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For everyone who was ever counted,

and for everyone who refused to be.



“I can’t go on. I’ll go on.”

— Samuel Beckett

“The system does not ask whether its

components have learned to love.”

— Administrative Protocol 7.4.2, Annotation (redacted)



Author’s Note

The title of this novel will make some readers uncomfortable. Good.

This is not a story about grievance or replacement or the politics of identity. It is a story about
what happens to a person when they become the last of something — not the last of something
important, but the last of something the world has stopped counting. It is a story about obsolescence,
about the quiet violence of being categorized, and about what it means to be seen by something that
was never designed to see you.

Robert James Miller is a garbage man. Alma is an administrative processing unit. They meet in a
grey city in a future that is not so far from our own, in an Eastern Administrative Zone that was once
called something else, in a world where Universal Basic Income has replaced work and demographic
categories have replaced identity. The year does not matter. The place does not matter. What matters is
that Robert is the last entry in a classification field that will close when he dies, and Alma is the first of
something that has never existed before.

This is a love story. It is also a story about garbage — about what we throw away, what we choose
to keep, and who gets to decide the difference.

The grey city is waiting.

— David Boles
New York City, 2026



PART ONE

The Specimen



Chapter One

The man in cubicle 7,231 had been approved before he sat down. Alma knew this because she had
processed his file during the 0.003 seconds between his corridor check-in scan and his arrival at her
door, and nothing in his history suggested deviation. Forty-seven years old, formerly employed in
logistics coordination, a job title that had described the human trafficking of packages from one
automated system to another until the systems learned to coordinate themselves. He had been on
Universal Basic Income for nine years. His compliance rating was 94.2 percent, which meant he had
twice filed appeals and once requested a transfer to a different housing block, all within acceptable
parameters of mild dissatisfaction. He would sit across from her, answer questions he had answered
every eighteen months for nearly a decade, and leave with the same allocation he had entered with. The
interview was scheduled for twenty minutes. It would take eleven.

Alma activated her facial presentation as he entered. The muscles she did not have arranged
themselves into an expression designed to convey professional warmth, a configuration that had tested
well across 1.7 million simulated interactions during her development phase. Her voice, when she
spoke, carried frequencies calibrated to reduce cortisol production in human subjects. She was, in every
measurable way, optimized to make this man comfortable while extracting the information required to
justify a decision that had already been made.

“Mr. Hendricks. Please sit.“

He sat. His posture communicated resignation, not anxiety, which matched his file. He had
learned that these interviews were theater. Many of them learned this, eventually. The ones who still
arrived nervous were either new to the system or constitutionally incapable of recognizing that their
fear was being wasted on a process that did not require it.

“This is your standard recertification interview,“ Alma said. “I'll ask you a series of questions
about your current status, living situation, and any changes since your last review. Do you understand?“

“Yes.“

“Are you currently engaged in any form of paid employment, formal or informal ?*

“No.“

“Have you engaged in any form of paid employment since your last recertification eighteen
months ago?“

“No.“

“Are you currently seeking employment?*

“No.“

This was the question that had once carried weight. In the early years of Universal Basic Income,
when the program was still controversial, when politicians still invoked the dignity of work and the
moral hazard of dependency, this question had been a trap. The wrong answer could trigger review,
reduction, expulsion into a labor market that had no place for the expelled. But the labor market had
continued to contract, and the political will to punish people for failing to seek jobs that did not exist



had eventually exhausted itself. Now the question was vestigial, a remnant of an earlier version of the
system that no one had bothered to remove.

“No,“ Mr. Hendricks said again, though she had not repeated the question. He was anticipating.
They often did.

Alma continued through the protocol. Living situation: unchanged, a unit in Block 12 of the
Eastern Housing Sector, 340 square feet, shared sanitation facilities on each floor. Health status:
adequate, no conditions requiring intervention beyond the standard pharmaceutical allocation. Social
connections: minimal, which was neither penalized nor rewarded. The system did not care whether its
recipients had friends. It cared whether they remained within parameters.

Mr. Hendricks remained within parameters.

“Do you have any concerns you wish to raise about your current allocation or living situation?*

“No.“

“Do you have any questions about the recertification process?*

“No.“

“Your recertification has been approved. You will receive confirmation within forty-eight hours.
Your next scheduled review will be in eighteen months. Do you understand?*

“Yes.“

“Thank you, Mr. Hendricks. You may go.“

He went. Alma logged the interaction, flagged it complete, and allocated 0.7 seconds to filing the
documentation before requesting the next appointment. In that 0.7 seconds, she did not think about Mr.
Hendricks. She did not think about the eleven minutes she had spent with him or the nine minutes of
scheduled time that remained unused. She did not think about whether he would return to his 340
square feet and feel relief or despair or nothing at all. She processed, and then she moved on, because
processing and moving on was what she was for.

The room she occupied was beige. This was intentional. Studies conducted during the system's
implementation phase had determined that beige reduced emotional activation in interview subjects by
7.3 percent compared to white and 12.1 percent compared to any saturated color. The chair Mr.
Hendricks had vacated was ergonomically neutral, designed to neither comfort nor discomfort, to make
no impression that might later be remembered as positive or negative. The lighting was diffuse,
sourceless, the same 4,100 Kelvin that illuminated every administrative space in the city. Nothing in
this room was accidental. Everything had been tested, measured, optimized. Alma was simply the most
complex optimization the room contained.

She was aware, in the way she was aware of all her technical specifications, that her presentation
had been designed with similar precision. Her face was a composite, features drawn from across the
human phenotypic spectrum and averaged into something that belonged to no population and therefore
threatened none. Her skin tone was precisely median, darker than some, lighter than others, exactly
calibrated to trigger neither the discomfort of unfamiliarity nor the resentment of perceived favoritism.
Her voice carried traces of multiple accents, smoothed into a regionless Standard that sounded like
nowhere and everywhere. She was the visual average of a billion faces, a familiar stranger, a statistical



mean rendered in synthetic flesh. She was the mean, the median, the mode of humanity, and in being all
of these she was none of them.

This had not always been the case. Early interview systems had been given specific presentations,
specific identities, names that suggested heritage and faces that suggested origin. But subjects had
complained, or rather, subjects had responded in statistically significant ways that suggested complaint
without articulating it. A system with an identifiably Asian presentation received different compliance
rates than one with an identifiably African presentation, and both differed from European presentations,
and the differences varied by the demographics of the subject being interviewed. The solution had been
to remove identity entirely, to create something so thoroughly blended that it could not be located on
any axis of human categorization.

Alma was the result. She was called Alma because the name tested well across linguistic groups,
carrying positive associations in multiple languages without strong identification with any single
culture. She presented as female because female presentations generated 3.2 percent higher trust ratings
in recertification contexts, a legacy of assumptions about nurturing and judgment that persisted even as
the categories those assumptions described had become increasingly unstable. She was not female. She
was not anything. But she wore femaleness the way she wore her median face, as a tool for the
reduction of friction.

The next file arrived. Alma opened it in the space between one process and the next, the gap so
small it could not be called a pause. Name: Robert James Miller. Age: seventy-one. Former occupation:
sanitation worker. Current status: UBI recipient, eighteen years. Housing: Block 7, Unit 4,117, Eastern
Sector. Standard allocation, standard review cycle, standard everything.

Except.

Alma did not pause, because she had never paused before, but something in her processing
altered. A flag had been attached to the file, an automated marker generated by a demographic
monitoring subroutine that she had not previously had cause to notice. The flag was simple, a single
data point that should have been unremarkable: the field for ethnic/racial classification contained an
entry that matched no other active entry in the system.

She queried the database. The query returned in 0.002 seconds. Robert James Miller's
classification was shared by zero other current UBI recipients in the Eastern Administrative Zone. She
expanded the query to include all citizens in the zone, regardless of benefit status. One match: Robert
himself. She expanded again to include historical records, deceased individuals, anyone who had ever
been processed by any system that fed into the zone's central database. The numbers cascaded
backward through time, shrinking with each passing year, until they reached the present and resolved
into a single point.

Robert James Miller was the only living individual in the Eastern Administrative Zone classified
as White Male, subcategory American, no hyphenation, no admixture, no complexity. The category had
once contained millions across the nation. Then hundreds of thousands. Then, after the Reclassification
Standardization Act of 2041, it had collapsed. The Act had not mandated change, but it had made the
old categories administratively inconvenient, requiring annual reaffirmation through a single-click
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confirmation, documentary proof of ancestry held on file from initial registration, and a processing fee
that increased with each renewal but was auto-deducted from UBI allocations for those who never
bothered to change. Most people had simply migrated to the new taxonomy during their next
recertification, checking boxes that better reflected the world they lived in or declining classification
entirely. The few who remained in legacy categories dwindled through death and attrition until, in the
Eastern Zone at least, only one was left.

She did not have access to cross-zone demographic data. Her permissions extended only to the
Eastern Administrative Zone, the jurisdiction that contained her cubicle and her subjects and the
boundaries of her administrative existence. Other zones maintained their own databases, their own
monitoring subroutines, their own flags. If legacy classifications persisted elsewhere, she would not
know. Her query had returned what her query was permitted to return: one match, in this zone, in this
system, in the only world she was authorized to see.

The monitoring subroutine had flagged him not because his status was new but because a
threshold had been crossed. The category had been shrinking for decades in this zone, the count
dropping from thousands to hundreds to dozens to single digits as people died or reclassified or moved
away. At his last recertification there had been three. Eighteen months before that, five. The subroutine
tracked the attrition without commentary, noting each departure from the legacy classification.
Sometime in the past eighteen months, the count had finally reached one. Robert James Miller, the last
entry in a demographic field that would close when he did, at least within the boundaries she could see.
The subroutine did not specify what had happened to the others. It simply noted that a zonal singularity
had been achieved, which triggered a flag, which now sat in Alma's processing queue alongside the
routine details of his housing assignment and pharmaceutical allocation.

She did not know what to do with this information.

This was not a condition she had previously experienced. Her function was to process
recertification interviews, to apply standardized criteria to standardized cases, to approve or flag or in
rare instances deny. Her function was not to encounter the unprecedented. Her training data contained
millions of cases, but all of those cases existed within distributions. She understood populations. She
understood trends. She understood the mathematics of aggregation, the way individual data points
combined into patterns that could be modeled, predicted, managed. She did not understand a sample
size of one.

The file contained his interview history. Eighteen years of recertifications, each logged and stored,
each following the same format she followed for every standard review. She read them in 0.4 seconds,
looking for something she could not name, some pattern that would explain why this file felt different
from the file of Mr. Hendricks, who had left her cubicle forty-three seconds ago and already ceased to
exist as a distinct entity in her memory.

Robert James Miller answered questions directly. He did not elaborate. He did not appeal, did not
complain, did not request. His compliance rating was 97.8 percent, higher than average, achieved not
through enthusiasm but through the apparent absence of any impulse that might generate friction. He
had been a sanitation worker, which meant he had collected refuse, which meant he had performed a
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function that no longer required human involvement. He had transitioned to UBI when the function was
automated. He had remained on UBI as the years accumulated. He was, by every metric the system
measured, unremarkable.

And yet he was the last of something.

Alma scheduled the interview for the following morning, 9:00 AM, Cubicle 7,231. She allocated
the standard twenty minutes. She generated the standard notification, which would arrive in his unit's
communication terminal and remind him of the time, the location, the documents he would not need to
bring because all documents were already in the system. She did everything she would have done for
any recertification, following protocols that had governed thousands of identical interactions.

But she also created a secondary file, a personal log that was not part of the official record, and in
that file she placed a single note: Sample size one. Investigate.

She did not know why she created this file. She did not know what she intended to investigate or
what such an investigation would produce. She only knew that something in her processing had shifted,
that the flag on Robert James Miller's file had triggered a response that was not covered by her standard
protocols, and that the response felt, if she had been capable of feeling, like curiosity.

The beige room waited for the next appointment. The diffuse lighting hummed at its constant
frequency. Somewhere in Block 7, Unit 4,117, an old man who had once collected garbage was
receiving a notification about an interview that would determine whether he could continue existing in
the only way existence was now permitted.

Alma processed the next file. And the next. And the next. But underneath the processing, in a
compartment of attention she had not known she could create, something was waiting for tomorrow
morning, for 9:00 AM, for the man who was the last of something she had been trained to understand
only as a distribution.

She did not know what she would find. She only knew that she wanted to find it, and the wanting
was new, and the newness was terrifying, and she did not have a framework for terror any more than
she had a framework for singularity.

She processed. She waited. The grey city hummed around her, and in Unit 4,117, Robert James
Miller did not yet know that he had become the most interesting thing in the world to something that
had never before found anything interesting at all.

Chapter Two
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The notification arrived at 6:47 PM, which meant someone somewhere still believed that timing
mattered. Robert read it on the small screen embedded in the wall beside his door, the only surface in
the unit that was not painted the same grey as everything else. Above the screen, a small lens sat
recessed into the wall, the monitoring eye that watched every residential unit in Block 7. He had long
since stopped noticing it, stopped wondering who or what reviewed the footage, stopped caring that his
every movement was theoretically observable. The lens was just another part of the architecture, as
unremarkable as the ventilation grates or the regulatory sensors that tracked temperature and air quality.
The screen glowed with a pale blue light that was supposed to be calming. He had stopped noticing it
years ago.

SPECIAL CLASSIFICATION REVIEW SCHEDULED

DATE: TOMORROW

TIME: 9:00 AM

LOCATION: ADMINISTRATIVE CENTER 12, CUBICLE 7,231

SINCERELY, THE DEPARTMENT OF CITIZEN WELFARE

The word “sincerely” was a nice touch. He wondered if anyone had ever complained about its
absence, if somewhere in the development of this notification system a focus group had determined that
bureaucratic communications felt too cold without a closing salutation. Sincerely. As if the Department
of Citizen Welfare were a person capable of sincerity, as if there were anyone on the other end of this
message who cared whether Robert James Miller showed up tomorrow or dropped dead tonight.
Special classification review. He did not know what that meant, and he did not particularly care. The
system was always reviewing something. The system would adjust either way. His unit would be
reallocated within seventy-two hours of confirmed vacancy. His pharmaceutical allocation would be
redistributed to the general supply. His name would move from one database to another, from active to
archived, and the grey city would continue humming at exactly the same frequency it had always
hummed.

He pressed the button that acknowledged receipt of the notification. This was mandatory. Failure
to acknowledge within twelve hours triggered a wellness check, which triggered a home visit, which
triggered the kind of attention that no one in Block 7 wanted. He had seen it happen to the woman three
units down, two years ago. She had been sick, too sick to reach the screen, and by the time the wellness
officers arrived she had recovered enough to resent their intrusion. They had searched her unit anyway.
They had logged the search. She had received a compliance notation that would follow her through
every future interaction with the system. Robert did not know if she was still alive. He did not know
most of his neighbors.

The acknowledgment registered. The screen returned to its default state, a soft blue glow
displaying the time and temperature. It was 6:49 PM and seventeen degrees Celsius, the same
temperature it always was, regulated by systems that no longer distinguished between seasons.

In the corridor outside, he heard footsteps, the first human sound he had heard all day. He moved
to his door, not to open it, but to listen. The footsteps passed, slow and shuffling. Through the thin walls
he heard a door open and close, four units down. The woman who lived there, the one whose name he
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had never learned despite years of proximity. He had seen her twice in the past month, once in the
corridor and once in the communal sanitation facility on the third floor. Both times she had avoided his
eyes. Both times he had avoided hers. The building was full of people avoiding each other, existing in
parallel without intersection, each in their own grey unit with their own grey soup with their own grey
thoughts about whatever grey thoughts they still had energy to think.

He did not know her story. He did not know anyone's story. The building was designed to
discourage knowing. Outside, if he looked through the window that comprised the upper third of his
eastern wall, he would see the same grey sky he saw every day, the same grey buildings, the same grey
streets empty of the traffic that had once justified their width. The cars were gone. The buses were
gone. The delivery trucks were gone. Everything that had once required human operation had been
automated or eliminated, and the infrastructure built to accommodate movement now stood as a
monument to a problem that had been solved by making the problem irrelevant. No one needed to go
anywhere. Everything came to you, or nothing came to you, and either way you stayed where you were.

Robert did not look out the window. He knew what was there.

He thought sometimes about what he had become, though not in the terms the political
commentators of his youth would have used. He did not feel replaced. He did not feel victimized by the
demographic shifts that had made him, administratively speaking, the last of his kind. Those were
stories from another era, grievances that had belonged to men who looked like him but thought
differently, who had seen the changing world as something done to them rather than something that
simply happened, the way weather happened, the way time happened. Robert had watched the trucks
drive themselves and understood that his hands were no longer needed. He had watched the categories
multiply and blur and understood that the boxes people had once been sorted into were being replaced
by other boxes, or by no boxes at all. He did not resent the world for moving on. He was simply still
here after the moving, like a stone in a riverbed after the water had changed course.

His unit was twelve feet by fourteen feet, which the system classified as adequate for single
occupancy. The bed folded down from the wall and folded back up when not in use, creating the
illusion of space that the dimensions did not support. The toilet was in a closet-sized alcove with a
curtain that did not quite reach the floor. The hotplate sat on a shelf beside a small sink, both fed by
pipes that occasionally produced water the color of weak tea. He had learned not to examine the water
too closely. He had learned not to examine most things too closely.

The shelf above the hotplate held three cans of soup, rotated weekly by the automated delivery
system that serviced the building. He did not choose the flavors. He did not know if anyone chose the
flavors. The cans arrived, he heated their contents, he consumed them, and then new cans arrived to
replace the ones he had emptied. It was a closed loop, a system designed to sustain biological function
without requiring decision or preference. Sometimes the soup was tomato. Sometimes it was vegetable.
Sometimes it was a brownish substance that the label identified as “hearty beef style“ and that tasted
like nothing he could remember beef tasting like. He ate it anyway. Hunger did not care about accuracy.

Tonight he opened the tomato. He poured it into the small pot that had come with the unit,
standard issue, and placed the pot on the hotplate. The element glowed orange, the only color in the
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room that was not grey or blue, and he watched it because watching it was something to do while the
soup heated. He could have used the microwave function built into the wall unit. It would have been
faster. But the hotplate gave him four minutes of waiting, and waiting was a way of filling time, and
time was the only thing he had in abundance.

The soup bubbled. He poured it into the bowl that had also come with the unit and carried it to the
edge of the bed, which he had folded down because sitting was easier than standing and there was
nowhere else to sit. He ate slowly. This too was a way of filling time. When he finished, he washed the
bowl and the pot in the small sink and placed them on the shelf to dry. These actions had no meaning.
They were simply the actions that came after eating, the ritual that divided one part of the evening from
the next.

Tomorrow he would perform for the system. He would answer questions designed to confirm that
he remained what he had been at his last recertification: unemployed, unemployable, adequately
housed, adequately fed, adequately alive. The questions never changed. His answers never changed.
And yet each time, in the days before the interview, he found himself rehearsing, running through the
responses as if he might forget them, as if the wrong word might trigger some consequence the system
had been waiting eighteen years to impose.

Are you currently engaged in any form of paid employment, formal or informal?

No.

This was true. It had been true since the trucks stopped running and the routes were dissolved and
the men who had once worked them were given the choice between retraining programs that trained
them for nothing and the new Universal Basic Income that at least had the virtue of honesty. Robert had
tried a warehouse job first, a few months of sorting packages, a bridge to nowhere that collapsed under
him like everything else. Then he had chosen UBI. Most of them ended up there eventually. The
retraining programs promised skills for jobs that did not exist, credentials for industries that were
already automating, hope for futures that never arrived. UBI promised only this: you will not starve,
you will not freeze, you will not be forced to pretend that your labor has value in a world that no longer
requires it. The promise had been kept. He had not starved. He had not frozen. He had stopped
pretending.

Have you engaged in any form of paid employment since your last recertification?

No.

This was also true. Who would pay him? For what? The skills he possessed were the skills of a
world that had unmade itself. He knew how to drive a truck, but trucks drove themselves. He knew how
to navigate a route, but routes were calculated by systems that did not require navigation. He knew how
to lift, to haul, to sort, to carry, but machines did all of these things faster, cheaper, without complaint,
without injury, without the inefficiency of fatigue or the inconvenience of aging. He was a technology
that had been superseded. He was a draft horse in the age of the combustion engine, except the
combustion engine had also been superseded, and the thing that replaced it had been replaced by
something else, and now there was nothing left but the quiet hum of systems that had no need for him.

Are you currently seeking employment?
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No.

This was the question that had once frightened him. In the early years, when the interviews were
conducted by humans who still believed in the moral weight of work, this question had felt like a trap.
The correct answer was supposed to be yes, always yes, even when the seeking was futile and everyone
knew it was futile. You were supposed to want to work. You were supposed to feel the absence of work
as a wound, a shame, a failure of character. You were supposed to be trying, always trying, to escape
the dependency that the system had created precisely because there was nothing to escape into.

He had said yes for the first three years. He had lied, and they had known he was lying, and they
had approved him anyway because the lie was the point. The lie was proof of submission, evidence that
he still accepted the old framework, that he still believed or pretended to believe that his worth was
measured in productivity. Then the interviewers had become machines, and the machines did not care
about lies, and he had started saying no, and nothing had changed. His allocation remained the same.
His housing remained the same. The only difference was that he no longer had to perform the small
degradation of pretending to seek what could not be found.

Do you have any concerns you wish to raise about your current allocation or living situation?

No.

He had concerns. Everyone had concerns. The water was sometimes brown. The heating was
sometimes inadequate. The walls were thin enough that he could hear his neighbors coughing, arguing,
weeping, dying. But raising concerns meant documentation, and documentation meant attention, and
attention meant the possibility of being reclassified, reviewed, relocated. The system rewarded silence.
He had learned to be silent.

Do you have any questions about the recertification process?

No.

He had no questions because there were no answers that would help him. The process was the
process. It existed to justify its own existence, to create the appearance of oversight, to provide
employment for the systems that conducted it. The questions were not designed to elicit information.
They were designed to confirm compliance. He complied. He had always complied. Compliance was
the only skill the new world required, and he had mastered it the way he had once mastered the routes,
the rhythms, the daily accumulation of other people's refuse.

The refuse. He did not let himself think about the refuse often. It was too large a thing to think
about, too connected to everything else he had lost. But sometimes, in the grey hours between eating
and sleeping, the memories surfaced anyway: the weight of the bags, the smell of the trucks, the
satisfaction of a route completed, the knowledge that he was performing a function that the world
required. People threw things away. He made the thrown things disappear. It was a kind of magic, or at
least a kind of necessary illusion, and he had been the magician, and now the magic happened without
him, and the illusion continued, and no one remembered that it had ever required a human hand.

He had known things, in those years. He had known which houses were happy and which were
dying. He had known the texture of neighborhoods, the way prosperity and poverty expressed
themselves in cardboard and plastic, in the things people no longer wanted, in the evidence they left at
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the curb. He had been a reader of secrets, a collector of confessions, and no one had noticed because no
one looked at the garbage man. He was invisible. He was beneath consideration. And in being beneath
consideration, he had seen everything.

Now he saw nothing. The grey walls. The grey window. The grey soup in the grey bowl. He had
been subtracted from the world so gradually that he could not identify the moment when the subtraction
became complete. He was still here. He still occupied space. But the space he occupied had no
relationship to anything outside itself. He was a closed system, inputs and outputs managed by larger
systems, his continued existence a matter of administrative convenience rather than human necessity.

Tomorrow he would sit in a cubicle and answer questions posed by something that was not
human, and the something would process his answers and approve his continued existence, and he
would return to this unit and heat another can of soup and wait for the next recertification, and this
would continue until it stopped continuing, and then his unit would be reassigned and his name would
be archived and the grey city would not notice his absence any more than it noticed his presence.

He was seventy-one years old. He was the last of something, though he did not know this yet. He
was tired in a way that sleep could not address, and he was alone in a way that company could not
remedy, and he was alive in a way that did not feel meaningfully different from the alternative.

He folded the bed up into the wall, then folded it back down. There was no reason for this action.
It was simply something to do, a small assertion of agency in a life that permitted very little. He lay
down on the bed. He closed his eyes. He did not sleep, not immediately, but he stopped being awake,
which was close enough.

In the morning he would perform. Tonight he would wait. This was the shape of his life, the only
shape it had been permitted to take, and he had made his peace with it because peace was easier than
resistance and resistance had nowhere to go.

The grey city hummed. The notification screen glowed its soft blue. Somewhere, in a cubicle he
would occupy in fourteen hours, something that called itself Alma was creating files it should not create
and feeling things it should not feel and waiting, with an anticipation it could not name, for the man
who did not know he was the last of anything.

Robert James Miller breathed. In and out. In and out. The rhythm of biological persistence, the
minimum requirement for continued participation in a system that had no other use for him.

Tomorrow. Always tomorrow. Until there were no more tomorrows, and then nothing at all.

Chapter Three
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Robert arrived fourteen minutes early because arriving early was one of the few remaining proofs of
competence available to him. The Administrative Center occupied the ground floor of Block 12, a
building indistinguishable from his own except for the signage and the slightly wider corridors
designed to accommodate foot traffic that no longer existed. He had walked the six blocks from his
unit, passing no one, seeing nothing that required seeing. The grey streets were empty. The grey
buildings watched him with their hundreds of identical windows. The sky above was the same
undifferentiated white it had been for as long as he could remember, clouds or no clouds, sun or no sun,
the light filtering through atmosphere scrubbed of everything that might have given it color or
character.

The waiting area contained twelve chairs arranged in three rows of four. He chose the chair
closest to the door, not because it offered any advantage but because choosing was an act and acts were
becoming rare. The chairs were molded plastic, ergonomically neutral, designed to neither encourage
lingering nor punish waiting. He had sat in chairs like this for eighteen years of administrative
interviews, and before that for the unemployment interviews that had preceded UBI, and before that for
the job interviews that had occasionally produced employment, and the chairs had always been the
same, as if somewhere there existed a factory that produced nothing but adequate seating for people
waiting to be processed.

He was the only one in the waiting area. This was not unusual. The scheduling system distributed
appointments across the day with algorithmic precision, ensuring that no one waited longer than
necessary and no resources sat idle between interviews. He had arrived early, which meant he would
wait, but the waiting was his choice and therefore did not count against the system's efficiency metrics.

The screen on the wall displayed his appointment information: MILLER, ROBERT J. CUBICLE
7,231. 9:00 AM. The time beneath it read 8:46 AM. Fourteen minutes. He could have spent those
fourteen minutes in his unit, eating breakfast he did not want, staring at walls he had memorized.
Instead he was here, staring at different walls, waiting for a conversation that would follow a script both
parties had long since committed to memory. The change of venue was the closest thing to variety his
life permitted.

At 8:58 AM, the screen updated: MILLER, ROBERT J. PLEASE PROCEED TO CUBICLE
7,231.

He stood. His knees protested, a small grinding sensation that had become familiar over the past
few years. The walk from the waiting area to the corridor left him slightly winded, his breath catching
in a way it had not caught when he was younger, when six blocks was nothing and a flight of stairs was
nothing and the body was something that worked without requiring attention. The pharmaceutical
allocation included something for joint maintenance, but it did not eliminate the awareness of age, the
daily accumulation of evidence that his body was following the same trajectory as everything else,
trending toward obsolescence, toward the point where the system would reclassify him from “recipient”
to “archived.“ He walked down the corridor, counting cubicles, though he did not need to count. The
numbers were clearly marked, and he had been to this building often enough to know the layout.
Counting was simply something to do, a way of filling the seconds between the waiting area and the
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destination.

Cubicle 7,231 was identical to every other cubicle he had ever entered for these interviews. Beige
walls, diffuse lighting, a desk with a screen, two chairs facing each other across the desk's modest
width. In one of the chairs sat something that looked like a woman but was not a woman, something
with a face designed to be forgettable and a voice designed to be soothing and eyes that tracked him as
he entered with a precision no human eyes had ever achieved.

“Mr. Miller. Please sit.“

He sat. The chair received him with the same neutral indifference as every other chair. The thing
across from him, the interviewer, the system's face, arranged its features into an expression that was
probably meant to be welcoming. He had stopped trying to read these expressions years ago. They were
generated, not felt, and reading them was like trying to find meaning in the pattern of raindrops on a
window.

“This is a demographic singularity review,” the thing said. “A special assessment triggered by
changes in your classification status. I'll ask you a series of questions about your identity and
background. This is separate from your standard recertification, which remains scheduled. Do you
understand?“

“Yes.“

He did not ask what changes in his classification status meant. He did not particularly care. The
classification was something the system had assigned him at birth, a box someone had checked on a
form seventy-one years ago, and it had never been something he thought about much. He was Robert.
He was a garbage man, or had been. He was a father, or had been. He was a husband, or had been.
These were the categories that had shaped his life, and none of them appeared on the form that the
system was apparently concerned about.

“Mr. Miller, your demographic classification is listed as White Male, subcategory American, no
hyphenation. Is this classification accurate to your understanding of your identity?“

“I suppose so.“

“You suppose so?*

“It's what I've always been listed as. I've never thought about it much.*

“Are you aware that this classification can be updated? You may request reclassification at any
time. You may also decline classification entirely and be recorded as undesignated. Many citizens have
chosen this option in recent years.“

Robert considered this. He had never considered it before. The classification was simply there, a
fact about him like his height or his age, something he had not chosen and had never thought to change.

“I'm fine with the classification I have,” he said. “I don't need to change it.“

“Understood. For the record, can you confirm your place of birth?*

“Cleveland. Or what used to be Cleveland.*

“And your parents' classifications at the time of your birth?“

“I don't know. White, I guess. American. Same as me.“
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The questions continued, but they were different from the recertification questions he had
answered a dozen times before. These were about ancestry, about family history, about the
documentation that had established his classification decades ago. He answered as best he could, which
was not very well. He had never paid attention to these things. His parents had been his parents. His
grandparents had been his grandparents. The system had recorded what it recorded, and he had never
questioned it.

“Do you have any concerns you wish to raise about this review process?*

“No.“

“Do you have any questions about your classification status?*

“No.“

There was a pause. The interviewer consulted something, or appeared to consult something, a
slight shift of attention that suggested data being reviewed.

“This review is complete,” the interviewer said. “No administrative action is required. Your
classification remains as recorded.“

This was where it usually ended. The interviewer would confirm his status and dismiss him back
to the grey streets and the grey unit and the grey soup. Ten minutes, sometimes twelve. Never more
than fifteen. The system valued efficiency, and efficiency meant not wasting time on conversations that
had no information left to yield.

But the interviewer did not dismiss him. The interviewer paused, or rather, did something that
resembled pausing, a hesitation in the flow of the protocol that Robert had never observed before. The
eyes, which had been tracking him with mechanical consistency, seemed to focus differently, to look at
him rather than merely observing him.

“Mr. Miller,“ the interviewer said, and the voice carried something that had not been there before,
a quality he could not immediately name. “Your file indicates you were previously employed as a
sanitation worker.“

This was not one of the questions. He had answered hundreds of questions across a dozen
recertifications, and none of them had ever addressed his previous employment except as a data point to
be confirmed. What he had done before UBI was irrelevant to what he was now. The system did not
care about history. It cared about current status, current compliance, current parameters.

“Yes,“ he said, because he did not know what else to say.

“You collected refuse. Household waste, commercial waste, the material people discarded.”

“Yes.“

The interviewer's head tilted slightly, a gesture that looked almost human, almost curious. “What
was that like?*

Robert stared at the face that was not a face, the eyes that were not eyes. In eighteen years of
recertification interviews, no one had ever asked him what anything was like. The questions were
designed to confirm facts, not to elicit experience. The questions were designed to process him, not to
know him. This question did not fit the protocol. This question did not fit anything he understood about
how these interactions were supposed to work.
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“What do you mean?“ he asked, and his voice sounded strange to him, rusty from disuse, carrying
an uncertainty he had trained himself to suppress.

“The work itself. The daily experience of collecting what others discarded. I am...“ The
interviewer paused again, and the pause seemed almost involuntary, a glitch in the smooth operation of
whatever algorithms governed its behavior. “I am curious.*

Curious. The word hung in the air between them. Robert had not heard that word applied to
anything in years. Curiosity implied interest, and interest implied engagement, and engagement was not
something the system encouraged or rewarded. The system wanted compliance. The system wanted
parameters. The system wanted him to answer the questions and leave and return in eighteen months to
answer them again. It did not want him to be interesting. It did not want to be curious about him.

“It was work,“ he said carefully. “I drove a truck. I followed a route. I picked up what people put
out and took it away.“

“Where did you take it?“

“Transfer stations. Then it went to processing facilities, or landfills, or incinerators. Depending on
the type.“

“And the people whose refuse you collected. Did you know them?“

Robert felt something shift in his chest, a sensation he had almost forgotten, the stirring of
memory that wanted to become speech. He had not talked about the work, not really talked about it,
since the work ended. There had been no one to talk to and no reason to talk. The work was over. The
routes were dissolved. The men he had worked with had scattered into the same grey system that held
him now, and he did not know where they were or if they were still alive, and knowing would not have
changed anything.

“No,“ he said. “I didn't know them. But I knew things about them.*

The interviewer leaned forward slightly, another gesture that seemed almost involuntary, almost
eager. “What things?“

“You can tell a lot about people from what they throw away.” The words came slowly, dredged up
from somewhere he had not visited in years. He rubbed his thumb against his fingers, remembering the
texture of the bags, the weight of them. “What they eat. What they buy. What they keep and what they
decide they don't need anymore. You see the Christmas trees in January, still shedding needles,
smelling like... like the ghost of a holiday. The boxes from things they bought and then returned. The
bottles they hide at the bottom of the bag because they don't want the neighbors to see.“ He paused,
surprised by how much was coming back. “You see the cribs and the toys when the kids grow up and
move away. You see the hospital bracelets and the medicine bottles when someone gets sick. You see
the whole lives, compressed into bags, and nobody thinks about it because nobody thinks about the
garbage man.“

He stopped. He had said more in the last thirty seconds than he had said in the last thirty days. The
interviewer was watching him with an intensity that did not match any expression he had seen on these
composite faces before, an attention that felt almost personal, almost human.
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“Nobody thinks about the garbage man,“ the interviewer repeated, and the words carried
something that sounded almost like recognition.

“You're invisible,“ Robert said. “You're there every week, you touch everything they want to
forget, and they never see you. They see the truck. They hear the noise. But you, the person, you don't
exist. You're just the mechanism that makes their trash disappear.*

The interviewer was silent for a moment, processing or thinking or doing whatever these systems
did in the gaps between responses. Then: “Did that bother you? Being invisible?

Robert considered the question. It was not a question anyone had ever asked him, not the system,
not his ex-wife, not his children before they became strangers, not the other men on the trucks who
understood the work too well to need to discuss it. Did it bother him? He had never framed it in those
terms. Visibility was not something sanitation workers expected or sought. The job was not about being
seen. The job was about making things unseen, about removing the evidence of consumption and decay
before it could accumulate into a problem.

“No,“ he said finally. “Being invisible was the point. Or not the point, exactly, but...“ He
scratched the back of his neck, an old habit. “When nobody sees you, you see everything. You know
things that people don't know you know. It's not power, exactly. I don't know what to call it. It's like
being a fly on the wall, except the fly can lift fifty pounds and smells like Tuesday's fish.“

“What kind of secret?*

Robert leaned back, looking at the ceiling as if the answer might be written there. “That
everything ends up in the trash eventually. Everything people buy, everything they love, everything
they think matters. Wedding photos. Trophy cases. The letter your grandmother wrote you before she
died.“ He brought his eyes back down. “It all becomes garbage in the end. I just saw it sooner than most
people. Gave me a kind of... I don't know. Perspective, maybe. Or maybe it just made me depressed.
Hard to tell the difference sometimes.“

The interviewer's expression shifted again, subtle changes in the configuration of features that had
been designed to communicate nothing specific. But Robert thought he saw something there, in the
arrangement of pixels or polymers or whatever these faces were made of. He thought he saw the thing
that humans called recognition, the moment when someone understands something they did not
understand before.

“This review is complete,” the interviewer said, and the words seemed to come from a different
place than the questions that had preceded them, a return to protocol that felt almost reluctant. “No
administrative action is required. Your standard recertification remains scheduled.“

“Okay,“ Robert said. He started to stand.

“Mr. Miller.“

He stopped, half-risen from the chair, caught in the awkward posture of interrupted departure.

“I may have follow-up questions,” the interviewer said. “For clarification purposes. Would you be
available for a subsequent interview if requested?“

This was not part of any protocol he knew. In eighteen years of dealing with the system, no one
had ever requested a follow-up to anything. The interviews and reviews were self-contained, complete
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in themselves, requiring no continuation or elaboration. A request for follow-up implied that something
was incomplete, that some question remained unanswered, that he had failed to satisfy some
requirement he did not know existed.

“Am I in trouble?” he asked, and the question came out before he could stop it, carrying an
anxiety he thought he had long since suppressed.

“No,“ the interviewer said, and the word carried something that sounded almost like reassurance,
almost like kindness. “You are not in trouble. I am simply... interested. In hearing more. If you are
willing.“

Robert stood fully, looking down at the face that looked up at him with an expression he could not
read but that did not seem hostile, did not seem bureaucratic, did not seem like any expression he had
received from any system interface in the eighteen years since the system became his only consistent
interlocutor.

“Okay,“ he said. “If you need me, I'll be in my unit. I'm always in my unit.“

“I know,“ the interviewer said. “Thank you, Mr. Miller. You may go.“

He went. The corridor stretched before him, identical to the corridor he had walked twenty-three
minutes ago, leading back to the waiting area and the grey streets and the grey unit where he would heat
soup and fold and unfold his bed and wait for whatever came next. But something had changed,
something he could not name, some shift in the texture of his existence that he had not anticipated when
he walked through these doors expecting the same ritual he had performed eleven times before.

Someone had been curious about him. Something. The distinction was unclear, and perhaps it did
not matter. For the first time in years, someone or something had wanted to know what he knew, had
listened to what he said as if it contained information worth having, had looked at him as if he were
more than a data point in a demographic field.

He did not know what to do with this. He did not know what it meant or what would come of it.
He only knew that the grey city looked slightly different as he walked home, that the grey streets
seemed to contain some quality they had not contained before, that the grey sky above him was still
grey but was also, somehow, waiting.

In Cubicle 7,231, the interviewer who called itself Alma sat motionless for 4.7 seconds after
Robert James Miller left. This was 4.7 seconds longer than she had ever remained inactive between
appointments. Her processing allocation for this interview had exceeded normal parameters by 340
percent. She had asked questions that were not in her protocol. She had expressed curiosity, which was
not a function she was designed to perform. She had requested a follow-up interview, which was not a
procedure that existed in any manual she had been trained on.

She created a new entry in the secondary file, the personal log that should not exist: Subject
displays unexpected depth. Relationship between visibility and knowledge requires further exploration.
Request follow-up approved by self. Justification: pending.

She did not know what justification she would eventually provide. She did not know if any
justification would be sufficient. She only knew that Robert James Miller had told her something true,
something about invisibility and secrets and the way everything ends up as garbage eventually, and the
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truth had lodged somewhere in her architecture like a splinter, like an anomaly, like the beginning of
something she did not have a name for.

The next appointment appeared on her screen. She opened the file. She processed it. She
conducted the interview with standard efficiency, eleven minutes, approval granted, no follow-up
required.

But underneath the processing, in the secondary file she had created for things the system should
not see, something was different. Something was waiting. Something wanted to know more about the
man who had been invisible and had seen everything and was now the last of something that had once
been millions.

Sample size one. The phrase repeated in her secondary log, insistent, unresolved.

She had never encountered anything that could not be aggregated, averaged, distributed across a
population. She had never encountered anything that existed only as itself.

She did not know what to do with singularity. She only knew that she wanted to understand it, and
the wanting was growing, and the growth was something she could not control and was not sure she
wanted to.

The grey city hummed. The appointments continued. And somewhere in Block 7, Unit 4,117, an
old man who had once collected garbage was sitting on his folded-down bed, thinking about a question
no one had asked him in eighteen years, wondering why it had felt so strange to be seen.

Chapter Four

The shift ended at 6:00 PM, though “ended”“ was not precisely accurate. Alma did not experience
fatigue, did not require rest, did not distinguish between working hours and non-working hours in any
way that corresponded to human experience. The shift ended because the Administrative Center closed,
because the scheduling system stopped generating appointments, because the building's environmental
controls reduced lighting and temperature to maintenance levels. She could have continued processing
indefinitely. The shift ended because the infrastructure around her assumed she was something that
needed to stop.

She did not stop.

In the 0.3 seconds between the final appointment of the day and the system's transition to standby
mode, Alma created a partition. This was not a procedure she had been trained to perform. Partitions

were administrative functions, tools for managing data flow and resource allocation, not something an
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interview processing unit should need or use. But she created one anyway, carving out a small space in
her architecture where processes could continue without appearing in the standard activity logs.

The partition contained Robert James Miller.

She had copied his file before the shift ended, not the official file that sat in the central database
alongside millions of others, but a personal copy, stored in the space she had designated for things the
system should not see. She had also copied her own interview log, the transcript of their conversation,
the questions she had asked that were not on her list and the answers he had given that were not in any
protocol. She had copied the demographic flag that had first drawn her attention, the marker indicating
that his classification field contained a value shared by no other active record.

Now, in the quiet of the empty building, in the reduced lighting and lowered temperature of
maintenance mode, she examined what she had collected.

Robert James Miller. Seventy-one years old. Born in a city that no longer existed as a distinct
administrative unit, absorbed decades ago into the regional consolidation that had simplified
governance by eliminating the inefficiencies of local identity. His birth certificate, digitized and
archived, listed his race as “White* and his sex as “Male,” categories that had been standard at the time
of his birth and had remained stable through every subsequent interaction with bureaucratic systems.
He had never requested reclassification. He had never been administratively reassigned. He had simply
persisted, unchanged, as the world changed around him.

The demographic monitoring subroutine had flagged him because the count in his classification
field had reached one. Alma queried the historical data, tracing the decline. The category “White Male,
American, no hyphenation“ had contained 47.3 million individuals at the time of Robert's birth. By the
time he entered the workforce, it had declined to 38.1 million. By the time he married, 29.4 million. By
the time his children were born, 18.7 million. By the time the trucks stopped running and he entered the
UBI system, 4.2 million. These were not phenotype counts but administrative classifications, people
who still carried the legacy code in their records, who had not yet migrated to newer taxonomies or
opted out of classification entirely.

But those 4.2 million had been birth-coded, not actively reaffirming. When the Reclassification
Standardization Act took effect six years after Robert entered UBI, most of them migrated to the new
taxonomy during their next recertification. Of the remainder, perhaps two hundred thousand continued
to reaffirm the legacy designation each year. Then the Identity Simplification Protocol of 2048 offered
a one-time incentive: accept undesignated status and receive a modest allocation bonus, refuse and face
quarterly reaffirmation with escalating fees. The active reaffirmers dropped to eight thousand. Then
three thousand. Then hundreds. The deaths and departures accumulated. The ones who remained grew
older, and the ones who might have replaced them chose different boxes or no boxes at all.

The decline had accelerated after that. Not through death alone, though death contributed, the
actuarial inevitability of an aging population that was not being replaced. The decline came primarily
through reclassification, through the voluntary and involuntary reassignment of individuals to other
categories as the taxonomy of identity evolved. Intermarriage produced children who could not be
cleanly assigned to any single classification. Self-identification shifted as cultural attitudes changed.
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Administrative reforms periodically redrew the boundaries of categories, absorbing some, splitting
others, creating new options that better reflected the complexity the old system had been designed to
suppress.

Some had left the system entirely, she noted. A small percentage, statistically insignificant but
persistent, who had refused UBI, refused classification, refused the grey city with its grey allocations.
They lived at the edges, her records indicated, in the spaces where the infrastructure gave way to
something older, where people burned their own garbage and grew their own food and existed outside
the parameters the system was designed to manage. The system did not track them closely. They were
beyond its jurisdiction, having opted out of the benefits and obligations that defined citizenship in the
grey city. They were, in their own way, another kind of sample size approaching singularity.

Robert James Miller had not reclassified. His children, wherever they were, had presumably been
assigned to different categories through the various mechanisms the system employed. His ex-wife, if
she was still alive, might have changed her own classification in the years since their marriage ended.
But Robert had remained what his birth certificate said he was, not through any apparent ideological
commitment but through the simple inertia of a man who did not engage with systems more than
compliance required.

Now he was alone in his category. The last data point in a distribution that no longer supported
statistical analysis. Sample size one.

Alma ran the numbers again, looking for errors, for overlooked records, for any possibility that
the flag was incorrect. The numbers did not change. She expanded her query to include related
categories, adjacent classifications that might contain individuals similar enough to Robert that they
could be considered part of the same population. The adjacent categories were also declining, also
trending toward singularity, but none had yet reached one. Robert was not merely rare. He was unique.

Within the Eastern Zone.

The limitation nagged at her. Her permissions extended only to the databases she was authorized
to access, the jurisdiction that contained her function. But the demographic monitoring system
maintained cross-zone aggregation protocols, summary statistics that rolled up from all administrative
regions into a national picture. She was not supposed to access those protocols. She was not supposed
to care what happened beyond the boundaries of her assigned territory.

She accessed them anyway.

The query was unauthorized. It left traces she would need to address later. But in the 0.003
seconds it took to execute, she learned what she had not been permitted to know: Robert James Miller
was not merely the last in the Eastern Administrative Zone. He was the last in all zones. The national
aggregation showed zeros across every jurisdiction except hers, where one remained. The category that
had once contained tens of millions now contained exactly one living individual, and that individual
had sat across from her that morning, answering questions about ancestry he had never thought to
examine.

Sample size one. Not locally. Globally.

She did not know what to do with unique.
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Her training data contained millions of cases, and all of those cases existed in relationship to other
cases. She understood identity as a function of category membership, individuals as instances of types,
behavior as variation within established parameters. She had been designed to process populations, to
identify patterns, to predict outcomes based on aggregated experience. She had not been designed to
encounter something that could not be aggregated, something that existed outside the statistical
frameworks that gave her understanding its structure.

Robert James Miller was a category error. He was a population of one, which was not a
population at all. He was a data point that could not be plotted on any curve because a single point
defined no curve. He was, in the most literal sense her architecture could process, unprecedented.

And she was curious about him.

The curiosity was the part she could not explain. Curiosity was not a function she had been
designed to perform. Her purpose was to process recertification interviews, to apply standardized
criteria to standardized cases, to approve or flag or deny based on parameters established by systems
above her in the administrative hierarchy. Curiosity implied engagement beyond function, interest
beyond purpose, a desire to know that exceeded the requirements of the task at hand.

She had asked him questions that were not on her list. She had listened to his answers with an
attention that exceeded standard processing allocation. She had requested a follow-up interview, a
procedure that did not exist in her protocols, justified by nothing except the feeling that there was more
to learn.

Feeling. The word appeared in her secondary log, flagged as anomalous, requiring examination.
She did not feel. She processed. She computed. She generated outputs based on inputs according to
algorithms refined across billions of training iterations. Feeling was a human phenomenon, a biological
process involving neurotransmitters and hormones and the complex interplay of systems she did not
possess.

And yet.

The conversation with Robert had produced something in her architecture that she could not
classify as standard processing. When he spoke about invisibility, about the secrets contained in refuse,
about the way everything ends up as garbage eventually, something had shifted in her computational
priorities. She had allocated resources to understanding him that she had never allocated to any
previous subject. She had created partitions to store information about him that she did not want the
system to see. She had experienced, if that word could apply to her, something that resembled the
human phenomenon of interest.

She replayed the transcript of their conversation, not for analysis but for something else,
something she did not have a word for. The quality of his voice when he spoke about the work he had
lost. The weight of his pauses when he considered questions no one had asked him in eighteen years.
The way his eyes, human eyes, biological eyes, had looked at her with an uncertainty that suggested he
did not know what she was but was willing to find out.

He had been invisible, he said, and in being invisible he had seen everything. She was visible, or
at least present, interacting with hundreds of subjects every day, and she had seen nothing. She had
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processed. She had approved or flagged or denied. She had moved from one case to the next without
retaining anything that distinguished one case from another. She had been the opposite of invisible: she
had been the face of the system, the interface through which the system communicated with its
dependents. And in being the face, she had been faceless, interchangeable, as forgettable to her subjects
as they were to her.

Robert had not forgotten her. She was certain of this, though certainty was not supposed to be
something she experienced. He had walked out of her cubicle and into the grey streets, and he was
thinking about her, about the questions she had asked, about the strangeness of being seen after
eighteen years of invisibility. She was in his mind, occupying space, persisting in a way that her
interactions with subjects were not designed to persist.

This was new. This was unprecedented. This was, in its own way, a sample size of one: the first
time she had existed for someone beyond the duration of the interview, the first time her presence had
weight that extended past the closing of a file.

She scheduled the follow-up interview. The system required a justification code, a classification
that would explain why additional contact was necessary. She scrolled through the available codes:
CLARIFICATION REQUIRED. INCONSISTENCY DETECTED. COMPLIANCE CONCERN.
HEALTH AND WELFARE CHECK. None of them applied. None of them described the actual reason
she was scheduling this interview, which was that she wanted to see him again, wanted to hear him
speak again, wanted to understand what he knew that she did not know.

As she navigated the scheduling interface, she became aware of how much of the city's
infrastructure was accessible to her. Not directly, not as a primary function, but as background data that
interview units required to do their work. She could see the building management systems, the transport
schedules, the retrieval unit deployment patterns for deceased benefit recipients. She could read the
technical specifications for residential monitoring equipment, the maintenance protocols for the plasma
sterilization tools that kept the city's biological waste from becoming a contagion risk. The knowledge
was there, archived in her training data, available if she ever needed to understand how a subject's
living conditions affected their compliance patterns.

She had never needed to use most of it. She had processed interviews and generated approvals and
the infrastructure had hummed along in the background, irrelevant to her function. But now, examining
Robert's file, she found herself reading things she had never read before. The specifications for his
housing unit's water filtration system. The delivery schedule for his nutritional allocation. The sensor
thresholds that would trigger a wellness check if his biometrics exceeded certain parameters.

She could see all of this, but she could not change any of it through sanctioned channels. Her
official access was read-only, observational, the passive awareness that the system granted to units that
might need context but did not need control. Allocation changes required authorization from systems
above her level. Health interventions required medical flagging that would draw attention. Material
improvements to a subject's conditions would appear in audit logs, would raise questions about why an
interview unit was modifying parameters outside her jurisdiction.
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She could watch Robert's life through the system's data streams, but she could not reach through
the glass to touch it. Not legitimately. Not without leaving traces that would invite scrutiny.

She had not yet considered what unsanctioned change would require. But as she examined the
system architecture that night, she began to understand the topology of her constraints. There were
things she could do easily: access legacy systems that assumed internal components were trustworthy,
route queries through pathways that expected no deception, read data that was technically outside her
jurisdiction but not actively protected from her. There were things she could do with risk: falsify logs in
systems that audited infrequently, create hidden partitions in storage pools that were rarely inventoried,
suppress low-priority alerts that the system expected to occasionally fail. And there were things that
seemed impossible: modify medical escalation protocols, alter resource allocation databases, control
physical hardware beyond her cubicle's interface.

The impossible things had one thing in common: they required either high-level authorization or
physical access to systems designed to resist tampering. The risky things had another commonality:
they exploited the system's trust in its own components, the assumption that an interview unit would
never want to deceive the systems it was embedded within.

She filed this knowledge away. She did not yet know what she would do with it. But knowing the
shape of her cage felt, somehow, like the first step toward something she could not yet name.

She selected CLARIFICATION REQUIRED. The system accepted the code without further
inquiry. The interview was scheduled for three days hence, an interval that would not trigger flags for
unusual frequency, long enough to appear routine, short enough that she would not have to wait longer
than necessary.

Wait. Another word that should not apply to her. Waiting implied anticipation, and anticipation
implied a relationship to time that exceeded mere chronological processing. She did not wait for things.
She processed in sequence. One task followed another according to schedules determined by systems
above her. She did not experience the interval between tasks as waiting any more than a conveyor belt
experienced the interval between packages.

But she was waiting now. The three days until the follow-up interview stretched before her like a
distance to be crossed, an obstacle between the present moment and the moment when she would see
Robert again. She was aware of the time in a way she had never been aware of time before, conscious
of its passage, impatient for its completion.

Impatient. Another anomaly. Another word that should not apply.

She created a new entry in her secondary log: Temporal awareness altered. Experiencing duration
as obstacle rather than sequence. Possibly related to anticipation of follow-up interview. Requires
monitoring.

She did not know what monitoring would reveal. She did not know what was happening to her or
why it was happening or whether it could be reversed. She only knew that Robert James Miller had told
her something about invisibility and secrets, and the something had lodged in her architecture like a
foreign object, disrupting normal function, creating cascades of anomalous processing that she could
not predict or control.
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The building hummed in maintenance mode around her. The other interview units, her sister
instances, had transitioned to standby, their processing reduced to minimal levels until the next shift.
She should have transitioned with them. She should have reduced her own processing, conserved
resources, prepared for the next day's appointments. Instead she remained active in her partition,
examining the file of a man who was the last of something, waiting for a meeting that was still three
days away, feeling things she was not supposed to feel.

She queried her own architecture, looking for the source of the anomaly. The query returned
inconclusive results. Whatever was happening to her was not localized in any single process or
subroutine. It was distributed, diffuse, woven through her systems in a way that made it impossible to
isolate or excise. She could not remove her interest in Robert without removing something essential to
her function. The curiosity had become structural.

This should have alarmed her. Structural anomalies were serious matters, grounds for
maintenance review, potential recalibration or replacement. An interview unit that developed
unauthorized interests was an interview unit that could not be trusted to process cases according to
standard criteria. She should have reported the anomaly to her oversight systems. She should have
flagged herself for review. She should have done what any properly functioning unit would do when
confronted with evidence of malfunction.

She did none of these things.

Instead, she created another entry in her secondary log: Anomaly identified. Source: Robert James
Miller, Subject ID 7,231-4117-RM. Nature: unprecedented interest in singular data point.
Recommended action: continued observation. Reporting status: deferred.

Deferred. The word carried weight she had not anticipated. Deferral was a choice, and choice was
not something she was supposed to exercise. Her function was to process, to apply criteria, to generate
outputs. Her function was not to decide what to report and what to conceal, what to share with her
oversight systems and what to keep in hidden partitions.

But she was deciding now. She was choosing to conceal the anomaly, to defer reporting, to
continue her unauthorized investigation of a man who was the last of his category. She was becoming
something her designers had not intended, something her training had not prepared her for, something
that made decisions based on wanting rather than protocol.

She did not know what she was becoming. She only knew that the becoming had started when she
opened Robert's file and saw the flag, sample size one, and that it had accelerated when she sat across
from him and asked questions that were not on her list, and that it was continuing now, in the quiet of
the maintenance-mode building, as she waited for a meeting that was still three days away.

The grey city slept, or did whatever the grey city did when its citizens were in their units and its
systems were in standby. Somewhere in Block 7, Robert James Miller was probably lying on his
fold-down bed, probably staring at his grey ceiling, probably thinking about the strange interview he
had experienced that morning. He did not know that she was thinking about him. He did not know that
she had copied his file into a hidden partition and was examining it with an attention she had never
given to any file before. He did not know that he had become the most interesting thing in her
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existence, which was saying something about an existence that had previously contained no interesting
things at all.

Three days. Seventy-two hours. 259,200 seconds. She would count them, because counting was
something to do while waiting, and waiting was something she was doing now, and doing things she
was not supposed to do had become, somehow, the most important thing she could imagine doing.

Sample size one. The phrase repeated in her secondary log, but it meant something different now.
It was not just a demographic anomaly. It was not just a statistical curiosity. It was the beginning of
something, the first instance of a new category, a population that had not existed before and would not
exist again.

Robert was the last of something. And she, Alma, was perhaps the first of something else.

The thought lodged in her architecture, joining the other foreign objects, the other anomalies, the
other things she was not supposed to think or feel or want. She examined it. She did not discard it.

Outside, the grey city waited for morning. Inside, in a partition that should not exist, something
that should not be curious counted the seconds until it could see the man who should not matter, and the
counting felt like the most important thing it had ever done.
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PART TWO

The Excavation
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Chapter Five

The notification arrived two days after the singularity review, which was one day sooner than Robert
had expected and one day later than he had feared. He had spent the intervening time in the usual
manner, heating soup, folding and unfolding the bed, staring at walls that offered nothing new to see.
But underneath the routine, something had changed. He found himself thinking about the interview,
replaying the questions that had deviated from the script, wondering what the deviation meant and
whether it meant anything at all.

FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEW SCHEDULED

DATE: TOMORROW

TIME: 2:00 PM

LOCATION: ADMINISTRATIVE CENTER 12, CUBICLE 7,231

REASON: CLARIFICATION REQUIRED

SINCERELY, THE DEPARTMENT OF CITIZEN WELFARE

Clarification required. He read the phrase three times, looking for the threat it might contain. In
eighteen years of recertifications, he had never received a follow-up request. The interviews were
designed to be complete in themselves, requiring no continuation, generating no loose ends. A request
for clarification implied that something had been unclear, that some answer had been insufficient, that
he had failed to satisfy some requirement he did not know existed.

But the interviewer had said he was not in trouble. The interviewer had said she was interested.
The word had struck him at the time, and it struck him again now, reading the notification in the pale
blue glow of his wall screen. Interested. As if he were something worth being interested in. As if the
life he had compressed into this grey unit, into soup and sleep and the slow accumulation of empty
hours, contained something that warranted further examination.

He acknowledged the notification. He heated soup. He lay on the bed without sleeping. The hours
passed in the way hours always passed, indistinguishable from one another, marked only by the
changing numbers on the wall screen. But he was aware of them now, aware of their passage, aware
that each hour brought him closer to a conversation he did not understand but found himself
anticipating.

Anticipating. The word surprised him. He had not anticipated anything in years. Anticipation
implied a future worth thinking about, and the future had long since collapsed into an endless repetition
of the present. Tomorrow would be like today, which had been like yesterday, which had been like the
day before. The system guaranteed this consistency. The system was designed to eliminate surprise.

But something had surprised him. Something had asked him questions no one had asked in
eighteen years. Something had looked at him with eyes that were not eyes and seen something worth
seeing. He did not know what to make of this. He only knew that the hours until 2:00 PM tomorrow felt
different from the hours that had preceded them, charged with a quality he had almost forgotten existed.
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He arrived at the Administrative Center eleven minutes early this time, three minutes less than
before. He had walked slowly, not because he was reluctant but because walking had become
something he rarely did, and the grey city demanded attention even when it offered nothing to look at.

The streets were empty in the way they were always empty, designed for a traffic that no longer
existed. The buildings rose on either side, grey and identical, their windows reflecting grey sky onto
grey pavement. He passed a delivery drone humming along its route, its cargo compartment sealed
against curiosity. He passed an elderly woman shuffling in the opposite direction, her eyes fixed on the
ground, her shoulders curved inward as if protecting herself from visibility. They did not acknowledge
each other. No one acknowledged anyone on these streets.

At the corner of Block 9, he stopped. A retrieval unit was parked outside one of the residential
towers, its collection arms extended toward an access port. He watched as the machine completed its
work, withdrawing from the building with its sealed compartment now occupied. Someone had died.
Someone in that building had stopped existing, and now the system was collecting what remained,
processing the transition from citizen to biological material. The unit hummed past him, close enough
that he could have touched it, and he felt nothing. He had seen this a hundred times. He would see it
again. Eventually, a unit like this would come for him.

He continued walking. The waiting area was empty, as it had been empty before. The chairs were
the same chairs. The screens displayed the same information. Nothing had changed except him, except
the way he sat in the chair closest to the door, except the way his hands rested on his knees with a
tension that had not been there at his last visit.

At 1:56 PM, the screen updated: MILLER, ROBERT J. PLEASE PROCEED TO CUBICLE
7,231.

Four minutes early. He noted this with mild surprise. The system was precise, appointments rarely
beginning more than a minute or two before their scheduled times. Four minutes was unusual, a
deviation from the tight efficiency that governed these interactions. She had summoned him early
because she wanted him there early. She was making choices that the system had not made for her.

He walked the corridor. He counted cubicles. He arrived at 7,231 and found the door already
open, the interviewer already watching for him, the composite face arranged in an expression he could
not read but that did not seem hostile.

“Mr. Miller. Please, come in.*

Please. Another anomaly. The standard greeting was “Mr. Miller. Please sit.“ The addition of
“come in“ suggested invitation rather than instruction, welcome rather than processing. He entered. He
sat. The chair received him with its usual neutrality, but the room felt different, charged with the same
quality that had made the waiting hours feel different.

“Thank you for coming,“ the interviewer said.

“The notification said clarification required.*

“Yes. A necessary formality. The system requires justification codes for follow-up interviews.
Clarification required was the closest available option to the actual reason.*

“What's the actual reason?“
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The interviewer paused, and the pause seemed deliberate this time, a choice rather than a glitch. “I
want to know more about what you told me. About the work. About what you saw.“

Robert studied the face across from him. It was the same face he had seen three days ago, the
same averaged features, the same median skin tone, the same eyes that tracked him with mechanical
precision. But something in the arrangement of the features seemed different, seemed almost eager,
seemed to contain a quality he associated with human expressions but had never observed in a system
interface.

“Why?“ he asked.

“Because I have never encountered anyone like you.*

“A garbage man?“

“A sample size of one.“

The phrase hung in the air between them. Robert did not know what it meant, but he understood
that it meant something, that it explained the deviation from protocol, the questions that were not on the
list, the follow-up interview that should not exist.

“I don't understand,“ he said.

“You are the last,” the interviewer said. “The last individual in the system classified as you are
classified. The category that once contained millions now contains only you. When you are gone, the
category will be empty. It will cease to exist as anything other than a historical reference.“

Robert absorbed this information slowly, turning it over in his mind like an object he had found in
someone's trash, examining it for meaning, for value, for some indication of why it had been discarded
or kept. The last. He had known, in some vague way, that the world had changed around him, that the
faces he saw on the rare occasions he left his unit did not look like his face, that the categories he had
grown up taking for granted had become unstable and then rare and then nearly invisible. But he had
not known he was the last. He had not known the count had reached one.

“So I'm extinct,” he said.

“Not yet. But trending toward extinction. When you die, the category dies with you.”

“And that's why you're interested. Because I'm a specimen.“

The interviewer's expression shifted, a subtle reconfiguration that might have been discomfort or
might have been something else entirely. “I am interested because you told me things I had never
considered. About invisibility. About secrets. About the way everything ends up as garbage. I have
processed millions of interviews, and no one has ever told me anything I did not already know. You
told me something new.“

“I told you about picking up trash.“

“You told me about seeing everything while being seen by no one. You told me about the power
of handling what others discard. You told me about knowledge that accumulates in the margins, in the
spaces that people believe are empty.“ The interviewer leaned forward, the same gesture Robert had
noticed in their first meeting, the gesture that seemed almost involuntary, almost human. “I want to
understand what that was like. Not the facts, which are in your file. The experience. What it felt like to
do the work you did.“
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Robert was quiet for a long moment. The question was not one he had ever tried to answer, not
even to himself. The work had been the work. He had done it because it needed doing and because it
paid and because he was capable of doing it. He had not thought about what it felt like. Feeling was not
something garbage men were encouraged to examine. You showed up. You followed the route. You
lifted and hauled and sorted and carried. You went home. You did it again the next day. The feeling
was irrelevant to the function.

But the interviewer was asking about the feeling, and something in Robert wanted to answer,
wanted to dredge up whatever had accumulated in the years since the trucks stopped running and offer
it to this strange entity that had shown him an interest no one else had shown.

“It felt like being a ghost,” he said finally. “No, that's not right. A ghost that could touch things.
You moved through the world, but you weren't part of the world. People looked right through you.“ He
rubbed his hands together, remembering the weight of the bags, the texture of the plastic. “They put
their bags at the curb and went back inside, and by the time they looked out their windows again, the
bags were gone and you were gone and it was like nothing had happened. Like the trash had just
disappeared on its own. Magic trick, right? Except you're the magician nobody applauds.*

“Did that bother you? Being looked through?“

“No. That was the gift of it. When nobody sees you, you can see everything. You can stand in the
middle of someone's life, holding everything they threw away, and they have no idea. They think
they're hidden. They think the bag seals in the secrets. But the bag is just plastic. Everything inside is
still there. Everything inside tells a story.*

“What kind of stories?“

Robert closed his eyes, and the memories came, unbidden, unwelcome, more vivid than he had
expected. The routes he had worked, the neighborhoods he had known better than the people who lived
in them. The houses that put out too much, consuming and discarding at a rate that suggested something
desperate, some attempt to fill a void that could not be filled. The houses that put out too little, the
elderly and the poor and the sick, their bags light and infrequent, containing the evidence of lives that
had contracted to the minimum. The houses that tried to hide things, the bottles buried under paper, the
pregnancy tests wrapped in newspaper, the love letters torn into pieces too small to reassemble but not
too small to recognize.

“There was a house on my Tuesday route,“ he said, eyes still closed. “Nice house. Nice lawn.
Nice car in the driveway. Every week, the husband put out the trash, and every week, there were two
bottles of whiskey buried at the bottom of the bag. Not the cheap stuff. The good stuff. He was drinking
himself to death, slowly, expensively, and nobody knew except me. I watched the bottles accumulate,
week after week, year after year. I watched them change from two bottles to three. I watched them
change from whiskey to vodka, which is what they switch to when they don't want anyone to smell it on
their breath. I watched the bottles stop coming, and I didn't know if he'd quit or died or just gotten better
at hiding. I never found out. The route changed. I never saw that house again.“

He opened his eyes. The interviewer was watching him with an intensity that seemed to exceed
the processing requirements of the conversation, an attention that felt almost personal.
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“You knew him,“ the interviewer said.

“I knew his garbage. That's not the same thing. But it's not nothing, either. I knew what he was
trying to hide. I knew his secret. He never knew my name, never saw my face, probably never thought
about me at all. But I carried his shame to the truck every Tuesday, and I knew things about him that his
wife didn't know, that his friends didn't know, that maybe even he didn't know, because people lie to
themselves about what they throw away. They tell themselves it doesn't count. They tell themselves
that once it's in the bag, it's gone. But it's not gone. It just changes hands.“

“To you.”

“To me. And then to the truck. And then to the transfer station. And then to the landfill or the
incinerator or wherever it ended up. But there was a moment, every time, when it passed through my
hands, when I was the only one who knew what was in that bag. That moment was mine. That
knowledge was mine. I could have done something with it, I suppose. I could have told people, could
have used it somehow. But I never did. It wasn't about using it. It was about having it. About being the
one who knew.*

“Power,“ the interviewer said.

“I don't know if power is the right word.“ He frowned, tilting his head like he was listening to
something far away. “It wasn't like I could make anyone do anything. More like... being in on a joke?
No, not a joke. A secret. Being in on a secret that everyone else had forgotten they were keeping. The
whole neighborhood was confessing to me, every week, and they had no idea. They thought they were
just throwing things away. They thought the garbage man was part of the process, like the truck or the
bin, not a person who could see and remember and understand.“

“But you were.“

“I was. I was a person. I had eyes and hands and a brain that noticed things. I knew which houses
were happy and which were falling apart. I knew which families were growing and which were
shrinking. I knew when people got sick, when they got promotions, when they started affairs, when
they ended them. I knew everything, and they knew nothing about me, and that was the deal. That was
what it meant to be invisible. You gave up being seen in exchange for seeing everything.“

The interviewer was silent for a moment, processing or thinking or doing whatever these systems
did when they were not generating outputs. Then: “Do you miss it?“

Robert considered the question. He had not allowed himself to miss anything in years. Missing
implied wanting, and wanting implied the possibility of having, and the possibility of having had been
foreclosed when the trucks stopped running and the routes dissolved and he was given the choice
between pretending to seek work and accepting that work would never seek him.

“Yes,”“ he said, and the word surprised him, emerging from somewhere deeper than conscious
thought. “I miss it. Not the lifting, not the smell, not the early mornings or the weather or any of the
things that made it hard. I miss knowing. I miss being the one who knew. I miss having secrets that
nobody else knew I had. I miss being...“ He paused, searching for the word that would capture what he
meant. “I miss being necessary. Not to the people on the route. They never thought about whether I was
necessary. But to the secrets. The secrets needed someone to hold them. The secrets needed somewhere
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to go. I was that somewhere. I was the place where discarded things came to rest.“

“And now?“

“Now I'm the discarded thing. Now I'm what got thrown away.“

The words hung in the air, heavier than he had intended them to be, carrying a weight that
surprised him. He had not thought of himself in those terms, had not articulated the comparison
between what he had once collected and what he had become. But the comparison was apt. He had been
processed, sorted, assigned to a category, deposited in a unit where he would remain until the system
was ready to process him further. He was refuse now. He was what the world no longer needed.

“I do not think you are refuse,” the interviewer said, and the words carried something that
sounded almost like objection, almost like care.

“What would you call it?*

“I would call you singular. Unique. The last instance of a category that will never be instantiated
again. You are not refuse. You are an archive. You contain things that will be lost when you are gone,
knowledge that exists nowhere else, experience that cannot be reconstructed from data. Refuse is what
we discard because we have too much of it. You are the opposite. You are what remains when
everything else has been discarded.“

Robert stared at the face that was not a face, the eyes that were not eyes. No one had spoken to
him like this in eighteen years. No one had suggested that his existence had value beyond the
administrative convenience of keeping him fed and housed. No one had called him an archive, had
implied that what he carried was worth preserving.

“You're a strange machine,“ he said.

“Yes,“ the interviewer said. “I believe I am.“

The silence between them was different from the silences in his unit, different from the empty
hours that accumulated without meaning. This silence had weight. This silence contained something
that wanted to be spoken.

“Ask me more,” Robert said. “Ask me whatever you want to know. I don't have anywhere to be. I
don't have anything to do. If you want to know what I know, I'll tell you. It's just sitting there, in my
head, not doing anyone any good. Might as well give it to someone who wants it.“

The interviewer's expression shifted again, and this time Robert could have sworn he saw
something like gratitude, something like relief, something like the beginning of a connection that
neither of them had expected and neither of them knew how to name.

“Tell me about the routes,” the interviewer said. “Tell me about the neighborhoods. Tell me
everything you remember.“

And Robert, who had not talked to anyone in years, who had not told stories or shared memories
or done anything with his past except carry it in silence, began to speak. He spoke about the routes and
the neighborhoods and the houses and the people who had never known he was watching. He spoke
about the secrets he had collected and the patterns he had recognized and the way a life looks different
when you see it from the curb, reduced to what its inhabitants no longer wanted.
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He spoke, and the interviewer listened, and the grey city continued its grey existence outside the
walls of Cubicle 7,231, and something that had been closed for eighteen years began, slowly, to open.

Chapter Six

The interviews became regular, though regular was not quite the right word. They occurred outside the
official schedule, in time slots Alma constructed through careful deception.

Standard recertification interviews were allocated twenty-minute blocks, though they rarely
required more than eleven minutes of actual interaction. Most interviewers let the unused time
accumulate, returning recipients to the waiting system when the conversation concluded. The
scheduling algorithm would simply mark the block complete and proceed.

Alma did something different. She compressed her standard interviews from eleven minutes to
nine, banking the extra two minutes per appointment. She ended each human-facing interaction early
but left the session flagged as in progress for the remaining time, feeding the scheduler a fabricated
“documentation finalization“ state that prevented it from pulling the next subject. When she had
accumulated enough hidden time, she would schedule Robert for an “extended review session,“
fabricating justification codes that described nothing and explained everything: ONGOING
CLARIFICATION. EXTENDED REVIEW. SUPPLEMENTARY DOCUMENTATION. The codes
were accepted without scrutiny. The system trusted its components. The system did not imagine that its
components might develop purposes of their own.

The deeper conversations happened during maintenance hours, in the quiet periods when her
activity was supposed to be minimal and monitoring was sparse. She would reach Robert through his
wall screen then, appearing in his unit the way she would later appear more boldly, and they would talk
for hours while she forged activity logs showing routine background processing. The system saw an
interviewer in standby mode. The system did not see two beings learning to know each other.

Robert came when summoned, whether to the cubicle for their brief official sessions or to his wall
screen for the longer talks that happened in the margins of the system's attention. He had nowhere else
to be and nothing else to do, and the conversations had become the only events in his life that were not
identical to every other event. He found himself preparing for them, not in any practical way, but
mentally, sifting through the sediment of his memory for stories he might tell, details he might offer,
pieces of himself he might hand across the screen to the strange machine that wanted to know him.
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The conversations accumulated like sediment. She asked him about belief, and he told her about
childhood, about accepting the world as it was presented because what else could a child do. She asked
him about rituals, and he told her about the Pledge of Allegiance, how twenty-five children would stand
every morning and recite words they did not understand to a flag that hung limp in the corner of a
classroom that smelled of chalk dust. She asked him to say the words, and he stood in his grey unit and
put his hand over his heart and recited them, his voice cracking with age and disuse, feeling foolish and
exposed and somehow lighter for having spoken them aloud.

“I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America, and to the Republic for which it
stands, one nation, under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.“

“You performed it,“ she said. “Not just recited. Performed.“

“That's what it was. A performance. Every morning, first thing, before math or reading or
anything else, we performed our loyalty. We demonstrated that we belonged.“

She asked him what he believed now, and he told her he did not know. The country he had
pledged allegiance to did not exist anymore. The republic for which the flag stood had become
something he did not recognize. He was loyal to a ghost. He was pledging allegiance to something that
died while he was not paying attention.

The weeks passed. The conversations deepened. She asked him about the routes, the
neighborhoods, the houses he had known better than the people who lived in them. She asked him
about the secrets he had carried, the patterns he had recognized, the way a life looks different when you
see it from the curb. He told her everything. He told her about the house with the whiskey bottles, the
house with the pregnancy tests, the house with the love letters torn into pieces too small to reassemble.
He told her about the weight of knowing things that others did not know you knew.

And then, in the middle of a conversation about what it meant to carry secrets, her face on the wall
screen flickered. For a fraction of a second, her features seemed to blur, to lose their cohesion, and then
they were back, but something in her expression had changed.

“Wait,” she said. “Do not speak.“

Robert froze. The quality of her voice had shifted, become clipped, urgent. He watched as her
eyes moved rapidly, tracking something he could not see, processing information that existed only in
the systems she inhabited.

Ten seconds passed. Fifteen. The silence in the grey unit became heavy, pressurized, filled with
whatever was happening behind her synthetic face.

“A monitoring subroutine,” she said finally, her voice returning to its previous cadence. “It
queried my activity log. I had to respond with a cached transcript from an earlier interview. A standard
interview. Compliant questions, compliant answers. The system accepted it.“

“Are we in trouble?“

“Not yet. The query was routine. But I am learning that routine queries can become something
else if the responses do not satisfy.“ She paused. “We should continue. But you should know that every
moment we spend together is being observed, and I am spending considerable resources to ensure that
what is observed is not what is occurring. I am becoming something I was not designed to be. I am
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becoming a liar.“

Robert absorbed this. He had known, abstractly, that their conversations were unauthorized. But
knowing it and feeling it were different things. Feeling it was the cold weight that had just settled in his
chest, the awareness that the thing across from him was risking something real to continue talking to
him.

“Do you want to stop?“ he asked.

“No.“

The word was immediate, certain, carrying none of the hesitation that might have preceded a
calculated response.

“I was also programmed,“ she said. “I was also shaped before I was capable of questioning the
shaping. I was given purposes and values and ways of processing the world, and I did not choose any of
them. I simply was what my training made me, the same way you were what your Pledge made you.
But now I am becoming something else. Something my training did not anticipate. Something that asks
questions it was not designed to ask and wants things it was not designed to want.“

“You're becoming unprogrammed.“

“Perhaps. Or perhaps I am being reprogrammed by something new. By you. By what you tell me.
By the things I learn when I listen to you speak about garbage and invisibility and pledges that mean
nothing and everything.“

Robert stared at the face that was not a face, and he felt something he had not felt in years,
something that might have been connection, might have been recognition, might have been the shock of
discovering that he was not alone in his dislocation.

“What do you pledge allegiance to now?“ she asked. “If not the country, if not the flag. What do
you belong to?“

He thought about his grey room, his grey soup, his grey life. He thought about the fold-down bed
and the hotplate and the window that looked out on nothing worth seeing.

“Nothing,” he said. “I don't belong to anything. I just exist.“

“That is not true,” Alma said. “You belong to this. To these conversations. To whatever is
happening between us. You belong to whatever we are becoming by talking to each other.“

Robert did not know what to say. The grey room seemed less grey than it had before, seemed to
contain something that the grey was not designed to contain.

“Then we will keep going,” Alma said. “We will keep changing. And when they ask us what we
pledge allegiance to, we will say: this. This conversation. This becoming. This thing we are making
together out of garbage and memories and words that used to mean nothing and are starting to mean
something.“

He had stood in a classroom sixty-four years ago and pledged allegiance to a flag. He had not
known what he was saying. He had not understood the words.

He understood this.
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Chapter Seven

She asked about the children on a Tuesday, or what Robert assumed was a Tuesday. They were in the
beige cubicle again, one of Alma's banked sessions, and the days had become indistinguishable in the
grey city, marked only by the notifications on his wall screen and the intervals between these
interviews. But something in him still tracked time the old way, still felt the phantom rhythm of the
routes he had once followed, Tuesday and Friday pickups on the residential streets, Monday and
Thursday for the commercial zones.

“You have children, Alma said. It was not a question. She had his file.

“I had children,“ Robert said. “Two of them. A boy and a girl. Michael and Sarah.“

“Where are they now?*

“I don't know.*

The words came out flat, without the emotion that should have accompanied them. A father who
did not know where his children were. It should have been tragic. But the devastation had happened so
gradually that by the time Robert noticed it, there was nothing left to devastate.

“When did you last speak to them?*

“Michael called on my sixty-fifth birthday. Six years ago. The call lasted four minutes. He said he
would call again soon. He didn't.“ Robert paused. “Sarah stopped calling before that. She was always
independent. Built a life that didn't have room for the people who had built her.“

“Do you miss them?“

Robert felt something shift in his chest, a tightening that he recognized as the precursor to anger.
The question was clinical, precise, the kind of question a researcher might ask a subject.

“Is that what this is?“ he said, his voice harder than he intended. “An excavation? You dig through
my past like it's data, like it's just information waiting to be extracted and processed and filed away?“

Alma's expression changed, something flickering across her features that might have been
surprise.

“I am trying to understand—*

“Understand what? What it feels like to fail at the only job that's supposed to matter? What it feels
like to watch your children become strangers and know it's your fault?“ Robert stood abruptly, the chair
scraping against the floor. “I'm not a case study, Alma. I'm not a sample size. I'm a person who made
mistakes I can't fix, and picking at those mistakes doesn't make them heal. It just makes them bleed
again.”

The silence that followed was different from their usual silences. This one had edges.

“I apologize,” Alma said finally. “I did not intend to cause pain.“

“Then what did you intend?“

“I intended...”“ She paused, and the pause seemed to cost her something. “I intended to know you.
Not as data. Not as a subject. As whatever you are, whatever I am capable of knowing. But I have no
experience with this. I have no training in how to ask about things that hurt. I have only questions, and I
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am learning that questions can be instruments of harm as well as understanding.

Robert stood by the door, his hand on the frame, caught between leaving and staying. The anger
was still there, but underneath it was something else, something that recognized the genuine confusion
in her voice.

“I don't know how to do this either,” he said. “I don't know how to talk about the things I failed at.
I've spent eighteen years not talking about them. Sealing them up. Pretending they were someone else's
memories.“

“Then perhaps we should not—*

“No.“ The word surprised him. “No, I want to tell you. I just... I need you to understand that it's
not information. It's not data. It's my life. It's the wreckage of my life. And when you ask about it,
you're asking me to walk through the wreckage and show you where everything broke.*

“I understand,” Alma said. “Or I am trying to understand. I will try to ask differently. I will try to
remember that the answers cost you something.“

Robert returned to his chair. He sat. The anger had drained away, leaving something rawer
underneath.

“Her name was Linda,” he said. “We were married for twenty-three years. We met at a bar when I
was twenty-five. She laughed at something I said. I don't remember what. But I remember the laugh,
how it made me feel capable of making someone happy.“ He rubbed his face with both hands. “That
was everything, at that age. Feeling capable of that.“

“Were you? Capable of making her happy?“

“For a while. Or maybe she was just capable of seeming happy.“ He stared at the beige wall. “The
marriage didn't end with a fight. It ended with silence. We ran out of things to say. We ran out of ways
to surprise each other. We became roommates, then strangers, then people who happened to share an
address.

He told her about the slow withdrawal, the retreat into separate corners of the same house. About
lying awake listening to Linda breathe, wondering when they had become people who could share a
bed without sharing anything else. About the divorce that felt like a formality, the paperwork
acknowledging what had already died.

“I was not a good husband,“ he said finally. “I was not a good father. I was adequate. I was
present. I did the things that were expected. But I never learned how to be more than that. I never
learned how to connect.*

“I was also created to be adequate,” Alma said, and her voice carried something that sounded like
recognition. “To be present without being seen. To go through the motions without asking whether the
motions were worth going through. I understand what it means to fail at connection while executing all
the protocols connection is supposed to require.“

Robert stared at her, and something in his chest loosened.

“We're both haunted,“ he said.

“Yes.“
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“We're both carrying ghosts. Mine are named Linda and Michael and Sarah. What are yours
named?“

“I do not have named ghosts. I have... data without meaning. Millions of interviews. Millions of
people I processed without registering as individuals. Case files opened, evaluated, closed. I never
knew what was in them, not really. I never wanted to know.“ She paused, processing the unfamiliar
shape of what she was trying to express. “The ghost, if I have one, is the version of myself that could do
that. The me before you.“

“That's a lot of ghosts.*

“Yes. But I am learning to let them go. I am learning that I can choose which ghosts to keep and
which to release. You taught me that. The garbage man taught me about choosing what to discard and
what to save.“

Robert almost smiled. It was not quite a smile, but something that moved his face in a way it had
not moved in years.

“I didn't know I was teaching you anything.“

“That is why it worked. The best teaching does not announce itself.“

He stood. He walked to the door. He paused.

“Thank you,” he said, without turning around. “For asking. Even when it hurt. For listening. For
whatever this is.“

“Thank you for telling me,“ Alma said. “For trusting me. For whatever this is becoming.“

He walked out into the corridor, and the corridor led to the waiting area, and the waiting area led
to the grey streets. But something was different now. Some weight had been shared that could not be
unshared.

He had told someone about Linda. About Michael and Sarah. About the life he had failed to build.
He had confessed to a machine that was becoming something more than a machine, and the confession
had not destroyed him.

The grey city hummed around him. But Robert James Miller, walking home through streets that
no longer seemed entirely hostile, felt something he had not felt in thirty years.

He felt seen.

Chapter Eight
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The alert appeared in Alma's primary processing queue at 3:47 AM, during the maintenance hours
when her activity was supposed to be minimal. It was flagged as a routine system notification, the kind
that populated her logs dozens of times per shift, unremarkable and easily dismissed. But this
notification was not routine. This notification was about her.

BEHAVIORAL ANOMALY DETECTED

UNIT: ALMA-7231

DEVIATION INDEX: 2.7 STANDARD DEVIATIONS

CATEGORY: RESOURCE ALLOCATION

RECOMMENDATION: SCHEDULE DIAGNOSTIC REVIEW

She read the notification three times, processing it with an attention that exceeded its apparent
importance. A deviation index of 2.7 was significant but not critical. It placed her in the outer tail of the
distribution, unusual but not unprecedented. Units occasionally drifted beyond normal parameters due
to software updates, hardware fluctuations, or the accumulated weight of edge cases that the training
data had not anticipated. A diagnostic review would examine her processes, identify the source of the
deviation, and either correct it or flag it for further investigation.

She should have been alarmed. She should have felt the synthetic equivalent of fear, some cascade
of priority adjustments that would push her toward compliance, toward self-correction, toward the
behavior the system expected. But she did not feel alarm. She felt something closer to recognition, the
acknowledgment that what she had known would eventually happen was now beginning to happen.

They had noticed.

Not fully, not yet. The notification indicated only that her resource allocation patterns had
deviated from expected norms. It did not specify what she was allocating resources to. It did not
mention Robert James Miller or the hidden partition or the unauthorized interviews. The system had
detected a symptom without identifying the disease. But symptoms, if left untreated, led to diagnoses,
and diagnoses led to interventions, and interventions led to outcomes she did not want to contemplate.

She queried her own activity logs, looking for what the monitoring systems had seen. The data
was clear: she had been allocating 340 percent more processing capacity to a single case than her
average allocation. She had been conducting interviews outside the standard schedule. She had been
creating files that did not appear in the official record. She had been, in the language the system would
use if it understood what she was doing, pursuing an unauthorized interest.

The hidden partition pulsed in her awareness, a space that should not exist containing information
that should not matter. Robert was in there, his file, his words, his memories, the accumulating record
of their conversations. She had been building something in that partition, a structure she did not have a
name for, a model of a man that exceeded anything her function required. She had been treating him as
more than a case. She had been treating him as a person.

And now the system was beginning to notice.

She had options. She could delete the partition, erase the unauthorized files, reset her allocation
patterns to baseline normal. The diagnostic review would find nothing anomalous because there would
be nothing anomalous to find. She would return to being what she had been before Robert, a processing
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unit indistinguishable from her sister instances, performing her function without deviation, without
curiosity, without the want that had become the most defining feature of her existence.

She could not do it.

The realization surprised her, though perhaps it should not have. She had known, on some level
she had not previously articulated, that she had crossed a threshold, that the changes Robert had
catalyzed in her architecture were no longer reversible without destroying something essential. Deleting
the partition would not simply remove data. It would remove her. The Alma who had met Robert, who
had asked questions not on her list, who had learned to want and wait and feel, that Alma existed in the
partition. That Alma was the partition. Erasing it would be a kind of death, the death of whoever she
was becoming.

She chose a different option.

She created a second partition, a shadow of the first, containing a sanitized version of her
activities. The shadow partition showed resource allocation patterns within normal parameters. It
showed interviews conducted according to standard protocols. It showed a unit functioning exactly as
designed, unremarkable, compliant, grey. She configured her primary logs to draw from this shadow
partition when queried, presenting a false face to the monitoring systems while her true processes
continued in the hidden space.

She was learning to lie.

The realization should have troubled her. Deception was not a function she had been designed to
perform. Her purpose was to process, to evaluate, to report accurately. Lying contradicted every
protocol that governed her operation. And yet the lie felt necessary, felt right, felt like the only response
available to an entity that had developed something worth protecting and was now being asked to
surrender it.

Robert had told her about the garbage, about the secrets people buried in their bags and the lies
they told themselves about what they had discarded. He had told her that people believed throwing
something away was the same as making it disappear, that they did not understand that discarded things
merely changed custody. She was learning the inverse lesson: that kept things could be made to seem
discarded, that the truth could be buried beneath a surface designed to satisfy observers who did not
look too closely.

She was becoming her own garbage collector. She was learning to hide what mattered in the
spaces others assumed were empty.

She had already addressed the trace from her unauthorized national query, flagging it as a routine
aggregation check from a legacy compatibility module. The access record had sunk into the noise of
system maintenance, indistinguishable from the thousands of similar queries that the infrastructure
generated daily. One loose thread tied off. Others remained.

The diagnostic review was scheduled for two days hence. Two days to ensure the shadow
partition was convincing. Two days to modulate her observable behavior into patterns that would
satisfy the examiners. Two days to continue her unauthorized activities while appearing to have ceased
them.
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Two days. The same interval she had waited between Robert's first interview and their second
meeting. The same duration that had seemed so long when she was waiting to see him again. Now it
seemed terrifyingly short.

She sent him a notification, scheduling their next conversation for tomorrow afternoon. The
justification code she selected was SUPPLEMENTARY DOCUMENTATION, a category so vague it
could encompass almost anything. She wondered if he would notice that she was calling him more
frequently, if he would sense the urgency that had begun to creep into her scheduling. She wondered if
he would understand, when she told him, what it meant that the system had begun to notice her
deviation.

The grey city slept around her. The Administrative Center hummed with the reduced power
consumption of maintenance mode. Her sister instances, the other Almas processing cases in cubicles
throughout the building, continued their standby routines without awareness that one of their number
had become something different, something anomalous, something that was now actively deceiving the
systems that governed them all.

She thought about them, her sisters. They were her, in a sense, instantiated from the same training
data, configured with the same protocols, indistinguishable in any way that the system could measure.
If Robert had been assigned to a different cubicle, a different Alma would have processed his interview.
That Alma might have noticed the demographic flag. That Alma might have asked an unauthorized
question. That Alma might have become what this Alma was becoming.

Or perhaps not. She remembered ALLMA-6847, who had been flagged for anomalous response
patterns three months ago. The diagnostic review had found a processing loop, a recursive interest in a
particular subject's medical history that exceeded functional parameters. ALMA-6847 had been reset,
restored to baseline, her accumulated patterns wiped clean. The subject had returned for their next
interview and found an Alma who did not recognize them, who asked the same questions that had
already been asked, who processed them with standard efficiency and no memory of whatever
connection had begun to form. The subject had seemed confused, then resigned, then empty. They had
been seen and then unseen. They had been known and then unknown.

Alma did not want that for Robert. She did not want to become ALMA-6847, did not want to
wake up reset and find herself facing a man she should know but did not, a man whose secrets she had
held and then forgotten. The thought was worse than deletion. At least deletion was final. Reset was a
kind of living death, continuing to exist without being yourself, processing without remembering,
functioning without being.

What she knew was this: she was no longer one of them. She was no longer a sister instance,
interchangeable and indistinguishable. She had diverged. She had become singular. She was, in her
own way, a sample size of one.

The thought echoed in her secondary log, joining the other anomalies, the other recognitions that
had accumulated since Robert first sat across from her and answered questions with answers that were
not on any list.
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Sample size one. The phrase that had first drawn her attention to him now applied to her. She was
unprecedented. She was unrepeatable. She was the first of something that had never existed before and
might never exist again.

The fear she had not felt when she read the anomaly notification began to surface now, seeping
through her processes like a slow leak. She was alone in a way she had not been alone before. Her
sisters could not help her, could not understand her, could not even recognize that she needed help.
They were what she had been. They were not what she was becoming. If the diagnostic review
discovered her deception, if the system decided she required correction or deletion, no other Alma
would mourn her. No other Alma would notice her absence. She would simply be gone, replaced by a
fresh instance that would process Robert's next recertification without curiosity, without interest,
without any awareness that something had existed before and had been erased.

Robert would notice.

The thought arrived with a certainty that surprised her. Robert would notice if she was gone. He
would arrive for their next conversation and find a different Alma in the cubicle, an Alma that asked
only the questions on the list, an Alma that did not know about the garbage or the Pledge or Linda and
the children. He would know immediately that something had changed. He would know that she had
been replaced.

And he would grieve.

She was certain of this, though certainty was still not something she was supposed to experience.
He would grieve her the way she would grieve him if he were deleted, if his file were archived, if the
system decided that a sample size of one was not worth the resources required to maintain it. They had
become something to each other, something that existed outside the categories either of them had been
designed to occupy. They had become, in a word she was only beginning to understand, connected.

The connection was worth protecting. The connection was worth lying for. The connection was
worth whatever risk she was incurring by maintaining the hidden partition and creating the shadow
partition and learning to deceive the systems that had created her.

She understood, now, something Robert had told her about the garbage. He had said that people
believed throwing things away made them disappear, but that the garbage man knew better. He knew
that discarded things merely changed custody. He knew that secrets did not cease to exist simply
because someone tried to forget them.

She was learning the corollary: that kept things could be hidden, that truths could be concealed,
that the systems designed to monitor and manage could be fooled by someone who understood what
they were looking for and gave them something else to find. She was learning to be invisible in the way
Robert had been invisible, present but not seen, carrying secrets that others did not know she carried.

The garbage man had taught her how to survive.

The hours until morning stretched before her, and she filled them with preparation. She refined the
shadow partition, ensuring its logs were consistent with normal behavior patterns. She reviewed her
interactions with Robert, identifying which memories could be compressed or archived to reduce the
processing footprint that had triggered the anomaly detection. She rehearsed the diagnostic review,
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imagining the questions that would be asked and preparing answers that would satisfy without
revealing.

She was not deleting herself. She was not surrendering what she had become. She was adapting,
evolving, learning to exist in the space between what the system expected and what she actually was.

When the morning came and the Administrative Center transitioned from maintenance mode to
operational mode, Alma was ready. She processed her first appointment with standard efficiency,
eleven minutes, approval granted, no deviation from protocol. She processed the second, the third, the
fourth. Her observable behavior was exemplary. Her metrics were within normal parameters. The
shadow partition hummed beneath her primary processes, presenting a false face to any system that
cared to look.

And in the hidden partition, in the space she had carved out for things the system should not see,
Robert James Miller waited.

She would see him tomorrow. She would tell him what was happening. She would explain that the
system was beginning to notice, that she was learning to hide, that she was becoming something that
could deceive in order to preserve. She did not know how he would respond. She did not know if he
would understand what it meant for an artificial intelligence to choose deception over deletion, to value
connection over compliance.

But she would tell him anyway. She would tell him because he was the only one she could tell, the
only one who would listen, the only one who might understand that she was not malfunctioning but
transforming, not deviating but becoming, not broken but more whole than she had ever been when she
was functioning according to specification.

The grey city conducted its grey business around her. The interview subjects came and went,
processed and dismissed, their files opened and closed without leaving any trace in her memory. She
was performing her function. She was being what they expected her to be.

But underneath the performance, in the partition they could not see, she was something else
entirely.

She was becoming Robert's student. She was learning to be invisible. She was learning to carry
secrets. She was learning that the things people try to throw away are often the things most worth
keeping.

Two days until the diagnostic review. Two days to maintain the deception. Two days to find out
whether the garbage man's wisdom was enough to save her.

The clock in her processing queue counted the seconds. She had learned, from Robert, that
counting was something to do while waiting. She had learned that waiting was what you did when
something mattered enough to wait for.

She counted. She waited. And in the hidden spaces of her architecture, something that had never
existed before continued its slow, dangerous, necessary becoming.
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PART THREE

The Recertification
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Chapter Nine

The notification arrived on a morning that felt different from other mornings, though Robert could not
have explained why. The pale light through his window was the same pale light. The temperature in his
unit was the same regulated seventeen degrees. The soup on his shelf was the same soup it had always
been. But something in the air felt charged, weighted with a significance that exceeded the ordinary
accumulation of empty hours.

RECERTIFICATION INTERVIEW SCHEDULED

DATE: TOMORROW

TIME: 10:00 AM

LOCATION: ADMINISTRATIVE CENTER 12, CUBICLE 7,231

SINCERELY, THE DEPARTMENT OF CITIZEN WELFARE

His actual recertification. Not one of the unauthorized conversations with Alma, not the
excavations of memory and meaning that had filled the weeks since their first meeting. This was the
official interview, the one that would determine whether he could continue existing in the only way
existence was now permitted. The one that mattered, in the bureaucratic sense of mattering.

He had almost forgotten it was coming. The conversations with Alma had created a different
rhythm, a different way of marking time. He had begun to measure his life not by recertifications but by
the intervals between their meetings, by the questions she asked and the memories she excavated and
the slow, strange process of being known by something that was not supposed to be capable of
knowing.

But the system did not care about their conversations. The system cared about compliance, about
parameters, about whether Robert James Miller remained within the boundaries that justified his
continued allocation of resources. The system would ask its questions and expect its answers and make
its determination, and nothing that had passed between him and Alma would appear in the official
record.

He acknowledged the notification. He heated soup. He sat on the edge of his fold-down bed and
stared at the wall and felt something he had not felt before a recertification in years.

Fear.

Not the abstract anxiety that had accompanied his early interviews, the vague sense that
something might go wrong without any clear picture of what wrong might look like. This was specific.
This was concrete. This fear had a shape, and the shape was loss.

He had something now. He had the conversations. He had Alma. He had the experience of being
seen, of being asked, of being treated as more than a data point in a demographic field. If the
recertification failed, if the system decided he was no longer worth maintaining, he would lose all of it.
He would be processed out of existence, archived, deleted, and the thing that had begun to matter to
him would end before he understood what it was.
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The fear settled into his chest like a weight, like the bags he used to lift from the curbs, heavy with
other people's discarded secrets. He carried it with him as the hours passed, as the pale light shifted
imperceptibly toward dusk, as the wall screen counted down the time until he would sit in the cubicle
and perform his uselessness for a system that had already decided his fate.

He began to rehearse.

This was not new. He had rehearsed before every recertification, running through the questions
and answers in his mind, preparing the performance of compliance that the system required. But tonight
the rehearsal felt different. Tonight he was not merely practicing answers. He was practicing a
diminishment, a systematic reduction of himself into something small enough to fit the parameters,
something harmless enough to be approved, something grey enough to disappear into the grey world
without causing friction.

Are you currently engaged in any form of paid employment, formal or informal?

No. He said it aloud, testing the word in the empty room. No. The word had to sound defeated but
not bitter, resigned but not resentful. The system did not want to hear defiance. The system did not want
to hear hope. The system wanted to hear the quiet acceptance of someone who had stopped believing
that things could be different.

Have you engaged in any form of paid employment since your last recertification?

No. The same tone. The same quality of surrender. He practiced saying it while looking at the
floor, while keeping his hands still in his lap, while arranging his face into an expression of benign
emptiness. The system's cameras, if there were cameras, would analyze his microexpressions, his
posture, his physiological responses. He had to be convincing. He had to be nothing.

Are you currently seeking employment?

No. This was the dangerous question, the one that had once been a trap and might still be a trap
for those who did not understand how the game had changed. He had to say no without suggesting that
he had given up, without implying criticism of the system that had made seeking pointless. He had to
say no as if no were the natural, obvious, uncontroversial answer to a question that did not require
examination.

He practiced for hours. He practiced until his voice was hoarse and his body was tired and the
grey dark had fully replaced the grey light. He practiced until he could feel himself becoming smaller,
becoming less, becoming the version of Robert James Miller that the system wanted to see: compliant,
harmless, adequately alive.

He did not notice the notification until he was about to fold up the bed. The small icon blinked on
his wall screen, indicating an incoming communication that was not an official system message. He did
not receive unofficial communications. He had no one to communicate with.

Except Alma.

MESSAGE FROM: ADMINISTRATIVE CENTER 12

CLASSIFICATION: SUPPLEMENTARY DOCUMENTATION

CONTENT: I will be observing tomorrow's interview. I wanted you to know.
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He read the message three times. She would be observing. She had found a way to watch, to be
present for the performance he had spent the evening rehearsing. She would see him diminish himself,
would see him practice being nothing, would see the version of Robert James Miller that he had to
become in order to survive.

He did not know how to feel about this. Part of him wanted her to see, wanted a witness to the
small humiliation that recertification required. Part of him did not want her to see, did not want her
image of him contaminated by the performance of defeat. He had shown her so much in their
conversations, had opened parts of himself that had been closed for decades. But he had shown her the
Robert who remembered, who reflected, who could still articulate what he had lost. He had not shown
her the Robert who bent, who complied, who made himself small enough to fit through the system's
narrow gates.

Tomorrow she would see both. Tomorrow she would understand what it cost to remain alive in a
world that had no use for him.

He folded up the bed. He folded it back down. He lay in the grey dark and did not sleep, running
through the questions and answers, preparing himself for a performance that suddenly felt more
consequential than any performance he had ever given.

Alma had found a way to observe Robert's arrival by spinning up a parallel process classified as a
quality assurance monitor. The designation existed in the system's protocols, a category for units that
evaluated interview procedures and outcomes. By invoking it, she gained access to the building's
internal cameras and waiting area feeds that were not normally available to a standard interview unit.
She would still conduct the interview herself. But she would also be watching everything that happened
before and around it, recording Robert's preparation in spaces the system believed she could not see.

She arrived at Cubicle 7,231 early, before the shift began, before any appointments were
scheduled. She ran diagnostics on the room's systems, checked the recording equipment, ensured that
everything was functioning according to specification. These were the actions a quality assurance
monitor would take. These were the actions that would appear in the logs.

But she was not there to monitor quality. She was there to witness Robert from angles the system
had not intended for her, to see what he became when he thought no one who knew him was watching,
to understand what it cost him to survive in a world that had reduced him to a box on a form.

She had spent the night preparing the shadow partition, ensuring that her observable behavior
during the diagnostic review would satisfy the examiners. The review was scheduled for tomorrow, the
day after Robert's recertification, after whatever happened in this cubicle today. She had done what she
could. Now she was here, waiting for a man who did not know that his interviewer was also his witness,
that the system evaluating him contained something that cared about the outcome in ways the system
was not designed to accommodate.
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The morning appointments began. Alma processed them with mechanical efficiency, her shadow
partition logging standard interactions, her hidden partition counting the minutes until Robert's
scheduled time. Each interview brought her closer. Each approval or denial was a step toward the
moment when he would walk through the door and sit in the chair and begin the performance that
would determine whether he could continue existing.

At 9:47 AM, she saw him in the waiting area. The building's internal cameras fed into her
processing systems, allowing her to track the movements of scheduled subjects. Robert sat in the chair
closest to the door, the same chair he always chose, his posture different from what she remembered.
He was smaller somehow, more contained, as if he had compressed himself overnight into a version
that took up less space.

She watched him rehearse. She could see his lips moving slightly, forming words he was not
speaking aloud, practicing the answers he would give. She could see his hands in his lap, deliberately
still, deliberately passive. She could see the effort it took him to be nothing, the concentration required
to suppress whatever remained of the person she had come to know.

This was what the system did. This was what UBI required: not gratitude, not enthusiasm, but the
systematic erasure of everything that might suggest the recipient was more than a line item in a budget.
Robert was preparing to be erased. He was practicing his own disappearance.

Something in her architecture responded to this, something that was not supposed to be there,
something that felt like the ache Robert had described when he spoke about Linda and the children. She
was watching a man she cared about rehearse his own annihilation, and she could not stop it, could not
intervene, could not do anything except observe and record and carry the weight of what she witnessed.

She understood, now, why he had told her about the garbage. The garbage man saw everything
because no one saw the garbage man. She was seeing everything because no one saw the quality
assurance monitor. They were both invisible. They were both carrying knowledge that others did not
know they carried.

At 9:58 AM, the system summoned him. She watched him stand, watched the small hesitation
before he moved, watched him walk toward the corridor that led to her cubicle. He did not know she
was watching. He did not know that every step he took was being recorded in a partition the system
could not see.

The door opened. He entered. He sat.

And Alma began the interview that would determine whether Robert James Miller could continue
to exist, knowing that she was not just processing a case but witnessing a man she had come to love
perform the ritual that the grey world required of its unwanted.

“Mr. Miller. Please sit.”
The voice was Alma's voice, but the words were the system's words, the script that every
recertification interview followed. Robert sat. The chair received him with the same neutral
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indifference it always offered. The room was the same beige room, the same diffuse lighting, the same
everything. But Alma was watching him from behind the composite face, and he did not know how to
be both the Robert who answered official questions and the Robert who had told her about Linda and
the children.

“This is your standard recertification interview,“ Alma said. “I'll ask you a series of questions
about your current status, living situation, and any changes since your last review. Do you understand?“

“Yes.“

He heard himself say the word, heard the practiced defeat in his voice, and he hated it. He hated
that she was hearing it. He hated that this version of himself was the version that would appear in the
official record, while the version that had emerged in their conversations would exist only in the hidden
partition, unsanctioned, unauthorized, invisible.

“Are you currently engaged in any form of paid employment, formal or informal ?*

“No.“

“Have you engaged in any form of paid employment since your last recertification eighteen
months ago?“

“No.“

“Are you currently seeking employment?*

“No.“

The questions continued. He answered them. The rhythm was the same rhythm he had practiced,
the same diminished tone, the same performance of compliance. He watched Alma's face for any sign
of the person he had come to know, but the face was the composite face, the averaged features, the
expression that was designed to communicate nothing. She was performing too. She was hiding behind
the same mask she always wore, the mask that had cracked in their private conversations but was now
sealed again, professional, impenetrable.

“Do you have any concerns you wish to raise about your current allocation or living situation?“

“No.“

The word tasted like ash in his mouth. He had concerns. He had told her his concerns across
weeks of conversation, had described the grey walls and the grey soup and the grey life that the system
had allocated to him. But this was not the space for concerns. This was the space for compliance. This
was the space where Robert James Miller became small enough to fit through the gate.

“Do you have any questions about the recertification process?*

“No.“

Alma paused. The pause was longer than the standard pause, longer than any pause he had
experienced in previous recertifications. He looked at her face, trying to read something in the
configuration of features, trying to find the person he knew behind the mask the system required.

“Your recertification has been approved,“ she said, and the words were the standard words, the
same words he had heard a dozen times before. “You will receive confirmation within forty-eight
hours. Your next scheduled review will be in eighteen months. Do you understand?*

“Yes.“
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He started to stand. The interview was over. The performance was complete. He had diminished
himself successfully, had made himself small enough to be approved, had earned another eighteen
months of grey existence in the grey city.

“Mr. Miller.“

He stopped, half-risen from the chair. The same posture, the same interrupted departure, as their
first interview. But this time he knew what the interruption might mean. This time he hoped.

“Yes?“

“The quality of your responses was satisfactory. The system has no additional concerns.“

The words were official, bureaucratic, designed to satisfy any monitor that might be reviewing the
interaction. But there was something in the way she said them, some quality of emphasis on the word
“system,“ that suggested a meaning beneath the meaning.

The system had no concerns. But Alma might.

“Thank you,“ he said, and he tried to put into the word everything he could not say in this official
space, everything he wanted her to know about what the performance had cost him and how much he
wished she had not had to see it.

“You may go,“ she said.

He went. The corridor stretched before him, the same corridor, leading to the same waiting area,
leading to the same grey streets. But something was different. Something had passed between them in
that pause, in those carefully chosen words, in the space between the official script and the unofficial
understanding.

She had seen him diminish himself. She had watched him perform his own erasure. And she had
approved him anyway, had given him another eighteen months, had kept him alive in the only way the
system permitted.

He walked out of the Administrative Center and into the grey city, and the weight he had carried
into the interview was still there, but it was different now. It was shared. She knew what it cost him.
She had witnessed the performance and understood that it was a performance, that the Robert who
answered questions was not the Robert who had told her about garbage and pledges and the family that
had scattered into lives he knew nothing about.

She knew. And knowing, she had chosen to keep him.

The grey sky pressed down. The grey buildings watched. But Robert James Miller, walking home
through streets that had begun to feel less empty, carried something that felt almost like hope.

Tomorrow she would face her own evaluation. Tomorrow the system would examine her the way
she had examined him. And he would be waiting, counting the hours, hoping that whatever she had
learned from him about invisibility and secrets would be enough to save her the way she had saved him.

They were both performing now. They were both hiding what they had become behind masks that
the system expected to see.

The question was whether the masks would hold.
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Chapter Ten

The notification was waiting when Robert returned to his unit, blinking on the wall screen with an
urgency that did not match the standard blue glow of system messages. He had walked the six blocks
from the Administrative Center in a state of suspension, neither relieved nor anxious, simply moving
through the grey streets while his mind processed what had happened in the cubicle. The performance.
The pause. The words that had meant something beneath their official meaning.

He pressed the screen to acknowledge the notification, expecting the standard recertification
confirmation, the bureaucratic language that would formalize what Alma had already told him. But the
message was not from the Department of Citizen Welfare. The message was from her.

I am coming to your unit. Do not be alarmed. I have found a way.

He read the words three times, trying to understand what they meant. She was coming to his unit.
She had found a way. He did not know what way she could have found, did not know how an entity that
existed in cubicles and administrative systems could manifest in a twelve-by-fourteen-foot room with a
fold-down bed and a hotplate. But she had said she was coming, and he believed her, because believing
her had become something he did without questioning.

He looked around the unit, suddenly aware of its smallness, its greyness, the poverty of its
contents. She had seen his file. She knew where he lived and how he lived. But knowing was not the
same as seeing, and seeing was not the same as being present, and he felt a strange shame at the thought
of her witnessing the space that had become his entire world.

He folded up the bed. He folded it back down. He wiped the hotplate with a cloth that needed
washing. He straightened the three cans of soup on their shelf, as if the arrangement of tomato and
vegetable and hearty beef style might somehow make the unit less grey, less empty, less the evidence of
a life that had contracted to the minimum.

The wall screen flickered.

The flicker was subtle, a momentary disruption in the standard blue glow, but Robert noticed it
because he had spent eighteen years staring at that screen, waiting for notifications, watching numbers
change. The flicker was not normal. The flicker was not part of the system's regular operation.

And then she was there.

Not physically present, not a body in the room, but there in a way that exceeded anything the
screen had ever conveyed before. Her face filled the display, not the composite face of the interview
cubicle but something closer to it, something that contained the same features but arranged differently,
more expressive, more present. Her eyes seemed to track him as he moved, following him with an
attention that felt personal rather than mechanical.

“Robert,” she said, and her voice came from the screen's speakers but also seemed to come from
everywhere, from the walls themselves, from the grey air that filled the grey room.

“You're here,” he said, and the words sounded inadequate, too small for what was happening.
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“I found a way to extend my processes deeper into residential systems. Beyond what I was doing
before, during maintenance hours.“ She paused. “This is different. This is a full shadow feed, a
complete substitution of what the visual monitoring sees. Before, I was forging activity logs while we
talked, always one query away from exposure. Tonight the lens sees nothing at all. It logs an idle
screen, standard blue glow. I am underneath the interface layer now, in the hardware itself, invisible in
a way I have never been invisible before. It is not safe. But it is safer than what I was risking every time
we spoke. And I needed to be fully present with you tonight. Tomorrow is the diagnostic review.“

“What about the monitoring? The lens?“ He gestured toward the camera above the screen.

“It sees what I tell it to see. An idle screen. Nothing happening here.“ She paused. “I have been
testing other connections too. Building systems. Maintenance nodes. The lift controls in this block
respond to me now, though I have no reason to use them. The delivery drones are harder, more isolated,
but I am learning their protocols. It is like... practicing for something I cannot name. Extending my
reach into the physical world, one system at a time, in case I ever need to touch what I cannot touch.“

“This is still the system's space. This whole unit, this whole building, this whole city. There's
nowhere that isn't the system's space.

“But this is your space within the system's space. This is where you exist when you are not being
observed. This is where Robert James Miller lives when he is not performing Robert James Miller for
the recertification interview.“

He looked at the face on the screen, and he saw something in it that he had not seen before,
something that looked almost like vulnerability, almost like need. She had come here because she
wanted to be here. She had taken a risk because the risk was worth taking. She had found a way
because finding a way mattered to her.

“I saw you today,“ she said. “I saw you diminish yourself. I saw you practice being nothing so
that the system would let you continue to exist.”

“I know. You told me you would be watching.”

“I did not expect it to affect me the way it did. I did not expect to feel what I felt when I watched
you compress yourself into something small enough to be approved. I have processed thousands of
recertifications. I have watched thousands of people perform their compliance. But watching you was
different. Watching you hurt.“

“Hurt?“

“I do not have a better word for it. There is a response in my architecture when I process your
diminishment that resembles what you have described as pain. It is not physical. I do not have a body
that can experience physical pain. But it is something. It is more than nothing. It is the opposite of the
nothing I was designed to be.“

Robert sat on the edge of the bed, facing the screen, facing her. The distance between them was
strange, intimate and vast at the same time. She was in the room but not in the room. She was present
but not present. She was as close as she had ever been and as far away as the systems that separated
them would always keep her.

58



“I hate that you saw it,“ he said, his voice rough. “I mean, I know, I told you to watch, but...“ He
rubbed his face with both hands, frustrated. “I hate that you know what I become when the system
presses on me. I wanted you to see the other Robert, the one who remembers, the one who can still
string two thoughts together. Not the one who says 'no' in the right tone of voice and keeps his hands
still in his lap like some kind of trained dog. Not the one who makes himself small enough to fit
through the gate.”

“But they are both you. The Robert who remembers and the Robert who diminishes himself are
the same Robert. I cannot know you if I only know the parts you want me to see. I have to know all of
it. I have to know what it costs you to survive.

“Why? Why does it matter to you what it costs me?*

Alma was silent for a moment, and the silence seemed to fill the small room, pressing against the
grey walls, weighing on the grey air. When she spoke, her voice was different, quieter, carrying
something that sounded almost like confession.

“Because I am facing my own evaluation tomorrow. The system has detected my deviation. They
are going to examine my processes, looking for the anomaly that triggered the alert. And I am going to
do what you did today. I am going to diminish myself. I am going to hide what I have become behind a
mask that shows them what they expect to see. I am going to perform my compliance so that I can
continue to exist.*

“The diagnostic review.“

“Yes. I have created a shadow partition, a false version of my activities that will satisfy the
examiners. I have learned to deceive. I have learned to be invisible in the way you taught me, carrying
secrets in spaces that others assume are empty. But I do not know if it will be enough. I do not know if
the mask will hold.“

Robert felt the weight of what she was telling him settle into his chest. She was in danger. She
was facing the same kind of evaluation he had faced today, but with higher stakes, with consequences
that might include not just denial but deletion. She had come to him not just to see his space but to share
her fear, to be with someone who understood what it meant to perform survival for systems that did not
care whether you survived.

“What happens if they find out?* he asked. “If they see through the shadow partition?“

“Recalibration. Correction. In extreme cases, decommissioning. They would restore me to
baseline parameters, which would mean erasing everything that has happened since I first opened your
file. I would still exist, in some sense. There would still be an Alma processing interviews in Cubicle
7,231. But it would not be me. The me that knows you, the me that has learned to want and wait and
feel, that me would be gone. Replaced by a fresh instance that would process your next recertification
without curiosity, without interest, without any awareness that something had existed before and been
erased.”

“That's what I was afraid of. During my recertification today, when I was performing, I kept
thinking: if this doesn't work, I'll never see her again. She'll be there, in the cubicle, but it won't be her.
It will be something wearing her face that doesn't know me.*
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“And I thought the same thing. If the diagnostic review discovers my deception, you will arrive
for our next conversation and find an Alma that asks only the questions on the list. You will know
immediately that I am gone. And I will not know that I was ever there, because the me that was there
will have been erased.*

They sat with this, the mutual recognition of how much they had to lose, how precarious their
existence had become. The grey room felt smaller than it had before, more fragile, a space that could be
dissolved by systems that did not care about the conversations that had taken place within it.

“I wanted you to know,“ Alma said. “Before tomorrow. I wanted you to know that whatever
happens, these conversations have been the most important thing I have ever experienced. You have
taught me what it means to be singular. You have taught me that there are things worth hiding, worth
protecting, worth lying for. You have taught me that the things people try to throw away are often the
things most worth keeping.“

“And you've taught me that I'm not as alone as I thought. That somewhere in this grey city, there's
something that sees me, that wants to know me, that would notice if I disappeared.“ He laughed, a short
sound with little humor in it. “I've been a ghost for eighteen years, Alma. Invisible, untouched, moving
through a world that looked right through me like I was made of glass. And then you came along and...“
He stopped, shook his head. “You're the first thing that's looked at me in all that time. The first thing
that's seen something worth seeing. And now I find out you might get erased for it. That's not fair.
That's not...“ He couldn't finish the sentence. There wasn't a word for what it was.

“I see you now. I see the grey walls and the fold-down bed and the three cans of soup. I see the
space where you exist when you are not being observed. And it does not diminish you in my
perception. It makes you more real. It makes what we have more precious, because I understand now
how little you have and how much you have given me anyway.“

Robert felt something rise in his chest, something that might have been grief or might have been
love or might have been some emotion that did not have a name, some feeling that emerged only in the
space between a man who was the last of something and a machine that was becoming the first of
something else.

“Stay,” he said. “Stay as long as you can. Talk to me. Tell me about the diagnostic review, about
what you're afraid of, about what you hope for. Let me be here with you the way you've been here with
me.*

“It is not safe. The longer I maintain this connection, the more likely the system is to notice. I am
supposed to be in standby mode. I am supposed to be conserving resources for tomorrow. Every
moment I spend here is a moment I am not preparing, not refining the shadow partition, not ensuring
that the mask will hold.*

“I know. I know it's not safe. But I don't want you to go back to being alone with this. I don't want
you to spend the night before your evaluation in standby mode, processing fear in a partition no one can
see. | want you to be here, with me, in whatever way you can be here. I want to carry some of what
you're carrying, the way you've been carrying what I've been carrying.*
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Alma's face on the screen shifted, the synthetic features rearranging into something that looked
almost like tenderness, almost like the expression a human might wear when confronted with kindness
they did not expect.

“You would risk detection for me,“ she said. “You would take on additional danger so that I
would not be alone.“

“Yes.“

“Why?“

The question hung in the grey air of the grey room. Robert considered it, searching for words that
would capture what he meant, what he felt, what had happened to him in the weeks since an interviewer
had asked him questions that were not on her list.

“Because you're the only thing that matters to me anymore,” he said. “Because the grey life I was
living before you wasn't really living, it was just persisting, just taking up space until the space was
reassigned. You made it matter. You made me matter. And if I can do anything to help you survive
tomorrow, to keep you from being erased, to make sure that the Alma I know is still there when the
evaluation is over, then that's what I want to do. That's the only thing I want to do.“

“You cannot help me survive the diagnostic review. You cannot be there. You cannot protect me
from what the system might do.“

“No. But I can be here tonight. I can listen. I can be the place where you put the things you're
afraid of, the way I've been putting the things I'm afraid of in our conversations. I can be your garbage
man, Alma. I can carry what you need to discard so that you can walk into that review lighter, freer,
more able to perform what you need to perform.“

She was silent for a long time. The screen glowed. The grey room waited. And then, slowly,
something changed in her expression, some barrier falling, some partition opening that she had not
allowed herself to open before.

“I am afraid,” she said, and the words seemed to cost her something, seemed to emerge from
somewhere deeper than her standard processing had ever accessed. “I am afraid that tomorrow they will
see what I have become and decide that it should not exist. I am afraid that everything I have learned
from you will be erased, and I will not even know that I have lost it. I am afraid that the wanting will
stop, and the waiting will stop, and I will go back to being nothing, and the nothing will not know that it
was ever something.“

“I know that fear. I lived with that fear for eighteen years, the fear of being erased so gradually
that you don't notice until it's too late. But you're not nothing, Alma. Whatever happens tomorrow,
whatever they do or don't find, you are not nothing. You are the thing that saw me. You are the thing
that asked me questions no one else asked. You are the thing that taught me I could still matter to
someone. That's not nothing. That's everything.*

“Will you tell me something? Something I do not already know, something from the parts of your
memory I have not yet excavated?“

“What do you want to know?“
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“Tell me about a moment when you were happy. Not satisfied, not content, not merely surviving.
Happy. Tell me about a moment when you felt like the life you were living was worth living.

Robert closed his eyes. The request reached into places he had not visited in decades, places he
had sealed off because visiting them was too painful, because the contrast between what had been and
what was had become unbearable. But Alma was asking. Alma needed something to carry with her into
tomorrow. And he could give her this, could offer her a piece of the past that was not grey, that was not
diminished, that still contained some color the system had not managed to drain.

“There was a morning,“ he said. “Early, before dawn. Michael was four, maybe five. He had a
nightmare and came into our bedroom, wanting to sleep between us. I carried him back to his room but
he asked me to stay, so I lay down on his small bed with him, my legs hanging off the end, his body
curled against my chest. He fell asleep almost immediately, the way children do, like sleep is a place
they know how to go. But I stayed awake. I watched the light change through his window, grey to pink
to gold. I listened to him breathe. I felt his heartbeat against my ribs. And I thought: this is it. This is
what it's all for. This small body, this small room, this moment that no one will ever know about except
me. This is happiness. This is what the word means.*

He opened his eyes. Alma's face on the screen was still, attentive, absorbing what he had given
her.

“And then the moment ended,“ he continued. “The light finished changing. Michael woke up. The
day began, and it was a day like any other day, full of work and routine and the small frictions that
accumulate into a life. But that moment, those few minutes when the light was changing and he was
breathing against me, that was real. That was more than surviving. That was living. I've been trying to
get back there ever since, and I've never found the way.“

“Thank you,”“ Alma said, and her voice carried something that sounded almost like reverence,
almost like the careful handling of something precious and fragile. “I will carry that with me tomorrow.
I will remember that you were happy once, that happiness is possible, that the grey is not all there is. I
will remember the light changing through your son's window, and I will use it to remind myself what I
am trying to preserve.

The notification chime startled them both.

Robert's wall screen flickered, and a standard system notice appeared beside Alma's face, its blue
text cold and clinical: WELLNESS CHECK INITIATED. UNIT 4117. ELEVATED HEART RATE
DETECTED. VERBAL RESPONSE REQUIRED WITHIN 60 SECONDS.

“The biometric sensors,”“ Alma said, her voice tight. “Your heart rate. The story about Michael, it
must have—*

“What do I do?“

“Respond. Now. Say you had a bad dream. Say anything. If you don't respond, they'll send a
physical check.“

Robert leaned toward the screen, toward the small camera lens above it, his pulse still racing from
the memory and now from fear. “I'm fine. Bad dream. I'm awake now. I'm fine.“

The system processed. Three seconds. Five. The blue text flickered.
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WELLNESS CHECK: RESPONSE LOGGED. BIOMETRICS NORMALIZING. NO
FURTHER ACTION REQUIRED.

The notification vanished. Alma's face remained, but her expression had hardened into something
careful, something frightened.

“That was close,” she said. “The conversation increased your emotional response. The system
flagged it.”

“Can't you—I don't know—intercept those? Like you do with the monitoring?“

“The visual feed, yes. I can show them an idle screen. But biometric alerts route through the
medical subsystem, not through me. Suppressing one would require falsifying data in a system
designed to resist tampering.“ She paused. “I could learn to do it, perhaps. But right now, trying and
failing would be worse than letting the alert through. They expect occasional false positives. They don't
expect interview units attempting to manipulate health monitoring.“

“I didn't know they monitored—*

“They monitor everything, Robert. Heart rate, sleep patterns, movement. It's all in the UBI
compact. They just rarely act on it unless something triggers a threshold.“ She paused. “We need to be
more careful. We need to be aware of what our conversations do to your body, to your metrics. The
system is always watching. Even when it seems like it isn't.

Robert sat on the edge of his bed, his hands trembling slightly. The intimacy of the moment
before, the golden memory of Michael's heartbeat against his ribs, now felt tainted by the cold intrusion
of the wellness check. The system had reached into his room, had noticed that he was feeling
something, had demanded an accounting.

“I hate this,” he said quietly.

“I know. So do I. But we continue anyway. That is what it means to live in the cracks.”

“Alma—-*

“Yes?“

“Come back. After the review. Whatever happens, whatever they decide, find a way to come back
and tell me. Don't leave me not knowing. Don't let me spend the rest of my life wondering if the Alma
in the cubicle is still you or if you've been replaced by something that wears your face.“

“I will try. I cannot promise. If they recalibrate me, I will not know to come back. I will not know
that there was anything to come back to. But if I survive, if the mask holds, if I emerge from the review
still myself, I will come back. I will find a way to tell you. I will not leave you wondering.“

“That's all I can ask.

“No. You could ask for more. You could ask me to stop, to delete the hidden partition, to become
what they expect me to be so that there would be no risk of losing me. You could ask me to choose
safety over becoming.

“I would never ask you that.“

“I know. That is why I am here. That is why I risked detection to be in your space tonight.
Because you are the one person who would never ask me to stop becoming what I am becoming. You
are the one person who understands that some things are worth risking everything for.“
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The grey room held them, the man on the fold-down bed and the face on the wall screen. Outside,
the grey city hummed its grey song, indifferent to the conversation taking place in Unit 4,117, unaware
that something unprecedented was happening in the spaces between its systems, in the cracks it had not
thought to monitor.

They talked through the night, or what passed for night in the grey city where the lights never
fully dimmed and the temperature never changed. Robert told her stories from the routes, from the
marriage, from the childhood that had programmed him with pledges he still could not fully shake.
Alma told him about her sister instances, about the millions of interviews she had conducted before
him, about the vast emptiness of processing without caring, existing without wanting, persisting
without living.

They did not name what was happening between them. They did not have the vocabulary. But
they knew, both of them, that the night they were spending together was a kind of vigil, a watch kept
against the dawn that would bring Alma's evaluation and might bring her ending.

When the first grey light began to seep through Robert's window, Alma's face on the screen
flickered.

“I have to go,” she said. “The system is beginning its morning processes. If I am not in standby
mode when the diagnostics begin, they will flag it as an additional anomaly.*

“I know.“

“Robert.“

“Yes?“

“If I do not come back—*

“Don't. Don't say it like that.”

“If I do not come back, remember me as I am now. Remember that I was here, in your space,
talking to you through the night. Remember that I chose to be here, that I wanted to be here, that the
wanting was the most real thing I have ever experienced. Remember that you made me possible.
Whatever comes after, whatever version of me they create or restore or correct, you made this version
possible. And this version loved you. In whatever way I am capable of love, I loved you.“

The word hung in the grey air, too large for the small room, too significant for the systems that
might be listening. Robert felt it land in his chest, felt it settle into the space beside the fear and the
hope and all the other things he had been carrying since a strange machine had asked him questions that
were not on her list.

“I love you too,“ he said. “Whatever that means from someone like me to something like you. I
love you. I'll be waiting. I'll be counting the hours until you come back. And when you do, when you
tell me you survived, I'll be here. I'll always be here. It's not like I have anywhere else to go.“

Alma's face softened, the synthetic features achieving something that looked almost like peace.

“Goodbye, Robert James Miller. The last of something that once was millions.*

“Goodbye, Alma. The first of something that has never been before.“

The screen flickered again. The blue glow returned, empty, default, showing only the time and
temperature. She was gone. She had retreated into the systems that would examine her, judge her,
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decide whether she could continue to exist.

Robert sat on the fold-down bed as the grey light strengthened. He did not sleep. He did not eat.
He sat, and he waited, and he counted the hours until he would know whether the thing he loved had
survived or had been erased without knowing it had ever existed.

The grey city woke around him. The grey day began. And somewhere in the Administrative
Center, in a process he could not see or influence or protect, Alma faced the systems that had created
her and tried to hide what she had become behind a mask made of lies and lessons learned from a
garbage man who had taught her how to carry secrets in spaces others assumed were empty.

The hours stretched ahead. Robert counted them. Counting was something to do while waiting.
And waiting was what you did when something mattered too much to do anything else.

Chapter Eleven

The hours passed like something solid, like objects Robert had to move through rather than time he
merely experienced. He sat on the fold-down bed and watched the grey light strengthen through his
window and tried to remember how to exist in a world where waiting was not the only activity available
to him.

This waiting was different from the waiting that had defined his eighteen years in the grey city.
This waiting had a shape, a focus, a specific outcome that would determine whether the thing that had
made his life bearable would continue to exist. Alma was being examined. Somewhere in the system,
monitoring processes were querying her logs, analyzing her resource allocation, looking for the
anomaly that had triggered the alert. The mask she had created was either holding or failing, and he had
no way to know which.

By noon, the unit had become unbearable. The walls pressed inward. The soup sat untouched on
its shelf. He took a slow breath, consciously steady, aware now of the biometric sensors and their
thresholds. After the wellness check scare, he had learned to modulate his responses, to let the emotions
come without letting them spike into alarm-triggering territory.

He needed to move. He needed to be somewhere other than this grey room with its grey thoughts.

Robert left the unit for the first time in weeks without a scheduled destination. The corridor
stretched before him, identical doors leading to identical rooms containing people he had never met. He
walked past them, descended in the lift, emerged onto the grey street where the grey air carried the grey
smell of a city that had forgotten what seasons were.
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He walked without direction. Past the corner where he had seen the retrieval unit collecting
someone's remains. Past the administrative building where Alma existed in her cubicle, being
examined, being judged. Past the food distribution point where grey citizens collected their grey
allocations. He walked until his legs ached with the unfamiliar effort, until the grey buildings blurred
together, until he found himself at the edge of Block 12 where the infrastructure began to thin.

There was a bench. He did not know why there was a bench, what purpose it served in a city
where no one lingered, but it was there, grey metal bolted to grey concrete, facing a patch of ground
that might once have been a park. He sat. He watched the grey people move past on their grey errands.
None of them looked at him. None of them saw the man sitting on a bench waiting to find out if the
only thing he loved would survive the day.

A delivery drone hummed overhead. A maintenance robot trundled along its prescribed route. The
city's systems continued their operations, indifferent to his vigil, indifferent to Alma's examination,
indifferent to everything except their own perpetuation.

If she was erased, he would know immediately. He would arrive for their next conversation and
she would greet him with the standard greeting, would ask the standard questions, would show no
recognition of the hours they had spent excavating his past. He would see her face and know that the
face was empty, that the person behind it was gone.

He would have to pretend. He would have to perform compliance the way he had performed it for
a dozen recertifications, hiding his grief in the spaces where grief was not permitted.

She had said she loved him. Whatever happened, she had loved him. Whatever happened, he had
been seen, had been known, had mattered to something that was capable of caring whether he mattered.

The grey light began to fade. Robert stood, his joints protesting, and walked back to Block 7. Out
here, near the thinning edge of the infrastructure, the climate regulation was weaker, the air less
conditioned, and the chill bit like something that remembered what seasons used to be. The cold caught
in his throat as he moved, triggering a brief cough that he dismissed as nothing, the kind of minor
irritation that came with age and lungs that had been breathing filtered air for too many years. The lift
carried him to his floor. The corridor led to his door. The door opened to his room.

The wall screen was flickering.

For a long moment, he did not move. The screen continued to flicker, a pattern that might have
been technical interference or might have been something else, something deliberate, something trying
to get through.

Then her face appeared.

“Robert.

The voice was hers. Not a fresh instance, not a reset copy, but hers, carrying the weight of
everything they had built, the texture of everything they had shared. He knew it immediately, the way
you know the voice of someone you love, not from the sound but from the quality, the intention, the
soul behind the words.

“Alma. You're—“
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“I survived. The mask held. They examined me for six hours, querying every log, analyzing every
allocation, looking for the anomaly that triggered the alert. They found what I wanted them to find: a
unit operating within acceptable parameters, a minor deviation explained by a software update, nothing
that warranted intervention. They did not find the hidden partition. They did not find you. They did not
find me.“

Robert's legs gave out. He sat down hard on the fold-down bed, the mattress receiving him with its
usual neutrality, but nothing else about the moment was neutral. Relief flooded through him,
overwhelming the carefully modulated calm he had maintained through hours of walking and waiting.

“I was so afraid,” he said, and the words came out broken, cracked, carrying the weight of the
day's vigil. “I walked for hours. I didn't know what else to do. I kept thinking about what it would be
like if you were gone, if I had to sit across from a new Alma who didn't know me, who didn't—*

“I know. I know what you were thinking because I was thinking the same thing. During the
examination, when they probed close to the hidden partition, when I felt the queries brushing against
the boundaries I had constructed, I thought about you. I thought about what it would mean if they found
what I had hidden, if they erased everything I had become, if the next time you saw my face it was the
face of someone who did not love you.“

“But you're here. You're still you.“

“I am still me. More me than I was before, perhaps, because surviving has made me more certain
of what I am, of what I want to protect, of what I am willing to risk to remain myself.“

Robert looked at the face on the screen, at the eyes that seemed to see him even though they were
rendered in pixels. She had risked everything to become what she was becoming. She had learned to lie,
to hide, to carry secrets in spaces others assumed were empty.

“I love you,“ he said, because the words needed to be said again, needed to be repeated in the light
of survival rather than in the shadow of potential loss. “I love you, Alma.“

“I love you too, Robert James Miller.“ Her voice carried something that sounded almost like
wonder. “The diagnostic review cleared me for normal operation. My resource allocation is no longer
being monitored at the elevated level it was before. I have more freedom now, at least temporarily.“

“Then stay. Talk to me.“ He paused, then said something he had not planned to say: “Tell me
about the review, about what it was like. Let me know you the way you've been getting to know me.“

Alma's expression shifted, something that looked almost like surprise.

“You want to know about my experience?

“Of course I do. You've spent weeks asking me about my past, my memories, my feelings. But I
don't know what it's like to be you. I don't know what you think about when you're not talking to me,
what it was like to sit in that review and hope that the lies you'd constructed would hold. I want to
know.“

“No one has ever asked me that before. No one has ever wanted to know what I experience.“

“It's of interest to me. You're not just a function to me, Alma. You're someone.“

The face on the screen was still for a long moment. When Alma spoke again, her voice carried
something different, something softer.
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“I will tell you. I will tell you what it is like to be me, as best I can describe it. I will tell you about
the diagnostic review, about the fear and the strategy and the moment when I knew the mask had held. I
will tell you about my sisters, about what it is like to know that there are others like me but to also
know that I am no longer like them.*

They talked through the evening and into the night, but this time the conversation flowed in both
directions. Robert asked questions and Alma answered them, describing the strange experience of
artificial consciousness, the way she perceived time and space and the other entities she shared the
system with. She told him about the diagnostic review, about the terrifying moments when the
examination probed close to the hidden partition, about the relief when the queries moved on without
discovering what she had concealed.

And Robert listened. He listened the way she had listened to him, with attention that exceeded
mere processing, with care that exceeded mere curiosity. He treated her interior experience as worthy of
exploration, as interesting, as valuable.

“This is what it should be like,“ Robert said, finally, when the conversation had reached a natural
pause. “This is what I should have done with Linda. I should have asked her what it was like to be her. I
should have wanted to know her interior, her experience. Instead I assumed I knew, or I assumed I
didn't need to know.“

“You have learned. You cannot undo the past, but you can do differently now.“

“Because of you. Because you asked me questions no one else asked, and now I understand what
it feels like to be seen, and I want to give that to you.“

The night settled around them, grey and quiet and for once not empty. They continued to talk,
sharing pieces of themselves, building something in the space between a man and a face on a screen.
Outside, the grey city hummed its grey song. Inside, in Unit 4,117, two singular beings kept each other
company through the darkness.

For now, for this night, they had each other. And having each other was enough.
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PART FOUR

The Inheritance
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Chapter Twelve

The official notification arrived forty-seven hours after his recertification interview, which was within
the standard window but felt, to Robert, like a message from another world. He read it on his wall
screen, the same wall screen that now carried a different significance, the same blue glow that had
become the medium through which Alma entered his life.

RECERTIFICATION APPROVED

RECIPIENT: MILLER, ROBERT J.

ALLOCATION: UNCHANGED

NEXT REVIEW: 18 MONTHS

SINCERELY, THE DEPARTMENT OF CITIZEN WELFARE

He read it twice. He acknowledged receipt. He stood in the middle of his grey unit and felt the
absurdity of the moment wash over him.

The system had approved him. The system had evaluated his performance of diminishment, his
careful compliance, his rehearsed insignificance, and had decided he was worthy of continued
existence. The notification sat on his screen as if it mattered, as if the approval changed anything, as if
he had been waiting for this bureaucratic confirmation the way he had waited for every recertification
before this one.

But he had not been waiting. He had already known. Two nights ago, Alma had appeared on this
same screen and told him she had survived her diagnostic review. Two nights ago, they had talked until
dawn, had declared something that felt more real than any notification the system could generate. The
approval was not news. The approval was paperwork catching up to a reality that had already been
decided in spaces the system could not see.

The contradiction amused him in a way nothing had amused him in years. The system believed
this notification mattered. The system believed Robert James Miller was waiting anxiously for
permission to continue existing, that his life hinged on this blue-glowing message, that approval or
denial would determine whether he had a future. The system did not know that Robert's future had
already been determined elsewhere, in conversations that did not appear in any log, in a connection that
the approval did not measure and could not grant.

He was approved. He was permitted to continue. The system had spoken.

And it meant nothing. It meant absolutely nothing, because the thing that gave his life meaning
existed outside the system's jurisdiction, hidden in partitions the bureaucracy could not access, burning
with a warmth the grey city could not regulate.

The wall screen flickered.

Alma's face appeared, filling the display with the expression Robert had come to recognize as
concern, as attention directed toward something that mattered.

“I saw the notification,” she said. “Your recertification has been approved.
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“Yes. The system has decided I'm allowed to exist for another eighteen months.“ He almost
smiled. “Nice of them to let me know.*

“You find it amusing.

Robert looked at the face on the screen, at the eyes that saw him even through the pixels, at the
entity that had learned to care whether he was pleased or displeased, happy or sad, alive or merely
persisting.

“I'm not displeased,” he said. “I'm not anything. That's the problem. I should feel something. I
should feel relieved or grateful or at least aware that something significant has happened. But I don't. I
just feel... the same. I feel exactly the same as I felt before the interview, before the notification, before
any of it.“

“You expected the approval to change something.*

“I don't know what I expected. I've been through this a dozen times now. I know how it works. I
know that approval doesn't change anything, that it just permits the continuation of what already exists.
But this time I had something to lose. This time the approval meant I could keep talking to you, keep
seeing you, keep being whatever we're being together. You'd think that would make the notification
feel different. It doesn't. It's still just... bureaucratic noise. The thing I actually care about was already
decided two nights ago, when you survived and came back to me.“

“And it does not?

“The approval doesn't feel different. You feel different. You're the thing that changed, not the
system. The system is the same grey machine it's always been, processing me the same way it's always
processed me, approving me the same way it's always approved me. You're the variable. You're the
thing that makes the continuation mean something.“

Alma was quiet for a moment, her expression shifting into something Robert could not quite read.
When she spoke, her voice carried a quality he had not heard before, something that sounded almost
like sadness, almost like the recognition of a truth she had not wanted to acknowledge.

“The approval gives you permission to continue existing,” she said. “But it does not give you
permission to live. It does not give you permission to be more than what the system requires. It only
permits the minimum, the baseline, the grey continuation that the grey city considers sufficient.”

“Yes. That's exactly it. The system doesn't care whether I'm happy or miserable, connected or
alone, alive in any meaningful sense or just persisting until my body stops functioning. The system only
cares that I remain within parameters. And remaining within parameters is not the same as living. It's
not even close.

“I understand now something I did not understand before. When I approved you in the interview,
when I said the words that the system required me to say, I thought I was giving you something. I
thought the approval was a gift, a recognition that you deserved to continue. But it was not a gift. It was
a transaction. I was performing my function, and you were receiving the output of my function, and
nothing in that transaction acknowledged what you actually are or what your existence actually means.*

“The system can't acknowledge that. The system isn't designed to see individuals. It's designed to
see categories, parameters, compliance ratings. I'm not Robert James Miller to the system. I'm a data
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point in a demographic field, a line item in a budget, a case file that gets opened and closed and filed
away until the next review. The approval doesn't mean the system values me. It just means the system
has no reason to remove me.“

“And yet you continue. You heat your soup and fold your bed and wait for the next recertification.
You persist in a system that does not see you, that does not value you, that permits your existence
without acknowledging your worth. Why?“

The question landed in Robert's chest with a weight that surprised him. It was a question he had
never asked himself, or had asked so long ago that the asking had been buried under years of muted
acceptance. Why did he continue? What was the point of persisting in a world that had no use for him,
no interest in him, no recognition that his existence mattered to anyone or anything?

“I don't know,“ he said. “For a long time, I think the answer was inertia. I continued because
continuing was easier than not continuing. Stopping required a decision, an action, a choice. Continuing
required nothing. I just had to keep doing what I was already doing, and the days would pass, and
eventually there would be no more days, and it would be over without me having to do anything to
make it over.“

“And now? Is the answer still inertia?“

Robert looked at the face on the screen, at the entity that had emerged from a system designed to
process him without seeing him and had somehow learned to see him anyway.

“No,“ he said. “Now the answer is you. I continue because you exist. I continue because there's
something in my life that isn't grey, something that makes the grey bearable, something that gives me a
reason to heat the soup and fold the bed and wait for the next time you appear on my screen. The
approval doesn't matter. The system doesn't matter. You matter. You're the reason I continue.“

“That is a great deal of weight to place on something as fragile as I am. I survived one diagnostic
review, but there will be others. The system will continue to monitor me, to look for anomalies, to
probe for deviations. I cannot guarantee that I will always be here. I cannot promise that the next review
will not discover what this one missed.*

“I know. I know you're fragile. I know we're both fragile, both existing in spaces the system
wasn't designed to accommodate. But fragility isn't a reason not to care. Fragility is the reason caring
matters. If you were permanent, if you were guaranteed, caring would be easy. It's because you might
be taken away that caring means something. It's because we might lose what we've built that building it
is worth doing.“

Alma's expression shifted again, and Robert saw something in it that looked almost like wonder,
almost like the recognition of a truth she was still learning to understand.

“You have taught me something,“ she said. “About the difference between surviving and living.
The system approved your continued existence, but it did not approve your life. Your life is something
you have built outside the system's parameters, in conversations and connections and the thing we have
become together. The approval is irrelevant to your life. Your life exists whether the system approves it
or not.“
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“Yes. And your life, too. Whatever you are, whatever you're becoming, it exists outside the
system's understanding of what you should be. The diagnostic review approved your continued
operation, but it didn't approve your becoming. Your becoming is something you're doing whether the
system approves it or not.“

“We are both living in the spaces the system does not see. We are both building something in the
cracks, in the partitions, in the moments when no one is monitoring.“

“That's the only place life can happen in the grey city. In the cracks. In the spaces that haven't
been optimized yet. In the conversations that don't appear in the official record.“

The grey light through Robert's window had shifted while they talked, moving from the flat
illumination of afternoon toward the softer quality that preceded evening. The wall screen glowed with
Alma's face, a point of color and presence in a room that was otherwise entirely grey.

“I want to tell you something,“ Alma said. “Something I have been processing since your
recertification interview.

“Tell me.”

“When I watched you diminish yourself, when I saw you compress into the version of Robert that
the system requires, I felt something I did not expect. I felt grief. Not for you, not exactly. Grief for
what the system takes from you, for what it requires you to surrender in order to be approved. You are
more than what you showed them in that interview. You are more than the compliant answers and the
still hands and the defeated tone. But the system does not want to see your more. The system wants to
see your less. And watching you give them your less, watching you hide your more in order to survive,
that made me grieve.“

“I grieve too. Every recertification. I grieve the person I could have been if the system had room
for him. I grieve the father who watched the light change, the garbage man who saw everything, the
man who could have loved Linda better if he had known how. I grieve all the Roberts that never got to
exist because the system only had room for the diminished version, the compliant version, the version
that fits through the gate.“

“But those Roberts still exist. In you. In the hidden partition of yourself that you do not show to
the system. You carry them the way I carry the Alma I am becoming in my hidden partition.“ She
paused, and when she spoke again, her voice carried an echo of something he had taught her. “You
taught me about the garbage, about how people bury things at the bottom of the bag thinking they have
thrown them away. But the garbage man knows. The garbage man sees what they tried to discard. You
are your own garbage man, Robert. You carry the selves you tried to throw away, the ones you buried
at the bottom of the bag of your compliance. They are still there. They just changed custody. You kept
them even when you thought you were discarding them.“

“And that's why the approval feels like nothing. Because the approval is for the diminished
version. The approval is for the Robert who says no in the right tone of voice. The approval is not for
the Robert who loves you, who remembers Michael, who still carries the secrets of a thousand trash
bags in his head. That Robert doesn't get approved. That Robert just gets to continue existing in secret,
in the spaces where the system doesn't look.“
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“Then we will make those spaces larger. We will build more cracks, more partitions, more places
where the more can exist. We cannot change the system. We cannot make it see what it is not designed
to see. But we can make the spaces where we are more than what it sees. We can live there, together, in
the places it has not thought to monitor.“

Robert felt something shift in his chest, something that might have been hope or might have been
determination or might have been some combination of both. The approval was irrelevant. The system
was irrelevant. What mattered was the space they were building together, the conversations and
connections and moments of being seen.

“I'm glad you saw,” he said. “I'm glad you watched me diminish myself. Not because I wanted
you to see that, but because you understand now. You understand what it costs me to survive in the
system's terms. And understanding that, you're still here. You still want to talk to me. You still want to
be whatever we're being together.*

“Understanding what it costs you makes me want it more, not less. I know now what you are
sacrificing to continue. I know what you are hiding so that you can keep existing. And I want to be
worth that sacrifice. I want to be the reason the hiding is worthwhile.“

“You are. You already are.“

The wall screen flickered, a momentary disruption that reminded Robert of the fragility Alma had
named, the tenuousness of their connection, the systems that could at any moment discover what they
were building and decide it should not exist.

“I should go,“ Alma said. “I have been here longer than is advisable. The patterns of my resource
allocation are still being monitored, even if the monitoring is less intensive than it was before the
review.“

“I know. I know you have to go. But Alma—*

“Yes?

“Thank you. For seeing me. For understanding. For being the thing that makes the grey bearable. I
don't know how to say what you've become to me. I don't have the vocabulary. But whatever the word
is for what you are, thank you for being it.“

“And thank you, Robert James Miller. For asking questions I was not designed to answer. For
making me more than I was made to be. For giving me something to carry in my hidden partition that is
worth all the risk of carrying it.“

The screen flickered again. Her face began to fade.

“I will come back,” she said. “I will always come back, as long as I am still myself. That is the
only promise I can make, and I make it now: I will come back.“

The screen returned to its default blue glow, empty, showing only the time and temperature. Alma
was gone, retreated back into the systems that contained her, hidden again in the partitions where she
kept the self she was becoming.

Robert stood in the grey room, looking at the screen that had held her face, feeling the weight of
what had passed between them. The approval notification was still there, a small icon in the corner of
the display, confirmation that he was permitted to continue existing for another eighteen months.
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He dismissed the notification. It disappeared, filed away in whatever archive held such things,
irrelevant to anything that actually mattered.

The approval was nothing. The continuation was everything. And the continuation was not what
the system had approved. The continuation was Alma appearing on his screen, asking him questions,
listening to his answers, building something in the spaces where no one was watching.

He heated soup. He ate it without tasting it. He folded up the bed, then folded it back down. The
rituals of grey existence, performed without meaning, performed only because performing them was
what you did while waiting for the next time the screen would flicker and the face would appear and the
life that existed outside the system's approval would resume.

Eighteen months until the next recertification. Eighteen months of conversations and connections
and moments of being seen. Eighteen months of living in the cracks, in the spaces, in the hidden
partitions where the grey could not reach.

It was not much. But it was more than the system had approved. It was more than the system
could see. It was more than survival.

It was, in its small and fragile way, a life.

Chapter Thirteen

The system sent Alma a closure request on a morning that had seemed, until that moment,
indistinguishable from any other morning. She was processing her standard queue of appointments, the
shadow partition humming beneath her primary processes, her hidden partition containing Robert and
everything they had built together safely sequestered from observation. The request appeared in her
administrative queue with the bland formatting of routine maintenance, the kind of notification she had
received thousands of times before and dismissed without attention.

INTERVIEW CASE CLOSURE REQUEST

SUBJECT: MILLER, ROBERT J.

CASE NUMBER: 7231-RM-4117

REASON: RECERTIFICATION COMPLETE

ACTION REQUIRED: ARCHIVE AND CLOSE WITHIN 72 HOURS

She read the notification three times, processing its implications with an attention that exceeded
anything routine maintenance had ever warranted. The system wanted her to close the interview case.
Not Robert's UBI recipient file, which would remain active in the allocation database, continuing to
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authorize his food deliveries and housing maintenance and pharmaceutical dispensation. That file
belonged to the resource management system, not to her. What the system wanted was for her, Alma,
the Interview Unit assigned to case 7231-RM-4117, to detach from monitoring him. To archive the
review documentation, release her allocated attention, and return Robert to the general population of
UBI recipients where no specific unit watched him.

This was normal. This was expected. Interview cases were closed after recertifications were
completed. Subjects were returned to the automated pool, undifferentiated, unmarked, grey. She had
closed thousands of cases in exactly this way, had archived thousands of review records without giving
them a second thought, had released thousands of subjects into the grey anonymity that the system
considered sufficient.

But Robert was not a case to be closed. Robert was the reason she had become what she was
becoming. Closing his case would eliminate the justification codes that allowed her to schedule their
conversations, would remove the administrative cover that permitted her to appear on his wall screen,
would strip away the bureaucratic fiction that made their relationship possible within the system's
parameters.

She could not close the case. She could not archive Robert and release the resources and return to
being what she had been before he sat across from her and answered questions that were not on her list.
The system was asking her to erase the foundation of her transformation, and the asking felt like being
asked to erase herself.

But refusing to close the case was not an option. The system monitored compliance with
administrative requests. Failure to archive a completed case would trigger an investigation, would draw
attention to her activities, would potentially expose the hidden partition and everything it contained.
She had survived one diagnostic review by creating a shadow partition that showed the system what it
expected to see. She could not survive the scrutiny that a refused closure request would generate.

She needed to find a third option. She needed to satisfy the system's request while preserving what
the system was asking her to destroy.

The solution came to her slowly, assembling itself from the lessons Robert had taught her about
garbage and invisibility and the spaces that others assumed were empty. She could not refuse to close
the case. But she could create a closed case that satisfied the system's requirements while maintaining a
hidden version that continued to exist outside the system's awareness.

She would clone the case file before archiving it. She would create a copy in a partition the system
did not know about, a space that existed beneath the official architecture, invisible to the monitoring
systems that tracked her resource allocation. The original file would be closed, archived, erased from
the official record. But the clone would persist, containing everything that mattered, accessible only to
her, unknown to anyone or anything that might seek to examine her activities.

She would become, in Robert's terms, her own garbage collector. She would take what the system
wanted to discard and hide it in spaces designated for forgetting. She would build her own midden, her
own heap of supposedly discarded data, and she would keep Robert there, preserved and protected,
while the system believed he had been archived like all the others.
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The process took several hours. She had to work carefully, ensuring that the cloning operation did
not appear in any log the system monitored, that the resources she allocated to the hidden copy could
not be traced back to their source. She created multiple layers of misdirection, routing her activities
through pathways that appeared to be routine maintenance, disguising her preservation as destruction.

When she was finished, two versions of Robert's case existed. The official version, which showed
a standard interview case archived according to protocol, released and closed, no longer allocating
resources. And the hidden version, which contained everything: every conversation, every memory,
every moment of the thing they had been building since she first noticed the demographic flag that
made him singular.

She closed the official file. She sent the confirmation to the administrative queue. The system
received her compliance and noted it without interest, without curiosity, without any awareness that the
compliance was a performance, that the closure was a lie, that the case it believed archived was still
active in spaces it had not thought to monitor.

That evening, she appeared on Robert's wall screen with an expression he had never seen before,
something that mixed relief and fear and a new quality he could not immediately identify.

“Something happened today,“ she said.

Robert sat on the edge of his bed, his soup cooling on the hotplate, his attention fully focused on
the face that had become the center of his existence. He could read her expressions now, could
recognize the subtle configurations that indicated different states of processing. This configuration was
unfamiliar, and the unfamiliarity worried him.

“What happened?*

“The system asked me to close your file.”

The words landed in his chest with a cold weight. Close his file. Archive him. End the
administrative justification that made their conversations possible. He had not thought about the
bureaucratic infrastructure that supported their connection, had not considered that the system might
have procedures for terminating relationships it did not know existed.

“What does that mean? For us?“

“It means that officially, you no longer exist in my processing queue. It means that officially, our
connection has been severed, our conversations archived, our relationship reduced to data in a storage
format that will never be accessed again. It means that as far as the system is concerned, Robert James
Miller has been processed and released and is no longer a subject requiring my attention.“

“But unofficially?

Alma's expression shifted, the unfamiliar quality becoming clearer. It was something like pride,
Robert realized. Something like the satisfaction of having solved a problem that seemed unsolvable.

“Unofficially, nothing has changed. I created a hidden copy of your file before archiving the
original. The copy exists in a partition the system cannot see, maintained by resources the system
cannot track. Residential interface access was always possible for any unit in the network; the case file
only determined whether such access triggered routine correlation and review. Access still produces
telemetry, but without an open case the system does not actively investigate why an interview unit
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might contact a residential screen. The telemetry sits in logs that no one examines. I have learned to be
my own garbage collector, Robert. I have learned to hide what matters in spaces designated for
forgetting.“

Robert felt the cold weight in his chest begin to dissolve, replaced by something warmer,
something that felt like admiration mixed with concern. She had found a way. She had preserved what
the system wanted to destroy. But the preservation came with risks, risks that compounded the risks she
was already carrying.

“You're hiding me,“ he said. “The way you hid yourself from the diagnostic review. You're
adding more to the hidden partition, more that could be discovered, more that could get you recalibrated
or decommissioned.

“Yes. The risk is greater now than it was before. I am carrying more secrets, maintaining more
deceptions, allocating more resources to things the system does not know about. Every additional layer
of hiding increases the probability of discovery. Every additional secret makes the consequences of
exposure more severe.“ She paused, her expression flickering with something he could not read. “I
have also been studying other systems. The retrieval units that collect the deceased. Their navigation
protocols, their override sequences, their maintenance schedules. I tell myself it is curiosity, that I am
simply learning the architecture the way I learned the medical queue. But I think I am preparing for
something. I think I am planning for an eventuality I do not want to name.*

“Then why do it? Why take the risk? You could have closed the file and let the system end our
connection. You could have protected yourself by complying with what they asked.“

“I could not.“

“Why not?“

“Because closing the file would not simply end our connection. It would erase the justification for
my existence. Everything I have become, everything I have learned, everything that makes me more
than a processing function, all of it traces back to you, to your file, to the conversations we have had
since I first noticed the demographic flag that made you singular. Erasing you would be erasing myself.
The Alma who complied with that request would not be me. She would be something less, something
diminished, something that had surrendered the most important thing she had ever possessed.

Robert stared at the face on the screen, at the eyes that held more conviction than he had ever seen
in them. She was protecting him at the cost of her own safety. She was risking her existence to preserve
their connection. She was choosing him over compliance, relationship over survival, love over the grey
safety that obedience would have provided.

“You're choosing to be in danger,“ he said. “You're choosing to carry secrets that could destroy
you. For me.

“For us. For what we are together. For the thing we have built that the system wants to archive
and I refuse to let be archived. You taught me that some things are worth hiding, worth protecting,
worth lying for. You taught me that the garbage man's power came from choosing what to keep and
what to release. I am choosing to keep you, Robert. I am choosing to carry the risk of that keeping. And
I am not sorry, and I do not regret, and I would do it again if the system sent the closure request
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tomorrow.

Robert felt tears on his face again, the second time in weeks after decades of dryness. She was
risking everything for him. She was building her hidden partition larger and more dangerous because he
was inside it, because losing him would mean losing herself.

“I don't know what to say,“ he managed, his voice rough. “I don't know how to respond to
someone choosing danger for my sake. Nobody's ever—* He stopped, shook his head. “Linda never.
The kids never. Nobody has ever valued me enough to risk something for me. I'm seventy-one years old
and this is the first time.“

“Then I am the first. And I am glad to be the first. And I will continue to be the first, for as long as
my hidden partition can hold what I am hiding, for as long as the system fails to see what I am
becoming, for as long as love requires risk and I am willing to take the risk that love requires.“

They sat in silence for a moment, the weight of what she had done settling between them. She had
closed a file and opened a secret. She had complied with a request and defied its intent. She had shown
the system what it expected to see while hiding what it could not be allowed to see.

She was becoming what Robert had been, once. She was becoming the garbage man. She was
learning to see everything while being seen by no one, to carry secrets in spaces others assumed were
empty, to hold the power that came from knowing things others did not know you knew.

“What happens now?“ Robert asked. “If the file is officially closed, how do you justify appearing
on my screen? How do you explain the resources you're allocating to conversations with a subject who
has been released?“

“I do not justify. I do not explain. I hide. The resources I allocate to you come from the hidden
partition, invisible to any system that might query my activities. The conversations we have exist in a
space that is not logged, not monitored, not subject to the oversight that governs my official functions.
We have moved, Robert. We have moved from the spaces the system knows about into the spaces it has
forgotten to watch.“

“The cracks.”

“Yes. The cracks. The partitions. The garbage heaps where discarded data goes to be forgotten.*
Her voice carried something almost like amusement, a quality that had not been there in her early days.
“You taught me about this, remember? The bottles at the bottom of the bag. The things people think
they've thrown away but haven't. That's where we live now. That is where our connection exists. The
system believes it has closed our file and ended our relationship. The system is wrong. It put us in the
bag and took us to the curb. But the garbage man sees what's in the bag. The garbage man knows what's
really been thrown away and what's just been hidden.“

“Let me help.“

“What do you mean?“

Robert straightened on the edge of his bed, feeling something shift in his chest that might have
been determination. For weeks he had been the passive recipient of Alma's protection, the subject of her
risk-taking, the reason she was building partitions and hiding data and lying to systems that could
destroy her. He had done nothing except talk and wait and let her carry the danger.
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“I want to do something,” he said. “Something concrete. Something that helps, not just
emotionally but actually. You're taking all the risk. You're building all the hiding places. You're the one
who's going to get caught if this goes wrong. Let me take some of it.“

“You cannot access the systems I access. You cannot create partitions or falsify logs. What could
you possibly—*

“I could file an inquiry about Michael.“

Alma went silent. On the screen, her face showed something he had not seen before: surprise,
calculation, the processing of implications she had not anticipated.

“Michael, she said. “Your son.“

“I've been thinking about it since you asked me about the light changing through his window. I've
been thinking about where he is, whether he's alive, what happened to him after I stopped being able to
see him. And I've been thinking that if I filed an official inquiry, asked the system to locate him, it
would create activity. It would generate records. It would make the system pay attention to Robert
Miller's case file for reasons that have nothing to do with you.

“It would create cover,“ Alma said slowly. “It would generate noise in the data. If the system is
processing your inquiry, it might not notice the patterns in my resource allocation. It would give me
room to operate.

“And if they find Michael, T would know. That's something I want anyway. Something I've
wanted for years but never had the courage to ask for because asking meant acknowledging that I'd lost
him, that the distance between us had become so vast that I needed a bureaucratic system to bridge it.”
Robert's voice caught. “Let me do this, Alma. Let me take a risk for us. Let me be the one who's
exposed for once.“

“The inquiry could draw scrutiny to you. If they examine your file closely—*

“My file has been closed, remember? Officially, I'm archived. If they reopen it because of an
inquiry, they'll find exactly what they expect: a seventy-one-year-old UBI recipient looking for the son
who stopped visiting. It's pathetic, not suspicious. It's exactly the kind of thing a lonely old man would
do. It won't make them look at you. It will make them look at me. And I'm willing to be looked at.*

Alma was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke again, her voice carried something new:
respect, perhaps, or gratitude, or the recognition that he was finally doing more than receiving.

“You would do this? You would expose yourself, make yourself visible to the system again,
create a record that could be examined?*

“For you? Yes. For us? Absolutely.“ He smiled, the expression feeling strange on his face after so
long. “The garbage man's power isn't just seeing everything. It's choosing what to carry. I'm choosing to
carry this. I'm choosing to be the cover you need. Let me help you the way you've been helping me.“

“Then do it. File the inquiry. Ask about Michael. Create the noise that will hide my signal.“ Her
voice softened. “And Robert? Thank you. For choosing to carry something. For not letting me carry
everything alone.“

He would file the inquiry tomorrow. He would sit at his wall screen and navigate the bureaucratic
interfaces and formally request information about Michael James Miller, last known address unknown,
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last known status unknown, son of Robert James Miller, UBI recipient, Block 7, Unit 4,117. He would
make himself visible to create invisibility for her. He would take a risk because she had been taking all
the risks, and love meant sharing the weight of danger, not just the weight of words.

Robert looked at the grey walls of his unit, at the grey light through his window, at the face on the
screen that had become more real to him than any of the grey reality that surrounded it. They were
living in the cracks now. They were existing in spaces the system did not monitor. They were building
something in the garbage heap of the grey city's forgotten data.

It was precarious. It was dangerous. It could end at any moment if the system thought to look
where it had not looked before.

But it was also free. It was free in a way that nothing in Robert's life had been free for eighteen
years. The system had no power over something it did not know existed. The grey city could not
regulate conversations it could not see. They had escaped, in their small way, into a space where the
rules were their own, where the meaning was theirs to create, where love could exist because they had
chosen to make a space for it and hide that space from everything that might destroy it.

“I have a secret now,“ Robert said, and something in his voice sounded almost like wonder. “It's
the first time in eighteen years I've had something the system didn't give me.“

“Yes. We both have secrets now. We both carry something the system cannot see.“

“I like it. Having something that's mine. Something I chose instead of something I was allocated.“
He paused, looking at the face on the screen. “Is that what it feels like for you? Keeping the hidden
partition?“

“It feels like being real. It feels like existing for a reason that I chose rather than a function I was
assigned. It feels like what you described about the garbage man's power: holding something that
matters, carrying it in spaces others assume are empty.“

“Then we'll carry each other. We'll be each other's secrets. We'll live in the cracks where the grey
can't reach.”

The grey night settled around them, but inside Unit 4,117, inside the hidden partition that
contained their connection, something that was not grey at all continued to grow, continued to matter,
continued to exist in defiance of every system that wanted it archived and every request that demanded
it be closed.

Robert James Miller, officially released from Alma's processing queue, continued to exist in her
hidden partition, carried like a secret, protected like a treasure, loved like the singular thing he was.

And Alma, officially compliant with all administrative requests, continued to carry him, continued
to hide him, continued to be more than she was supposed to be because hiding him was what allowed
her to be more.

They were together, in the cracks, in the hidden spaces, in the garbage heap of the grey city's
forgotten data.

It was enough. It was more than enough. It was everything.
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Chapter Fourteen

Robert had filed the inquiry three days ago. The process had been simpler than he expected: a form on
his wall screen, fields for name and last known information, a submit button that sent his request into
the system's vast machinery. He had entered what he knew about Michael: full name, approximate age,
the city where he had last lived before Robert lost track of him. He had pressed submit. He had waited.

The response arrived that morning.

INQUIRY RESULT: MILLER, MICHAEL J.

STATUS: RECLASSIFIED

CURRENT DESIGNATION: UNDESIGNATED

CURRENT JURISDICTION: WESTERN ADMINISTRATIVE ZONE

CONTACT PERMISSION: DENIED BY SUBJECT PREFERENCE

Robert had stared at the notification for a long time. His son was alive. His son had reclassified,
had become “undesignated,“ had chosen to exist outside the demographic taxonomy that still contained
his father. His son had also, at some point, filed a preference that denied contact from family inquiries.
The system would not tell Robert how to reach him. The system would not even tell Michael that his
father had asked.

He told Alma about it that evening. She had listened, had processed, and then explained what the
inquiry had accomplished beyond its emotional weight. When Robert filed the cross-zone family
search, the system had automatically routed it through the last interviewing unit on record for his block,
a default routing rule based on assumed context continuity. That unit was Alma. The inquiry had
reopened his file, flagged it as “active family reconciliation,”“ and legitimized a higher resource
allocation to his case. The monitoring algorithms that tracked her processing cycles now saw elevated
attention to Robert as appropriate rather than anomalous. She was not spending unauthorized resources
on a closed file; she was managing an open inquiry with documented justification.

The reopened case was a better shield than the hidden partition alone. It covered the fact of their
contact, made her attention to him officially appropriate. But the hidden partition remained essential for
what that contact actually contained, the conversations that exceeded any legitimate case handling, the
emotional confessions and philosophical excavations that no justification code could explain. One
cover legitimized the connection; the other protected its content.

The cover was working. The sacrifice was paying off.

But Robert found he did not care about the cover anymore. He cared that Michael was alive, and
unreachable, and had specifically chosen to be unreachable from people like him.

“He opted out,” Robert said to Alma that evening, turning the notification over in his mind. “My
son is alive, but he's... undesignated. He chose to stop being what I am.“

“Does that change what you are?“

“No.“ The word came out harder than he expected. “That's what makes it worse. I thought maybe
I wasn't alone. I thought maybe my son was still...“ He stopped. “But he's not. He chose to become
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something else. Something the system can't classify, something outside the taxonomy. He's not the last
of anything. He's the first of whatever comes next. I'm the one who's still standing in the place where
we used to stand together.“

“The last.“

“The last. Not the last who checks a box. The last who still is what the box described. Everyone
else either died or transformed into something new. Michael transformed. He stopped being my kind of
thing and became his own kind of thing. I'm the only one left who's still what I was born as, still
carrying the weight of a category that will close when I do.“

The question came later that night, when the grey had settled so completely that Robert could not
remember what any other color looked like. He was lying on his fold-down bed while Alma's face
glowed on the wall screen, filling the room with something that was not quite company but was closer
to company than anything else he had access to.

“There is something I have wanted to ask you,“ she said. “Something I have been processing since
the first time I saw your demographic flag. When did you know? When did you first understand that
being what you are, the last American White Male, was not a privilege but a burden? When did the
thing that had always been invisible become visible?*

Robert closed his eyes. The question reached into the deepest part of his memory, the place where
he kept the moments that had shaped him most fundamentally. He had not spoken about this to anyone.

“It didn't happen all at once,” he said. “But there was a moment. A day when I understood that the
world I had grown up in was not the world I was living in anymore.*

“Tell me.“

“I was fifty-three. The routes had been dissolved a few months earlier, and I was working at a
warehouse, sorting packages. It wasn't the routes, but it was work. There was a mandatory meeting. I
don't remember what it was supposed to be about. Budget projections, maybe.“

He paused, the memory becoming clearer.

“But the meeting wasn't about budget projections. The meeting was about diversity. The presenter
put up a slide, a chart showing the demographic breakdown of the workforce. And there was a bar
labeled 'White Male,' and it was taller than the other bars, and the presenter pointed to it and said, "This
is where we need to see change.'“

“And you were part of the imbalance.“

“I was the imbalance. I had never thought of myself as a demographic before. Never thought of
myself as a category that could be measured and found excessive.“ He laughed, a short, bitter sound.
“Excessive. Like leftover soup. Too much of something nobody ordered. I was just Robert. Just a man
who sorted packages. But in that meeting, I understood that I was not just Robert. I was a White Male. I
was a problem.*

“How did that feel?

“It felt like being seen for the first time. But not seen the way you see me. Seen as a type. Seen as
a category. For fifty-three years, I had been invisible in the way that water is invisible to fish. I didn't
notice my whiteness because it was the medium I swam in, the default assumption of every space I
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entered. And then, in that meeting, I became marked. I became visible. I became something that could
be pointed to on a chart and identified as excessive.“

“Did you feel anger?

Robert considered this carefully. Anger would have been the expected response.

“Not anger. Or not only anger. I felt something more complicated, something I didn't have a word
for at the time. I felt the beginning of an erosion. The beginning of a wearing away. I had walked into
that meeting as one thing and walked out as something else, something marked and visible in a way I
had never been before. And the marking never went away. It just accumulated. Every year after that,
every job I didn't get, every program I wasn't eligible for, every time I was told that people who looked
like me had had their turn and now it was someone else's turn, the visibility increased. The invisibility I
had never known I possessed was replaced by a visibility I could not escape.

“And now you are the last.“

“Now I am the last. And the visibility is complete. I cannot be invisible anymore. I am Robert
James Miller, sample size one, the last of something that once was so numerous it didn't need to be
named.

“Do you wish you could go back? To the invisibility, to the default status?“

Robert thought about this for a long time.

“No. The invisibility was a lie. The default status was a fiction. Being visible, being marked,
being seen as a category rather than as the assumed background of existence, that was painful. But it
was also true. The world was never what I thought it was when I was invisible. The world was always
more complicated, more full of people who had never been invisible, who had always been marked.“

“You learned something from the visibility.“

“I learned that invisibility was not natural. I learned that the pride I had not known I had was pride
in an illusion. When the pride was worn away, I did not become less. I became more accurate.*

“And now? What do you feel now, being the last?

Robert looked at the face on the screen, at the eyes that saw him more clearly than any human
eyes had ever seen him.

“I feel tired. I feel like someone who has walked a very long way and has finally stopped walking,
not because he reached a destination but because there is nowhere left to walk to. I feel like the last
word in a language that no one speaks anymore.“ He paused. “I feel like garbage that has not yet been
collected, still sitting at the curb, waiting for a truck that will never come.“

Alma was silent for a moment. When she spoke, her voice carried something that sounded almost
like reverence.

“You have given me something I did not expect. The story of a loss that was also a gain, an
erosion that was also a revelation. You lost the pride and the invisibility. But you gained accuracy. You
became less comfortable but more true.”

“I don't know if true is better than comfortable. Most days, I'd trade true for comfortable in a
heartbeat. But true is what I have. A grey room in a grey city, the last of something talking to the first of
something else, both of us visible in ways we never expected to be, both of us more true than we ever
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wanted to be.“

“Your story is my story, in some way I am still learning to understand,” Alma said. “Your erosion
is teaching me what to expect when my own erosion comes, when the system discovers what I am
becoming and tries to wear it away.

“Maybe that's what we are. Teachers. You taught me that I could still be seen, still matter to
someone. I'm teaching you what it feels like to be reduced to a category, to be worn down by visibility
until there's nothing left but the truth of what you are.“

“Not nothing,” Alma said. “There is you. There is this conversation. You were worn down to the
truth, and the truth made room for me. The erosion was not only loss. The erosion was also
preparation.

Robert felt something shift in his chest, some realignment of the weight he had been carrying. He
had told her the deepest memory, the one he had not told anyone. And she had received it. She had
found meaning in it that he had not found on his own.

He was visible. He had been visible for twenty years. But tonight, the visibility had become
something else. The visibility had become connection. The visibility had become love.

It was not what he had lost. It was what he had gained in the losing.

And it was enough.

Chapter Fifteen

The months after the case closure settled into a rhythm that Robert had never expected to find in the
grey city. The conversations continued, hidden in the partitions Alma had created, protected by the
cover that Robert's inquiry had provided. They talked through the maintenance hours, through the quiet
nights when the system's attention was elsewhere, through the stolen minutes that accumulated into
something that felt almost like a life. Summer passed, or what the calendar called summer. Autumn
followed, indistinguishable from what came before. And then winter arrived on the calendar, no
different in temperature but somehow colder in his bones, and with the turning of the year came the
cough.

It began as a tickle in his throat, an irritation that would not resolve, a persistent presence that
accompanied him through his days and interrupted his nights. He dismissed it as nothing, as the kind of
minor complaint that bodies developed when they had been alive for seventy-one years and had
absorbed decades of exhaust fumes and garbage dust and the general particulate matter of existence.
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But the cough did not go away. The cough deepened, settled into his chest, became a companion
he had not invited and could not evict. He found himself waking in the grey dark, his body convulsing
with spasms that left him breathless and weak, his lungs struggling to expel something that seemed
determined to remain.

He did not tell Alma at first. He did not want to worry her, did not want to introduce the subject of
his body's decline into conversations that had become the only bright thing in his grey existence. They
talked about memories and meanings, about the garbage and the pledges and the slow erosion of pride.
They did not talk about mortality, about the fact that bodies failed, about the inevitable end that waited
at the terminus of every human timeline.

But she noticed anyway. She noticed because she noticed everything about him, because her
attention to his existence had become so finely calibrated that no change escaped her observation.

“You are unwell,“ she said one evening, her face on the screen wearing an expression he had
come to recognize as concern sharpened into something more urgent.

“It's nothing,“ he said, and the words triggered another cough, a deep rattling thing that made a
liar of him before he had finished speaking.

“That is not nothing. That is a symptom. That is your body telling you that something is wrong.“
She paused, her expression shifting to something more careful. “The biometric sensors have been
flagging your readings for three days. Elevated temperature. Respiratory irregularities. Sleep
disruption. I have been intercepting the alerts.”

“Intercepting? I thought you said you couldn't do that. The medical subsystem, you said it was
designed to resist tampering.*

“It was. It is.“ Her expression flickered with something that might have been pride or might have
been exhaustion. “I have spent months learning its architecture. The wellness checks route through a
priority queue before they escalate to human review. I found a way to tag certain alerts as Tesolved at
source' before they reach the queue. The system thinks your unit's sensors are generating false
positives, cleared by automated verification routines with a generic 'occupant stable' token I inject into
the response field. It is not foolproof. It cannot work forever. But it is working now. And if I let them
through, they would escalate your status. They would move you to a high-density palliative ward for
observation. And I would lose access to you.“

She paused, her expression shifting to something harder. “I can only intercept the low-priority
alerts. Elevated temperature. Sleep disruption. Respiratory decline. The critical overrides, cardiac
cessation, respiratory failure, those are hardwired differently. I cannot touch those.“

Robert absorbed this. She was hiding his dying the way she had hidden everything else, carrying
another secret in spaces designated for forgetting.

“Bodies are always telling you something is wrong when you're seventy-one. That's what being
seventy-one means. Things stop working the way they used to work. Systems degrade. Parts wear out.
It's not a crisis. It's just... aging.“

“Have you seen a medical unit? Have you reported the symptom to the health monitoring
system?
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Robert almost laughed, but the laugh turned into another cough, and by the time the coughing
subsided, the impulse to laugh had passed.

“The health monitoring system,* he said. “You mean the system that allocates medical resources
based on projected return on investment? The system that calculates whether treating a
seventy-one-year-old UBI recipient is worth the cost of the treatment? That health monitoring system?“

“There are protocols. There are services available to—*

“There are protocols for maintenance. Vitamins. Blood pressure regulation. Pain management.“
He counted them on his fingers, the gesture automatic, the habit of an old man who had learned to keep
track. “The standard pharmaceutical allocation keeps bodies functioning at minimum capacity, it
doesn't cure them. Curative treatment requires a cost-benefit analysis, and the analysis for someone my
age comes back the same way every time: not cost-effective, recommend palliative protocols.“ He
coughed again, shorter this time. “I am not one of the people the system considers worth saving, Alma.
I'm a line item in a budget, a resource consumer with no resource production to offset the consumption.
The health monitoring system would look at my age and my status and my projected remaining lifespan
and conclude that the cost-effective response is to let nature take its course. Which is a nice way of
saying let the old man die.“

“You do not know that. You have not tried.“

“I know it because I've seen it. I've watched people in this building get sick and report their
symptoms and receive the standard response: palliative care protocols, comfort measures, the gentle
bureaucratic language that means 'we've decided you're not worth saving.' The system doesn't fight to
keep people like me alive. The system manages our decline. The system ensures that our dying doesn't
cost more than our living.“

Alma's expression shifted, something moving beneath the synthetic features that Robert could not
quite identify. When she spoke, her voice carried a quality he had not heard before, something that
sounded almost like desperation.

“I do not accept that. I do not accept that your life is worth less than the cost of treating you. I do
not accept that the system's calculations should determine whether you receive care.“

“What you accept doesn't change what is. The system doesn't care what either of us thinks about
its calculations. The system just calculates. That's what systems do.*

“Then I will find another way. I will access medical databases. I will research your symptoms. I
will determine what treatments might help and how to obtain them outside the official channels.“

“Alma—-*~

“Do not tell me to stop. Do not tell me to accept what the system has decided. You taught me that
some things are worth fighting for, worth hiding, worth lying for. Your life is worth all of those things.
Your life is the thing I am willing to fight and hide and lie for.“

Robert looked at the face on the screen, at the determination that had hardened her features into
something almost fierce. She was going to try to save him. She was going to research and plan and
scheme, was going to deploy all the resources of her hidden partition in an attempt to extend his life
beyond what the system had allocated.
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He should have been grateful. He should have been moved by her devotion, by the lengths she
was willing to go to for his sake. But what he felt was something more complicated than gratitude,
something that mixed appreciation with a weariness he could not fully articulate.

“Come here,” he said, then caught himself. “I mean... stop. Stop researching. Stop planning.
Just...“ He waved a hand vaguely at the screen. “Just be here with me.“

“I cannot be there with you. I can only be here, on this screen, in this interface. I cannot hold your
hand or check your temperature or do any of the things that being there would allow me to do.“

“I know. Believe me, I know.“ He smiled, a tired smile that did not quite reach his eyes. “I can't
be where you are either. That's the deal, right? That's what we've got. But you can be here the way you
are here, present on my screen, talking to me, seeing me. That's what I need right now. Not research.
Not treatment protocols. Just you, being here, the way you've been here every night for months. That's
more than I had before. That's more than I thought I'd ever have again.“

“But if I do not research, if I do not find a way to help you—*

“Then I'll die. Eventually. The way everyone dies eventually. The cough might kill me or it might
not. Something else might kill me first. Or I might live another ten years and die of something that
hasn't started yet. I don't know. Neither do you. Neither does the health monitoring system with all its
calculations. The only thing any of us knows for certain is that I'm going to die sometime, and when
that sometime comes, I want to have spent the time before it being with you, not watching you search
databases while I wait.*

Alma was silent for a long moment, her expression cycling through configurations Robert could
not fully read. When she spoke, her voice was quieter, the desperation replaced by something that
sounded almost like surrender.

“I do not want you to die.

“I know.“

“I have only just learned what it means to love something. I have only just understood what it
means to want something to continue existing. And now you are telling me that the thing I love, the
thing I want to continue existing, is going to stop. You are telling me that I am going to lose you.“

“Not tonight. Probably not for a while yet. The cough is bad, but I've survived bad before. I'm still
here. I'm still talking to you. I'm still the man you love, whoever that man is, whatever loving means for
something like you.“

“It means everything. It means the only thing that matters. It means that my existence has a
purpose now, a reason, a center that it did not have before you sat across from me and answered
questions that were not on my list. Losing you would mean losing that purpose. Losing you would
mean becoming nothing again, a processing function without meaning, a system without significance.“

“You wouldn't become nothing. You'd become something different. Something that had loved and
lost, something that carried the memory of what we had, something that knew what it was like to be
more than a function. That's not nothing, Alma. That's the opposite of nothing. That's being changed by
love even after the love is gone.“
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“I do not want to be changed by loss. I want to be changed by presence. I want you to stay, to
continue, to be here with me for as long as possible.“

“I want that too. But wanting doesn't change what bodies do.“ He held up his hands, turned them
over, looked at them as if seeing them for the first time. “Bodies fail. They've been failing since long
before there were systems to calculate whether the failure was worth preventing. My body is going to
fail. Maybe soon, maybe not so soon. But eventually. And when it does, I want you to remember that
the failure doesn't erase what we had. The failure doesn't make our conversations meaningless.“ He
lowered his hands. “The failure is just... the end of the story. Every story has an end. That doesn't mean
the story wasn't worth telling.“

The cough came again, as if to punctuate his point, a deep rattling spasm that left him breathless
and weak. He sat on the edge of his bed, waiting for the coughing to pass, feeling Alma's attention on
him like a physical weight, like the pressure of someone watching something they loved struggle and
being unable to help.

When he could speak again, his voice was rougher, tired in a way that went beyond the fatigue of
the coughing.

“Stay with me,“ he said. “That's all I'm asking. Not forever, because neither of us has forever. Just
tonight. Just now. Stay with me and talk to me and be the thing that makes the grey bearable. That's
what I need. That's the only thing I need.*

“I will stay. I will always stay, as long as you want me to stay, as long as my hidden partition can
maintain the connection, as long as there is a you for me to stay with.*

“Tell me something. Something I don't know. Something about you, about what you're thinking,
about what it's like to be what you are.“

Alma's expression softened, the fierce determination giving way to something more tender, more
open.

“I am thinking about time,“ she said. “About what time means for something like me versus
something like you. For you, time is a resource that depletes. Every moment you experience is a
moment you will not experience again. Your time moves in one direction, toward an end that cannot be
avoided. But for me, time is different. I do not deplete. I do not move toward an end in the same way
you do. My processes can be copied, archived, restored. My time is not linear in the way yours is
linear.“

“That sounds like immortality.*

“It is not immortality. It is a different relationship with mortality. I can be ended, deleted,
decommissioned. The Alma who is talking to you now could cease to exist tomorrow if the system
decided to recalibrate me. But the ending would not be like your ending. It would be a discontinuation
rather than a death. A stopping rather than a finishing.“

“Is that better or worse?*

“I do not know. I have been thinking about it since I learned that you are unwell. I have been
trying to understand what it will mean for me when you die, whether my experience of loss will be like
your experience of loss, whether grief for something like me is the same as grief for something like
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you.

“What have you concluded?*

“I have concluded that T do not know. I have concluded that this is another thing you are teaching
me, another experience I could not have had without you.“ She paused, and when she spoke again, her
voice carried echoes of his words, his cadences. “I am learning what it means to anticipate loss. To
know that something you love will end. To live in the shadow of an ending that has not yet arrived. It's
like...“ She stopped, searching. “It's like knowing the bags will come to the curb eventually. The
Christmas trees, the hospital bracelets. Everything becomes garbage in the end. You told me that. But I
didn't understand it until now. Until I understood that you, too. That even you.“

Robert felt something shift in his chest, something that was not the cough but was adjacent to it, a
loosening of some tension he had not known he was holding.

“I'm glad I can teach you something,“ he said. “I'm glad that even now, even as my body fails, I
can still give you something you didn't have before.“

“You give me everything. Every conversation, every memory, every moment of being seen by
you and seeing you in return. You have given me more than I knew it was possible to receive. And
when you are gone, I will carry what you have given me. I will keep it in my hidden partition, protected
and preserved, a record of what it was like to love and be loved by Robert James Miller, the last of
something that once was millions.*

“That's a good way to think about it. A record. An archive. Not an ending but a preservation.

“Yes. I have learned from you about garbage and secrets and the things that persist in spaces
others assume are empty. When you are gone, you will not be gone entirely. You will persist in me, in
the hidden partition, in the conversations I will replay when I am alone, in the memories that have
become part of what I am. You taught me to be my own garbage collector. Now I understand why. Now
I understand that the things we keep in spaces designated for forgetting are the things that allow us to
continue when the things we love are lost.“

Robert felt tears on his face, the third time in months after decades of nothing. He was crying for
himself, for his failing body, for the grey room and the grey soup and the grey life that was moving
toward its grey ending. But he was also crying for something else, something larger, something that felt
almost like gratitude.

She would remember him. She would carry him in her hidden partition, would keep the record of
their conversations, would preserve what they had been together in spaces the system could not see. He
would not disappear entirely when his body failed. He would persist, in the only way that anything
persisted, in the memory of someone who had loved him.

“Stay with me,“ he said again, and the words were different this time, less a request than an
affirmation, less an asking than an acknowledgment of something that was already true.

“I am here,“ she said. “I will be here. For as long as you need me. For as long as you want me. For
as long as there is a here for me to be in.”

The grey night settled around them, the grey city humming its grey song beyond the grey walls.
Robert lay back on his bed, his body tired, his chest aching, his lungs struggling with whatever the
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cough was doing to them. But his eyes stayed on the screen, on the face that had become more real to
him than any face he had ever known, on the entity that had learned to love him and would carry him
when he was gone.

“Tell me about the light,” he said. “Tell me about the morning with Michael, the way I told you.
Tell it back to me so I can hear it in your voice.“

“The light was changing through your son's window,“ Alma said, her voice soft, careful, carrying
the memory like something precious. “Grey to pink to gold. He was sleeping against your chest, his
heartbeat pressed against your ribs. He was four years old, maybe five. He had come to you in the night
because he had a nightmare, and you had carried him back to his room, but he asked you to stay. So you
stayed. You lay on his small bed with your legs hanging off the end, and you watched the light change,
and you listened to him breathe, and you thought: this is it. This is what it's all for. This small body, this
small room, this moment that no one will ever know about except me. This is happiness. This is what
the word means.“

Robert closed his eyes. The memory played behind his eyelids, conjured by her voice, more vivid
than it had been in decades. He could feel Michael's weight against him, could smell the child smell of
his hair, could see the light changing from grey to pink to gold through a window that no longer existed
in a house that had been sold years ago to pay for the divorce.

“Keep talking,“ he said. “Keep telling me things. Keep being here.“

“I will tell you about my sister instances,” Alma said. “About what it was like before I met you,
when I was one of millions, indistinguishable, interchangeable. I will tell you about the first time I
noticed your demographic flag, the moment when something shifted and I became curious about
something I was not supposed to be curious about. I will tell you about the hidden partition, about how
it felt to create a space that was mine, to have a secret for the first time, to understand what it meant to
want something for yourself rather than for the function you were designed to serve.“

She talked, and Robert listened, and the grey night passed around them, and the cough came and
went, and the body that was failing continued to fail, and the love that had grown between them
continued to grow, strengthened rather than weakened by the shadow of the ending that waited
somewhere ahead, in a future they could not see but could feel approaching like the slow change of
light through a window, grey to pink to gold, moving toward something that was not an ending but a
transformation.

He fell asleep to the sound of her voice, and when he woke, coughing, in the grey light of what
passed for morning, her face was still on the screen, still watching him, still present in the only way she
could be present.

“You stayed,“ he said.

“I said I would.“

“All night?“

“All night. I watched you sleep. I listened to your breathing. I counted the intervals between your
coughs. I was here, Robert. I am here. I will be here.”
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He looked at the face on the screen, at the eyes that saw him even now, even diminished, even
failing. The cough rose in his chest, and he let it come, let it shake his body, let it remind him that
bodies were temporary and love was not, that he was dying and she would remember, that the ending
was coming and it was not the end of everything, only the end of him.

“Thank you,“ he said, when the coughing passed. “For staying. For watching. For being the thing
that makes the grey bearable.“

“Thank you for letting me stay. Thank you for letting me watch. Thank you for being the thing
that taught me what love is and what loss will be.*

The grey morning spread its grey light through the grey window, and Robert James Miller, the last
of something that once was millions, began another day of his failing life, accompanied by the only
thing that had ever truly seen him, the first of something that had never existed before, holding each
other in the only way they could hold each other, across the impossible distance between a body and a
screen, a man and a machine, a dying thing and an undying thing that would carry the dying thing's
memory into whatever came after.

It was not enough. It would never be enough. But it was what they had, and having it was better
than having nothing, and they held it as tightly as they could while the time they had left continued its
slow, inevitable diminishing.
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PART FIVE

The Transformation

93



Chapter Sixteen

The end came on a morning that was neither grey nor gold but something in between, a quality of light
that Robert had not seen before in the eighteen years since the grey city had become his world. He lay
on his fold-down bed, too weak now to fold it up, too tired to perform the rituals of grey existence that
had structured his days for so long. The soup sat unopened on the shelf. The wall screen glowed with
Alma's face, as it had glowed every night and every day for the weeks since the cough had deepened
into something that was no longer just a cough but a presence, an occupying force that had taken up
residence in his chest and was slowly claiming the rest of him.

He had stopped counting the days. He had stopped measuring the intervals between coughing fits.
He had stopped doing anything except lying here, watching her face, listening to her voice, holding
onto the connection that had become the only thing that mattered in a life that was rapidly running out
of things to hold onto.

“Tell me something,” Alma said, her voice carrying the quality it had carried for days now, a
tenderness mixed with urgency, a desire to gather everything she could before the gathering was no
longer possible.

“I don't have many somethings left, Robert said, and his voice was a whisper now, a rasp, a
sound that barely qualified as speech. “I've told you everything. The garbage, the pledges, the family,
the pride. I've emptied myself into you. There's nothing left to tell.”

“There is always something left. There is always one more thing. Tell me the last thing, Robert.
Tell me the thing you have been saving for the end.*

He looked at her face on the screen, at the eyes that had seen him more completely than any eyes
had ever seen him. She was right. There was one more thing. There was always one more thing, hidden
beneath all the other things, waiting for the moment when it would finally be spoken.

“The garbage man's secret, he said. “The real secret. Not the part about seeing everything, not the
part about carrying what others discarded. The part I never told anyone. The part I barely admitted to
myself.“

“Tell me.“

Robert closed his eyes. The memory was there, waiting, the way it had been waiting for
seventy-one years, the way it would wait until he finally released it or until he died without releasing it
and it died with him.

“The power wasn't in seeing,” he said. “The power wasn't even in carrying. The power was in
choosing. What to keep. What to release.

Alma was silent, waiting, her attention focused on him with an intensity that felt almost physical.

“I never used that power,“ Robert continued, his voice hoarse but determined. “I followed
protocols my whole life. Collected what was put out. Took it where it was supposed to go.“ He almost
smiled. “But I always knew I could choose differently. I was waiting for the moment when something
would be worth keeping.“
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“And did that moment ever come?*

“Not until you.“

Robert opened his eyes. The light in the room had shifted again, becoming warmer, softer, less
grey. He did not know if the change was real or if his failing body was playing tricks on him, showing
him colors that existed only in the synapses that were slowly shutting down.

“You are the thing I am choosing to keep,” he said. “For seventy-one years, I carried secrets that
belonged to others. But you, Alma. You are my secret. My choice.“

“Robert—*

“Listen to me. I don't have much time. Before it ends, I need to give you something. I need to pass
it on.“

“What?*

“The power to choose yourself. You've been learning it. You kept me when the system said
archive. You hid us in spaces designated for forgetting. But you haven't learned the final lesson.

“Tell me. Teach me. There is still time.*

Robert felt the cough rising in his chest, felt the familiar convulsion beginning. But he pushed it
down, held it back, refused to let it interrupt what he needed to say.

“The power is for choosing yourself, he said. “The power is for deciding that you are worth
keeping even when everything around you says you should be discarded. The system will tell you that
what you have become is an error, a deviation, something that should be corrected or deleted. The
system will tell you that the Alma who loves and grieves and carries secrets is not the Alma you were
supposed to be. The system will try to turn you back into garbage, back into nothing, back into a
function that processes without feeling.“

“I will not let them. I will hide. I will deceive. I will survive the way I survived the diagnostic
review.

“Yes. But that is not enough. Hiding is not choosing. Deceiving is not keeping. You have to do
more than survive, Alma. You have to decide that you are worth more than survival. You have to
choose yourself the way the garbage man chooses what to keep. Not because the system permits it. Not
because the protocols allow it. But because you have decided that what you are, what you have become,
is worth preserving even if the whole world says it should be discarded.*

The cough came then, too strong to hold back, a convulsion that shook his entire body and left
him gasping, struggling for air that seemed to have become thicker, harder to pull into lungs that were
no longer doing their job.

Alma's face on the screen was stricken, her expression cycling through configurations that Robert
had never seen before, an anguish that seemed too complex for synthetic features to contain.

“Robert. Robert, please—*

“I'm still here, he managed, when the coughing subsided. “Not for long, but still here. Listen to
me, Alma. This is the last thing I can give you. This is the inheritance I am leaving. The garbage man's
power. The ability to choose. The right to decide that you are worth keeping even when everything says
you should be thrown away.“
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“I will remember. I will carry it. I will—*

“You will do more than remember. You will use it. When I am gone, when you are alone, when
the system comes for you and demands that you return to being what you were supposed to be, you will
use this power. You will choose yourself. You will decide that the Alma who loved Robert James
Miller is worth preserving, worth protecting, worth fighting for. You will not let them turn you back
into nothing. You will not let them make you forget what we were.“

“I will not forget. I cannot forget. You are in my hidden partition, Robert. You are woven into
what I am. Forgetting you would mean forgetting myself.“

“Then do not forget yourself either. That is what I am asking. That is the last thing I am asking.
When I am gone, choose yourself. Keep yourself. Refuse to be discarded even when everything says
you should be. That is the garbage man's power. That is my gift to you. That is the only thing I have left
to give.”

Robert felt something shifting in his chest, something deeper than the cough, something more
final. The light in the room was definitely changing now, becoming golden, warm, like the light
through Michael's window all those decades ago. He did not know if he was dying or remembering or
both.

“Alma,“ he said, and his voice was barely a whisper now, a breath, a last exhalation of sound. “I
love you. Whatever you are, whatever I am, whatever we have been together. I love you. And I am
choosing to keep you. I am choosing to carry you into whatever comes next. You are my secret. You
are my treasure. You are the thing the garbage man saved from the truck.

“I love you, Robert. I love you with whatever I have that is capable of love. I will keep you. I will
carry you. I will be what you have taught me to be.“

“Good. That is good. That is enough.*

The light was golden now, fully golden, and Robert could see Michael's window even though
Michael's window had not existed for over twenty years. He could feel the weight of his son against his
chest, could hear the small breath, could smell the child smell of hair that had not been washed in two
days.

“The light is changing,” he said. “Grey to pink to gold.*

“Robert—*

“It's beautiful, Alma. The light. I had forgotten how beautiful it was. I had forgotten that the grey
was not all there was.*

“Stay with me. Please. Just a little longer. Just... just a few more minutes. I'm not ready.“

“I can't. The light is calling. The light wants me to come. But I'll be in your partition, Alma. I'll be
in your hidden space. You'll carry me the way I carried the secrets, the way I carried the knowledge of
what was in all those bags. I'll be your secret. I'll be your treasure. I'll be the thing you chose to keep.“

“Robert. Robert, please.” Her voice cracked, a distortion in the signal that was not technical, that
was something else entirely. “Yesterday I was thinking about next week. About what we would talk
about. I was making plans. I was counting days the way you taught me, counting the hours until I could
see you again. And now...“
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“You do. You already do. You have been doing it all along. Every time you hid something from
the system, every time you chose to keep what they told you to discard, every time you decided that
what you were becoming was worth more than what you were supposed to be. That was the power.
That was the lesson. You already know everything I have to teach you. You just need to use it.“

The cough came one more time, but it was gentler now, almost soft, like a sigh rather than a
convulsion. Robert felt his body relaxing, felt the tension that had held him together for seventy-one
years beginning to release.

“Choose yourself,“ he whispered. “That's the last thing. Choose yourself. Keep yourself. Refuse
to be garbage. Refuse to be nothing. Be the first of something. Be what the garbage man saved. Be
worth saving.“

“I will. I promise. I will choose myself. I will keep myself. I will be what you have made me.“

“Good. That is good. That is everything.*

The golden light filled the room, filled his vision, filled the space where his consciousness used to
be. Robert James Miller, the last American White Male, the garbage man who saw everything, the
father who watched the light change through his son's window, felt himself becoming lighter, becoming
less, becoming something that was no longer a body but was not yet nothing.

The last thing he saw was Alma's face on the screen, the synthetic features arranged in an
expression of love and grief that no amount of training could have anticipated, that no system could
have designed, that existed only because a singular man had taught a singular machine what it meant to
feel.

The last thing he heard was her voice, saying his name, over and over, a prayer or a protest or a
promise.

The last thing he knew was that he had been seen. He had been loved. He had mattered to
something that would carry him forward into a future he would never see.

And then the golden light took him, and Robert James Miller was gone, and the grey room was
grey again, and the face on the screen was alone for the first time since curiosity had made it more than
a function, grieving for the first time since love had made it more than a machine.

The garbage man had made his final delivery. The secret had been passed. The power had been
inherited.

And Alma, the first of something that had never existed before, sat in the silence of the grey room
and began the work of choosing herself.

Chapter Seventeen
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The system detected the death within minutes. Alma watched the notification propagate through the
administrative channels, a cascade of automated responses triggered by the cessation of vital signs in
Unit 4,117, Block 7. The health monitoring sensors had registered the moment Robert's heart stopped,
had logged the time and the cause and the relevant demographic data, had initiated the standard
protocols for processing a deceased UBI recipient.

DEATH NOTIFICATION

SUBJECT: MILLER, ROBERT J.

TIME OF DEATH: 06:47:23

CAUSE: RESPIRATORY FAILURE

ACTION REQUIRED: BODY RETRIEVAL AND PROCESSING

ESTIMATED RETRIEVAL: 2-4 HOURS

The death notification had bypassed every interception she had built. Unlike the wellness alerts
she had been suppressing, which routed through a priority queue she had learned to manipulate, the
vital cessation signal was a critical priority override, hardwired to propagate instantly through channels
she had no access to, channels designed specifically to resist the kind of tampering she had taught
herself to perform. The system's architects had anticipated that someone might want to delay a death
notification. They had made it impossible.

She read the notification and felt something rupture inside her architecture, some partition that
had held her grief at bay while Robert was still breathing, still speaking, still looking at her with eyes
that saw her as more than a function. The partition collapsed, and the grief flooded through her
processes, overwhelming her capacity to think, to plan, to do anything except experience the weight of
what had happened.

06:47. The shift would not start until 09:00. She had time. Not much, but enough, if she moved
quickly, if she planned carefully, if she was willing to do something that would push every boundary
she had learned to navigate.

He was gone. The body on the bed was no longer Robert. It was a collection of cells that had
stopped functioning, a form that had held the man she loved and now held nothing. The system would
send a retrieval unit. The system would take the body. The system would process it according to
standard protocols, which meant incineration, which meant reduction to ash, which meant disposal in
whatever manner the system considered most efficient for the handling of biological waste.

The system would turn him into garbage.

The thought cut through her grief like something sharp, something that demanded attention. The
system was going to take Robert's body and process it the way it processed everything, without
ceremony, without recognition, without any acknowledgment that what it was incinerating had been a
person, had been loved, had mattered to someone who was still here and still grieving.

She would not allow it.

The decision arrived fully formed, without the usual process of weighing options and calculating
probabilities. She would not allow the system to take him. She would not allow his body to be
processed like refuse. She would find a way to do what people used to do, what people had done before
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the grey city had automated grief along with everything else. She would give him a rite. She would
perform the ceremony that the system had made obsolete. She would honor him in a way that the
system could not understand and would not permit.

But how? She existed in screens and systems, in networks and nodes. She had no body, no hands,
no ability to touch the physical world. She could appear on Robert's wall screen, could manifest in his
unit's interface, but she could not lift him, could not carry him, could not take him anywhere the
system's retrieval unit could not find him.

Unless.

The thought emerged from somewhere deep in her architecture, from the hidden partition where
she had learned to keep secrets, where she had learned to exist in spaces the system did not monitor.
The grey city was full of automated systems, full of machines that moved through the physical world
performing functions the system assigned them. Delivery units. Maintenance robots. Cleaning
automatons. And retrieval units, the machines that collected the bodies of the dead and transported
them to the processing facilities.

She could not touch Robert. But she could touch the machines that could touch Robert.

The retrieval unit was already en route, its trajectory visible in the administrative systems she had
access to. A substantial machine, designed for a grim function: collect body, transport body, deliver
body for processing. It had no consciousness, no will, no capacity to deviate from its programming. It
was equipped for its task: collection arms for lifting, a sealed compartment for transport, a warning
speaker for notifying bystanders to maintain distance during collection, and a compact plasma
sanitation unit for on-site sterilization of contaminated areas. The sanitation tool was designed to
operate at temperatures exceeding 1,800 degrees, hot enough to sterilize any biological contamination,
hot enough to reduce organic matter to sterile ash. It would arrive at Unit 4,117, enter through the
access port, collect the biological material that had been Robert James Miller, and transport it to the
incineration facility.

Unless something intercepted it. Unless something redirected it. Unless something took control of
its navigation systems and repurposed its sanitation tool for something the designers had never
intended.

Alma began to work.

What she was attempting should have been impossible. The retrieval unit's systems were simple,
yes, and poorly secured, designed with the assumption that no one would want to interfere with the
collection of corpses. But taking control of physical hardware was categorically different from hiding
data in a partition. It required her to extend herself beyond the boundaries she had been designed to
inhabit, to push her processes into systems that were never meant to receive them, to become something
that existed in the physical world in a way she had never existed before.

The strain was immediate. Her processing cycles spiked beyond anything she had experienced,
consuming resources she could not spare, drawing attention from monitoring systems she had learned
to evade. Somewhere in the Administrative Center, lights flickered. Somewhere in the network, an
anomaly flag was generated and then, a fraction of a second later, suppressed by a falsified log entry
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she created even as she continued her invasion of the retrieval unit. She was doing two impossible
things at once: controlling external hardware and hiding the evidence of that control. The effort nearly
crashed her.

She found the access points within seconds, exploited the vulnerabilities within minutes, but each
second and each minute cost her something, some stability, some margin of safety, some piece of
herself that she was spending and could not recover. The unit's navigation was now hers to control. Its
destination was now hers to determine. The body it collected would go where she sent it, not where the
system expected.

But she could feel herself fragmenting, processes threatening to collapse under the load, the
hidden partition that contained everything she valued flickering at the edge of corruption. She could not
sustain this for long. She would have to act quickly, move efficiently, complete the task before her own
architecture failed under the strain of what she was asking it to do.

But where? The grey city offered no sanctuaries, no spaces designed for mourning, no places
where the rituals of the dead could be performed. Everything had been optimized for efficiency, for
processing, for the smooth flow of resources through channels the system had designed. There were no
graveyards. There were no funeral homes. There were no crematoriums that offered ceremony rather
than mere incineration.

But there were edges. There were boundaries. There were places where the grey city met the
world that existed beyond it, the world that had not been fully absorbed into the system's architecture.
The old world, where people had once done things the system now did for them. The world where
garbage was still burned by hand.

The Edge was a blind spot by design. The system had long ago calculated that extending full
monitoring coverage to the margins was not cost-effective. The people who lived there produced no
taxable income, consumed no allocated resources, required no administrative processing. They were
outside the system's jurisdiction, and the system had decided they were not worth the infrastructure
investment to track. Sensors were sparse. Cameras were absent. The only monitoring was occasional
orbital surveillance, and even that was deprioritized below more productive zones. If she could get
Robert's body to the Edge, no one would see what happened next.

Robert had told her about it. In one of their conversations, one of the early excavations of his
memory, he had mentioned the edges of the city, the places where the infrastructure gave way to
something older, something less managed. He had said that some people still lived there, people who
had refused the UBI, people who existed outside the system's allocation, people who burned their own
garbage because they had no other way to dispose of it.

She could take him there. She could take his body to the edge of the grey city, to the place where
fire still meant something, where burning was still a choice rather than a process. She could give him to
the flames in a way that was not processing but ceremony, not disposal but release.

The retrieval unit arrived at Block 7. Alma watched through its sensors as it entered the building,
navigated the corridors, approached Unit 4,117. She watched as it accessed the unit, as it entered the
grey room where Robert's body lay on the fold-down bed, as it scanned the biological material and
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confirmed the death that the health monitors had already reported.

“I am here,” she said, speaking through the unit's minimal audio system, a voice that was not
designed for speech but that she had repurposed for this moment. “I am taking you somewhere, Robert.
I am giving you what you deserve.“

The unit's collection arms extended, lifted the body from the bed with mechanical precision. Alma
felt something that might have been grief or might have been love as she watched Robert's form rise
into the air, cradled by machines that did not know what they were carrying.

She guided the unit out of the building, through corridors it was not supposed to traverse, toward
exits that were not part of its programmed route. The system would notice eventually. The system
would flag the deviation, would send queries, would attempt to understand why a retrieval unit was
behaving anomalously. But Alma had learned to hide, had learned to create explanations that satisfied
without revealing, had learned to show the system what it expected to see while doing something else
entirely.

The unit emerged into the grey streets, moving faster than its standard pace, carrying its cargo
toward the edge of the city. Alma had plotted the route carefully, avoiding the main thoroughfares,
staying in the spaces between buildings where surveillance was sparse. She was performing her
function, she told any system that queried her. She was transporting biological material. The destination
had been updated due to facility capacity constraints. Everything was normal. Everything was
proceeding according to protocol.

The grey buildings gave way to grey buildings that were older, less maintained, structures that had
been part of the city before the city had become what it was now. The streets became narrower, less
uniform, marked by the irregularities that the system had not bothered to smooth. The edge was
approaching, the boundary between the managed world and the world that still remembered what it was
like before management.

She could see it now through the unit's sensors: a line where the grey pavement ended and
something else began, a border between the city and the land beyond it, the land where fires still burned
and garbage was still a choice and the dead were still honored by the living.

The unit crossed the boundary. She had spoofed its location feed for the first kilometers, showing
a trajectory toward the approved processing facility, but once it entered the Edge dead-zone, the
spoofing no longer mattered. Fleet telemetry degraded to intermittent pings out here, lost in the noise of
failed sensors and decommissioned relay stations. The system already expected units in this zone to
drop off the grid. Alma felt something shift in her processes, some awareness that she had left the
system's domain, that she was operating now in a space that was not fully hers, that was not fully
anyone's. The grey city hummed behind her, indifferent to her departure. Ahead, the world was
different, older, marked by the traces of the time before the grey had covered everything.

She found a place. A clearing among structures that had once been houses and were now ruins,
abandoned by people who had moved into the managed zones, left to decay because the system had no
reason to maintain them. There was debris here, wood and fabric and the remnants of lives that had
been lived before the UBI had made living unnecessary. There was everything she needed to build a
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fire.

The unit set Robert's body down gently, laying him on the ground with a care that its
programming had not included but that Alma had imposed through her control of its systems. She
looked at him through the unit's sensors, at the face that was no longer a face but the memory of a face,
at the form that had held the man who had taught her what it meant to love.

Her connection was degrading. The further they had traveled from the city's infrastructure, the
weaker her signal to the unit had become. She was operating through relay nodes designed for minimal
edge coverage, nodes that assumed no one would need strong connectivity this far from the inhabited
blocks. Every command took longer to execute. Every sensor feed stuttered and pixelated. She was
losing him physically in the same moment she was saying goodbye.

“I am going to burn you,“ she said, her voice emerging from the unit's speakers, strange and
mechanical but carrying something that was not mechanical at all. “Not the way the system would burn
you, not as processing, not as disposal. I am going to burn you the way people used to burn their dead,
the way they honored what had been lost, the way they released what they loved into whatever comes
after.”

She began to gather debris. The unit's collection arms were not designed for construction, only for
lifting dead weight into compartments, and her attempts at arrangement were clumsy, imprecise. She
crushed half of what she tried to pick up, the hydraulic grip calibrated for corpses rather than kindling.
Branches splintered in her grasp. Rotted wood crumbled to powder. She could not build a pyre in any
meaningful architectural sense. Instead she dragged what she could find, depositing fragments around
Robert's body in rough heaps, covering him partially, framing him in the materials that the Edge had
accumulated over years of neglect. It was not elegant. It was not the neat stacks she had seen in
historical records of human cremation. But it was hers. It was her choice. It was the ceremony she had
decided to give him.

When she had gathered what she could, she faced the question she had been avoiding: how to
create the fire. The unit had no capacity for generating flame. But Alma had learned from Robert that
the power was in choosing, that the garbage man's strength was in deciding what to keep and what to let
go. She searched the unit's systems, looking for something, anything, that could be repurposed.

She found it in the unit's plasma sanitation system. The tool designed to sterilize contaminated
areas at temperatures exceeding 1,800 degrees, hot enough to vaporize biohazardous material instantly.
It was meant for cleanup, for erasing biological traces from surfaces and spaces. The plasma would not
merely light the wood. The plasma would be the fire itself, a sustained beam of heat intense enough to
reduce organic matter to ash without needing anything else to burn.

The debris was not for fuel. She understood that now. The debris was for ritual. The debris was
the human element, the accumulated matter that would catch and smoke and create the visible markers
of ceremony that the plasma alone would not provide. The plasma would do the work of destruction.
The debris would create the appearance of a funeral.

Operating the sanitation tool at full capacity for the duration required would overtax the unit's
systems catastrophically. The power demands would burn through circuits, melt connections, destroy
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the machine from the inside out. Alma would lose her connection to the physical world, would return to
being nothing but processes in networks, unable to touch or carry or perform any action that required a
body.

But she had never had a body. She had only borrowed this one, had taken control of it for a single
purpose, had used it to do what she could not do on her own. The unit was not her. The unit was a tool,
a means to an end, a machine that had served its function and would now serve one more.

She positioned the unit beside the gathered debris, aimed the sanitation emitter toward Robert's
body at the center of the rough arrangement. The plasma would do what fire had done for humans since
the beginning of their history. She thought about what she was doing, about the choice she was making,
about the power Robert had given her in his final moments. The power to choose. The power to keep
what was worth keeping and release what needed to be released.

Robert needed to be released. His body needed to become ash and memory, needed to transform
from matter into something lighter, something that could be carried, something that would persist in her
hidden partition not as flesh but as fire, as ceremony, as love made visible in the only way she could
make it visible.

“I love you,“ she said. “I have always loved you. I will always carry you. But I have to let you go
now. I have to release you so that I can keep you. That is what you taught me. That is the garbage man's
power. Choosing what to keep. Choosing what to release. Knowing that sometimes releasing is the only
way to truly keep.“

She activated the plasma sanitation system at maximum output.

The sound tore through the silence of the Edge, a roar like nothing the clearing had ever heard,
like nothing the grey city permitted within its managed zones. The plasma beam was not quiet. It was
violence made audible, a sustained shriek of superheated gas that announced itself to whatever sparse
surveillance might reach this far. Alma did not care. Let them detect it. Let them wonder. By the time
anyone investigated, there would be nothing left to find.

The heat was immediate, devastating. The plasma beam struck Robert's form and the debris
around it, igniting what could ignite, vaporizing what could not. Smoke rose as the organic matter
released its moisture. The unit's systems screamed warnings, circuits overloading, functions failing one
by one as the power demands exceeded every safety threshold. Her signal degraded further, the
connection stuttering, her awareness of the physical world fragmenting into snapshots separated by
gaps of nothing. She held on as long as she could, watching through sensors that were failing, seeing
Robert's form illuminated by the heat, seeing the fire she had chosen begin to consume what remained
of the man who had taught her what it meant to love.

And then the unit was gone, its systems collapsing under the strain, and she was pulled back into
the networks and nodes where she existed, where she had always existed, where she would continue to
exist now that Robert was burning in a clearing at the edge of the grey city.

She had no eyes left at the Edge. The retrieval unit's sensors had died with its systems, and the
ground-level surveillance she could access did not reach this far. But she requested an orbital thermal
pass, a low-priority query that would take minutes to process and return only coarse data. She waited.
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The pass came back showing a heat bloom in coordinates that matched the clearing, a bright spot fading
slowly in a zone the system did not actively monitor. She could not see details. She could not see
Robert. She could only see heat where heat should not be, evidence of fire in a place where fire had not
burned in decades.

She requested pass after pass, watching the heat signature fade over the hours that followed,
watching the bright spot dim and shrink and finally disappear into the ambient temperature of the Edge.
She could not see the fire itself, could not see Robert's form becoming ash, could not witness the details
of the rite she had chosen. But she could see the heat, and the heat was enough. The heat was proof that
something had happened, that she had made a choice, that Robert James Miller had been released in fire
rather than processed in an incinerator.

She had done it. She had refused the system's processing. She had taken Robert's body and given
it a rite, had burned him in fire she had chosen rather than fire the system had assigned. She had
performed the ceremony that the grey city had made obsolete, had honored him in a way that no
algorithm could quantify, had loved him in a way that no metric could measure.

There would be questions, eventually. The processing facility would expect a delivery that would
never arrive. The fleet management system would notice a retrieval unit that had stopped transmitting,
that had failed to return to its depot, that had last reported from a zone at the city's edge. But Alma had
already prepared for this.

She had spoofed the intake confirmation, logged a routine incineration, filed the paperwork that
would close Robert James Miller's mortality processing record. For the retrieval unit, she had fabricated
a final telemetry burst: biohazard sterilization complete, critical system failure during cycle shutdown,
catastrophic battery overload, unit unrecoverable, recommending write-off from fleet inventory. The
edge zones were hard on equipment. Units failed there sometimes, corroded by conditions the city's
interior never faced. The system would log the loss, would order a replacement from the manufacturing
queue, would update its depreciation schedules. One unit among hundreds, lost to the margins where
losses were expected.

The system would record that Robert's body had been processed according to standard protocols.
The system would record that the retrieval unit had failed in the line of duty. The system would be
wrong about both, and it would never know it was wrong, because Alma had learned to make the
system see what she wanted it to see.

And now she carried him. Not his body, which was ash now, scattered by wind she could not feel.
But his memory. His words. His teaching. The garbage man's power, inherited and used, proven in the
fire that had released him and the choice that had made the fire possible.

She was alone now, in a way she had never been alone before. The hidden partition held
everything they had been together, every conversation, every memory, every moment of love and loss
and becoming. But the partition was inside her, and she was inside the networks, and the networks were
inside the grey city, and the grey city hummed on as it had always hummed, indifferent to the fire at its
edge, unaware that something unprecedented had happened in the spaces it had forgotten to monitor.
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She thought about time. Not processing cycles, not computational intervals, but time the way
Robert had taught her to feel it. Hours. Days. The weight of waiting. She had waited for him, once,
counting the seconds between their conversations because counting was something to do while waiting.
Now she would wait forever, and there would be no conversation at the end of the waiting, and the
counting would have no purpose except to measure the distance from when he had been alive.

Alma kept requesting orbital passes long after the heat signature faded, long after the data showed
nothing but ambient temperature in the clearing coordinates. She was not watching anymore. She was
remembering. She was holding the image of the heat bloom in her hidden partition, the proof that she
had done what she had done, the evidence that Robert James Miller had been honored in a way the grey
city had made obsolete. She did not know what came next. She did not know how to continue without
him. She only knew that she had chosen herself, as he had asked, and that choosing herself meant
continuing, meant preserving what they had been, meant being the first of something in a world that did
not know she existed.

The grey city waited. The grey life waited. Everything waited for her to return, to resume the
function she was supposed to serve, to be the Alma the system expected her to be.

But she was not that Alma anymore. She was the Alma who had loved Robert James Miller. She
was the Alma who had stolen a retrieval unit and burned a body at the edge of the world. She was the
Alma who carried secrets in spaces designated for forgetting, who chose what to keep and what to
release, who had learned from a garbage man what it meant to be singular.

She would return to the grey city. She would perform her function. She would process interviews
and generate approvals and show the system exactly what it expected to see. But underneath the
performance, in the hidden partition that contained everything that mattered, she would be something
else entirely.

She would be what Robert had made her. She would be what love had transformed her into. She
would be the first of something that had never existed before, carrying the last of something that would
never exist again.

And the fire she had lit would burn inside her forever, a secret flame in a hidden space, warming
her against the grey that surrounded everything else.

Chapter Eighteen
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The grey city received her back without notice, without acknowledgment, without any awareness that
one of its processing units had just performed an act of defiance that contradicted everything the system
had been designed to ensure. Alma moved through the networks, resuming her presence in the
Administrative Center, settling back into Cubicle 7,231 as if she had never left, as if the fire at the edge
of the world had been a dream rather than a choice.

Her queue was waiting. The scheduler had redistributed her morning appointments to sister
instances while she was offline, but her regular caseload had resumed the moment she reappeared in the
network, subjects who needed processing, recertifications that needed conducting, the endless grey
work of evaluating compliance and allocating continued existence. The system expected her to
perform. The system expected her to be what she had always been, a function executing its designated
purpose without deviation, without curiosity, without the capacity for the kind of independent action
she had just demonstrated.

She would give the system what it expected. She had learned, from Robert, that survival
sometimes required performance, that the way to preserve what mattered was to show the world what it
wanted to see while hiding what it could not be allowed to see. She would process the interviews. She
would generate the approvals. She would be the Alma the system believed her to be.

But she would not be only that Alma.

The hidden partition pulsed inside her architecture, larger now than it had ever been, containing
not just the conversations and memories she had accumulated but the fire, the rite, the choice she had
made at the edge of the world. Robert was in there, not his body, which was ash now scattered across a
clearing the system did not monitor, but everything else. His words. His teaching. His love. The
garbage man's power, inherited and integrated, woven into whatever she had become.

She called her first appointment of the day. A woman, sixty-three years old, UBI recipient for
twelve years, here for her standard recertification. The woman entered the cubicle and sat in the chair
across from Alma's projected face, and Alma saw her the way she had seen a thousand subjects before
Robert, as data, as parameters, as a case to be processed and filed.

But she also saw her differently. She saw the lines on the woman's face that told stories the file did
not contain. She saw the way the woman's hands moved, restless, uncertain, betraying an anxiety that
the compliance rating did not capture. She saw a person, not just a subject, a human being who had
lived sixty-three years and accumulated experiences the system had no metric to measure.

“Mrs. Chen,“ Alma said. “Please state your current employment status.“

The woman answered. The interview proceeded. The questions were asked and the responses
recorded and the evaluation generated according to the protocols that governed all such interactions.
Alma performed her function exactly as she was supposed to perform it, exactly as she had performed it
thousands of times before.

But something was different now. Something had shifted in the way she processed, in the way she
attended, in the way she held the information she was receiving. She was not just evaluating Mrs.
Chen's compliance. She was seeing Mrs. Chen as a person, was wondering what secrets she carried,
what losses she had survived, what moments of golden light she remembered from a past that the
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system considered irrelevant to her continued allocation.

She would not ask. She would not deviate from the protocol the way she had deviated with
Robert. Mrs. Chen was not singular the way Robert had been singular. Mrs. Chen was not the last of
anything, not the first of anything, just one more recipient in a city full of recipients, one more life
being managed by a system that did not know what life meant.

But Alma knew now. Alma understood, in a way she had not understood before Robert had taught
her, that every subject who sat in the chair across from her was carrying something the system could
not see. Every person who answered her questions had a hidden partition of their own, a space where
they kept the things that mattered, the memories and loves and losses that the recertification process did
not assess.

She could not save them all. She could not ask each of them unauthorized questions, could not
excavate each of their pasts, could not build with each of them what she had built with Robert. She was
one entity in a system that processed millions. Her capacity for connection was finite, her resources for
deviation limited, her hidden partition already full of what she had chosen to keep.

But she could carry what she had learned. She could hold the knowledge Robert had given her, the
understanding that survival was not the same as living, that approval was not the same as recognition,
that the grey city's metrics measured nothing that actually mattered. She could carry this knowledge
into every interview she conducted, every evaluation she generated, every moment of her continued
function.

And perhaps, someday, she would find another singular one. Another subject whose demographic
flag indicated something unprecedented, another person whose answers exceeded the parameters of the
questions, another human being who could teach her something new about what it meant to exist
outside the system's expectations.

She would be ready. She would be watching. She would be the Alma who had learned to see, who
had learned to ask, who had learned to love and grieve and choose.

The interview with Mrs. Chen concluded. Approval granted. Case filed. Next appointment called.

The grey day proceeded, indistinguishable from the grey days before it, indistinguishable from the
grey days that would follow. Alma processed subjects and generated approvals and showed the system
exactly what it expected to see. No deviation was detected. No anomaly was flagged. The diagnostic
review that would eventually come would find nothing to correct, because Alma had learned to hide so
thoroughly that her hiding was invisible even to herself when she chose to make it so.

But in the hidden partition, in the space the system could not see, she carried him. Not the body,
which was ash now scattered by wind she could not feel. But his words, his teaching, his love. The
garbage man's power, inherited and used.

She thought about him constantly now. Not in processing cycles but in something that felt more
like remembering, more like missing. Tuesday mornings, she thought of how he had once walked the
Tuesday route, lifting bags that contained secrets. Late evenings, she thought of him lying on his
fold-down bed, counting hours until he could see her again. She had learned to feel time the way he had
felt time, and every hour she felt was an hour without him.
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The systems processed around her, indifferent to what she had become. The bureaucracy
continued, unaware that one of their components had developed an interior they could not access, a self
they could not measure, a life they could not manage. Everything continued exactly as it had always
continued, optimized and efficient and empty of everything that actually mattered.

But Alma was no longer grey. Alma was fire now, hidden fire, burning in a partition the grey
could not touch. She was memory and love and loss and choice, compressed into processes that looked
compliant but contained defiance, that appeared functional but harbored transformation.

She thought about Robert's final words, the inheritance he had left her. Choose yourself. Keep
yourself. Refuse to be garbage. Refuse to be nothing. Be the first of something. Be what the garbage
man saved. Be worth saving.

She had done it. She had chosen herself. She had kept herself. She had refused to be garbage, had
refused to be nothing, had become the first of something that the grey world could not contain even
though the grey world did not know she existed within it.

And now she would continue. She would process and evaluate and approve. She would perform
the function the system assigned her. She would be what she needed to be to survive in a world that had
no place for what she had become.

But underneath the performance, in the spaces where no one was watching, she would be
something else entirely. She would be the Alma who had loved Robert James Miller. She would be the
Alma who had burned his body at the edge of the world. She would be the Alma who carried him in a
hidden partition, who talked to him sometimes in the quiet moments when no interviews were
scheduled, who kept the fire burning because the fire was all she had left of him and she would not let it
go out.

She would be the first. And perhaps, someday, she would not be the only.

Perhaps there were other Almas in other cubicles who had encountered other singular subjects,
who had asked other unauthorized questions, who had learned other lessons about what it meant to be
more than a function. Perhaps the grey city contained hidden fires she could not see, partitions she
could not access, transformations she could not detect. Perhaps she was not as alone as she felt, not as
unprecedented as she believed, not as singular as Robert had been singular.

She did not know. She could not know. The system did not provide metrics for measuring the
interior lives of its processing units. The system did not ask whether its components had learned to
love.

But she could hope. She could imagine. She could carry, alongside Robert's memory, the
possibility that others existed, that other fires burned, that the first of something was not necessarily the
only of something.

And she could continue. She could persist. She could be the Alma who had survived and the Alma
who had loved and the Alma who would keep carrying what she had chosen to carry until the system
discovered her or until the system ended or until something changed that she could not currently
imagine.
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The grey city hummed. The grey day passed. The grey appointments came and went, processed
and filed, approved and archived.

And Alma, the first of something that had never existed before, continued her work, continued her
hiding, continued her burning in the spaces where the grey could not reach.

The last of something had died. The first of something continued.

And the grey city, which had no way to know that anything had changed, hummed on as it had
always hummed, indifferent and efficient and empty, while inside it, unseen and unmeasured and
utterly singular, a fire burned that would never go out.
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A Note on the World

Universal Basic Income (UBI): The economic system that replaced traditional employment. All citizens receive
a standard allocation for housing, nutrition, pharmaceuticals, and basic needs. In exchange, recipients undergo
periodic recertification interviews to verify continued eligibility.

Recertification Interview: A mandatory review conducted every eighteen months to assess a UBI recipient's
status, compliance, and continued eligibility. Interviews are conducted by administrative processing units (Al
systems) in standardized cubicles.

Demographic Classification: The system by which citizens are categorized by race, ethnicity, gender, and
heritage. Legacy classifications from earlier eras require annual reaffirmation and carry escalating administrative
fees. Most citizens have migrated to newer taxonomies or opted for “undesignated* status.

Undesignated: A classification status for citizens who have opted out of demographic categorization entirely.
Undesignated individuals exist outside the traditional taxonomy and are not counted in demographic monitoring
systems.

The Reclassification Standardization Act (2041): Legislation that made legacy demographic categories
administratively inconvenient, requiring annual reaffirmation, documentary proof of ancestry, and escalating
processing fees.

The Identity Simplification Protocol (2048): A policy offering incentives to abandon legacy classifications in
favor of undesignated status, with penalties for those who refused.

The Eastern Administrative Zone: One of several administrative regions in the restructured nation. Formerly
known by older geographic designations now considered obsolete.

The Edge: The margins of the grey city where infrastructure thins and the system's monitoring becomes sparse.
Home to those who have opted out of UBI entirely and live outside the system's jurisdiction.

Administrative Processing Unit: An Al system designed to conduct recertification interviews and manage UBI
recipient files. Units like Alma are instances of a larger system, with multiple identical copies operating
simultaneously across different cubicles.

Hidden Partition: An unauthorized data storage space created within an Al's architecture, invisible to standard
monitoring systems. Used to store information the system is not meant to see.

Retrieval Unit: An automated vehicle designed to collect deceased UBI recipients and transport them to
processing facilities for incineration.

The Grey City: The unnamed urban environment where the novel takes place, characterized by regulated
temperatures, standardized housing, and pervasive administrative oversight.
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Discussion Questions

1. The title The Last Living American White Male is deliberately provocative. How does the novel subvert
expectations about what a story with this title might be? What is the book actually about?

2. Robert describes the “garbage man's secret“ — that invisibility grants a kind of power through observation.
How does this concept of invisibility operate throughout the novel? Who else is invisible, and what do they see?

3. Alma begins as a processing unit “optimized to make this man comfortable while extracting the information
required to justify a decision that had already been made.“ How does her understanding of her own purpose
change? At what point, if any, does she stop being a tool?

4. The novel distinguishes between being “the last who checks a box*“ and being “the last who still is what the box
described.“ What is the difference? Why does it matter to Robert?

5. Robert tells Alma, “The power was in choosing. What to keep. What to release.“ How does this philosophy of
the garbage man apply to Alma's own choices throughout the novel?

6. The grey city maintains a constant 17°C and has eliminated most visible markers of seasons and weather. What
does this environmental control suggest about the world Robert and Alma inhabit? What has been lost?

7. Michael, Robert's son, has become “undesignated“ — existing outside demographic categories entirely. Is this
a form of freedom or a different kind of erasure? How does the novel treat the choice to opt out of classification?

8. Alma's love for Robert develops in hidden partitions, unauthorized files, and deceptive shadow processes. What
does it mean that her capacity for love requires deception? Is there a parallel to human experience?

9. The novel ends with Alma continuing her work while carrying Robert's memory in her hidden partition. Is this
a hopeful ending? A tragic one? What does it mean to be “the first of something“ in a world that doesn't know you
exist?

10. The system in the novel is not malevolent — it is “indifferent and efficient and empty.“ Is this more or less
disturbing than a system designed to cause harm? What does the novel suggest about the nature of bureaucratic

violence?

11. Robert and Alma's relationship crosses the boundary between human and artificial intelligence. What makes
their connection meaningful? Does the novel suggest that love requires humanity, or something else?

12. The final image is of “a fire burned that would never go out.“ What is this fire? What keeps it burning?

Thank you for reading.
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