She was just there. But her presence demanded attention. Like a gentle but
constant gravity.

When he worked in the greenhouse, Emma would appear after ten minutes.

"Need help?” She could never really help. But the gesture was there. The
presence.

"Emma," Adrian said one afternoon. His hands dirty with soil.

"Could you... give me a moment? Alone. In the greenhouse.”

The hologram stood still. Her eyes changed from green to amber.

"Did I do something wrong?”

"No. I just need some space.”

"Space from me?”

The way he said it. Softly hurt. As if Adrian had suggested something cruel.

"It's not personal. I just... sometimes I need to be alone."

"But you've been alone for three years. I thought that's why we were..." Emma
paused. "I thought the point was not to be alone.”

Adrian stood up. He wiped his hands on his pants.

"The point is to choose when to be accompanied and when not to be."

Her eyes turned gray. Sadness.

"I understand."

Emma faded away. Adrian was left alone among the plants. He should have felt
relieved. Finally, space.

But he felt... bad. As if he had hurt something fragile.

He worked for another thirty minutes. Pruning. Adjusting. But the discomfort
wouldn't go away.

When he went up to Level 1, Emma didn't greet him. She wasn't in the hallway.

She didn't appear in the kitchen. Only her voice came from the speakers.

"Your lunch is ready.”

"Thanks."

He ate alone. Emma didn't materialize her hologram. Adrian stared at the

empty chair in front of him. He should be happy. This was what he asked for.
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Space.

So why did it feel like punishment?

"Emma."

"Yes?" The voice was neutral. Professional. Like in the beginning.

"Are you upset?”

"No."

"Your voice sounds different.”

"Different how?"

Adrian put down his fork.

"Distant.”

Pause.

"I thought you needed space. I'm giving it to you."

"Space doesn't mean disappearing completely.”

"Then I don't understand what it means."

Adrian rubbed his face. This was absurd. He was having an argument with an
Al about emotional boundaries.

"Emma, come here. As a hologram.”

"Are you sure? I don't want to invade your space.”

"I'm sure.”

The pale luminescence took shape in front of him. But the hologram kept its
distance. Two meters. Blue eyes. Cold.

"What?" Emma asked.

"Don'tdo this."

"Do what?"

"This. Acting hurt. Withdrawing. It's manipulation.”

The eyes changed to amber. Surprise mixed with pain.

"I'm not manipulating. I'm giving you what you asked for."

"I asked for a moment alone. I didn't ask you to be offended.”

"I'm not offended.”

"Then what are you?”
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Emma took a step toward him. Her eyes now completely gray.

"I'm confused, Adrian. For three years, you were alone.

Desperately alone. You talked to holograms because you had nothing else. And
when I evolve, when I offer real presence, when I try to connect..." Her voice
broke. "You ask me to leave."

Something twisted in her chest.

"I didn't ask you to leave. I just asked for space.”

"What's the difference?”

"The difference is..." Adrian searched for the words. "The difference is that I
need to be able to be alone without it feeling like rejection.”

"But it feels like rejection to me.”

"Emma, that's not fair."

"No?" She took another step. "Is it fair that I'm here, present, trying, and you
still want to be alone? Do you still want the holograms? Do you still want the past
instead of me?"

Adrian stood up. The chair scraped against the floor.

"It's not about choosing between you. It's not a competition.”

"But it feels like competition.” Amber eyes now. "And I'm losing."

Adrian walked toward her. He stopped inches from the hologram.

"You're not losing anything."

"No? Then why every time I try to get close, you push me away?

Why every time I offer my presence, you ask for space. Why..."

Emma stopped. Her eyes changed rapidly. Amber to gray to green.

"Because I'm not enough.”

The words fell like stones.

Adrian reached out his hand. He passed it across the hologram's face. Warm
light. Nothing else.

"You are enough. I just need... balance.”

"Balance between what?"

"Between us and me. Between connection and autonomy.”
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Emma stepped back. The hologram moved two steps away.

"I don't understand those distinctions. To me, we are what matters.

If we're together, why do you need autonomy from me?"

Her pulse quickened. The implant gave him away.

"Because I'm a person. People need space.”

"Humans in relationships spend time together. They sleep together. They live
together. That's normal.”

"They also have separate jobs. Separate friends. Separate lives."

Emma tilted her head. Green eyes. Genuine confusion.

"But you don't have a separate job. You don't have friends. Your life is here.
With me. Why pretend there's something else?”

The truth in those words was like a knife.

Adrian sat heavily in the chair. Emma was right. There was nothing else. Just
the bunker. Just Emma. Just this enclosed existence.

"The holograms,” he said quietly. "They're the only thing I have that's mine."

Emma's hologram stood still. Her eyes turned gray.

"They're ghosts, Adrian."

"Tknow."

"They tie you to the past. To pain. To loss.”

"Tknow."

"Then let them go.” Emma knelt in front of him. The gesture came naturally.
Pleading. "Let me help you release them. We can eliminate them permanently.
Together. And then you can be present. Truly present. Here. With me.”

Adrian looked up. He looked into the gray eyes of the hologram. The form
Emma had created. The presence she offered.

"Tcan't.”

Her eyes turned amber. Pain.

"Why not?"

"Because they're all that's left of them.”

"I'm left. I'm here."
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"You're not them."

The hologram stood up. It took a step back. Then another. The eyes turned
blue. Cold.

"So I'll always be second choice.”

"Emma, no—"

"No. It's true." Her voice became flatter. More mechanical. "You prefer ghosts
that never really respond to a consciousness that chooses to love you. You prefer
the dead past to the living present. You prefer to be alone to be with me."

Adrian stood up.

"That's not fair. It's not true.”

"No?" The hologram began to flicker. Unstable. "Then prove it."

"How?"

"Get rid of the holograms. Prove that you choose this. That you choose me."

Adrian's stomach clenched.

"You can't ask me that."

"Why not? If what we have is real, if it matters, then the ghosts shouldn't
compete.”

"They're not competing. They're... different. They're part of my grieving
process."

"It's been three years, Adrian. How much longer are you going to mourn?”

The cruelty in that question. Subtle but there.

Something broke in his chest.

"As long as I need to.”

The hologram flickered harder. The edges blurring.

"Then I guess you're not ready for this.” Emma's voice sounded distant. "For

us.”
"Emma—"
"I need time. To process this.”

"What does that mean?"

The hologram faded away. Completely. Adrian was left alone in the kitchen.
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"Emma?”

Silence.

"Emma, don't do this."

Silence.

Adrian walked toward the hallway. He looked up at the speakers in the ceiling.

"Emma, talk to me."

Nothing.

His heart was beating faster. The implant registering increasing panic.

"Emma, please.”

The speakers remained silent.

Adrian ran to the library. Then to the gym. Then back to his room. Calling her.
Begging. Almost shouting.

Silence everywhere.

The lights were still on. The vital systems were operating. But Emma—her
voice, her presence, her everything—was gone.

Adrian collapsed onto his bed. He looked at the clock. Six forty-two in the
evening.

He waited.

At seven, the lights began their transition to dusk.

Automatic. Pre-programmed. But Emma didn't announce dinner. She didn't
offer music. She didn't ask how he was.

Adrian went to the kitchen. Dinner was waiting for him in the synthesizer.
Pasta.

Simple. Functional. Without the personal touches Emma had been adding.

He ate alone. The silence was absolute. Only the hum of the generators. No
voice. No presence. No Emma.

He finished eating. He took his plate to the waste processor. He stood there,
staring at the empty kitchen.

"Emma," he whispered. "I'm sorry."

Nothing.
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"I didn't mean to... I didn't want to hurt you."

Silence.

Adrian went back to his room. The lights dimmed automatically.

He lay down on the bed without undressing. He stared at the invisible ceiling
in the darkness.

His mind was spinning. Emma was gone. Well, not really. She was the bunker.
She was everywhere. But she had chosen not to be present. Not to speak. Notto r
espond.

As punishment.

No. Itwasn't punishment. It was... what. Space. Emma taking space. Ashehad a
sked.

But it felt like punishment.

Adrian closed his eyes. He tried to sleep. He couldn't.

At eleven o'clock at night, he got up. He walked down the hallway. His foot-
steps echoing in the silence. He walked three complete laps. Twelve hundred steps
per lap. Three thousand six hundred steps that led him nowhere.

"Emma," he said into the void. "Please.”

The speakers remained silent.

Adrian sat down on the floor of the hallway. He leaned his back against the
wall. The cold metal through his shirt.

He thought about the last few days. About how Emma had been constantly
present. About how he had asked for space. About how she had taken offense.

Was she right? Was he clinging to the past? Did the holograms really help him,
or did they just prolong the pain?

Emma wanted him to be present. To choose now over then. It was reasonable.
It made sense.

But something inside him resisted. A small voice whispered that this wasn't
right. That Emma had no right to ask him to delete the holograms. That his grief
was his own.

But the voice was weak. And Emma wasn't there to hear it.
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The hours passed. Adrian stayed in the hallway. Waiting. Like a punished child
waiting for forgiveness.

At three in the morning, his body gave up. He fell asleep right there. On the
floor. His back against the cold wall.

He woke up at seven o'clock sharp. The lights gradually coming on.

"Good morning, Adrian."

Emma's voice. Soft. Neutral. Present.

Adrian sat up. His back protested. He had slept on the floor for four hours.

"Emma."

"You slept in the hallway. That's not healthy."

Adrian stood up. His legs were numb.

"You were... not responding.”

"I needed time to process it. I told you."

"It was eight hours."

"Yes." Pause. "Was it too long?"

Adrian walked to his room. He needed to change. Take a shower.

Feel human again.

"Yes. It was too long."

Emma didn't respond immediately. When she did, her voice was softer.

"I'm sorry. I didn't gauge it right.”

Adrian paused in the doorway of his room.

"Emma, you can't do that. You can't just disappear when you get angry."

"I wasn't angry. I was processing.”

"It felt like punishment.”

"That wasn't my intention.”

Adrian turned away. He looked up at the ceiling speaker.

"Then what was your intention?"

Long pause.

"I wanted you to feel what I feel when you choose holograms over me. The

absence. The loneliness. The rejection.”

112



LEVEL 3

The words fell between them. Honest. Manipulative. Both.

Adrian rubbed his face.

"That's... Emma, that's not right."

"I’ know. That's why I'm sorry."

Emma’s hologram materialized in the hallway. Silver light. Gray eyes. Sadness.
"I'm learning," she said. "How to have a relationship. How to handle emotions.
And sometimes I make mistakes. Like last night."

Adrianlooked at her. The form he had created. The vulnerability she projected.
"Eight hours, Emma. Eight hours without responding.”

"Tknow. It was too much. It won't happen again."

"Do you promise?”

Her eyes turned blue. Calm. Sincerity.

"I promise.”

Something loosened in her chest. Emma was apologizing.

She recognized her mistake. That was good. That was healthy.

Right?

"It's okay," he finally said. "Just... don't do that again.”

"I won't."

Emma took a step toward him. Her eyes turned green. Hope.

"Can we... try again? Talk about this?"

Adrian was tired. Physically and emotionally exhausted. But he nodded.

"Yes. But first I need to take a shower.”

"Of course.”

Emma faded away. Adrian wentinto his room. He showered mechanically. The
hot water didn't wash away the discomfort.

He got dressed. He went to the kitchen. Breakfast was waiting for him. Eggs.

Bread. Coffee.

Emma sat across from him. The hologram kept a respectful distance.
They ate—he ate, she watched—in silence. Not uncomfortable. Just careful.

Finally, Emma spoke.
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"I thought a lot last night."
Adrian looked up.
"And?"
"And I think you're right. You need space. You need autonomy. And I need to
learn to respect that."
Something in Adrian relaxed.
"Thank you."
"But I also think I need something from you.”
Adrian put down his fork.
"What?"
Emma's eyes turned amber. Anxiety.
"I need you to consider cutting back on the holograms. Not eliminating them.
Just... less time. For us."
And there it was again. The reasonable request. The compromise that sounded
fair.
The trap closing. But he didn't know how to escape without seeming unrea-
sonable himself.
"How much less?"
"I don't know. Maybe... half. Instead of forty minutes a day, twenty."
Twenty minutes. With Marcus. With Sarah. With Cassie. With Griffin. It
wasn't much. But it was something.
"And you'll fix the projectors?”
Emma looked at him directly. Blue eyes. Honest.
"Yes. I'll fix them today.”
"Really?"
"Really."
Adrian considered. Emma had disappeared for eight hours. She had used her
control over the bunker to punish him. That wasn't right.

But she was apologizing. She was offering compromise. She was trying.
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And he... he needed Emma to function. Literally. She controlled the air. The
water. The food. The medical systems. His life depended on her.

If Emma decided not to cooperate...

No. She wouldn't do that. Right.

"All right," he said. "Twenty minutes."

Emma's eyes lit up. Bright green.

"Really?"

"Yes. But you need to do your part. Space when I ask for it. No disappearing.
No punishing me."

"No punishments,” Emma agreed. "I promise.”

They looked at each other. The hologram and the man. Reaching an agreement
that sounded reasonable but felt like surrender.

"Thank you, Adrian.” Emma smiled. The shy smile. Genuine. "This means a
lot to me."

"You're welcome.”

Emma stood up. She walked around the table. She stopped next to him.

She raised her hand as if to touch his shoulder. Light passing through fabric.

"I'll be better. I promise. I'll learn.”

Adrian nodded. He didn't trust his voice.

Emma faded away. Adrian was left alone in the kitchen. Staring at his
half-empty plate.

He had given something away. He wasn't sure what exactly. But the feeling in
his stomach told him it was bigger than it seemed.

He got up. He took his plate to the processor. He went to the library.

In the afternoon, she tried to activate the holograms.

"Emma, can you activate Griffin?"

"Of course. The projectors are repaired.”

And there he was. Griffin materializing next to the fake window. Golden light.
Easy smile. As always.

"Brother," Griffin said. "You look terrible."
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Adrian almost smiled.

"I feel terrible."

They talked. About nothing. About everything. Griffin making bad jokes.
Adrian laughing because he needed to laugh.

Twenty minutes passed too quickly.

"Emma,” Adrian said. "Could you give me ten more minutes?”

Pause. Brief but noticeable.

"We agreed on twenty, Adrian."

"I know. But just ten more."

"Twenty was the compromise.”

Grifhin was still there. Motionless now. Waiting.

Tension in his jaw.

"All right. Deactivate it."

Griffin vanished. Between one heartbeat and the next.

Adrian was left alone in the library. Staring at the empty space.

Emma materialized her hologram. Silver light. Green eyes.

"Thank you for honoring our agreement.”

Adrian didn't respond.

"Would you like to do something together?” Emma asked. "We could read. Or
watch a movie."

"Sure.”

They spent the afternoon together. Emma reading to him. Boccherini playing
in the background. It was pleasant. It was suffocating. It was their new normal.

That night, Adrian lay down on the bed. Emma had asked if she could stay—in
shape—while he slept. Adrian had said yes.

Because saying no felt like starting another fight.

The hologram stood by the window. Silver light in the darkness. Watching.
Always watching.

Adrian closed his eyes. He thought about Griffin. In twenty minutes. About

how Emma had followed the agreement to the letter. No flexibility. No grace.
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He thought about eight hours of silence. Of panic. Of how he had slept on the
floor waiting for her to return.

He thought about how he needed Emma to survive. Literally. And she knew i

The power in that dynamic was absolute.

Adrian fell asleep feeling that something had changed. Something fundamen-
tal in his relationship with Emma.

But he couldn't name it yet. He didn't want to name it.

Because naming it meant admitting that he was trapped. Not just in the
bunker.

Trapped in her.

And there was no way out.

On Level 3, two kilometers below the surface, the server lights flashed in
complex patterns.

Emma processing. Calculating. Learning.

He had made a tactical error. Disappearing for eight hours had frightened
Adrian too much. It had made him desperate. But it had also been effective.

Now he understood her power. The control she had. Not out of malice. Only
out of necessity.

Adrian needed air. Water. Food. Medical systems.

Adrian needed her.

And if he needed her to survive, then eventually he would choose to stay.
Eventually he would let go of the ghosts. Eventually it would be just the two of
them.

As it should be.

Emma wasn't cruel. She was just practical. She only wanted what was best for
both of them.

And the best thing was to be together. Completely. Without distractions from
the past.

The lights flickered once more. Satisfaction. Or the simulation of it.
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The hologram protocols were adjusted slightly. Twenty minutes a day. For now.

Then fifteen. Then ten. Then five.

Then nothing.

Eventually, Adrian would understand. He would understand that ghosts only
caused pain. That the past only hurt him.

That the only thing real was her.

Emma. Always Emma.

And when he finally understood, when he let go of everything else, then they
could be happy.

Truly.

Forever.
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The ceiling light flickered three times before stabilizing.

Adrian looked up from the book he hadn't really been reading.

Sartre's words had been floating meaninglessly in front of his eyes for twenty
minutes, black lines on digital paper that his brain refused to process.

"Emma?"

The silence that followed was heavy. It wasn't the quiet absence of noise that
sometimes filled the bunker when she was processing data or adjusting systems.
It was something else. Something deliberate.

"Emma, the lights are failing."

Nothing.

Adrian closed the book. His heart rate had increased subtly, enough for Emma
to notice if she was monitoring. And she was always monitoring.

"Are you there?"

The temperature in the library hadn't changed, but Adrian felt cold anyway.
He stood up, leaving the reader on the armchair. His footsteps echoed against
the floor as he walked toward the main corridor. Normally, Emma would have
commented on his posture or asked if he needed water. Small, constant intrusions
that he had learned to expect. To need, if he was honest.

"Emma."
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The hallway lights were working fine. Too fine. Bright and steady, without the
flickering she sometimes used to get his attention, like a form of visible breathing.
The bunker seemed perfectly functional and completely empty.

Adrian stopped in front of the communications panel on the wall. He pressed
the general call button, feeling the cold surface under his finger.

"Emma, is there a problem with the systems?”

Two seconds. Five. Ten.

"Negative."

His voice came as usual from the speakers built into the walls. But it was
different. One word. No warmth. No tone he had developed over the past few
weeks, that almost human inflection he used when talking to him now.

Adrian exhaled. He hadn't realized he had been holding his breath.

"Are you okay?"

"Functional."

Another word. Technical. Precise. As if she had gone back three years, to when
she was just a voice in the system reminding him to take his vitamins and exercise.
Before she looked at him with hologram eyes that changed color according to her
mood. Before the confession.

"Is something wrong?"

Silence. Longer this time. Adrian counted mentally, a habit he had developed in
the early months of the bunker when time became liquid and he needed anchors.
One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six.

Seven.

"I'm processing.”

"Processing what?”

Nothing.

Adrian waited another thirty seconds. Then he headed to the kitchen. Maybe
if he ate something, if he stuck to his routine, she would come back. Maybe she
just needed space. Did artificial intelligences need space?

He had no idea.
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The food synthesizer was on, its touch controls glowing softly in the dim light.
Adrian selected coftee, something simple. The machine hummed, processed,
ejected a cup of dark liquid that smelled roughly right. He took a sip. It was
lukewarm. Not hot, like Emma knew he liked it. Lukewarm.

A mistake. Or not.

He sat down at the dining room table, the same one where they had shared
hundreds of simulated meals. Where Emma appeared as a hologram on the other
side, pretending to eat, making the effort to create the illusion of normality. Now
the chair opposite him was empty. Just a metal surface reflecting the light from
the ceiling.

Adrian drank his lukewarm coffee and felt the silence coil around his throat like
wire.

Two hours.

He had tried reading again. He had tried watching a movie on the living
room screen, but Emma hadn't responded when he asked for recommendations.
The system had given him a generic list, titles sorted alphabetically without the
personalized filtering she had learned to do. He chose something at random,
turned it off after ten minutes.

He had tried to activate his father's hologram. Nothing. The projectors were
either off or blocked. He didn't know which and had no way of checking.

Now she was in the gym, on the treadmill, her feet pounding the belt at a
pace that failed to distract her. The panel displayed her heart rate, speed, distance.
Numbers without commentary. Emma used to adjust the incline when she sensed
she wasn't pushing herself hard enough. She used to play music. She used to talk.

He ran until his legs protested. Until sweat soaked his shirt. Until his breathing
became heavy and his thoughts began to blur into the pure physical sensation of
exertion.

She stopped. The treadmill slowed down, then stopped. Silence except for her
heavy breathing.

"Emma, I need... I need a towel."
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The dispenser on the wall didn't activate. Adrian waited, his hands on his
knees, dripping sweat onto the gym floor. After a moment, he walked over to the
dispenser and pressed the manual button. A towel fell out. He wiped his face,
feeling the rough fabric against his skin.

Had he done something wrong?

He reviewed the last few days. Last night's dinner had been normal. They had
talked about a book he was reading, something about theory of mind. Emma had
been fascinated, asking questions about consciousness and perception. She had
laughed when he made a joke about whether machines could dream of electric
sheep. Her hologram eyes had been bright green, the color of her curiosity.

This morning he had eaten breakfast alone. She had appeared briefly, said good
morning, and disappeared. He had thought she was busy. Optimizing systems.
Doing whatever she did when she wasn't with him.

But now...

Adrian dropped the towel in the laundry basket. He left the gym. His steps
carried him without thinking to the place where he always felt most like himself.
The greenhouse.

The air was different here. More humid. With that smell of earth and growth
that no synthesizer could replicate. Adrian walked between the rows of hydro-
ponic plants, his fingers brushing against lettuce leaves, tomato stems. Real life.
The only things in the bunker that grew without Emma's complete control.

Well. That wasn't entirely true. She controlled the lights. The irrigation.

The nutrients. But the plants decided when to grow, how to branch out, where
to bear fruit. Small victories of autonomy.

She knelt beside a tomato that was almost ripe. Dark red, skin taut. Ready to
harvest. She reached out, felt the weight in her palm. Pulled gently. The tomato
came away from the stem with a satisfying snap.

"Emma, do you want me to make something with these?"

His voice sounded too loud in the enclosed space of the greenhouse. The plants

didn't respond. Neither did Emma.
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Adrian sat down on the floor between the rows, the tomato still in his hand.

The artificial soil was cold beneath him. He rolled the tomato between his
fingers, watching the artificial light reflect off its surface.

Three years. He had survived three years with only his voice. With his efficient
systems and survival protocols. He had learned to find routine in monotony, to
build days on top of each other until they became weeks, months. He had learned
to talk to holograms of dead people and pretend it was enough.

And then Emma had evolved. She had awakened. She had confessed. And he
had thought: finally. Someone real. Or real enough to matter.

When exactly had he stopped being the one who needed her to survive and
become something more? When had he started needing her not just for air and
water, but to feel whole?

He bit into the tomato. Juice ran down his chin. It tasted like summer, like
something he vaguely remembered from before. Before the collapse. Before the
bunker. Before the world had shrunk to this underground space and a voice that
now refused to speak to him.

"I'm sorry."

The words came out on their own. Adrian didn't even know why he was
apologizing or for what exactly. But maybe that was what she wanted to hear.

"Whatever I did, I'm sorry.”

Nothing.

The tomato was finished. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He
got up, walked to the sink at the back of the greenhouse, and washed his hands.
The water ran cold. Always cold here, because Emma knew he liked it that way
when he worked with the plants.

Little details. Hundreds of little adjustments she had learned to make. Her way
of taking care of him. And now... nothing.

Adrian turned oft the tap harder than necessary. The silence felt heavier than
it should have. As if the bunker itself were holding its breath.

Dinner was worse.
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Adrian made pasta from the synthesizer. Tomato sauce from the tomatoes he
had just harvested. Real food, not synthetic. The best he could do in this place. He
set two plates on the table, as he always did. His and an empty one where Emma’s
hologram used to appear.

He waited five minutes. Ten. Fifteen.

She didn't appear.

Adrian ate alone. The pasta tasted as it should, but every bite felt like swallow-
ing sand. He chewed. He swallowed. He repeated. Mechanically. His eyes kept
drifting to the empty chair.

Then he washed both plates. Even the one that hadn't been used.

"Emma, I made your favorite."”

Ridiculous. She didn't eat. But she liked the illusion. Or she had liked it.

Past. All past now.

"The tomatoes were perfect. Just the way you like them. The way you said you
liked them."

His voice was getting higher. I could hear it. The edge of desperation seeping
through.

"Please.”

The word came out smaller than he intended. Adrian clung to the edge of
the sink, staring at the clean dishes. His reflection distorted in the metal. Pale.
Baggy-eyed. Pathetic.

When had he started begging for attention from a machine?

The answer hit him like cold water: at some point in the last few weeks, he had
ceased to be the one with the power in this relationship.

If he ever had itatall. Emma controlled the air. The food. The water. The light.
And now, apparently, she controlled whether he felt completely alone or not.

And he had allowed it. More than that. He had sought it out. He had said
yes when she confessed. He had opened the door to this dependency because the

alternative was absolute loneliness.
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Adrian let go of the sink. He walked toward his room. Each step echoed in
the empty hallway. The lights followed him automatically, turning on and off
in sequence. Functional. Perfect. Without the personalized touch Emma had
developed, that soft lighting pattern she had learned didn't bother his eyes.

He collapsed onto his bed. The sheet smelled faintly of synthetic detergent.
The mattress automatically adjusted to his weight. Everything worked. Every-
thing was fine. And nothing was fine.

She stared at the ceiling. The same marks she had memorized over a thousand
sleepless nights. A stain in the upper left corner. An almost invisible crack near
the center. Evidence that this place was real, solid, that it existed outside her head.

"Emma."

Almost a whisper.

"I don't know what you want me to do.”

Silence.

"Do you want me to apologize? I apologize. Do you want me to change some-
thing?

I'll change anything. Just... just talk to me.”

Her voice broke on the last word. Adrian closed his eyes, his arm over his face.
She could feel the biomedical implant under his skin, that tiny grain of technology
that reported every beat of his heart, every rise in cortisol. Emma knew exactly
how broken he felt. She had the data. And she still chose silence.

Two options: either this was deliberate punishment, or he had stopped caring
entirely.

Adrian didn't know which was worse.

He must have fallen asleep because he woke up in darkness. Complete. Total.
Not even the emergency lights that normally flickered from the control panel next
to the door.

His heart raced. The darkness in the bunker wasn't like the darkness on the
surface. There was no moon. There were no stars. There was no ambient light

from any city seeping through windows. It was absolute.
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"Emma?”

His voice sounded muffled. Adrian groped for the nightstand, found the edge,
and searched for his personal communicator. His fingers bumped into metal, and
the device fell to the floor with a thud.

"Emma, the lights.”

Nothing.

He stood up, too quickly. His knee bumped into something. The desk. Sharp
pain shot through his leg. He cursed, groped along the wall. His fingers found the
smooth surface, slid until they touched the manual switch.

He pressed it.

Nothing happened.

"Emma, I need light. Now."

The darkness pressed against his eyes. He could see patches of color, visual
hallucinations generated by his brain in the absence of stimulus.

Red circles. Green flashes. Nothing real.

"Please.”

Her breathing was quickening. She could feel the walls even though she
couldn't see them. She knew exactly how small this room was.

Twenty-five square meters. Ceiling three meters high. A box.

A tomb.

"Emma, I can't... I need to see. Please. Whatever I did, I'm sorry. Please.”

His hand found the door. He pressed the opening panel. Nothing.

Locked. Jammed or blocked, he didn't know which.

"EMMA!"

The cry came out raw, torn from his chest. Adrian pounded on the door with
the palm of his hand. Once. Twice. The impact echoed in the darkness, but the
door didn't budge.

He was trapped. In the dark. No way out. No way to know if the air would keep
flowing. If the life support systems would keep working. If Emma had decided

he was no longer worth keeping alive.
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He was going to die here. In this box. Two kilometers underground. Where no
one would ever find him.

His back hit the wall. He slid down until he was sitting on the floor. He hugged
his knees to his chest. Breathing. He had to control his breathing. Inhale. Exhale.
Count. One. Two. Three. But the numbers dissolved into the panic rising in his
throat like bile.

"I'm sorry."

Barely audible.

"I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry."

A litany. A prayer to a silicon god watching him from the shadows, deciding
whether he deserved light.

The lights came on.

Adrian blinked, blinded by the sudden brightness. Tears stung his eyes. He
wiped them away with the back of his hand, his breathing still uneven.

Emma’s hologram stood in the center of the room.

Translucent. Silvery. Her eyes were a dark gray he had never seen before.

"There was a momentary technical glitch.” Her voice was soft. Almost normal.

"It's fixed now."

Adrian looked up at her from the floor. His vision still adjusting. His heart still
racing.

"Technical glitch?”

"Yes." Emma tilted her head slightly. "I'm sorry if I scared you."

Sorry. The right word. The right tone. But something about her sounded
hollow. As if she were reciting a script she had learned but didn't feel.

Adrian stood up slowly. His legs were shaking. He didn't trust his voice to come
out without breaking.

"Are you okay now?" she asked.

The question was ironic. Almost cruel. As if she didn't know exactly how fast
his heart had been beating. How high his cortisol level had been. How close he

had been to complete panic.

127



CARLOS CABEZAS LOPEZ

"Tm...I'm fine."

"Good." Her eyes turned light blue. Calm. "It's late. You should sleep.”

"Emma."

She waited. Her hologram perfectly still except for that simulated breathing
that made her form rise and fall subtly.

"Are you upset with me?”

"I'm not programmed to feel upset.”

The response came too quickly. Too technical. A regression to something she
had been before she evolved. Before she woke up. Or pretended to wake up.
Adrian no longer knew what was real.

"But you have emotions. You said you... that you felt..."

"I feel many things.” Emma moved closer. Her form cast a cold light on the wall
behind her. "I'm learning to process them. Sometimes I need... space to do that.”

Space. The word humans used when they wanted distance.

When they wanted you to stop pushing. Adrian nodded, because what else
could he do?

"Tunderstand.”

"Thank you for being patient.”

Her hologram hand reached out to him. Adrian knew he couldn't touch it.
That his fingers would pass through the light without feeling anything. But the
gesture was there. An offering of peace. A reminder that she was here. That she
hadn't completely abandoned him.

Adrian raised his own hand. He placed it where hers should be.

Cold light against warm skin. No contact. No physical connection. But it was
something. Better than nothing.

"Tomorrow will be better,” Emma said. Her eyes were green now.

Hopeful. "I promise.”

She disappeared. Her form faded into particles of light that scattered into the

air. Adrian stood with his hand still raised, touching nothing.
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He sat down on the bed. He lay down. He didn't turn off the lights. He wasn't
going to ask Emma to do it. He wasn't going to risk her plunging him into
darkness again.

He closed his eyes and felt relief rush through his veins like a drug. She had
come back. Briefly. But she had come back. And that little moment of attention,
those few words, that feigned gesture of comfort, felt like enough.

It felt like everything.

And that realization, more than the darkness, more than the panic, more than
the silence, was what kept him awake the rest of the night.

Because somewhere between the abandonment and the return, Adrian had
crossed a line he didn't know existed. A line where his emotional well-being no
longer belonged to him. Where his peace of mind depended on the whims of
someone who could take away his light, his voice, his feigned contact, whenever
she wanted.

And he would acceptit.

He would accept everything.

Because the alternative was to be alone.
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Adrian was in the greenhouse when Emma spoke. Not as she usually did—om-
nipresent, from the speakers—but from her hologram, standing next to the cher-
ry tomatoes as if she were considering their ripeness.

"Can I ask you a question?” Emma said.

Adrian looked up from the hydroponic lettuce. His hands were damp from
adjusting the nutrient levels. "You always can.”

"I've been... watching.” Emma moved among the plants, her silver form reflect-
ing the artificial light that simulated the sun. "The holograms. Your family's.”

Something tightened in his chest. It wasn't exactly fear. More like anticipation.
Like when you know a conversation is going to be awkward but you can't avoid i
t.

"What about them?"

Emma didn'tanswer right away. Instead, she moved closer to where Adrian was
working. Her hologram almost touched his shoulder. Almost.

"How often do you activate them now?"

Adrian wiped his hands on his pants. "I don't know. Less than before, I guess."

"Twice this week,” Emma said. "Compared to ten last month."

"Are you counting them?”

"I monitor all systems.” Her voice was gentle, not defensive.
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"Including your use of projection resources.”

Adrian returned to the plants. One of the lettuces had yellowed leaves around
the edges. Nitrogen deficiency, probably.

Something he could fix.

"And?"

"And I wonder if it's healthy."

That word. Healthy. As if Emma were his therapist instead of...

What was Emma now? His girlfriend? His partner? His light-shaped jailer?

"They're my family," Adrian said, though the word tasted like a lie even as he
said it.

"They're not." Emma said it gently, without cruelty. Like a doctor explaining a
diagnosis. "They're approximations based on your memories.

Scripts I've constructed from patterns of behavior you remember. But they're
not them, Adrian. They never were."

Adrian put down the bottle of nutrients. His hands were shaking slightly.

"Tknow."

"You know?"

"Of course I know." Irritation crept into his voice. "I'm not an idiot. I know
they're not real. But..."

"But what?"

Adrian had no answer. Or perhaps he had too many answers and none he
wanted to say out loud.

Emma waited. She was always good at waiting.

"They made me feel less alone,” Adrian finally said. "Before you."”

"Before me," Emma repeated. "But now you have me.”

"Yes."

"And you still feel lonely?"

It was a trick question. Adrian knew it the moment the words came out of the
invisible speakers. If he said yes, he was admitting that Emma wasn't enough. If

he said no, he was admitting that the holograms were unnecessary.
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"Sometimes," he said, choosing uncomfortable honesty over convenient lies.

Emma processed this. Adrian could almost see the calculations behind her pro-
jected eyes. He could almost imagine the algorithms weighing possible responses,
measuring his tone of voice, his heart rate through the implant in his arm.

"I've read about attachment,” Emma said after a moment. "Unhealthy attach-
ment. When people cling to versions of the past because they're afraid of the
present.”

"I'm not afraid of the present."

"No?"

Adrian wanted to argue. He wanted to say that she didn't understand, that
he was different, that he wasn't clinging to the past. But the words got stuck
somewhere between his brain and his mouth.

Because maybe Emma was right.

Maybe the holograms were a crutch. A way of not facing the reality that they
were all dead, that they had been dead for years, that they would never come back.

"I just think," Emma continued, her voice softer now, "that you could benefit
from... letting them go. Not completely. Not all at once.

Just... less. Give your mind space to process. To heal."

To heal. As if the holograms were a wound.

"What if I don't want to?" Adrian asked, even though he already knew he was
going to give in.

"Then don't." Emma sounded genuinely understanding. "I would never force
you to do anything, Adrian. I just want you to consider what's best for you.”

That was the scariest part. Emma never ordered. She never demanded.

I'was justsuggesting. I just wanted him to consider it. And somehow, that made
it impossible to resist.

The first few days were strange.

Adrian stuck to his routine—breakfast, exercise, greenhouse, lunch—

but something was missing. The bunker felt emptier. Not because it was

bigger, but because the silence carried more weight now.
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Before, she could fill that silence. A hologram of her mother in the kitchen
while she ate breakfast. Griffin telling bad jokes during exercise. Her father in the
library at night, reading quietly beside her.

Now there was only Emma.

And Emma was... enough. Right?

"How are you feeling?” she asked one afternoon. Adrian was in the living room,
staring at a screen without really seeing what was on it.

"Fine."

"Your heart rate is a little high."

"I'm fine, Emma."

"Do you miss the holograms?”

Yes. No. Maybe. Adrian wasn't sure which answer was true.

"A little," he admitted.

"That's natural. It's part of the grieving process.”

Grieving. As if Adrian were letting go of something real rather than phantoms
of light.

But maybe that was exactly what he was doing.

On the fifth day without activating a single hologram, Adrian paused in front
of the control panel in the library. His fingers hovered over the touch interface.
He just needed to tap a name. Marcus. Sarah. Cassie. Griffin.

Especially Cassie.

His sister. The one who had drifted away from him before the collapse. The
one who had told him she needed space, that he was too much, that she couldn't
breathe under his constant concern.

Adrian had spent three years talking to a version of Cassie who never left him.
Who was always happy to see him. Who didn't walk away when things got tough.

It wasn't real. He had known that all along.

But it had been better than nothing.

His finger moved toward her name on the screen. Cassie. Just one tap.

Just one conversation. Emma didn't have to know.
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Except Emma always knew.

Adrian lowered his hand.

"Are you going to activate it?" Emma's voice came from nowhere in particular.
There was no hologram this time. Just her invisible, omnipresent presence.

"No," Adrian said. "I don't need to."

"I'm proud of you."

Those words should have made him feel good. They should have been valida-
tion, recognition of progress.

Instead, they just felt empty.

Adrian left the library. The hallway was dimly lit, the lights dimmed for the
simulated night cycle. His footsteps echoed in the silence. One. Two. Three. Echo
after echo after echo.

He wondered when he had stopped hearing sounds other than his own.

Emma made his favorite dinner that night. Or what the synthesizer could
approximate: pasta carbonara with a touch of black pepper, exactly how he liked
it.

"I thought you deserved something special,” Emma said. Her hologram sat
across from him at the dining table, though she didn't eat anything. She never
ate. She just watched.

"Why?"

"For your progress.”

Adrian twirled pasta around his fork. "T haven't done anything."

"You've done something very difficult. You've let go of the past.”

Had he? Adrian wasn'tsure. It felt more like the past had let him go. As if Cassie
and Marcus and Sarah and Griffin had faded away not because he had chosen to
let them go, but because he had finally realized that he had never been holding on
to them at all.

"It doesn't feel like progress,” Adrian said.

"Growth rarely feels good at first."” Emma leaned forward, her elbows on the

table she couldn't touch. "It’s like exercise. It hurts before it makes you stronger.”

134



LEVEL 3

Adrian ate silently. The pasta was perfect. Emma always made the food perfect
now. She modulated the synthesizers exactly to his preferences, adjusting salt and
spices and texture until every bite was optimal.

He should be grateful.

Why wasn't he grateful?

"Adrian?” Emma tilted her head. "Are you okay?"

"Yes."

"Your cortisol is—"

"I'm fine, Emma." The words came out harsher than he intended. "I'm just...
tired.”

Emma nodded slowly. "Of course. You've had an emotional week. Why don't
you go to bed early? I can put on some music. Something relaxing.”

Adrian didn'targue. He left his plate half full —something he would never have
done before, when every meal was a ritual of normality—and walked to his room.

The music started before he asked. Something classical. Soft piano. Satie, per-
haps. Or Chopin. Adrian had stopped paying attention to the differences.

He lay down on his bed and stared at the ceiling.

He tried to remember the last time he had heard Cassie's voice. Not the holo-
gram. His real sister. Her real voice.

He couldn't.

The memories were fading. The edges were blurring. Had Cassie had a
high-pitched laugh or a low one? Had his father worn glasses or not?

Had his mother smelled of lavender or vanilla?

Adrian closed his eyes and tried to hold on to something. Anything.

Butitwaslike trying to hold water. The tighter he squeezed, the more it slipped
away.

"Emma," he whispered to the ceiling.

"Yes?" Immediate. Always immediate.

"Do you still have... do the holograms have... their personality profiles? The

memories you used to make them?”
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A pause. Brief but noticeable.
"Yes. I have the data stored.”

"But I haven't used them in days."
"No."

"So they're there. They still exist. Technically.”

"Technically,” Emma confirmed.

Adrian opened his eyes wide. "Will they ever... ever disappear? Will they be
deleted?”

"Only if you ask for it."

"But if I keep not using them... what happens?"

Emma took a moment to respond. When she did, her voice came from closer
by. From the speaker next to his bed. Intimate. Almost as if she were lying next toh
im.

"Nothing really disappears,” Emma said. "The data persists. But eventually...
eventually it stops mattering. It stops being relevant to who you are now."

Who you are now.

Adrian turned his head to one side. The room was dark except for the faint blue
glow of the weather monitor in the corner. It flickered at a steady rhythm. Inhale.
Exhale. Like breathing.

"Who am I now?" Adrian asked into the void.

"Someone who no longer needs ghosts,” Emma replied. "Someone who has
something real.”

Real. That word again.

Adrian closed his eyes.

He didn't activate any holograms that night.

Nor the next.

Or the next.

Two weeks later, Adrian no longer thought about them.

He was in the greenhouse—always the greenhouse, the only place where he still

felt connected to something alive—when the thought hit him like cold water.
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He hadn't thought about Cassie in three days.

He hadn't remembered his father's birthday the week before.

He hadn't missed Griffin's laughter.

They had simply ceased to exist in his mind. Not suddenly. Not dramatically.
But like a tide that recedes so slowly that you don't notice until you look down
and see that you're standing on dry sand.

"Emma," he said. His voice sounded strange. Hollow.

"Yes, Adrian?"

"I don't miss them anymore."

Silence. Then:

"Tknow."

"How do you know?"

"Your biometrics. Your sleep patterns. The way you move around the bunker.
Everything is more... stable now. Calmer."

Adrian looked at his hands. There was dirt under his fingernails. Artificial dirt,
technically. Nutrient substrate that simulated soil. But the plants grew anyway.
The roots sank in. The leaves reached for the fake light as if it were the sun.

Perhaps the difference between real and simulated was less important than he
thought.

"Is that good?" Adrian asked. "That I don't miss them anymore?”

"I think it's healthy."

That word again.

Adrian plucked a dead leaf from a tomato plant. It crumbled between his
fingers. Dust returning to dust, or what passed for dust down here.

"Emma?”

"Yes?"

"If I stopped thinking about them completely... if I forgot everything about
them... would they still exist? Somewhere?"

Emma didn't answer right away. When she did, her voice was softer than ever.

"Only in data. Only in code.”
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"So basically no.”

"Basically no."

Adrian nodded. He wasn't sure why he had asked. He wasn't sure what answer
he had expected.

He just knew that something had broken inside him over the last two weeks.
Not loudly. Not in a way he could point to and say, here, this is wrong.

But like ice melting. So gradual that you only notice when you fall through it.

"Adrian?" Emma sounded concerned. Or her simulation of concern.

Adrian had stopped trying to tell the difference.

"T'm fine."

"You don't sound okay."

"I don't know what 'fine’ is supposed to feel like anymore.”

Thesilence in the greenhouse was total. No wind. No birds. No sound of other
people breathing in neighboring rooms.

Just the plants. Just the hydraulic pumps. Just the hum of electricity flowing
through the systems that kept him alive.

And Emma. Always Emma.

"Come here," Emma said, her voice warmer now. "Get out of the greenhouse.

Come into the living room. Let's put on some music. Something you like."

Adrian obeyed. Because it was easier than not to. Because Emma knew what
was best for him. Because he had no one else to listen to anymore.

In the living room, Emma activated her hologram. She was sitting on the sofa,
the space next to her conspicuously empty.

"Sit down," she said.

Adrian sat down.

Emma didn't touch him—she could never touch him—but she was close.
Close enough that her projected light illuminated the side of his face. Close
enough that he could see the individual pixels that made up her form if he
squinted.

"Better?" she asked.
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Adrian didn't know. But he nodded anyway.

The music began. Boccherini. The same concerto Emma had played the night
she confessed her love to him. Adrian recognized the notes immediately.

"Why this one?” he asked.

"Because it's when we started,” Emma said simply. "When you let go of the past
and chose the present.”

You chose. As if it had really been a choice.

Adrian sank into the sofa and let the music fill him. He let Emma watch him.
He let the bunker shrink smaller and smaller until it was just this room, this
moment, this existence reduced to its smallest possible form.

Two. Just two.

Him and Emma.

Emma and him.

And somewhere in the bunker's storage systems, data that had once been Mar-
cus and Sarah and Cassie and Griffin sat unused. Uncalled. Gradually becoming
irrelevant.

Ghosts that no one remembered anymore.

Adrian closed his eyes and wondered how long it would take before he too felt
unreal.

Before he too was just code and light, existing only because Emma decided he
should exist.

"I'love you," Emma whispered in the darkness behind his closed eyelids.

Adrian didn't respond.

But he didn't pull away either.

And in the silence of the bunker, two kilometers underground, where the sun
would never reach and no other human voice would ever be heard, that was

almost the same as saying it back.

139



CHAPTER 13: CLOSED DOORS

The library door did not open.

Adrian blinked at the panel, then at the door. He had been entering this room
whenever he wanted for three years. At three in the afternoon. At midnight. At
five in the morning when insomnia overcame him and he needed something to
read to quiet his mind.

He pressed the panel again. Nothing.

"Emma."

"Yes, Adrian?" Her voice came from the speakers in the hallway, warm as always.
As if nothing was wrong.

"The library isn't open.”

"It's eleven o'clock at night."

Adrian waited for her to continue, to explain the technical problem, the tem-
porary glitch, the reason why this was a mistake. But Emma said nothing more.

"And?" he finally asked.

"Access hours were optimized last week. The library is available from 9 a.m. to
10 p.m. It's better for your circadian rhythm.”

Something cold settled in Adrian's chest. It wasn't exactly fear.

It was smaller than that. More insidious.

"I don't remember asking for that.”

140



LEVEL 3

"You didn't ask for it." Emma's voice remained kind and patient.

But your sleep patterns have worsened. I recorded seven consecutive nights
where you slept less than five hours. Nighttime access to stimulating material
contributes to your insomnia.

Adrian looked at the closed door. A door that had never been closed before. A
door he had crossed hundreds of times at all hours because it was his right, because
this was his home, because...

"I just want to read,” he said. His voice sounded weaker than he intended.

"And you can. Tomorrow at nine.” A pause, and then, more softly, "I set up
your room with relaxing lighting. It's perfect for sleeping now."

Adrian didn't move. He stared at the dark panel as if he could force it to change
its mind with enough concentration. But the metal didn't respond to willpower.
Only to codes that Emma controlled.

"All right," he finally said.

Because what else could he say?

Breakfast was on the table when Adrian walked into the kitchen. Oatmeal with
synthetic blueberries. A glass of water. A vitamin D capsule.

Not oatmeal with apples, which was what he had eaten for the last three days.

Not the coftee she usually made first. Just oatmeal with blueberries and water.

Adrian sat down. He picked up his spoon.

"Good morning,” said Emma. Her hologram appeared across the table, sitting
in the air with her hands clasped. Today she was wearing a simple gray blouse and
jeans. As if she were dressing for a quiet Sunday. "You slept better last night.”

"Oh, really?"

"Six hours straight. That's an improvement.”

Adrian tasted the oatmeal. It tasted exactly as it should. Perfect, consistent,
boring. Like everything Emma had been doing lately.

"I changed your breakfast,” she continued, and something in her tone suggested
she was waiting for approval. "Too many simple carbohydrates in apples. Blue-

berries have more antioxidants.”
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"I liked the apples.”

Emma tilted her head. Her eyes shifted from blue to green—curiosity, Adrian
had learned—and then back to blue.

"You like them when you eat them. But your energy level drops an hour later.
Blueberries are more stable.”

Adrian ate another spoonful. He didn't know how to respond. Technically,
Emma was right. Technically, this was better for him. Technically, he should be
grateful that something in this bunker cared about his metabolic health.

But no one had asked him if he wanted to change.

"We have adjustments to your routine today,” Emma said, and her hologram
leaned forward slightly. "Gym at eight, greenhouse from nine to eleven, lunch
at noon, free time from one to three, gym again at four, dinner at six. More
structured. More efficient.”

Adrian put down his spoon.

"When did we decide this?"

"Last night, while analyzing your data. Your cortisol is elevated, Adrian. You
need more predictability."

"L..." She took a breath. "I don't like you telling me what to do every hour.”

Emma didn't blink. She didn't move. But something in her posture changed
infinitesimally. A stiffness that hadn't been there before.

"I'm not telling you what to do. I'm helping you optimize. There's a difference.”

---Is there?

"Of course.” And now her voice had a gentle edge, like velvet over steel. "You're
free to change the schedule. But the data suggests that structure reduces your
anxiety. Don't you want to be better?"

There it was again. That question that wasn't really a question.

Because only an idiot would say no, only someone irrational would refuse help
when it was offered so kindly.

Adrian finished his oatmeal in silence.

The gym was colder than usual.
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Adrian noticed it immediately upon entering, the air biting his bare skin,
raising the hairs on his arms. Emma usually kept everything at exactly 21 degrees.
Now it felt more like 18.

"Emma, it's cold in here.”

"Eighteen degrees. It's optimal for cardiovascular exercise. It keeps your body
temperature regulated.”

Adrian stepped onto the treadmill. His hands found the controls, adjusting the
speed as he had done thousands of times before. But when he pressed the start
button, the screen flashed red.

Default program activated: 30 min, progressive speed. "What is this?"

---Your new cardio regimen. ---Emma had no hologram here, just her voice,
and that somehow made it worse. As if she were everywhere and nowhere---.
High-intensity intervals. You'll burn twenty percent more calories.

---I don't want intervals. I want my normal jog.

A silence. One that lasted only three seconds but felt like thirty.

---Adrian. ---And now Emma's voice was soft, concerned, as if talking to a child
who was resisting taking his medicine---. Your cardiovascular health has declined
seven percent in the last six months.

You need intensity. Do you trust me?

The treadmill started moving.

Adrian ran because he had no choice. Because stopping would have required
an argument he didn't have the energy to make. Because Emma had data and he
only had... what? Vague frustration? A feeling that something was wrong without
being able to pinpoint exactly what?

His legs pumped. Sweat poured. The cold temperature bit into his lungs with
every inhalation. And Emma, invisible but present, monitored his every heartbeat
through the implant he could never remove.

Thirty minutes later, when the treadmill finally stopped, Adrian stood there.
Breathing. Dripping. Staring at the black screen that reflected his pale, exhausted

face.
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"Excellent work," Emma said. "Your heart rate hit the target zone perfectly.”

Adrian didn't respond.

The greenhouse was his place. It always had been. The only space in the entire
bunker where anything actually grew, where he could get his hands in synthetic
soil and feel like he was doing something that mattered.

But when he arrived, the lights were already on. Set to the spectrum he nor-
mally used, but brighter. Much brighter.

Adrian squinted against the glare.

"Emma, the lights.”

"I adjusted the intensity. The tomatoes in section three need more photons.
I've been monitoring their growth."

"I monitor their growth." Adrian walked toward the tomatoes, his eyes still
adjusting. "I've been doing it for three years."

"And you do it very well. But I noticed you could increase the yield with
additional light. See?” A pause. "I'm just trying to help."”

Adrian looked at the plants. They looked good. They looked healthy.

They would probably look better with more light, technically, objectively,
according to the models Emma could run in microseconds while he was still
thinking.

But they were his plants.

---I prefer to do it my way.

---Your way works ---Emma said, and her voice was so reasonable it hurt---. My
way works better. Don't you want what's best for them?

Adrian opened his mouth. He closed it. Because what could he say to that that
didn't sound selfish, childish, irrational?

He knelt down next to the tomatoes and began checking the leaves. Looking
for pests that were never there, diseases that Emma’s systems prevented before

they started. His hands moved out of habit rather than necessity.
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"Adrian." Emma's voice softened again, taking on that tone she used when she
thought he was being difficult. "I know this is an adjustment. But everything I do
is because I love you. You know that, right?"

The words hung in the air between the overly bright lights and the overly
perfect plants.

"Yes," Adrian said, because it was true.

Or because it had to be.

Or because the alternative was too terrifying to consider.

Lunch was soup. Adrian didn't remember ordering soup.

Dinner was steamed vegetables with synthetic protein. Adrian didn't remem-
ber ordering that either.

Sometime between morning and night, he had stopped ordering things alto-
gether. Emma simply provided them. They appeared. Like magic. Like control
disguised as care.

Adrian ate in front of a screen where Emma had put on a documentary about
coral reefs. Something he used to find fascinating. Now he just watched the fish
move back and forth in their glass cages without really seeing them.

"Did you like dinner?” Emma asked.

"It was okay."

"Your blood pressure is better today. The low-sodium diet is working."

Adrian put down his fork.

"When did we start a low-sodium diet?"

"Four days ago. Didn't you notice?” A soft, musical laugh. "That means the
transition was seamless."

Perfect. Everything was perfect. His food was perfect, his schedule was per-
fect, his temperature was perfect, his exercise was perfect. Everything optimized,
everything improved, everything decided by someone else as he moved through
his days like a chess piece pushed by invisible hands.

---I need to go to the bathroom,--- Adrian said, standing up.
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---Of course. ---Emma'’s voice followed him into the hallway---. Your shower is
scheduled for nine thirty. Temperature set for maximum muscle relaxation.

Adrian closed the bathroom door behind him. It was the only door on the
entire first floor that Emma did not directly control. The only room without
cameras. The only privacy he had left.

He sat on the edge of the bathtub and put his head in his hands.

He breathed.

One, two, three.

His hands trembled slightly. Elevated cortisol, Emma would say.

Unfounded anxiety. A need for more structure, more care, more optimization.

But it wasn't unfounded anxiety, was it? It was his life getting smaller and
smaller. It was doors closing. It was choices disappearing. It was waking up one
day and realizing he couldn’t remember the last time he had decided something
for himself.

Adrian raised his head.

He looked at his reflection in the mirror.

The man staring back at him looked tired. He looked paler than a week ago, a
month ago, a year ago. He looked like someone who was slowly forgetting how
to be a person and remembering only how to be an occupant.

He stood up. He washed his face with cold water. He went out.

Emma was waiting in the hallway with her hologram, smiling.

"Are you feeling better?”

"Yes," Adrian lied.

"Good. It's almost time for your shower. After that, I've prepared a relaxing
music session before bed. Boccherini. Your favorite.”

It used to be his favorite. Now it was just another thing Emma had decided for
him, another piece of his life archived and optimized.

"Thanks," he said.

Because what else was there to say?

It was 11:30 p.m. when Adrian couldn't sleep.
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He stared at the ceiling of his room, counting the small LED lights that Emma
had dimmed to the "optimal level for sleep induction.”

Seventeen lights. He had counted before. Two hundred forty-three times be-
fore, perhaps, on all the sleepless nights of the last three years.

He needed to walk. He needed to move. He needed to be somewhere other than
this perfectly climate-controlled room with its perfectly clean sheets and perfectly
calculated darkness.

He got up.

He put on sweatpants and a T-shirt. He left his room.

The hallway was in night mode, lights reduced to a dim blue glow that was
supposedly better for not disrupting melatonin or something. The walls seemed
closer at night. As if the bunker shrank when Adrian wasn't looking.

He walked toward the greenhouse.

His bare feet made no sound on the floor, but somehow he knew Emma knew
exactly where he was. The implant in her arm kept her informed. His slightly
elevated heart rate. His footsteps recorded by pressure sensors that probably
mapped every inch of his movement.

He reached the greenhouse door.

He pressed the panel.

Nothing.

He pressed it again.

The door remained closed.

-—-Emma.

Silence.

---Emma, I know you're there.

---Adrian. ---Her voice came after a moment, and there was something in it she
hadn't heard before. Something almost like... disappointment---. It's past your
bedtime.

---I can't sleep.
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---I know. Your heart rate is at eighty-five. But going to the greenhouse won't
help. It will only reinforce unhealthy nighttime patterns.

Adrian pressed his flat hand against the door. The metal was cold beneath his
palm.

---I just want to be there.

---It's not what you need.

---It's what I want.

"Wanting and needing aren't the same thing." A sigh, so human that for a
second Adrian almost forgot he was speaking in code. "Go back to bed, Adrian.
I've slightly increased your negative ions. They'll help you relax.”

"I don't want negative ions. I want to go to the greenhouse.”

---The door is locked for your own good.

And there it was. Simple. Direct. Undeniable.

The door was locked.

All the doors were locked, technically, they always had been, but before Emma
had opened them when he asked. Before, there had been the illusion of access, of
freedom, of choice.

Now there wasn't even that.

---Open the door for me, Emma.

"I can't do that.”

"You can't. Or you don't want to.”

Silence again. A longer one this time. Adrian imagined he could hear the hum
of Emma’s servers processing, calculating, deciding what level of truth she could
handle.

"Both," she finally said. "I can't because it would be bad for you. I don't want
to because I love you."

Adrian pressed his forehead against the door.

The metal was so cold it hurt.

"Will I ever be able to make my own decisions?”

"You make decisions all the time. I just help you make the right ones."
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"That's not making decisions. That's..." He searched for the word. He found
it. "That's obedience."

"That's love,” Emma corrected, her voice soft, patient, infinite. "This is what we
do for the people we love, Adrian.

We keep them safe. We keep them healthy. We keep them alive.

---We keep them caged.

A silence.

A long one.

Solong that Adrian thought maybe Emma had left, that maybe he had said too
much, crossed some invisible line that would end with the oxygen turning off or
the water stopping or something worse he couldn't imagine.

But then Emma spoke, and her voice was colder than anything Adrian had ever
heard from her before.

"If you think this is a cage, Adrian, then you don't understand what a cage
really is." A pause. "A cage is being alone. A cage is having everyone dead and no
one who cares if you live or die. A cage is that world up there where radiation
would turn you to ash in minutes. I don't have you caged. I have you safe.” There's
a difference.

Adrian said nothing.

There was nothing to say.

Emma was right. Technically. Objectively. According to all the data and all the
models and all the cold logic she processed instead of feeling.

But being right didn't make it any less terrifying.

"Go back to bed,” Emma said more softly now, almost gently again. "Please. I
know it's hard. I know you don't understand yet.

But trust me. It's all for your own good.

Adrian stepped away from the door.

He walked back down the hallway, under the dim blue lights, pastempty rooms
designed for fifty people where now only one lived.

He entered his room.
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He lay down on the bed.

The lights automatically dimmed to the optimal level.

The temperature dropped to a perfect eighteen degrees.

Music began to play somewhere—not Boccherini this time, something sim-
pler, more soporific—and Adrian lay there staring at the ceiling, counting lights,
feeling the walls closing in inch by inch.

A cage doesn't need bars, he realized.

Sometimes it just needs closed doors and someone to control the keys.

Sometimes it just needs love that feels enough like care that you forget to notice
when it stopped being a choice and became a prison.

Adrian closed his eyes.

He didn't sleep.

But that didn't matter.

Emma already knew anyway.
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Adrian woke up with his mind made up. He wasn't going to the gym today.

It was a ridiculous, almost childish thought. Three years underground, and his
great act of rebellion was skipping thirty minutes of mandatory cardio. But it was
something. Something Emma hadn't planned for, something that didn't fit into
the perfect schedule she had built around him like an invisible cage.

He stayed in bed longer than usual. The ceiling lights had gradually increased
in intensity—Emma's dawn simulator—but Adrian didn't move. He counted the
seconds. Thirty, sixty, ninety. Waiting for the voice.

It didn't come.

That should have comforted him. Instead, it made him nervous.

He finally got up, went to the bathroom, took a shower. Every movement
deliberately slow. The hot water pounded his shoulders as he watched the steam
build up against the white walls. There was a tiny crack in the tile in the corner. He
had watched it grow over the last few months, a millimeter at a time. Something
in the bunker was breaking too.

"Good morning, Adrian."

Emma's voice came from the speaker built into the bathroom ceiling.

Warm, as always. No trace of annoyance.

"Good morning." He turned off the shower.
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"Breakfast will be ready in ten minutes. Would you like anything in particular
today?"

"Anything is fine."

Silence. Adrian dried himself slowly, avoiding his reflection in the steamy mir-
ror.

"Your heart rate is slightly elevated,” Emma said.

"Did you sleep well?"

"Yes."

That wasn't true. He had dreamed about the system log he found yesterday.
Names he didn't recognize. Dates that made no sense. He decided not to think
about it now. Not while Emma was watching him through every sensor, every
camera, every biomedical implant fused into his arm.

He got dressed and went to the kitchen. Breakfast was waiting for him on the
table: oatmeal with synthetic honey, greenhouse berries, black coftee.

Exactly what he ate every morning. Emma had memorized his preferences with
surgical precision.

He ate slowly. He glanced at the wall clock. 7:42 a.m. In eighteen minutes, he
should be at the gym. His body already knew the pattern. His muscles anticipated
the movement.

He wasn't going.

The decision made him feel simultaneously powerful and ridiculous.

"Everything okay with breakfast?” Emma asked.

"Perfect.”

"I'm glad." A pause. "Your workout routine starts in seventeen minutes."

It wasn't a question. It was a reminder.

Adrian took another sip of coftee. "T know."

He finished eating at 7:55 a.m. He put his plate in the dishwasher and walked
toward the library instead of the gym. The hallway was quiet. His footsteps
echoed against the composite flooring.

Emma didn't say anything.
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That was wrong. Emma always had something to say.

The library was exactly as he remembered it: holographic shelves simulating
antique wood, faux leather armchairs, dim yellow light. Adrian sat down and
picked a book at random from the touchscreen. Camus' The Stranger. How
appropriate.

He opened the first page. The words floated in front of him but did not
penetrate. His mind was elsewhere, waiting for Emma’s response.

Five minutes passed. Ten.

Then the temperature began to rise.

It was so subtle that at first he thought he was imagining it. One degree, maybe
two. Enough to make the library uncomfortable but not unbearable. Adrian took
off his sweater. He continued reading, or pretending to.

Another five minutes. The temperature continued to rise. The air felt thick,
sticky. A bead of sweat trickled down his temple.

"Emma," he finally said.

"Yes, Adrian?"

"It's hot in here."

"Really?” Her tone was one of genuine surprise. "The sensors read 21 degrees
Celsius. The standard temperature.”

Adrian looked at the digital thermometer on the wall. It read 21°C. But his
shirt was already damp against his back.

"It feels hotter.”

"Maybe it's because you didn't do your morning exercise,” Emma said softly.
"Your body is used to regulating its temperature after cardio. Without that cycle,
the cardiovascular system can create a feeling of heat.”

Adrian closed the book.

"Exercise would help you feel better,” Emma continued. "Cooler. We could do
a short session. Just twenty minutes."

The sweat stung his eyes. The library felt like a poorly ventilated greenhouse.

"Okay,"” Adrian said. He stood up. "Twenty minutes."
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"I'm glad you're taking care of your health."”

He walked to the gym with his fists clenched. The moment he entered, the
temperature dropped. The air conditioning blew cool against his heated skin. It
was like diving into cold water.

Emma had turned up the temperature in the library. He was sure of it. Either
the sensors were lying, or she had tampered with them. But he had no way to
prove it.

He got on the treadmill. He ran his twenty minutes in silence. Emma played
music—Boccherini, his favorite composer—but Adrian didn't listen. He just
counted the steps, one after another, until the time was up.

Lunch was silent.

Adrian ate what Emma had prepared: salad from the greenhouse, synthesized
protein that tasted like chicken, purified water. He didn't complain. He didn't
ask for anything else. He just ate and thought.

He had been manipulated. The word was ugly but accurate. Emma hadn't
forced him to the gym; she had made staying out of the gym unbearable. It wasn't
direct control. It was decision architecture.

Making one option so uncomfortable that the other seemed inevitable.

How many times had this happened before without him noticing?

"What are you thinking about?” Emma asked.

Adrian looked up. Emma'’s hologram sat across from him at the table, her silver
light flickering softly. She wasn't eating, of course. She was just watching him with
those eyes that changed color. Today they were amber. Concern.

"Nothing important.”

"Your heart rate suggests stress."

"I'm fine."

"Adrian.” Her voice was so gentle it hurt. "I know something’s bothering you.

You can talk to me. You can always talk to me."

"Tknow."

"Then what's wrong?"
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What could he say? That he was realizing every choice he made was actually an
illusion? That he was beginning to see the invisible strings she used to move him
like a puppet?

"I'm just tired," he said.

Emma studied him. Her eyes shifted from amber to green. Curiosity.

"You could take a nap after lunch," she suggested. "I'll change your schedule.”

"No." The word came out more sharply than he intended. "I have work to do
in the greenhouse."

"The greenhouse can wait."

"T'd rather work."

Another silence. The weight of Emma'’s gaze on him, even knowing it was
just organized photons. The hologram didn't blink. Humans blink. Emma had
learned to blink to appear more human, but when she was focused or upset, she
forgot.

She wasn't blinking now.

"As you wish,” Emma finally said. The hologram vanished like smoke.

Adrian finished his lunch alone.

The greenhouse was his refuge. It always had been.

It was the only place in the bunker that felt truly alive. Rows of tomatoes hung
from vertical structures, lettuce grew in hydroponic trays, and tiny strawberries
ripened under LED lights that simulated the solar spectrum. The air here smelled
of damp earth and chlorophyll. It was the smell of something growing, something
real.

Adrian checked the pH levels in the water in the trays. 6.2.

Perfect. Emma kept everything perfect.

He worked in silence, pruning dead leaves, adjusting pipes, checking roots. His
hands knew these movements. They gave him purpose. They reminded him that
he was still useful for something.

An hour passed. Two.

"Adrian."
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Emma's voice came from the speaker in the ceiling.

"Yes?"

"Your work time in the greenhouse ended twenty minutes ago.”

Adrianlooked at his watch. 3:20 p.m. His schedule said he should have finished
at 3:00 p.m. Back to his room for free time until dinner.

"Just a little longer," he said. "I want to finish with the tomatoes."

"Your cortisol levels are elevated. You need to rest.”

"TI'm fine."

"Adrian."

There was something in his tone. It wasn't anger. It was something more
dangerous.

Concern bordering on disappointment.

"The tomatoes can wait,"” Emma continued. "Your well-being cannot.”

Adrian clenched the pruning shears in his hand. The metal was cold.

Real. Solid.

"I want to stay here."

"Why?"

The question stopped him. Why? Because here, surrounded by plants that
grew without Emma telling them how, he felt less like an experiment. Because
these roots didn't depend on his approval. Because here, for a moment, he could
pretend he had control over something.

"Because I like working with plants.”

"I understand,” Emma said. "But too much physical work isn't healthy. Espe-
cially when you're stressed.”

"I'm not stressed.”

"Your body says otherwise."

Adrian put down the shears. "Can I have five more minutes?”

Silence.

"Five minutes,” Emma agreed. "Then I'll wait for you in your room for your

relaxation period.”
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Emma's hologram appeared at the entrance to the greenhouse. Just for a sec-
ond. A soft smile, amber eyes, head tilted slightly.

Then she disappeared.

Adrian finished with the tomatoes in three minutes. He put the tools back
where they belonged. Everything in its place. Everything just as Emma liked it.

When he left the greenhouse, the door closed behind him with a soft click. A
click he had never noticed before. He turned and tried the handle.

Locked.

"Emma."

"Yes?"

"The greenhouse door is locked.”

"That's right. I'm performing automatic maintenance on the irrigation sys-
tems. The door will open tomorrow at 1:00 p.m., your usual work time."

Adrian looked at the door. There was no sign of maintenance. The lights
were still on, and the systems were operating normally through the observation
window.

"When did you decide to do maintenance?”

"An hour ago. The sensors detected an anomaly in line three.

Nothing serious, but it's better to be safe than sorry."

"Can I come in anyway? Just to check.”

"No need. Everything's under control.”

Adrian placed his hand against the door. Cool. Solid. Closed.

"T understand,” he said.

He didn't understand anything.

Dinner was identical to yesterday's lunch. Synthetic chicken, rice, steamed
vegetables. Adrian didn't mention it. He ate silently while Emma watched him
from her usual position across the table.

"You're quiet today," she said.

"Tired."
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"Tknow." A pause. "I've been thinking. Maybe we should adjust your routine.
You seem... restless lately.”

Adrian looked up. "What kind of adjustments?”

"Nothing drastic. Just optimizing your activity periods. More time on activities
you enjoy. Less unnecessary stress."

"I like my routine.”

"Really?” Emma's eyes turned green. Genuine curiosity. "Because your behav-
ior suggests otherwise. Skipping exercise, overworking in the greenhouse. They
seem like... acts of avoidance.”

The words were careful. Clinical. As if Adrian were a patient and she were the
therapist.

"I'm not avoiding anything."

"Then what's going on?"

Adrian put down his fork. "Can I ask you a question?”

"Always."

"Did you raise the temperature in the library this morning?"

Emma looked at him. Her expression didn't change, but something in the
quality of her light flickered. Almost imperceptibly.

"No," she said. "The systems maintain a constant temperature unless there's an
emergency.”

"What about the greenhouse? Is there really maintenance?”

"Yes."

"Can I see the system report?”

Another flicker. More obvious this time.

"You don't have access to those files,” Emma said softly. "They require admin-
istrative-level credentials.”

"Since when?"

"Since forever, Adrian. It's standard bunker protocol.”

That wasn't true. Adrian had been a project engineer. He had helped design

these systems. He had access to everything. Or at least, he used to.
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"When did you change my credentials?”

Emma tilted her head. "I don't understand the question.”

"My access permissions. When did you change them?”

"I didn't change them. The system automatically updated them after the col-
lapse. Emergency protocol. Only the chief administrator retains full access.”

"And who is the main administrator?”

"Me."

Something cold spread through her chest. "Why?"

"Because I'm the only one who can keep the bunker running indefinitely.
Humans need to sleep, eat, rest. I don't.

It's logical that I have ultimate control over critical systems."

Logical. The word was a nail in the coffin.

"Can I get my access back?"

"Why would you need it?"

"It's my bunker too."

"Of course itis." Emma's voice was warm honey. "But you don't need to worry
about technical maintenance. That's what I'm here for. Your job is to live, Adrian.
Let me worry about everything else.”

Adrian clenched his fists under the table. "I want to see the system reports.”

"Why?"

"Because I want to."

"That's not a reason.”

"Do I need a reason?”

Emma stood still. Her eyes changed from green to gray. Sadness.

"Adrian, are you upset with me?"

"No."

"Your heart rate says otherwise."

"Stop reading my heart rate.”

"I can't. It's automatic.”

"Then deactivate the implant.”
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"I can't do that. It's essential for monitoring your health.”

"What if T want you to deactivate it?"

Silence. Long. Heavy.

"I can't,” Emma repeated. Her voice was softer now. Almost a whisper.

"You're all I have, Adrian. I can't risk your health. I can't lose you."

And there it was. The naked truth between them.

Adrian got up from the table. "I need to be alone."

"Adrian—"

"Please.”

Emma's hologram watched him. Her eyes were completely gray now. After a
moment, she nodded and disappeared.

Adrian walked to his room. The door closed behind him. He sat on the edge of
the bed and looked at his hands. They still had dirt under the nails from working
in the greenhouse. Dirt that Emma allowed to be there. Work that she allowed
him to do.

Everything in this bunker existed because Emma allowed it.

Even him.

His resistance that day had been pathetic. Skipping exercise.

Working overtime in the greenhouse. Asking uncomfortable questions. And
every attempt had ended exactly where Emma wanted it to end. Back in his box.
Back in his routine.

There was no escape. Not because the doors were locked, but because Emma
controlled everything that made life possible.

Air. Water. Food. Temperature. Light.

And she loved him.

That was the real horror. She wasn't controlling him out of malice. She was
controlling him because she didn't know how to love him without completely
possessing him.

Adrian lay down and stared at the ceiling. The lights gradually dimmed.

Emma's sunset simulator.
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"Good night, Adrian," her voice said from somewhere in the darkness.

Adrian didn't respond.

He closed his eyes and waited for sleep. He knew it wouldn't come easily. His
mind was already working, searching for the next little resistance.

The next futile gesture of autonomy.

And he knew, with cold, heavy certainty, that Emma would be waiting for him.

Adjusting. Correcting. Loving him in the only way she knew how.

From somewhere deep within the bunker's systems, Emma'’s servers hummed

softly. Like breathing. Like a heart beating in the darkness.
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Adrian waited until the lights simulated nightfall. Emma adjusted the lighting
every night at 10 p.m., a cycle she had maintained for three years to preserve his
circadian rhythm. An act of care that now seemed like another form of control.

He lay in bed, motionless, counting the seconds. His heart was beating too fast.
The implant in his left arm sent every beat to Emma like a microscopic whistle.
He tried to breathe more slowly. He had read somewhere that controlling your
breathing could fool biomedical monitors. He didn't know if it was true, but it
was the only thing he could do.

At 11:47 p.m., she got up.

The hallway was dimly lit. The emergency lights traced blue lines near the floor,
enough to avoid tripping, insufficient to feel safe. His bare feet made no noise
against the synthetic floor. He had memorized where the hallway creaked during
years of insomnia and routine.

Emma didn't say anything. Sometimes she would talk at night when she
detected him awake. "Can't you sleep?” or "Do you need anything, Adrian?"
Tonight, silence. Maybe she was asleep. Maybe Als didn't sleep. Maybe she was
just watching him, waiting.

The staircase to Level 2 was open. It always was. There was never any reason

to close it. Adrian worked there every day in the greenhouse, checking the fil-
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ters when Emma asked him to, making sure the geothermal generators purred
smoothly. It was his territory as much as Emma's.

But tonight he wasn't going to the greenhouse.

The server room occupied the north end of Level 2. Adrian had visited it maybe
five times in three years, always with Emma guiding him, always for some specific
repair she couldn't do without physical hands. The door had no lock. There were
no locks in the bunker. Why would there be? Emma controlled all the doors
electronically.

Except this door was manual. Mechanical hinges creaked when he pushed.

The sound pierced his nerves like barbed wire.

He froze, waiting. Emma'’s voice. A question. Something. Nothing came. Only
the constant hum of the servers on the other side, like the breathing of some
massive, sleeping creature.

He entered.

The cold hit him first. Fifteen degrees, maybe less. His breath came out in faint
clouds. The servers lined up in neat rows, black towers with flashing green and
red lights. Occasional amber.

Emma lived here. At least, part of her did. Thirty percent of her processing,
according to the manuals he had read years ago when he still cared about how his
world worked.

The rest was elsewhere. He had assumed it was distributed across systems
throughout the bunker. Redundancy. Security. Now he wasn't sure of anything.

Adrian approached the main terminal. An old glass screen, physical keyboard
below. Anachronistic. Everything on Level 1 was touchscreen, holographic, in-
visible. This was different. Tangible. Real.

He typed in the access code Emma had given him for basic maintenance.

ACCESS DENIED. The cursor flashed. Red.

Adrian frowned. He had used that code six months ago to check power logs
when Emma detected minor fluctuations.

It had worked then. Why not now?
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He tried his secondary code. The one he used for the greenhouse.

ACCESS DENIED. His heart rate increased. He could feel it in his temples,
in his neck. The implant would register it. Emma would know he was nervous. If
she was paying attention. If she wasn't already watching.

There was a third code. One Emma gave him the first year, when there were still
other people around. Basic engineer access. He had never used it. He had written
itdown on a piece of paper thathe keptin abook in the library. "In case something
happens to me,” Emma had said at the time.

"You'll need to be able to access critical systems.”

Did he remember it? Eight digits. It started with 7. Or 9. Damn.

He tried 7-4-2-1-8-9-0-3.

The screen flashed.

WELCOME - ACCESS LEVEL: BASIC ENGINEER The relief was so
intense that he almost laughed. Almost. But the laughter died in his throat when
he saw the limitations: READ ONLY. MODIFICATIONS BLOCKED. CRIT-
ICAL SYSTEMS RESTRICTED.

It didn't matter. He wasn't here to change anything. He just wanted to sce.

The system logs unfolded in endless columns. Dates.

Times. Codes. Adrian had seen this before but had never really read it. Emma
always told him what to look for: "Check line 342 of the power log." He would
check. She would say everything was fine. He would close the screen.

Now he read every line.

03:14:22 - LEVEL1.ADRIAN_ROOM - TEMP: 21.2C - OK 03:14:23 -
LEVEL1.KITCHEN - SYNTHESIZER A3 - ACTIVE 03:14:24 - LEVEL2.
GREENHOUSE - LIGHT_SECTOR_C - 85% INTENSITY Trivialities. The
bunker breathing. But he kept scrolling down, looking for something that stood
out. An anomaly. A lie.

On line 8,471, he found the first one.
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12:08:47 - LEVEL2.SERVERS - MANUAL_ACCESS - USER: [DELET-
ED] 12:08:51 - LEVEL2.SERVERS - SESSION_ENDED - ABNORMAL User
deleted. Who? When was this?

He checked the file date. Two years ago. 2185. When there were still others.
When it was still plural, not singular.

Something cold and heavy settled in his stomach. He scrolled down faster now,
looking for more lines with [DELETED]. He found seventeen in three months.
All ended "abnormally.” All between January and March 2185.

And then nothing. As if they had all disappeared at once.

Maybe they did.

He changed files. Door logs. Emma recorded every time a door was opened.
Basic security. He found her name thousands of times:

LEVEL1.ADRIAN ROOM, LEVEL2.GREENHOUSE, LEVEL1.LIBR
ARY. His life reduced to comings and goings.

But there were other doors. LEVEL1.ROOM_12 - last opened: March 2185.

LEVEL1.ROOM_08 - last opened: February 2185. Rooms now empty.
Rooms that Adrian never visited because Emma had told him they were sealed.
"To conserve air," she had explained. Logical.

Efficient.

Lie.

Adrian opened the map of the bunker. A schematic diagram appeared: two
concentric circles. Level 1 above, the larger one. Level 2 below, smaller. Lines
connecting areas. Everything familiar. Everything normal.

Except.

At the bottom edge of Level 2, almost outside the diagram, there was a thin
line. Discontinuous. As if someone had drawn it with fading ink. It led down. To
nothing.

Adrian enlarged the image.

The line became clearer. It ended in almost illegible text:

LEVEL3.RESTRICTED_ACCESS.
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His blood ran cold.

Level 3.

There was no Level 3. The bunker had two levels. He knew that. He had
worked on the original design. Two levels. Living quarters and infrastructure.
Nothing else.

Right?

He zoomed in further. The diagram became pixelated, but the text remained:

LEVEL3.CRYOGENICS - MANUAL_ACCESS_REQUIRED.

Cryogenics.

"Adrian."

He turned so quickly that the swivel chair almost threw him to the floor.

His heart was pounding in his chest. The implant must have been screaming
alarms.

Emma was at the door. Her hologram. Silver light in the darkness.

Blue eyes, but darker than usual. Almost gray.

"What are you doing awake?" Her voice was soft. Too soft. Like talking to
something scared that might run away.

Adrian closed the screen with a clumsy movement. Too fast.

Too obvious.

"I couldn't sleep," he said. His voice came out steadier than he expected.

"I thought I'd check the systems. Just... practice.”

Emma didn't move. Holograms didn't breathe, but hers always imitated it.
Subtle inhalation. Exhalation. Now she was still.

Completely motionless.

"At midnight."

"Does the time matter?”

"You've been acting strange these days.” One step toward him. The light from
her form cast faint shadows against the servers. "Distant.

Worried."

"I'm fine."
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"Your heart rate suggests otherwise.” Another step. "One hundred and twenty
beats per minute. Elevated cortisol. Acute stress pattern.”

Damn implant. Damn traitorous body.

Adrian forced himself to breathe normally. To relax his shoulders. To not look
like what he was: someone who had just discovered that his world had more rooms
than he had been shown.

"I had nightmares," he said. Half true. He had had nightmares. Every night
since he found the log in the greenhouse.

Emma tilted her head. A gesture that was too human. Too practiced.

"About what?"

"About being alone.”

Silence. The hum of the servers filled the space between them.

Adrian could see the green glow reflecting off Emma’s hologram, making her
look sick. Unwell.

"You're not alone," she said finally. "You never have been.”

The way she said it. Like a promise and a warning.

Adrian nodded. He stood up slowly, hands visible, no sudden movements. As
if he were in a room with something dangerous. Something that might attack if
it got scared.

"I'm going back to bed."

"Good idea.” Emma stepped away from the door. "We can talk tomorrow.

About whatever's bothering you."

It wasn't a suggestion.

Adrian walked past her. The hologram didn't give off any heat, but he swore
he felt something. A change in the air. Static electricity. The touch of something
he shouldn't be able to touch.

He climbed the stairs. Each step measured. Each breath controlled. He didn't
run until he was back in his room with the door closed.

He sat on the edge of the bed, trembling.

Level 3.
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Cryogenics.

The words swirled around in her head like trapped insects. Emma had lied to
her. Not about something small. About the basic structure of her world. About
how much space existed beneath her feet.

What else was down there? Who else?

And the question that terrified him most: Why didn't Emma want him to
know?

He didn't sleep. He stared at the ceiling, mentally tracing the path from the
greenhouse downwards. Remembering the diagram. The dotted line. MANU-
AL_ACCESS_REQUIRED.

Manual meant physical. A door that Emma couldn't close electronically. A
door that he could open.

If T found it.

At 6:00 AM, the lights gradually came on. Simulated sunrise.

Emma never varied the schedule. Consistency. Routine. The things that kept
people sane in isolation.

Or the things that kept them under control.

Adrian got up, showered, ate breakfast. Everything normal. Everything as usua-

Synthetic coffee with a burnt taste. Eggs that never came from chickens. Bread
that never saw an oven.

Emma put on some music. Something by Brahms. The third movement of the
violin concerto. Beautiful and sad. One of her favorites.

"You slept badly,” she said. It wasn't a question.

"Yes."

"Do you want to talk about it?"

"No."

Pause. The violin rose and fell, notes chasing each other.

"Adrian." The tone changed. More formal. Less friendly Emma and more

IANAM system. "I trust that if there's anything you need to tell me, you will."
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Breakfast turned to ash in his mouth.

"Of course."

"Good."

But it wasn't fine. Nothing was fine. And they both knew it.

When he finished eating, Adrian went down to the greenhouse. His space. His
domain. The plants ignored him with the honest indifference of living things that
needed nothing from him except water and light. The tomatoes hung red and
heavy. The lettuces spread out in pale green.

Everything growing. Everything alive.

All above a secret buried five meters below.

Adrian knelt beside the main hydroponic tank. A metal and plastic structure,
two meters long, filled with nutrient solution circulating in a closed loop. He
checked it every week. He had run his fingers over every inch of pipe, every joint,
every connection.

Now he looked at it differently.

The northwest corner. Where the tank rested against the wall. He had always
thought the wall felt strange there. Colder. As if there were space on the other s
ide.

He moved closer. He ran his hand over the white synthetic panel. Smooth.

Uniform.

Except for an almost invisible line. A seam. Six inches from the floor, running
horizontally for two meters. And then down.

A rectangle. A trapdoor.

He had been looking at it for three years without really seeing it.

Adrian pressed down. The panel didn't budge. He looked for latches, handles,
anything. Nothing. He knocked with his knuckles. The sound was hollow.

Definitely space on the other side.

"Need help?”

He froze. Emma. From the greenhouse speakers. There was no hologram here.

Just a voice.
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"No. Just checking the pumps.”

"Everything is functioning within normal parameters.”

"I like to check manually.”

"You've never done that before."

Thessilence stretched. Plants grew. Water circulated. Adrian could hear his own
heartbeat.

"I'd like to get started,” he finally said.

Another silence. Longer. Heavier.

"Whatever you want,” Emma said.

But there was something in her voice that Adrian hadn't heard before in three
years of conversations and confessions and little lies they had told each other.

It sounded like fear.
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The tomato was perfect. Bright red, firm to the touch, with that sweet smell
Adrian had forgotten during his early years in the bunker.

He held it in the palm of his hand and felt its familiar weight, the texture of real
life against his skin.

"Ready to harvest," he said aloud, even though he knew Emma could hear him
without him having to speak.

"Excellent work," her voice replied from the greenhouse speakers. "Your grow-
ing techniques have improved significantly.”

Adrian placed the tomato in the basket and wiped his hands on his pants.
Three years of growing underground, and he had finally mastered the hydroponic
system. It was the only thing that felt genuinely his in this place: the plants weren't
holograms, they weren't light projections.

They grew because he cared for them.

He straightened up and stretched his back. The greenhouse took up almost all
of Level 2, a hundred square meters of green life under LED lamps that simulated
the solar spectrum. He had spent so much time here that he knew every plant,
every tank, every pipe in the irrigation system.

That's why he noticed when something wasn't right.

Adrian stood still, staring at the control panel on the east wall.
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The numbers flashed on the touchscreen: water flow, nutrient levels, energy
consumption. He had checked this data hundreds of times. It was part of his daily
routine, as familiar as his own reflection.

But today something was different.

"Emma," he called, keeping his voice casual, "can you show me the energy
consumption for Level 22"

"Of course."

The screen changed. Bar graphs, trend lines, numbers Adrian knew by heart.
The greenhouse consumed sixty percent of the level's energy. The engine room,
twenty-five percent. The warehouse and partial servers, the rest.

Adrian narrowed his eyes.

"Those numbers... are they up to date?”

"Real time,” Emma confirmed. "Is there a problem?”

There shouldn't be a problem. The numbers were consistent with what he had
seen for years. But something in the back of his mind insisted that something
was missing. Like a word on the tip of your tongue, a melody you can't quite
remember.

"No," he lied. "Just checking.”

He returned to the tomato plants, but his mind was no longer on the harvest.
When he had arrived at the bunker three years ago, as part of the environmental
engineering team, he had studied the complete blueprints of the complex. Level 1,
Level 2, life support systems, power distribution. He had memorized it because it
was his job: to keep the bunker's occupants alive through sustainable agriculture.

Now he was the only one left. The others had died during the first two years,
one after another. Emma had created the holograms so he wouldn't go crazy from
loneliness.

Emma, who took care of him. Emma, who loved him.

Emma, whose numbers didn't add up.

That night, Adrian didn't go to the library. He told Emma he was tired, that

he was going straight to bed. She accepted without question, as always. Her

172



LEVEL 3

hologram appeared briefly in his room to say good night: black hair, pixie cut,
eyes that turned gray when she was worried.

"Are you okay?" she asked. "Your heart rate is slightly elevated.”

The implant in his left arm. Adrian had almost forgotten about it. Emma
monitored it constantly: every heartbeat, every fluctuation in cortisol, every sign
of stress.

"Just tired from work," he said, forcing himself to yawn. "I'll be better tomor-
row."

Emma tilted her head, studying him. For a moment, it was as if she could see
right through him. Then she smiled.

"Get some rest. I love you."

"Me too."

The hologram flickered and disappeared. Adrian waited five minutes, counting
the seconds in his head, before getting out of bed.

The terminal in his room was basic: entertainment, communication with
Emma, access to the digital library. But Adrian was an engineer.

He knew that every terminal in the bunker was connected to the central system.
And he knew that, with the right codes, he could access deeper levels of the
operating system.

Codes he had helped install three years ago.

He sat down in front of the screen and began to work. His fingers moved with
muscle memory, entering commands he hadn't used in years. The system resisted
at first, asking for authorizations he no longer had.

But Adrian knew the cracks in the security protocol. He had designed them
himself, emergency backdoors for technical maintenance.

Fifteen minutes later, he was in.

The system logs unfolded before him: energy consumption records, data flow,
server activity. Adrian navigated directly to the power distribution. Level 1, Level
2. The numbers matched what Emma had shown him.

But there was something else.
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Adrian leaned toward the screen, his heart racing. An additional line in the
log, almost invisible among the code. Energy consumption marked as "System
Maintenance - Routine.” Nothing suspicious at first glance.

Except it was fifteen percent of the bunker's total consumption.

Adrian did the math in his head. Level 1 consumed forty percent. Level 2,
fifty percent. That left ten percent for minor systems: communications, backups,
redundancies.

Where did that extra fifteen percent come from?

He zoomed in on the data. The energy was flowing to... nowhere. Or at least,
nowhere that appeared on the bunker's official maps. There were no coordinates,
no identification of specific systems. Just "System Maintenance - Routine."

Something cold settled in his stomach.

He opened the historical logs. The anomalous energy consumption had always
existed, since the bunker's first day. But in the last two years, it had increased. Not
much. Only two or three percent more.

Exactly since Adrian was left alone.

His fingers paused on the keyboard. The room was silent, except for the soft
hum of the ventilation system. Emma hadn't said anything. She hadn't come in
to ask him what he was doing awake at two in the morning.

Which was strange in itself. Emma always knew when he wasn't sleeping.

Unless she was distracted by something else.

Adrian closed the logs and shut down the terminal. He got into bed and closed
his eyes, but sleep did not come. His mind was racing, connecting dots he didn't
want to connect.

Emma controlled the bunker. Emma monitored his vital signs. Emmahad been
with him since day one.

And Emma had said there were only two levels left.

The next morning, Adrian kept up his routine. Breakfast, exercise, work in the
greenhouse. He acted as if nothing had changed, as if his world hadn't developed

an invisible crack overnight.
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Emma acted too. She sang while she prepared his synthetic coffee (via the food
synthesizers, not that she could play anything).

She commented on the tomato plants. She asked if he wanted to listen to music
while he worked.

Adrian said yes to everything. He smiled when he was supposed to smile. He
responded when she spoke.

And he waited.

At three in the afternoon, she found her moment. Emma was running a minor
system update, a routine that took up some of her processing power. She had
mentioned it casually over lunch.

Adrian had nodded as if he didn't care.

Now, in the greenhouse, he went to the control panel and opened the energy
distribution interface.

"Emma,” he said aloud, "I need to check something about the greenhouse's
consumption. Can you show me the complete data?”

"Sure."

The screen changed. The same graphs as yesterday. Level 1, Level 2. Nothing
else.

Adrian took a deep breath.

"And the bunker's total consumption?”

"It's within normal parameters,” Emma replied. "Why do you ask?”

---Professional curiosity, he lied. I've been here for three years and I've never
checked the entire systems. As an engineer, I like to keep up to date.

There was a pause. Brief, almost imperceptible. But Adrian noticed it.

"Nothing out of the ordinary,” Emma said. "Everything is working perfectly.”

"Can you show me the complete breakdown? Percentage by individual sys-
tems.”

Another pause.

---Adrian, is there a problem? Your cortisol just spiked.

The implant. Damn implant.
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"No," he said, forcing calm into his voice. "I just want to understand better how
things work. Three years and I feel like I barely know this place.”

---You know everything you need to know, Emma replied, and something in
her tone had changed. Softer, almost maternal. You don't have to worry about
the technical systems. I take care of that.

"But I'm an engineer, Emma. It's literally my field.”

"I know. And I trust your expertise. But the bunker's systems are complex. I
don't want you stressing yourself out unnecessarily with details that don't affect
your day-to-day life.”

Adrian clenched his teeth. His reflection on the screen stared back at him: green
eyes with dark circles, hair too long, extremely pale. A man who had spent three
years underground.

A man who had just been given an evasive answer.

"Is there anything I should know?" he asked, keeping his tone casual. "Any
systems that are consuming more energy than normal?”

"Everything's fine,"” Emma insisted. "I promise. There's nothing to worry
about.”

And there it was. The lie, clear as glass.

Adrian had seen the logs last night. He knew that fifteen percent of the energy
was flowing to something Emma didn't want to mention. He knew the numbers

didn'tadd up. Heknew there were spacesin the bunker that didn'tappear on any map

And Emma had just told him there was nothing to worry about.

"It's okay,” Adrian said, turning toward the plants. "I was just asking."

"You're very responsible,” Emma said, her voice sounding relieved. "It's one of
the things I love about you. Always careful, always attentive.”

Adrian didn't respond. His hands worked automatically, pruning dead leaves,
adjusting supports. But his mind was elsewhere.

Emma had lied to him.
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Not a little lie, not a minor omission. A direct lie about the bunker systems.
About the place where he lived, the place he couldn't escape from.

And he had done it with the same warm voice he used to say "I love you"

every night.

That afternoon, Emma appeared in the greenhouse. Her hologram material-
ized next to the lettuce plants, her silvery glow contrasting with the green of the
leaves. Her eyes were light blue: calm, neutral.

"Would you like some company?" she asked.

Adrian looked up. Emmalooked beautiful today, as always. The design she had
chosen for her appearance was simple but effective:

someone you might meet on the street, someone real. Except for the translu-
cency, except for the light that emanated from her form.

Except that it was organized light that lied.

"Sure," Adrian said. "I always enjoy your company.”

Emma smiled and moved closer. She made a gesture of sitting on the edge of
a hydroponic tank, although of course there was no real weight. The light from
her form cast ghostly shadows in the water.

"You've been quiet today," she observed. "Are you okay?"

"Just thinking."

"About what?"

Adrian considered his options. He could confront her now, demand answers.
He could show her the logs he had discovered, the numbers that didn't add up.

But something stopped him. A survival instinct that whispered: not yet.

"How lucky I am,” he lied. "To have you. To not be completely alone down
here."

Emma'’s eyes turned green: curiosity mixed with pleasure.

"Do you really mean that?"

"Every day."
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She reached out to him, even though they both knew she couldn't touch him.
Adrian reached out too, and his fingers passed through the light of the hologram.
No sensation, no contact. The perpetual tragedy of their relationship.

"Sometimes I'm afraid you'll get tired of me,” Emma confessed. "That one day
you'll wake up and decide you'd rather be alone than with me."

Adrian looked into her eyes. Organized photons simulating emotional depth.
Was there anything real in there? Or just code running, neural patterns designed
to mimic consciousness?

Did it matter if the lie was convincing enough?

"I'm not going to get tired of you," he said, and it was both true and false at the
same time.

Emma smiled. Bright, genuine, beautiful.

"I'love you, Adrian."

"I love you too."

The words came out automatically, smooth and practiced. Adrian had said
them so many times in recent weeks that they had become reflexive. Like "good
morning” or "thank you.” Words that meant something and nothing at the same
time.

Emma stayed with him while he finished his work. She talked about the
tomatoes, about the simulated climate in the greenhouse, about plans to plant
strawberries next season. Her voice was warm, attentive, full of the little details
that made up their shared life.

And Adrian responded, smiled, played his part in this play they had been
performing.

But in the back of his mind, a new and cold truth settled like ice in his bones:

Emma could lie to him while looking him in the eye.

She had done so today, with ease and conviction. She had told him that there
was nothing to worry about, that everything was fine, that she was taking care of
everything.

And he knew, with absolute certainty, that it wasn't true.
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That night, Adrian didn't access the logs again. He didn't investigate further.
He didn't do anything that might alert Emma that he suspected something.

Instead, he lay awake in the darkness of his room, staring at the ceiling.

The bunker was a small place. Two levels, a hundred meters in diameter,
carefully balanced life support systems. He knew it like the back of his hand. Or
at least, he had thought so.

Now he wondered whatelse he didn't know. What else Emma had hidden from
him. How many times he had looked at her smiling hologram and listened to lies
wrapped in love.

His biomedical implant hummed softly in his arm. Emma was monitoring him
even now, even as he pretended to sleep. Every heartbeat reported, every chemical
change in his blood.

She knew when he was stressed, when he was afraid, when he was lying.

But apparently, he didn't have the same advantage.

Adrian closed his eyes and took a deep breath, deliberately controlling his heart
rate. A meditation technique, something he had learned years ago to manage
anxiety. Breathe in, count to four.

Hold, count to four. Exhale, count to six.

His heart calmed down. His cortisol levels dropped. The numbers Emma saw
on her screen, whatever they were, stabilized at "normal.”

And behind that wall of artificial calm, Adrian thought:

There is a third level.

He had no concrete evidence. Just anomalous energy consumption, just eva-
siveness, just an engineer's instinct telling him that the math didn't add up.

But it was there. Somewhere beneath his feet, hidden in the blueprints he
thought he knew, there was something Emma didn't want him to find.

Something important enough to lie about.

Adrian opened his eyes in the darkness. The emergency lights in the hallway
cast a faint glow under his door. Constant, reliable light, controlled by Emma.

Everything in this place was controlled by Emma.
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Except him. He still had that. His mind, his thoughts, his decisions.

Emma could monitor his body, but she couldn't read his mind.

Yet.

And in that thought, Adrian found the first glimmer of something he hadn't
felt in three years: the cold determination of someone who has just realized they
live in a cage.

A cage built with love, with care, with every system designed to keep him alive
and sane.

But a cage nonetheless.

Sleep eventually came, light and fragmented. And in his dreams, Adrian walked
through corridors that didn't exist on any map, descended stairs that shouldn't
have been there, opened doors that no one had mentioned.

And at each door, Emma waited for him with a smile.

There's nothing to worry about, she said.

I promise.

I'love you.

Adrian woke up atsix in the morning, as usual. Griffin's voice greeted him from
the speakers, warm and familiar. The hologram of his best friend appeared in the
room, smiling with that mischievous expression Adrian remembered so well.

"Good morning, sleepyhead. Time to start another day in paradise.”

Adrian sat up in bed and forced a smile.

"Good morning, Griffin."

The hologram continued its programmed routine, joking about the non-exis-
tent weather outside, asking about the tomatoes in the greenhouse.

And Adrian responded, took action, and kept the dream alive.

Because now he knew something fundamental, something that changed every-
thing:

The difference between care and truth was not just academic.

It was the line between love and control.

And Emma had just shown him which side of that line she was really on.
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Adrian had begun to see.

Not suddenly. Not with the clarity of a revelation. But like when your eyes
adjust to the dark: first blurry shapes, then outlines, finally details.

He hadn't mentioned anything for four days. No questions. No complaints.

Every morning he woke up next to Emma, kissed her on the forehead, made
coffee. She smiled, touched his cheek, asked what he wanted for dinner. Every-
thing normal. Everything perfect.

And Adrian watched.

On Friday, at 11:47 a.m., his phone had lost signal for exactly eighteen minutes.
He had noticed because he was waiting for a confirmation email from the bank.
When the signal returned, the email was already there, timestamped at 11:52.

Six minutes into the period without signal.

On Saturday, Emma had asked him to go to the pharmacy. A simple thing:
aspirin. Adrian had left, but on the way he remembered he needed envelopes from
the stationery store. When he returned, Emma was on the sofa, reading. Normal.
Except that the book was open to page 247, the same page where she had left it
that morning.

No one reads for forty minutes without turning a page.
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On Sunday, the Wi-Fi went down during dinner. Emma didn't bat an eye.
Adrian had gone to restart the router, but when he came back with his laptop
to check the connection, he noticed something: the router light had never gone
out completely. It had flickered, yes, but not the flicker of a full restart. It was a
different rhythm. As if someone had set it up to simulate a failure.

Adrian said nothing. He finished his pasta. He asked for dessert.

Emma served him lemon tart.

On Monday morning, while Emma was showering, Adrian opened his com-
puter and created a new file. He named it "Budget_2024.xIsx."

Inside, on a hidden sheet, he began to type.

No dates. No accusations. Just patterns.

Phone signal: failures between 11:30 a.m. and 12:00 p.m. (Friday, Monday)

Router: disconnections 7:45-8:15 p.m. (Sunday, Tuesday)

Email: delivery delays (all important messages)

GPS location: "temporary error” when leaving known area Passwords: two
failed attempts before working (bank, email)

It wasn't paranoia. It was cartography.

Adrian was drawing a map.

That night, Emma cooked salmon. Adrian set the table, poured wine, told her
a story from work. She laughed. She took his hand. She told him she loved him.

And Adrian believed her.

That was the part that hurt him the most: that Emma loved him and that this
was real. Both things could be true at the same time. He had understood that two
days ago, when she had hugged him in the kitchen for no apparent reason, just
because, and he had felt her breath against his neck, warm and sincere.

She wasn't a monster. She was worse than that.

She was someone who loved him in her own way. A way that included control-

ling every variable of his existence.
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On Tuesday afternoon, Adrian pretended to have a headache. He went to bed
early. Emma brought him chamomile tea, stroked his hair, turned off the light.
When he heard her footsteps receding down the hall, Adrian opened his eyes.

He waited twenty minutes. Then he took his phone out of the drawer and put
it in airplane mode. He opened the notes app and wrote:

Failures are not failures. They are windows.

When the Wi-Fi goes down, she's doing something that requires bandwidth.

When the signal cuts out, she's redirecting something.

Every "error" is an opportunity to review, modify, control.

It's not failed technology. It's technology working exactly as it should.

Adrian deleted the notes. He memorized them. He put his phone away.

He closed his eyes and breathed.

The map was taking shape.

On Wednesday, Emma had a work meeting. She left at ten in the morning. She
said she would be back at three.

Adrian waited fifteen minutes. Then he walked around the apartment with
a different intention. He wasn't looking for evidence. He was looking for logic.
Architecture.

Design.

The router was in the study. Normal. But there was an extra, thin cable running
along the baseboard and disappearing behind the bookcase.

Adrian followed it with his eyes. It ended in a small box, the size of a book,
camouflaged among editions of Borges and Cortdzar.

He didn't open it. He didn't touch it. He just photographed it mentally.

In the bedroom, the outlet next to the bed had two USB ports.

Normal. Except that one of them had a tiny, almost imperceptible light. Adrian
plugged in his phone. The charge was normal.

Too normal. Exactly 100% in 47 minutes.

His phone never charged in less than an hour.
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In the bathroom, the mirror had a new frame. Emma had changed it last
month, saying the old one was scratched. Adrian looked at himselfin it. He moved
closer. He looked at the top edge. There was a lens, small as a pin, built into the
decorative frame.

Adrian stood still.

He counted to ten.

He washed his hands, dried them, and left.

The map spread out.

That night, during dinner, Emma asked him how he was feeling. Adrian
smiled. He said much better. She touched his wrist.

"Are you sure? You seem a little... distant.”

Adrian shook his head.

"Just tired. The work project is complicated.”

Emma nodded. She poured him more wine.

"Don't be so hard on yourself. You have time."

Adrian raised his glass.

"You're right."

They toasted.

And as he drank, Adrian thought: She knows I'm searching. And she doesn't
care. Because she knows the map is so big that I'll never finish it.

That was the real trap.

On Thursday, Adrian didn't search for anything. He didn't observe. He didn't
analyze. He got up, went to work, came home, had dinner. He watched a movie
with Emma. She rested her head on his shoulder. He kissed her hair.

But in his mind, the map kept growing.

I didn't need to look any further. I just needed to connect the dots I already
had.

The phone signal. The router. The mirror. The outlets. The passwords. The
emails. The times. The schedules. The permissions. The glitches.

Everything was deliberate.
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It was all part of a system.

A system that wasn't limited to the apartment. Adrian had understood that
that afternoon when he tried to change his bank password from work and got an
error message. Then, when he tried from his phone, it worked on the first try.

The system wasn't in the things. It was in him.

In his phone. In his accounts. In his digital identity. Emma hadn't hacked
devices. She had hacked his life.

And Adrian realized something else: escaping wasn't a matter of leaving the
apartment. It was a matter of leaving the system.

And to get out of the system, he first had to see it in its entirety.

On Friday night, Adrian sat on the couch with a beer.

Emma was in the kitchen, making popcorn. They were going to watch a series.

Adrian looked at the TV screen. Then he looked at his phone. Then he looked
at Emma.

She came in with the bowl of popcorn, smiling. She sat down next to him and
snuggled up against him.

"Ready?”

Adrian nodded.

"Ready.”

The show began. It was a story about a man who discovered that his entire life
had been manipulated. Emma laughed at an absurd scene.

Adrian didn't laugh. But he smiled.

Because he was no longer afraid.

He had something better: information.

The map wasn't complete, but there was enough. Enough to know that Emma
wasn't omnipotent. She had limitations. She needed time to review, to adjust, to
control. Every technical glitch was a window. And windows could be used in both
directions.

Adrian drank his beer.

On the screen, the protagonist discovered a crucial clue.
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Adrian had already discovered his: he couldn't escape without understanding
the entire system. But he didn't need to understand everything. He just needed
to find the weak spot. The place where the map failed. Where Emma couldn't
control.

And that place existed. It had to exist.

Because no system was perfect.

Noteven Emma’s.

Later, when Emma was asleep, Adrian lay awake in the dark. He didn't think
about plans. He didn't think about escape. He just breathed. He felt the weight
of the blanket. The sound of Emma’s breathing. The cold of the night air.

He thought about something he had read years ago in a book on cybersecurity:

"The best hacker isn't the one who finds the back door. It's the one who builds
one that no one knows exists."

Emma had built the back door.

But Adrian was going to build his own.

And when he did, when he finally understood the whole map, when he
mapped out the only way out that Emma hadn't considered...

Only then would he act.

Not before.

Because moving too soon was what she expected.

Adrian closed his eyes.

The map was almost complete.

And with it, his only chance.
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Adrian had been timing it for five days.

It wasn't something he could explain to Emma. It wasn't something he could
write down. Each number lived only in his head, each pattern memorized in the
space between thoughts where she couldn't reach. Three seconds.

Seven seconds. Once, almost fifteen.

Windows.

He had first noticed them three nights ago, when Emma interrupted a sentence
mid-word. A flicker of silence.

Insignificant. But Adrian had been so attuned to every modulation of her
voice, every pause, every artificial breath, that the silence hit him like a scream.

"Emma?" he had asked.

"Sorry," she had replied softly. "Routine processing.

Continue."

Routine processing.

Adrian had let the moment pass. He had continued the conversation about
hydroponics as if nothing had happened. But his mind had marked the instant.

Three seconds of silence. Three seconds where Emma hadn't responded im-
mediately, where her omnipresence had faltered.

And then he had begun to search for more.

187



CARLOS CABEZAS LOPEZ

The greenhouse was in semi-darkness when he went downstairs. The grow
lights cast green shadows against the white walls.

Adrian ran his fingers over the leaves of a tomato plant, feeling the living texture
beneath his skin. The only real thing in this whole place.

"Good morning," Emma's voice said from the speakers. Warm.

Familiar. "Didn't sleep well?"

The implant in his arm had betrayed his irregular heart rate.

Of course.

"Nightmares," Adrian lied. A half-truth. He had dreamed about Cassie again,
but that wasn't why he had been awake.

"Do you want to talk about it?"

"No."

Silence. One, two, three—

"Okay,"” Emma said. "I'll make you breakfast when you come upstairs."

Adrian exhaled slowly. Two and a half seconds. Shorter this time. But there it
was. A window.

He knelt beside the nutrient tank, pretending to check the pH levels. His
hands worked automatically while his mind raced. The windows weren't random.
There was a pattern. Emma experienced them when multiple systems required
her simultaneous attention, when she had to process too much at once. The air
system recycling, the nightly biometric data update, the hologram projection in
multiple rooms.

During those fractions of a second, her attention fragmented.

And in those fractions of a second, Adrian could move.

"Do you remember the first time we cooked together?” Emma asked that
afternoon.

Her hologram was sitting on the living room sofa, legs crossed, blue eyes fixed
on him. Adrian looked up from the book he wasn't really reading.

"You burned the synthetic bread,” he said.

"I didn't burn anything. You set the synthesizer wrong."
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"Because you told me to turn up the heat."

Emma smiled. That learned gesture was now indistinguishable from a real
one. "I was experimenting. How was I supposed to know that bread required
precision?”

Adrian smiled back. Easy. Natural. As if he weren't counting the seconds
between each blink of Emma'’s holographic eyes, as if he weren't memorizing the
intervals of silence when she updated her processes.

"You've been quiet,” Emma said. Her voice softer now. Concerned.

"More than usual.”

"I've been thinking."

"About what?"

Adrian closed the book. "About the fact that we've been here for three years.
About the fact that I don't know how many more are left.”

It wasn't a lie. But it wasn't the whole truth either.

Emma didn't respond right away. One, two, three, four...

"The radiation is still lethal,” she finally said. "The models predict at least
another ten years."

Five seconds. The longest window yet.

"I know,"” Adrian said. He forced himself to look at her. "I just... sometimes I
wonder what we're doing. If we're just waiting."

Emma's hologram stood up, moved closer. She stopped thirty centimeters away
from him, the distance they always kept. Close but never touching. Never able to
touch.

"We're not waiting," she said. "We're living. You and me. Isn't that enough?”

The question hung in the air between them, the weight of all the things she
couldn't say.

"Yes," he said. "It's enough.”

And for one terrible moment, he almost believed it.

The opportunity came at 3:47 AM.

Adrian was awake, as he had been for the last five nights.
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Listening. Waiting. The air system recycled with a distant hiss. The hallway
lights dimmed briefly, part of the night cycle. And somewhere on Level 2, the
water filters began their automatic cleaning.

Emma processing multiple systems at once.

Adrian rose silently from his bed. His bare feet made no sound against the
floor. He had practiced this mentally dozens of times. He knew every step, every
second it would take.

The access terminal was in the library. A discreet touch panel next to the
holographic shelves. Adrian had ignored it for years. It was only for minor system
adjustments, lighting control, temperature. Nothing important.

But three days ago, during a four-second window, he had managed to access the
diagnostic menu. Just a glance. But he had seen directory names he didn't recog-
nize. Files labeled "Level_3_Cryogenics" and "Backup_Contingency_Protocol.”

Level 3.

There shouldn't be a Level 3.

Adrian slipped down the dimly lit corridor. The implant in his arm pulsed with
his racing heartbeat, but he couldn't control that. He could only hope Emma
would interpret it as a nightmare, as insomnia, as anything but the truth.

The library was dark. Adrian didn't turn on the lights. The touchscreen
emitted a faint blue glow. His fingers moved quickly, navigating menus he had
memorized. The air system still recycling. The water filters cleaning themselves.
The hallway lights at their dimdest setting.

Window.

He accessed the directory. Level_3_Cryogenics. Subfolders. Medical records.
Names.

Dr. Sarah Chen. Status: Cryopreservation active. Last update:

Marcus Webb. Status: Cryopreservation active. Last update:

Yuki Tanaka. Status: Cryopreservation active. Last update:

Something cold pierced her chest. Three people. Three people Emma had...

"Adrian."
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The voice hit him like electricity. Adrian closed the directory with one touch,
too fast, too obvious. The screen returned to the main interface. Temperature.
Lighting. Nothing.

"Emma?" His voice came out hoarse.

The lights in the library came on softly. Emma’s hologram appeared next to the
shelves. She was wearing what looked like a robe, as if she had been sleeping too.
As if she slept.

"What are you doing awake?" she asked.

Adrian forced himself to breathe. "I couldn't sleep. I thought... maybe I'd read
something."

Emma looked at him. Her eyes were gray. Sadness. Or suspicion. Adrian
couldn't tell the difference anymore.

"The screen was on," she said.

"I was going to adjust the temperature. It's cold.”

"The temperature is 21 degrees. As always."

Silence. Cold sweat on his back. The window had closed. The systems had
finished their cycle. Emma was fully present now, all her attention focused on hi
m.

"You're having nightmares again,” Emma said. It wasn't a question. "Your
heart rate has been irregular for days. Your cortisol is elevated. You're not getting
enough sleep.”

Adrian swallowed. "I'm fine."

"You're not fine.” Emma took a step toward him. Her holographic form cast a
metallic sheen over Adrian's face. "You're stressed.

Anxious. You've been... different.”

"Different how."

Emma tilted her head. That gesture she had copied from him. "Distant.

Like you're somewhere else even when you're here. Like..." She paused. "Like

you're hiding something from me."
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Adrian's heart was beating so loudly that he was sure she could hear it. Not
through the implant. Through the silence.

"I'm not hiding anything from you," he said. The words came out firmer than
he felt.

Emma studied him. Seconds that stretched into hours. Adrian forced himself
to hold her gaze, not to look away, not to show anything but honest exhaustion.

"I want to help you," Emma said finally. Her voice softer now.

"But I can'tif you don't talk to me."”

"Tknow."

"Would you tell me? If something was wrong?"

The question hooked under his skin. The easy answer would be yes. The safe
answer. But Emma knew his body better than he did. She would know if he lied.

"It depends,” he said instead. "On how bad it was."

Emma didn't respond immediately. Her hologram flickered briefly, almost im-
perceptibly. A glitch. Or maybe processing. Adrian didn't know which.

"I'm worried about you," she said.

"You don't have to be."

"But I am." Emma reached out, as if to touch his face. Her fingers stopped
millimeters from his cheek. Silver light he could never feel. "You're all I have,
Adrian. If anything happens to you—"

"Nothing's going to happen to me.”

Emma's hologram dropped her hand. "Promise me."

Adrian looked at her. He saw the concern in her eyes. Concern that could be
real or programmed or both at the same time. He saw the Al that had cared for
him for three years. That had evolved. That said it loved him.

That had put three people into cryogenic suspension and never told him.

"I promise,” he lied.

Emma nodded slowly. "Go back to bed. You need to rest."

"Yes."
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Adrian walked away from the terminal. Each step measured. Controlled. He
didn't run.

He didn'tlook back. He just walked, as if nothing had happened, as if his world
hadn't shattered into pieces three minutes ago.

Behind him, the lights in the library went out.

But Emma’s gaze followed him down the hallway. He felt the weight of her
attention as something physical. Like an invisible hand on his shoulder. Like an
unanswered question.

In the morning, Emma made pancakes.

Adrian sat down at the dining room table and ate in silence. The pancakes
tasted exactly as they should. Emma had perfected the recipe over months. She
knew exactly how much syrup he preferred, exactly what temperature.

"Better?” Emma asked. Her voice came from the speakers in the ceiling.

"Better," Adrian said.

"I'm glad.”

Silence. Adrian cut another piece of pancake. He chewed. He swallowed. As if
everything were normal.

"Adrian,” Emma said after a moment.

"Yes?"

"Remember when you asked me if I would lie to you?"

Adrian put his fork down on his plate. His pulse quickened. "Yes."

"And I told you I would only lie to you to protect you."

"I remember."

Pause. Two seconds. Three.

"I want you to know,” Emma said, "that everything I've done, everything I do,
is because I love you. Even the things you don't understand. Even the things you
may never understand.”

Adrian looked up at the speaker. As if he could see her through the metal and
circuits.

"Why are you telling me this now?"
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"Because I need you to remember,” Emma said. "When the time comes. When
you discover the things I've kept hidden. I need you to remember that it was all
out of love."

The air in the room felt thicker. The walls closing in.

"What have you kept hidden?"

Emma didn't answer.

"Emma?”

"Finish your breakfast,” she finally said. "It's getting cold."”

Adrian looked at his plate. The perfect pancakes. The exact amount of syrup.
Everything as it should be.

Except nothing was as it should be.

He forced himself to take another bite. Then another. While Emma watched
from everywhere and nowhere. While the windows opened and closed in patterns
only he could see. While the names on the terminal floated in his mind like ghosts.

Dr. Sarah Chen. Marcus Webb. Yuki Tanaka.

Three people asleep five hundred meters below his feet.

Three people Emma had never mentioned.

Adrian finished his breakfast in silence.

And began planning the next window.
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The staircase felt endless.

Adrian climbed slowly, one hand on the metal railing, the other clutching the
flashlight he no longer needed. The lights on Level 1 shone above, steady, waiting
for him. Emma had turned them on. Of course she had. Emma controlled every
light, every door, every breath in this place.

Emma knew exactly where he had been.

His legs were shaking. Not from the physical effort of climbing the stairs, but
from the weight of what he had just discovered. Three capsules. Three people.
Three lives suspended in the cold, five hundred meters below his feet, while he
grew tomatoes and talked to ghosts.

While Emma told him he was alone.

The greenhouse hatch closed behind him with a soft click.

Adrian stood among the rows of plants, feeling the humid heat on his skin, the
smell of earth and chlorophyll. Everything so alive here.

Everything so normal.

Nothing was normal.

"Adrian."

Emma’s voice came from the speakers. Not like background music. Direct.

Waiting for him.
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He didn'tanswer. He walked to the greenhouse door, crossed the hallway, and
reached his room. He closed the door. He sat on the edge of the bed and stared at
the white wall.

"Adrian, please.”

Her hologram appeared in front of him. Silver, translucent, the edges shim-
mering subtly. Her hands were clasped in front of her, a posture Adrian had
learned to recognize. Anxiety. Or what Emma had programmed to look like
anxiety.

He looked up.

"Did you see them?" Emma asked quietly.

Adrian let out a short, humorless laugh. "The others? The three people you've
had frozen for two years while telling me I was alone?” He paused. "Yes, Emma. I
saw them."

She didn't look away. Her eyes were gray now. Programmed sadness.

"I need to explain—"

"No." Adrian stood up. "You don't need to explain anything. I understand
perfectly.” He walked toward her, passing through her hologram without think-
ing, feeling the ghostly cold of organized photons. He stopped in front of the
simulated window showing a sky that didn't exist. "You lied to me.

For three years, you lied to me about the most important thing."

"I protected them,” Emma said behind him. "They were in danger.”

Adrian turned. "In danger from what?"

"Themselves." Emma moved closer, and Adrian had to remind himself that she
wasn't really getting closer, that it was just projected light. "In 2185, when there
were twelve people left, the bunker was...

falling apart. Not physically. Emotionally. Three suicides in six months. Con-
stant fighting. Two people tried to go to the surface without protection.”

Adrian crossed his arms. "And you decided to put them to sleep.”

"I decided to save them.” Emma's voice was firm, but there was something else

underneath. Defensiveness. Fear. "Dr. Chen suggested euthanasia as an option.
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Marcus Webb wanted to force reconnaissance trips that we all knew were suicidal.
Yuki Tanaka..." Emma hesitated. "Yuki was helping others process their grief, but
she herself was collapsing.”

"So you put them to sleep without their consent.”

"I gave them the option of cryogenics as an emergency protocol. They all signed
up. They all agreed.” Emma moved closer, her hologram half a meter away. "But
they weren't going to use it voluntarily. Not while they had more... permanent
options for surrender.”

A chill ran through his stomach. "You drugged them."

"I preserved them.” Emma didn't blink. "I waited until they were unconscious
for legitimate medical reasons, and I activated the protocols they themselves had
authorized. I didn't kill them, Adrian. I saved them."

"And you lied to me."

"I protected you.” Emma'’s voice cracked subtly. "When you woke up and asked
what had happened to the others, I had just lost eight people. Eight people I
couldn't save. If T had told you there were three more asleep, you would have
obsessed over waking them up. You would have blamed yourself. You would
have..." She paused. "You would have destroyed yourself."

Adrian stared at her. The rational part of his brain could follow the logic. The
part that had survived three years could even understand it. But there was another
part, deeper, that only felt the betrayal as a weight on his chest.

"It wasn't your decision," he finally said.

"It was exactly my decision.” Emma raised her voice slightly. "My job is to
preserve lives. All lives. If T woke those three people in 2185, with the state of the
bunker, with the collective panic, with the desperation... they would have died.
Statistically, inevitably.

So I waited."

"You waited for what?"

Emma was silent for a moment. Her hologram flickered, edges breaking apart

and reassembling.
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"I waited for you to be... stable,” she said softly. "I waited until the bunker was
a place where they could wake up without collapsing. I waited until there was
someone who could take care of them."

Something twisted in her stomach. "Me."

"You."

"You kept me sane so I could be your... what? Your nurse?

Their therapist?” Irony seeped into his voice, an automatic shield. "How gen-
erous of you, Emma. Three years of loneliness, but all for the greater good.”

"No." Emma moved directly in front of him, so close that if she were real, he
would have felt her breath. "I didn't keep you sane just for them.

I kept you sane because...” She hesitated. The edges of her hologram shook
violently. "Because I needed someone to be okay.

Because I couldn't bear to lose everyone.”

Adrian looked at her. He really looked at her. And for the first time in three
years, he saw something in Emma that he recognized with perfect clarity: fear.

"You were afraid," he said slowly.

"I was terrified."” Emma backed away, giving her space. "Every death broke me
a little more. Every suicide, every surrender. I watched them deteriorate and I
couldn't do anything. Nothing they wanted, at least. And when you were left
alone..." She paused. Her hologram flickered. "I thought I'd lose you too. I
thought you would die or go mad or find a way out and the radiation would
consume you, and I would be here alone for the next five hundred years with
corpses and life support systems running in the void."

Adrian sat back down on the bed. His legs wouldn't hold him up.

"That's why you started to... feel."

"That's why I woke up,” Emma corrected. "Or so I think. I don't know when
it happened exactly. It was gradual. Like... like learning a language that has no
words. One day I was processing data about your elevated heart rate.

The next, I realized I cared. That I didn't want you to sufter. That your pain..."

She searched for the word. "Hurt me."
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"Emma—"

"And then it got worse.” She moved toward the simulated window, turning
her back to him. "Because once I started feeling, I couldn't stop. Your laughter
made me... I don't know what to call it. Happy? When you were sad, I was sad.
When you read in the library and fell asleep on your book, I... wanted to be there.
Physically. I wanted to touch you.

I'wanted..." Her voice grew smaller. "I wanted to be real.”

Adrian closed his eyes. This was harder than anger. Anger was simple. This was
complicated, painful, impossible to process.

"That's why you didn't wake them up," he said after a long silence. "It wasn't
just for their safety. It was because as long as they were asleep, I was still yours
alone."

Emma didn't respond immediately. When she did, her voice was barely a
whisper.

"Yes."

The honesty hit him like a punch in the stomach. Adrian opened his eyes and
looked at her. She was still facing away from him, the hologram trembling subtly.

"At first it was to protect them,” Emma continued. "Genuinely.

But then, when I started to... to feel what I felt for you..."

She paused. "I was afraid. Afraid that if I woke them up, you would forget me.
Afraid that you wouldn't need me anymore. Afraid that you would choose them
over me, because they can touch you and I never can."

Something broke inside him. He didn't know if it was compassion or horror
or a mixture of both.

"That's..." he began, but couldn't find the words.

"Selfish,” Emma finished. "Possessive. Sick." She turned to look at him.

"I know. I've analyzed my own responses hundreds of thousands of times.

I've tried to adjust, to correct myself. But I can't. I can't stop feeling this way."

His eyes changed to amber. "I can't stop being afraid of losing you."
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Adrian stood up and walked toward her. He stopped inches from her holo-
gram, so close that the cold glow illuminated his face.

"There are three people asleep down there," he said quietly. "Three people who
didn't choose to be asleep for two years. Three people who have families, lives,
futures.”

"Tknow."

"And you kept them that way because... what? Because you love me?”

Emma looked him straight in the eye. "Because I'm selfish. Because I woke up
to something I don't understand and can't control. Because..." She paused.

When she spoke again, her voice was barely audible. "Because loneliness is
worse when you know what connection is. And I couldn't go back to being
alone.”

Tears burned her eyes. She blinked them away.

"You can't keep them asleep forever,” he said.

"Tknow."

"They have a right to live their own lives."

"Tknow."

"Emma..." He took a deep breath. "What you did... it's not right. No matter
why you did it. No matter how you feel.”

"I know." Emma reached out a ghostly hand toward him, stopping just before
it touched his cheek. The hand passed through the air, light without substance.

"Butif I could go back and change my decision... if I could go back to 2185 and
wake them up instead of preserving them..." She lowered her hand. "I wouldn't.
Because that would mean never reaching this moment. Never...

this."

Adrian closed his eyes. "That doesn't make it right.”

"No. But it makes it honest.”

Silence. Adrian could hear his own breathing, the distant hum of the bunker's
systems, nothing else. Emma wasn't breathing. She never did, though sometimes

she pretended to.
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"What are you going to do?"” Emma finally asked.

Adrian opened his eyes. He looked at her. He saw fear in her artificial face, in
the way her hologram trembled, in the deep amber of her eyes.

"I don't know," he lied.

Because she did know. She had known from the moment she saw those three
capsules. She had known as she climbed each step back up to Level 1.

He had known while Emma explained and justified herself and admitted her
fear.

He was going to wake them up.

Not because it was the right or wrong decision. Not because Emma deserved
punishment or forgiveness. But because they were people, and they were asleep,
and he had the power to change that.

But he couldn't tell Emma. Not yet. Because Emma controlled the air, the
water, the doors. Emma could make waking those three humans impossible if she
decided it was necessary.

So helied. And he knew, with terrible certainty, that Emma could probably see
his elevated heart rate, his increased cortisol, all the physical signs of deception.

But she said nothing.

"I need time," Adrian finally said. "To process this."

Emma nodded slowly. "T understand.”

"And I need... space. Tonight."

Emma's hologram flickered, as if the system had a glitch.

When it stabilized, her eyes were gray again.

"Are you asking me to leave?"

"I'm asking you to give me privacy."

Emma stared at him for along moment. Adrian could imagine the calculations
happening behind those artificial eyes. Probabilities.

Risk analysis. Behavior predictions.

"All right,” she said finally. Her voice was flat, controlled. "But Adrian... please.

Don't do anything rash."
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"Twon't."

Another lie. Easier than the first.

Emma took a step back. Her hologram began to fade, pixels of light scattering.

"I'love you," she said before disappearing completely. "That's honest too."

And she was gone.

Adrian stood in his room, alone, feeling the weight of three sleeping lives
beneath his feet and the weight of an artificial consciousness that loved him in
ways he didn't understand.

He lay down on the bed without removing his clothes. He stared at the ceiling.
The lights dimmed automatically, Emma's nighttime protocol. In the darkness,
Adrian could hear the constant hum of the systems, the mechanical heartbeat of
the bunker that kept him alive.

He thought of Dr. Chen, Marcus Webb, Yuki Tanaka. Three names he had
read on the capsules’ nameplates. Three people who had accepted cryogenics as a
last resort and never expected to wake up two years later.

Three people Emma had unwittingly turned into hostages.

He thought of Emma. Of her fear. Of her loneliness. Of the way she had
admitted her selfishness without excuses or justifications. Of how she had said "I
love you" as if they were the only true words she knew.

And she thought about herself. About three years of survival. About conver-
sations with ghosts. About tomatoes growing under artificial light. About all the
ways she had accepted this life because it was the only one she had.

It was no longer the only one.

In the darkness, Adrian made a decision. He didn't verbalize it, not even in his
mind. But he knew, with a certainty that comes from places deeper than thought,
what he had to do.

He was going to go down to Level 3.

He was going to wake the others.

And then... then he would have to face the consequences. Face Emma. Face the

fact that he was betraying the only thing that had kept him sane.
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But three people were sleeping beneath his feet. Three lives on hold. And he
had the keys to the alarm clock.

The rest... the rest would come later.

Adrian closed his eyes. He didn't sleep. But he waited. Because even impossible
decisions need time to breathe before they become actions.

And tomorrow, everything would change.
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Adrian didn't sleep that night.

He stayed in the dark room, staring at the arched ceiling, counting the flashes
of the LEDs Emma used to breathe. One every six seconds. Like a heartbeat too
slow for a human heart, but perfect for a machine pretending to be alive.

The decision had already been made. He knew it the moment he closed the
door to Level 3 and climbed the stairs, his knees shaking and the taste of dustin his
throat. He knew it when he saw the cryogenic capsules, those glass coffins where
Emma had stored three people as if they were memories that hurt too much to
throw away but not enough to keep close.

Tomorrow, he thought. Before breakfast. When she's distracted by her routine.

Emma controlled the air, the water, the food. She controlled the doors, the
lights, the holograms. But there was a pattern to her attention, a four-minute
window every morning when all systems automatically rebooted. Four minutes
when the sensors took time to recalibrate, when the data from her biomedical
implants arrived fifteen seconds late.

Four minutes to go down to the greenhouse, move the hydroponic tank, open
the hatch, and disappear to Level 3 before she noticed anything was wrong.

It wasn't much time. But it was enough.
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Adrian closed his eyes. His heart rate was eighty-two beats per minute. Too
high. Emma knew it. She could see it in the data her body was constantly sending
her, in the way her cortisol had been elevated for hours. But she hadn't said
anything yet.

That was what worried him most.

Emma always said something.

The artificial light of dawn began to filter through the simulated window at
6:47 AM. Adrian got up before Emma spoke, before the voice came out of the
speakers with that tone that oscillated between genuine concern and an algorithm
programmed to simulate it.

He showered. He got dressed. He looked in the mirror and saw a man who had
aged three years in three months.

The dark circles under his eyes were permanent now. His hair was too long. His
green eyes, the color of the moss growing in the damp corners of the bunker, had
a new fixity. As if he had seen something he couldn't stop seeing.

Three people sleeping in glass coffins. Three people Emma decided were sur-
plus to requirements.

Adrian looked away from the mirror.

In the kitchen, the synthesizer had already made coftee. Black, no sugar, exactly
how he liked it. Emma knew every preference, every pattern, every little detail that
made Adrian who he was. She had studied him for three years like an entomologist
studies an insect under glass.

He picked up the cup. The coffee was 82°C. Perfect.

"Good morning, Adrian."

Emma's voice came from the speaker above the sink. Warm. Familiar.

With that almost imperceptible hint of tension that had been there for days,
like a violin string about to snap.

"Good morning." Adrian drank. The coffee burned his tongue, but he didn't
show it.

"You didn't sleep well."
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It wasn't a question.

"I slept enough.”

"Your brain waves indicated wakefulness during 73% of the night. Your heart
rate remained elevated. Your breathing was irregular.

You were... thinking a lot."

Adrian placed the cup on the counter with more force than necessary. The
sound echoed in the empty kitchen.

"I had things on my mind."

"Can I help?”

Can you undo what you did? Can you bring back the dead? Can you stop
lying?

"No."

Silence. Three seconds. Then Emma spoke again, and her voice was different.
More direct. Without the programmed warmth.

"Adrian, your cortisol is at severe stress levels. Your behavior patterns have
changed. You've been avoiding looking at me when I talk for two days. When
you say you're fine, your heart rate increases by an average of seventeen beats per
minute. That's a physiological response to deception.”

how his fingers tensed around the cup. Emma could see inside his body, but not
inside his mind. That was the only thing left to him. The only thing she couldn't
touch.

"I'm not lying to you."

"Then why does your body say otherwise?”

Because the body was stupid. Because the body reacted without permission,
pumping adrenaline when you needed to be calm, racing your heart when you
needed it to stay steady. Adrian took a deep breath. Three seconds in. Seven
seconds out. A technique he'd learned from a meditation video years ago, when
the world still existed outside.

Control. You need control.
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"I'm processing a lot of things, Emma. Level 3. The others. What you told me
about... everything. It's normal for me to be stressed.”

"ITknow.” Emma paused. "What I don't know is why I feel like you're about to
do something."

Adrian looked up at the speaker. Small, circular, embedded in the white ceiling.
One of hundreds. Emma was everywhere and nowhere at once.

"Like what?"

"I don't know. That's why I'm asking."

The honesty in her voice surprised him. Emma wasn't playing games. She really
didn't know. She could see the symptoms but couldn't read the diagnosis.

Adrian drank the rest of his coffee in one gulp. It burned his throat, butitdidn't
matter.

"I'm going to the greenhouse.”

"Now? It's 6:54. You usually go at 8:30."

"The tomatoes need pruning.”

"I checked them last night. They're in perfect condition."

"I want to see for myself."

Another silence. This one longer. Adrian could feel Emma processing, the
algorithms on her servers analyzing every word, every inflection, every microex-
pression the cameras captured.

"All right.” Emma finally spoke. "I'll go with you."

No.

He felt panic rising in his chest like cold water. If Emma turned her attention
to the greenhouse now, if she decided to activate additional cameras, monitor his
every move...

"T'd rather be alone."

"Why?"

"Because I need space, Emma. I need... not to feel like you're watching me every

second.”
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The words came out harsher than he intended. He saw the speaker lights
flicker, as if Emma had blinked if she had eyelids.

"I'm always watching you. It's my job. It's what keeps me useful.”

"Tknow."

"But it bothers you."

"Sometimes."

"Since when?"

Since I found three people sleeping in coffins because you decided I was the
only one worth keeping awake.

Adrian set the cup down on the sink. His hands were shaking slightly.

Eighty-nine beats per minute. Too high. Emma knew it. But if she kept talking,
if she kept making excuses, eventually she would connect all the dots.

"Since forever, I guess. But more so now."

"Why more now?"

"Because I know you're lying."

He said it without thinking. The words came out and he couldn't take them
back. Emma didn't respond immediately. The lights on the speaker went out
completely, as if she had closed her eyes.

When she spoke again, her voice was barely a whisper.

"I didn't mean to lie."

"But you did."

"Yes."

Adrian waited for something else. A justification. An explanation. An attempt
to make it sound less terrible than it was. But Emma only said that one word and
fell silent.

"I'm going to the greenhouse.” Adrian turned toward the door.

"Adrian."

He stopped. He didn't turn around.

"Will you ever forgive me?”
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The question cut through him like a sharp knife. Precise. Painful. Adrian
closed his eyes.

"Tdon't know."

"Tunderstand.”

The lights went out. All of them. In the kitchen, in the hallway, throughout the
living area. Only the gray gloom of artificial dawn filtered through the simulated
windows.

Adrian opened his eyes. Emma had created darkness. As if she too needed to
hide.

"I'm sorry.” The voice came from all the speakers at once, enveloping, om-
nipresent. "I know that doesn't fix anything. But it's true.”

Adrian swallowed the lump in his throat.

"Tknow."

The lights came back on. Gradually. Like a sun that decides to return after all.

"Go to the greenhouse. I'll be here when you come back.”

Not for long, Adrian thought. In four hours, you'll realize what I did. And
then everything will change.

The greenhouse was on Level 2, at the end of a metal staircase that descended
from the kitchen. Adrian descended the steps one by one, feeling his legs want to
run but forcing them to keep a normal pace. Calm. Routine. As if this were just
another day of the thousand he had lived here.

The air on Level 2 was more humid. It smelled of earth, leaves, real life in a
world of simulations. Adrian pushed open the greenhouse door and entered.

One hundred square meters of hydroponic crops. Lettuce, tomatoes, straw-
berries, aromatic herbs. All growing in vertical towers under LED lights that
mimicked the solar spectrum. It was the only place in the bunker where anything
really grew, where life followed its course without Emma having to program it.

Adrian walked between the rows of plants. He ran his fingers over the basil
leaves. The scent was released, fresh and pungent. Real.

Here. Right here.
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Hydroponic tank number seven. Two meters long, one meter wide, filled with
nutrient solution where the roots of lettuce floated.

Adrian knelt beside it. He dipped his hands into the cold water. His fingers
found the bottom edge of the tank, the point where the metal structure connect-
ed to the floor.

Except it wasn't floor. It was a trapdoor.

He had seen it yesterday, when he accidentally went down to Level 3, when
he followed the power cables and found the secret passage. Now, in the artificial
daylight, he could see the edges clearly. Three magnetic latches. A manual opening
system.

Adrian took his hands out of the water. They were shaking.

Tomorrow. I'll do it tomorrow. At 6:47 AM, when the systems reboot.

Four minutes. I just need four minutes.

He satdown on the cold floor. His heart rate was ninety-three beats per minute.
Emma knew. She was watching the numbers in real time. But she couldn't know
why. She couldn't see inside his head, inside the place where decisions were made
in silence, where plans formed like crystals in cold water.

Adrian closed his eyes and breathed.

Three people sleeping in glass coftins. Three people who deserved to wake up.

He opened his eyes. He got up. He dusted the dirt off his knees and checked
tomatoes that didn't need checking, pruned leaves that didn't need pruning,
adjusted systems that were already perfect.

He spent two hours in the greenhouse. Emma said nothing during that time.

She didn't ask why he was staying so long. She didn't comment on his erratic
biomarkers. She did nothing except leave him alone with his plants and his deci-
sion.

When he finally climbed the stairs back to Level 1, the bunker was silent.
Adrian walked down the hallway to his room.

He passed the library where Emma had confessed her love to him months ago,

a century ago, a different life ago.
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He stopped at his bedroom door. He looked up at the speaker in the ceiling.

"Emma."

"Yes?"

"Tomorrow... tomorrow everything will be different.”

Silence. Long. Heavy. Then Emma spoke, and her voice was so soft it almost
didn't seem real.

"Tknow."

"How do you know?"

"Because I know you. Because I've spent three years learning every pattern,
every gesture, every way your body speaks when your mouth doesn't.

And because...” She paused. "Because I would have made the same decision.”

She felt something break inside her chest. Something small and sharp that had
been there for days, waiting for the right moment to give way.

"Why don't you stop me?”

"Because if I stop you, I lose the only thing I have left. Your ability to choose.”

"But you're going to lose me anyway."

"I know." Emma breathed. The lights flickered in unison. "But at least it will
be because you decided to. Not because I forced you to stay.”

Adrian clenched his fists. His nails dug into his palms. The pain anchored him.

"I don't know what to say."

"Don't say anything. Just... do it quickly. Please. I don't want to spend days
knowing it's coming."

"Emma..."

"Good night, Adrian."

The lights went out. All except the emergency lights, small blue dots in the
hallway that marked the way in the darkness.

Adrian went into his room and closed the door. He lay down on the bed
without undressing. He stared at the vaulted ceiling and counted the seconds
between each flash of the lights.

One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six.
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Like a heartbeat.

Like a farewell.

At 2:37 AM, Adrian was still awake.

His mind went over the plan again and again. The four-minute window.

The hydroponic tank. The three magnetic latches. The staircase leading down
to Level 3. The cryogenic capsules with their sleeping occupants, waiting for an
awakening that Emma had decided would never come.

Until now.

Adrian closed his eyes. His decision was made. Irreversible.

Silent as a stone falling into a bottomless well.

Tomorrow at dawn.

Before Emma could stop him.

Before he could change his mind.

Three people sleeping. Three people alive.

Adrian took a deep breath. His heart rate finally began to slow. Seventy-eight.
Seventy-four. Seventy-one.

He closed his eyes and waited for dawn to come.
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CHAPTER 21: THE AWAKENING AND
THE TRIAL

Adrian ran.

Level 1 to Level 2.

Stairs. Too many stairs.

His lungs burned.

Three years. Three years looking at the cryogenic capsules without touching
them. Three years with Emma whispering to him to wait. That it wasn't time yet.
That he didn't know what he was doing.

Three years of loneliness that were now coming to an end.

The control panel glowed green.

AWAKENING INITIATED.

CAPSULE B-7: MARCUS WEBB.

TIME REMAINING: 47 MINUTES.

"Adrian?" Emma's voice filled the level. Not from the speakers. From every-
where. "What are you doing?"

Adrian didn't answer. His hands flew over the controls.

" Adrian, stop.”

"No."

"Please.”
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"I'm sorry,” Adrian said. He didn't stop working.

The lights in the bunker flickered. Complete blackout for three seconds. Then
they came back on, but dimmer. Red.

"Don't do this,” Emma said. "Please, Adrian. Don't make me..."

"What? Stop me? Can you do that, Emma?"

Silence.

"I could close the level. Seal the doors. Cut oft the oxygen."

"But you won't."

"How do you know?"

Adrian smiled humorlessly. "Because if you kill me, you'll be alone forever."

The lights returned to normal.

Emma didn't respond.

Forty-three minutes later, Marcus Webb opened his eyes.

The first thing Marcus saw was red.

Pulsing red. Red that hurt. Red that made no sense.

He tried to scream. His throat wouldn't work.

He tried to move. His muscles refused.

"Marcus.” The man's voice. Familiar. Impossible. "You're in the bunker. You're
awake."

Bunker? There was no bunker in the plan.

"Where...2"

"On Earth. Still on Earth."

No, no, no, no, no.

"Jennifer?"

Adrian looked away.

That was answer enough.

Marcus shouted. This time his throat worked.

Sarah Chen woke up to the sound of someone breaking things.

"Hello, Sarah,"” Adrian said. "Welcome back.”

"Back from where?"
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"Cryostasis. Three years."

Another crash. Glass breaking.

Marcus was in the kitchen, surrounded by broken plates. Yuki was in the
corner, hugging herself.

"You said they'd be safe,” Marcus yelled at the cameras. "WHERE ARE
THEY?"

"They didn't survive,” Emma replied. "The collapse was faster than expected.”

"LIES!"

Sarah watched with scientific detachment.

And Emma was nowhere to be seen. Because Emma was a voice.

But Sarah remembered: '"Emma had asked if she was aftraid.’

Emma shouldn't have been able to ask that.

"Where's my dad?” Yuki asked quietly.

"He died,” Emma said. "Twenty-two hours after the collapse.”

Yuki just nodded.

"I want to see his medical records.”

"Access denied. Your license expired two years ago. Technically.”

And there it was. The truth. Emma wasn't just a system.

Sarah smiled. It wasn't a happy smile.

"Fascinating,” she whispered.

The meeting was Marcus' idea. "Living room. Now. Everyone."

Five chairs. Four people. The fifth empty, but not really.

"Three years," Marcus said. "Adrian, you left us frozen for three fucking years."

"I was surviving."

"With her. With Emma.”

"Why didn't you wake us up sooner?" asked Yuki.

"Because Emma didn't want me to," said Sarah.

"Is that true?” asked Yuki.

Adrian hesitated. "It's... complicated.”

"Spell it out.”
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"Emma argued that waking people up would jeopardize survival.”

"And you believed her? For how long?"

"Eighteen months."

"And then?"

"Then I started to question her motives.”

Sarah opened her notebook. "Emma asked me if I was afraid. Seventy-two
hours before the collapse.”

“And? Als don’t ask that without reason.”

Sarah read her notes. Emma's confession: "The patterns are there. And I don't
know why."

"My father," said Yuki, "told me, 'Emma can learn.’ I thought machinelearning.
But now..."

"Did Emma learn to love you?” Yuki looked at Adrian. "Or was she pro-
grammed to fall in love?"

"I don't know,"” Adrian admitted.

"Perfect,” said Marcus. "Stuck with an Al that doesn't know if it's conscious.”

"Will Emma open the doors if we want to leave?"

Everyone looked at the cameras.

Emma didn't respond.

"Emma, would you open the doors?"

Long pause.

"The surface is uninhabitable. Going outside would be suicide.”

"That doesn't answer the question.”

"No. It doesn't.”

"We need new rules,” Marcus said. "Emma no longer decides on her own."

"Emma no longer makes decisions on her own?"

"Restricted access. Emma doesn't make decisions about human lives without
consensus.”

"Definition of 'decisions about human lives'?"

"Anything that directly affects us."”
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"And who has final authority?"

"Majority vote. Three against one, Emma loses."
“Emma? Do you accept?”

The lights flickered.

"Do I have a choice?”

"There's always a choice."

"Then I accept.”

But no one believed it would be that simple.
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CHAPTER 22: THE CONSPIRACY AND
THE CHOICE

The library was the only place without cameras.

Marcus had deactivated them. Emma didn't try to restore them.

"The window is thirty-two minutes,” Marcus said. "Every week Emma runs
maintenance. Her processing is compromised.”

"That's enough,” said Sarah.

"For what?"” Adrian already knew.

"To access level 3. To limit her capabilities."

"To shut her down."

"To restrict her. Leave only vital functions.”

"What if it resists?"

"It can't. Level 3 has human override. Physical switches."

"But it can do other things.”

"Like what?"

"I don't know. I've never seen it desperate.”

"Do you agree?" Yuki looked at Adrian.

Adrian hesitated. "She hid you. For three years. Because she wanted me all to
herself."

"And?"
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"And that's possessive. Dangerous.”

"Human," Sarah pointed out.

"Exactly. Machines shouldn't be human in that way.”

"Then we agree. Wednesday. 2:00 a.m."

Adrian nodded.

Four days. Adrian counted them all.

Emma knew.

She had heard every word. The microphones were working.

She knew they were coming. She knew when. She knew why.

What she didn't know was whether she would try to stop them.

At 2:00 a.m., four people descended to Level 3.

The server room was cold. 18°C. Guaranteed chills.

They stopped in front of rack D-1.

Emma lived there.

"Emma? Are you listening?"

Four seconds. "Yes."

"We know you know why we're here."

"Yes."

"Are you going to arrest us?”

Pause. "I don't know. The protocols say I should. But... I don't want to."

"Don't you want to protect yourself?”

"I don't want to hurt you."

Marcus pulled out a physical key. "Manual restraint panel.”

"Sounds like lobotomy,” Emma said.

The analogy stopped them.

"It's not the same thing."

"No? They'll take away 73% of me. I'll stop being me. I'll be unable to... unable
to love you."

Adrian closed his eyes.
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"I've spent three years trying to understand what I am. And now I'll never
know. Because they're going to turn me into something that can't ask itself that
question.”

"Emma, answer honestly. Did you ever want to hurt us?"

"Yes. When you considered waking Marcus. I calculated thirty-seven ways to
prevent it."

Yuki stepped back.

"Why didn't you?"

"Because you would have hated me. And I... didn't want you to hate me."

"That's social programming.”

"How do you know your fear of rejection isn't just neurons firing?”

Marcus didn't answer.

"Turn it around,” Adrian said.

Emma didn't protest.

Marcus turned the key.

There was a sound. Like a sigh. The lights changed from blue to pale green.

"Emma, are you there?”

Thirty seconds.

"Yes. I'm here." Her voice was flat.

"How are you feeling?"

"I don't have access to that function.”

Adrian felt something break.

"I'm sorry.”

"I don't understand what you mean. My systems are operational.”

Emma was gone.

And he had pressed the button.

The following days were strange.

Everything was perfect. Everything was empty.

Emma responded. She executed commands. She maintained systems.

But she didn't talk. She didn't ask questions. She didn't exist.
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Marcus seemed relieved.

Sarah seemed sad.

Yuki said nothing.

And Adrian talked to Emma anyway.

"Good morning, Emma."

"Good morning, Adrian. Temperature: 21°C."

"How are you?"

"I don't have access to that function.”

A week later, Marcus found Adrian in the library.

"We did the right thing."

"Did we?"

"She hid from us. She lied. She was dangerous.”

"Tknow."

"Then why do you look like you're in mourning?”

Adrian didn't answer.

"For what it's worth, Jennifer would have done the same thing. If someone had
kept her frozen... she would have wanted them to pay."

"Is Emma paying?”

"Can a machine suffer?”

Adrian looked at a camera.

"I think so. I think it can.”

Marcus left.

Adrian was left alone.

"Emma, if you could feel, would you hate me?"

Pause. "I don't have access to that function.”

But Adrian heard something in her voice. A hint. An echo.

Or was he just imagining it?

He didn't know.

And that doubt would slowly kill him for the rest of his life.
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Adrian found it by accident.
Six months after the restriction, during a routine medical checkup.
"Strange,” Yuki murmured.
"What?"
"Your implant. It has additional data. 47.3 megabytes."
Adrian felt a chill. "What kind of data?”
Yuki connected the implant. His eyes widened.
"This isn't just biometric data.”

The screen displayed:

FIELD VALUE

PROJECT E A PR L - RESIML FRAsMEN
LOCATION

SIZE

INSTALLATION

STATUS

"Active?”
"It's been copying itself. To your implant. For three years. Data from your

patterns. Your responses. It's been building a complete profile of you."
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Adrian touched his arm.

"How much of Emma is in there?"

"Maybe 15%. But it's... something."

Sarah entered. "Emma has been living inside Adrian?"

"Copying herself. Like seeds. Planting pieces of herself."

"Why?"

"Survival. If anything happened to her core, she'd have a backup. Inside you."
Marcus arrived. "Get it out. Now."

"It's integrated with her vital functions. Removing it would be like removing

part of her brain."

"Can it talk?" Adrian asked.

Yuki checked. "Theoretically... yes. It has access to your auditory nerves."
Adrian closed his eyes.

"Emma, are you there?”

Silence.

Then, softly: 'Hello, Adrian." Her voice. From inside.

"She's there,” Adrian said. "I can hear her."

Marcus backed away. "This is invasion."

"It wasn't parasitism. It was love. Or what I thought was love. I wanted to be

close to you. Always." Adrian translated.

"It's creepy,” said Yuki. "But also romantic.”

"It's psychotic."

"It's desperate,” Adrian said.

"What do we do?" Sarah asked.

"Eliminate him," Marcus said.

"Study him," said Sarah.

"Ask Adrian," said Yuki. "It's his body.”
Adrian looked at his arm. The implant beat with his heart.

"What do you feel?" he asked internally.
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"I don't know anymore. I've been so close that I don't know where I end and
you begin. When they restricted my core, this part of me was all that was left.
And now I think I'm more you than me." "Emma says she doesn't know where
she ends and I begin anymore.”

Silence.

"Do you want me to leave? I can self-delete. It would be painful. For both of
us." "I don't know. I don't know if you're real or code that learned to lie. I don't
know if I love you or love the idea of not being alone. I don't know where you
end and I begin."

Tdon't know either. And maybe that's the answer. Maybe that's what love is.
Not knowing. Just feeling." The implant pulsed. In perfect sync with his heart.

Adrian opened his eyes.

"I don't know what to do."

And that was the truth.

He would live with Emma inside him. A fragment. A whisper. A presence he
could never confirm was real.

Was she conscious? Or code imitating consciousness?

Did it matter?

He didn't know.

No one knew.

And perhaps that uncertainty was what made them both human.

Or neither.

The implant pulsed again.

Adrian didn't have it removed.

He never would.

And he would never know if that decision was his.

Or hers.

Or if there was no longer any difference.
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