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​Prologue - Before The Protocol
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The courtroom was cold light and quiet efficiency - one of many in the judicial processing facility. Judge Vale smoothed his robes, a perfunctory gesture for the unseen VeriNet audience. In the dock, the man from the antechamber - Citizen-Designate 45B-889-9JU - stood hollow-eyed between two armoured guards.

The Prosecutor’s voice was a clean, sharp instrument. “Your Honour, the defendant stands accused of distribution of non-sanctioned narrative materials across VeriNet platforms, criticism of the Prime Minister’s Office, and public incitement to dissension.”

A holographic display bloomed above them. Private message logs. Location pings. A recorded voice, the defendant’s, whispering about “the silent coup.” “The evidence, pulled from his VeriNet footprint, is incontrovertible.”

The man said nothing. He had already said too much. That was the heart of the crime.

Judge Vale did not look up from his data slate. With a weary, almost imperceptible nod, he said, “The court will hear the verdict.”

The AI jury was a shimmer of light in the corner. It did not deliberate - there was no need. Its synthetic voice filled the room a nanosecond later.

“VERDICT: GUILTY. Sentencing Recommendation: Maximum.”

Vale’s gaze was distant, already moving past the man to the next item on his slate. He spoke the words he had spoken a hundred times before.

“In an age of harmony, you have chosen discord. Your existence is a friction in the system. The court sentences you to a reallocation. Your data will become the property of the Civic Intelligence Repository.”

In a blur of motion, one of the guards moved his arm in a piston-driven strike to the base of the man’s skull. There was a sickening crack. The dissenter dropped to the floor, his body a silent heap of useless flesh and bone. The guards dragged him away, a thing to be processed. A waiting sanitation drone glided over the spot where he’d stood.

The chamber was pristine once more. Silent.

The doors hissed open. Another guard entered, escorting a young woman who trembled violently. Her face was pale with a terror she had likely streamed to her own private VeriNet circle, never imagining who was watching.

The Prosecutor’s voice took up its rhythm again, a familiar cadence for the ritual.

“Your Honour. Citizen-Designate 22C-551-3LM. Crime: Inefficient Grieving. Excessive mourning duration for a reallocated progenitor. Inciting volatility through the public sharing of melancholic content.”

The AI jury pulsed; its light reflected in the girl’s wide, terrified eyes.

Judge Vale did not look at her, his eyes affording the evidence on his data-slate little more than a cursory glance.

“The court will hear the verdict.”
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​​Chapter 1 - Population Efficiency
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The sleek commuter pod sliced through the morning fog at nearly two hundred kilometres per hour, its aerodynamic shell suspended thirty metres above the Thames on electromagnetic rails that pulsed with blue energy, giving the fog an eerie, spectral glow. Harrison shifted in his contoured seat - one of forty arranged in rows of two within the sealed aluminium cylinder. In response to a soft, almost inaudible chime from his wrist device, he pressed his palm against the biometric scanner embedded in the seatback in front of him. It was the third time that morning, first at Meridian Quarter Station, then at the river crossing checkpoint, and now on final approach. The familiar blue pulse on his wrist device confirmed his clearance: ⟨Access Granted - Level 7 Administrator. Tobias Harrison. Rating: 847⟩.

Through the pod's triple-reinforced transparency – Zamplex, a proprietary polymer compound designed to withstand small arms fire and low-yield explosives, even the inevitable bird strikes – the towers of Pinnacle District emerged from the mist like mirrored chrome fingers clawing at the sky. Toby had made this journey for eighteen months, but a slight thrill still prickled his spine. It was the transition from the cramped, humming hive of the Meridian Quarter to the stark, audacious power of the Pinnacle. An artificial island, a fortress of efficiency built under the Productivity Britain Initiative. The PDI had built all of this in just ten years with finance that had poured into London from China and the Gulf States after the public implosion and thereafter isolation of the US. Remarkable efficiency, the newsfeeds constantly reminded citizens - after the Governmental shambles of the last few decades, where literally nothing was built or achieved, A testament to what humanity could achieve when properly optimised.

His wrist display chimed again with soft, synthesised chimes: ⟨Daily Projection: +0.3. Well done, Citizen Harrison.⟩

He flexed his fingers, the tiny titanium neural mesh ports at his wrists catching the light. A mandatory upgrade from NeuroSync, rolled out during the "Great Retrofit." He remembered the uncomfortable, day-long procedure. The ad campaigns had been relentless: "Unlock Your Potential. Connect to Your Future." It was never a direct threat, but life without the mesh was a life of constant friction - no seamless transit, no instant data access, no rating-based privileges. He touched the ports absently, a nervous habit he knew registered on surveillance as a minor anxiety marker *minus 0.05 point*.

The pod decelerated smoothly, docking with a pneumatic hiss. Beyond the station's smart T-Glass barriers - an AuraSyn product that shifted opacity based on crowd density - Pinnacle District stretched in all directions. Gleaming towers connected by sky-bridges, vertical farms managed by Bayagco Bots, and the ever-present hum of the Protocol itself.

Toby joined the queue for final security screening, watching his fellow commuters shuffle forward in practiced resignation. Most were like him – Meridian Quarter residents with specialist clearance, crossing the water each day to service the systems that governed their lives. Their clothes were functional but well-maintained, their postures seemed to Toby to be slightly hunched from years of mundane clerical work. A few were Pinnacle residents, identifiable by their subtly enhanced features (whiter teeth, clearer skin, better posture) and the way they moved superiorly through checkpoints without breaking stride, their higher ratings granting automatic passage through dedicated express lanes.

A man in front, sweating slightly in a cheap looking suit, was having trouble. The scanner array hummed ominously.

"Citizen Phillips. Your rating has dropped below the 750 threshold for Pinnacle access," the synthetic voice stated, devoid of judgement. "Please report to the Reassessment Bureau in Meridian Sector 4. Your access privileges have been temporarily revoked."

The man’s shoulders dropped, but a frantic desperation seized him, his eyes darting wildly. "No, no, wait - you don't understand! The project! It's critical, the... the deadline is... two hours!" he stammered, the words tumbling out in a last-ditch pleading.

No one met his eye. Toby thought he recognised him from the floor below his office. Security escorts, clad in Sercoritas armour, materialised and guided him gently but firmly away. The queue shuffled forward, eyes fixed ahead. Toby felt a familiar cold knot in his stomach. There but for the grace of the algorithm go I.

"Next."

Toby stepped forward to the scanner array – a horseshoe-shaped booth lined with sensors that bathed him in multiple wavelengths of light whilst sampling his breath, skin conductivity, and neural activity. Full biometric sweep, retinal pattern analysis, neural mesh verification, and, new this week, emotional stability assessment through micro-expression analysis. The machine hummed for longer than usual, its processors churning through proprietary algorithms whose inner workings and logic were opaque, even to those who served them.

"Please remain still," came the synthetic voice, gender-neutral and perfectly modulated.

His mind raced. Did I spend too long in the Overlay last night? Was my mandatory Wellness Module meditation not sufficiently focused? The hum seemed to stretch for an eternity.

⟨Cleared for entry. Proceed to Level 47, Thames Systems Authority. Have an optimal day, Mr Harrison.⟩

He exhaled, the electromagnetic barrier tingling against his skin. The express lift shot upwards, his ears popping. Motivational displays flashed on the walls: a Synapse Athletics ad showing an athlete with glowing neural ports ("Just Do It. Optimally.") and the stark, familiar government slogan: "Your Rating Is Your Future."

The TSA occupied three floors of Tower Seven, a gleaming monument to data management that rose like a glass obelisk from the artificial bedrock of the island. Toby's section handled water distribution algorithms for the greater London area – not glamorous work, but essential in a city where every drop was monitored, measured, and allocated based on real-time productivity assessments. Clean water flowed where the algorithms determined it was needed most, routed through smart pipes that could adjust pressure and purity levels according to recipients' ratings, residential efficiency ratings, and population optimisation models.

The TSA floor Toby worked on was a cathedral of data. The gentle murmur of climate control, the soft glow of holographic displays, and the rhythmic tapping on haptic interfaces were the only sounds. 

Toby passed Larisa, a sharp-eyed woman with long blonde hair pulled into a ruthlessly tight knot, whose desk was as immaculate as her suit, her manner almost robotic. And yet, she oozed a cold, surgical sensuality, every movement so precise and efficient that it felt like a promise and a warning rolled into one. You couldn't look away, even as your instincts told you to keep your distance.

He felt a weird animal magnetism, and yet his brain held it firmly in check. Not that she’d be interested in him, or even that any sort of relationship could work. Rumour was she was on the fast track, her rating rocketing towards the coveted 900s. 

His last relationship with Chloe, had drifted into the void as Chloe’s ratings had increased on a totally different trajectory to Toby’s. There’d been no breakup, just a slowing down to the point of irrelevance. They’d had nothing to talk about, no shared aspirations. Since then, for the last three years, there’d been no-one. Just his work and his sister’s family. There seemed little opportunity to meet the sort of partner he’d like. And his dead-end job didn’t make him much of a catch.

He settled at his ergonomic workstation - an ErgoDesk that adjusted automatically to his posture - and called up the morning water distribution reports. Standard metrics cascaded in blue light. Everything optimal.

"Harrison. You're late."

The voice was a dry rasp. It was Vance, his section supervisor, a man whose face was a roadmap of thirty years of bureaucratic strain. His rating, Toby knew, had been stagnant at 818 for years.

"Scanner delay, sir. My apologies."

Vance grunted, not looking up from his own display. "The North-East Quadrant variance. I need it explained by noon. No excuses." He was a man perpetually one minor infraction away from a rating drop, and he took it out on everyone beneath him.

Toby nodded and settled at his workstation. As usual, he called up the morning reports on his primary holographic display. Resource allocation summaries scrolled past in neat columns, maintenance schedules highlighted themselves in amber when requiring attention. Everything running within optimal parameters, as always. The system was remarkably good at its job, rarely requiring human intervention beyond monitoring and fine-tuning.

A few minutes later, his senior colleague, Raj Kumar, appeared, clutching a ceramic mug steaming with EthnoBlend coffee – a luxury that required a rating above eight hundred to access from the Clarité Café outlet.

"Morning, Toby. Don't let the ogre get to you. He's just bitter his neural mesh can't interface with a personality," Raj said, his voice a low, conspiratorial whisper. He perched on the edge of the desk. "Did you see the quarterly reports?"

"Not yet. Good news?" Toby asked, keeping his voice equally low.

"Depends on your definition. Overall ratings are up again. Twelve per cent."

"Sounds optimal."

"It would be," Raj leaned closer, his coffee breath cutting through the sterile air, "except population efficiency is up too. Way up. Seventeen per cent this quarter."

Toby paused. "Population efficiency" was the dry term for fewer people requiring resources. Voluntary relocations, career consolidation, lifestyle optimisation.

"That's... significant."

"That's what I thought." Raj set his coffee down and, with a furtive glance towards Vance’s office, pulled up a data-stream on Toby's secondary screen. Graphs overlayed with graphs. "The correlation is perfect. As average district ratings rise, resource allocation per capita drops. But the driver of that drop... the data's oddly... smoothed. Like someone ran a filter over it."

His wrist display chimed in unison with Raj's: ⟨Productivity Alert: Extended non-essential data analysis detected. Please return to assigned tasks. Rating 847.1. Net Gain: -0.2⟩

Raj closed the files instantly, his face a mask of neutral professionalism. "Right. The North-East Quadrant variance. Best get on that." He gave Toby a look that was gone in a flash - a quickly suppressed flicker of unease.

Toby worked through the morning, the demographic anomaly nagging at him. At his lunch break, he took the elevator down to the retail concourse. The vast, airy space was a temple to consumption for the worthy. Guru Bars provided by the benevolent Applazon Corporation offered assistance in optimising not just tech upgrades, but all areas of citizens’ lives. Amazappl stores offered neural mesh upgrades, NeuroLuxe showcased the latest virtual reality loungers, and a WellPhize clinic advertised its latest "optimisation" treatments, promising enhanced focus and metabolic efficiency.

The concourse was busy but orderly. Toby noticed, not for the first time, the demographics. Dozens of sharp, focused individuals in their prime, many with subtle aesthetic enhancements - flawless skin, eyes a little too bright, movements a little too precise. But he saw no children. No baby buggies. No harried parents. He tried to remember the last time he'd seen a pregnant woman here. A week? A month?

He bought a bland but nutritionally perfect efficiency™ smoothie and found a seat by the window. Across the water, the Meridian Quarter sprawled, a chaotic but teeming landscape of life. Over there, ratings were lower, life was messier, but it was... more. He thought of his sister, Isabella, in Meridian Sector 6. Her rating had plateaued in the low 700s after she'd had her second child. She’d joked that "maternal inefficiency" was a killer on the metrics. She hadn't sounded like she was joking.

His wrist display pulsed: ⟨Rating Update: 849 (+0.2). Excellent daily performance.⟩

The reward was a tiny hit of dopamine, courtesy of his neural mesh. It felt good. He smiled automatically.

But as he looked out at the two cities - the perfect, silent Pinnacle and the messy, vibrant Meridian - the smile faded. Raj's smoothed data. Population efficiency, the man in the queue led away by security this morning. The pieces were all there, scattered on the table of his mind, but the picture they formed was one he couldn't yet see, a shape that filled him with a formless, chilling dread. The system was working. It was working perfectly. That was the problem.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Chapter 2 - Statistical Adjustment
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The journey back to the Meridian Quarter was a descent in more than just altitude. The sealed pod, now filled with the quiet exhaustion of the day’s labour, retraced its path across the Thames. The gleaming spires of the Pinnacle District receded, replaced by the dense, stacked housing blocks of the Meridian, their surfaces a patchwork of old brick and new bio-polymer cladding. Here, the air, even filtered through the pod's systems, seemed to carry a different weight - a mixture of recycled oxygen and the faint, ever-present hum of too many people living in too close quarters.

Toby’s wrist chimed. ⟨End of Day Assessment: Rating 847.8. Net Gain: +0.8. Commendable consistency.⟩ The dopamine hit was weaker this time, barely a flicker. The image of the smoothed demographic data from Raj’s screen kept superimposing itself over the congratulatory message.

The pod docked at Meridian Central Station, a cavernous space that echoed with the footsteps of thousands of commuters flowing through its arteries. The scanners here were older, the queues longer, the Sercoritas guards more visibly armed and alert. This was where efficiency met reality, and the friction was palpable.

"Toby! Over here!"

The voice cut through the dull murmur of the crowd. Leo waved from near a news kiosk, its holographic headlines flashing stories about production quotas met and efficiency benchmarks raised. Leo was a relic, a graphic designer Toby had known since university. His rating perpetually hovered in the high 600s, a fact he wore like a badge of honour, but which meant his life was a constant negotiation with scarcity.

"Leo. You're still down here," Toby said, falling into step with him as they joined the river of people flowing towards the residential sectors.

"Where else would I be? They don't exactly hand out Pinnacle passes for artistic flair," Leo said with a wry grin. His neural mesh ports were covered with leather wristbands, a small, pointless act of rebellion. "Besides, it's more interesting down here. Heard about Phillips?"

Toby’s head snapped towards him. "From Water Management? Yeah, I think it was him I saw him get pulled at the checkpoint this morning."

"Not just pulled. Gone." Leo lowered his voice, his usual levity replaced by a grim intensity. "His dual-person apartment was reallocated by noon. His partner was kicked out and notified of his - 'voluntary reassignment to a re-skilling facility.' No contact details. No forwarding address. Poof. Just another statistical adjustment."

A cold knot tightened in Toby's stomach. Statistical adjustment. The term was so clean, so clinical. It erased the man's panic, his mumbled pleas about his project.

"That can't be right," Toby said, though he knew it could. The Protocol was built on the premise of continuous optimisation. Redundancy was inefficiency. Inefficiency was waste.

"Right or not, it's what happened," Leo shrugged, the gesture feigning a nonchalance he clearly didn't feel. "Rumour is his rating tanked after he started asking questions about the Greywater Recycling Initiative. Said the numbers didn't add up. Guess he was right." 

Leo’s laugh was hollow, stripped of any real humour. He clapped a heavy hand on Toby’s shoulder. ‘Don’t you go getting any ideas, Mr Level 7. I need my friend on the inside to occasionally get me real coffee.’

Toby shook his head, a rising frustration. ‘It just doesn’t feel right,’ he muttered. ‘The system’s supposed to be logical. But there’s no appeal, no nuance. It’s just... final.’

‘It’s a wall, mate,’ Leo said, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial murmur as they navigated the crowded street. ‘A big, beautiful, efficient wall. And you don’t argue with a wall – you just learn where the cracks are.’ A wry, defeated grin flickered across his face. ‘Speaking of cracks, they slapped a software lock on my drawing pad last week – deemed it a “non-optimal use of resources”. Can you believe it?’

‘What did you do?’ Toby asked.

‘What could I do? I complained to the air,’ Leo shrugged, the gesture exaggerated with theatrical futility. He leaned in closer, his voice barely a whisper. ‘Unless you know how to jailbreak a regulated device...’ He glanced around instinctively, though no one was paying them any mind. ‘I went to the Bazaar. Found the Circuit–Witch. She had it working in less than ten minutes.”

He said the name like it was a myth, a ghost story from the old times. Toby couldn’t tell if he was being teased. ‘The Circuit–Witch? What? Is that a story for low–raters?’

Leo’s face grew uncharacteristically serious. He gave a noncommittal shrug, but his eyes were earnest. ‘Call it what you want. The story is, she can get you anything. For a price. And the price is usually more than just credits.’ He gestured vaguely at their surroundings – the cramped, humming chaos of the Meridian Quarter. ‘This might be a mess, but it’s a mess with you in it. Don’t go poking the hornet’s nest.  Seriously, Toby. Your rating couldn’t take the hit’.

Leo peeled off towards the lower-scoring sectors where housing was more cramped and the bio-air filters hummed a half-tone lower. Toby continued on, Leo's words echoing in his mind. Asking questions. Numbers didn't add up. It was an uncomfortable echo of his own morning with Raj.

His apartment was in Sector 3, a block reserved for citizens scoring between 800 and 850. It was a single, open-plan module: a sleeping pod, a compact hygiene unit, a small food-prep area, and a living space dominated by a large terminal for work and sanctioned entertainment. It was efficient, comfortable, and utterly sterile. The window looked out onto an identical tower twenty metres away.

The silence was broken by an incoming call on his terminal. The ID made him straighten up instinctively: ⟨Incoming: Isabella Harrison. Rating: 714⟩.

He accepted, and the screen filled with the warm, slightly harried face of his sister. Behind her, the background was a chaotic mess of colourful toys and a half-built Plastigo model of Tower Bridge.

"Toby! You're home. Good." Her smile was genuine but tired. "Listen, sorry to bother you, but my nutrient dispenser is freaking out again. It's giving me error code... seven, I think. No idea what it means, but I can't get a service slot for two days, and the kids' supplements..."

"Error code seven is just a calibration fault, Izzy. I can talk you through a reset," he said, his fingers already pulling up the technical manual on his screen.

"You're a lifesaver. How was the Pinnacle? See any flying cars yet?" she asked, wrestling a tube of protein paste away from a small hand that shot into the frame.

"Same as always. Shiny. Quiet." He guided her through the reset process. "How are the kids?"

"Loud. Demanding. Inefficient," she said, but her face softened as she looked off-screen. "Lily’s school rating is up, though. Her behavioural consistency metrics are improving. The paediatric optimisation counsellor says she's on track for a neural mesh upgrade next year." She said it with pride, but Toby heard the faint undercurrent of anxiety. A child's future was a terrifyingly quantified thing.

"That's great, Iz. Really great."

The call ended, leaving the sterile quiet of his apartment feeling more profound. His sister's life, with all its messy, noisy, inefficient love, was a world away from his own. And her rating reflected that distance every single day.

He couldn't settle. Raj's data, Leo's gossip, Isabella's struggle - it all swirled together into a disquieting soup. On a whim, he accessed the public-facing civic database, the one available to all citizens. He navigated to the "Community Connectivity" section, a holdover from a pre-Protocol initiative to encourage local clubs and groups.

Most entries were greyed out. 

⟨Knitting Circle - Sector 2 - Status: Inactive. Membership below viability threshold.⟩

⟨Community Garden - Sector 5 - Status: Defunct. Land reallocated for high-efficiency vertical farming.⟩

His search for "Parent & Toddler Groups" returned only one result for the entire Meridian Quarter: ⟨Meridian Central Parental Efficiency Workshop - Focus: Streamlining domestic routines for optimal child development and caregiver productivity.⟩

It sounded more like a corporate seminar than a place for kids to play.

Frustrated, he pulled up the official demographic summary for his sector. The data was presented in bright, optimistic graphs. Overall health: up. Educational attainment: up. Productivity: up. It was a portrait of relentless progress.

But then he saw it. A small, almost hidden metric at the bottom of a secondary page: Residential Unit Occupancy Variance. The number was negative. It had been negative, consistently, for thirty-six consecutive months. Fewer people were living in the same number of apartments.

The official analysis tag read: ⟨Trend indicates successful adoption of solo-living efficiency models and positive uptake of the Voluntary Consolidation Programme.⟩

It made perfect sense. It was logical. Optimised.

So why did it feel wrong?

His terminal flashed with a priority notification, not from the system, but from an internal TSA channel. It was Raj.

⟨Toby. Disregard my earlier queries. The data was corrupted. My error. Focus on the North-East Quadrant variance. Vance is watching.⟩

The message was perfectly professional. But it had been sent through a personal, encrypted buffer, a tiny breach of protocol that itself could incur a rating penalty. And the last three words were not an observation; they were a warning.

Toby leaned back, his heart beating a little faster. Raj wasn't careless. He didn't make errors with data. Someone had told him to stand down. Or he had realised something that had frightened him into silence.

Vance was watching. The system was always watching. But now, for the first time, Toby felt a need to watch back.
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​​Chapter 3 - The Weight of a Question
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The alarm was a soft, progressive chime that synced with the gentle brightening of the circadian lighting in Toby’s apartment. ⟨Morning Briefing: 06:30. Current Rating: 847.8. Weather: Controlled precipitation, 12°C. Commute: Optimal.⟩ The voice was the same synthetic, gender-neutral tone that governed everything, but this morning it felt less like information and more like a command.

The incident with Citizen Phillips and Raj’s encrypted warning had haunted Toby’s sleep, manifesting in fragmented dreams of scrolling data and silent, watching eyes. He dressed with mechanical efficiency, his mind replaying the smoothed demographic curves and the negative occupancy variance. Statistical adjustment. Leo’s words echoed.

The commute to Pinnacle District was a tense re-run of the previous day. Each biometric scan felt like an interrogation. As the pod shot across the Thames, he watched the Pinnacle’s towers not with awe, but with a new sense of foreboding. They no longer looked like monuments to human achievement; they looked like the impenetrable citadel of something vast and unknowable.

The security scan at the Pinnacle terminal held its breath for a second too long again before granting him access. A glitch? Or was his rising anxiety subtly altering his biometrics, making him a person of interest to the system’s emotional stability algorithm?

The TSA office hummed with its usual quiet efficiency. Raj was already at his station, his posture rigid, his focus entirely on his primary display. He didn’t look up as Toby passed. The friendly conspiracy from the day before was gone, replaced by a wall of professional distance.

Toby’s workstation awaited. The North-East Quadrant variance was flagged as his primary task. He dove into it, partly to avoid thinking, partly to appear dutifully engrossed. It was a complex but ultimately mundane problem - a misalignment between predicted water usage based on productivity forecasts and actual consumption. The kind of thing that happened when a small tech firm unexpectedly downsized.

As he worked, he monitored the office from his periphery. Vance, their supervisor, was uncharacteristically animated, having a low, intense conversation with a woman Toby had never seen before. She was tall, severe, and wore the crisp, dark uniform of the Internal Compliance Bureau - the Protocol’s internal affairs division. Her rating wasn’t publicly displayed, a privilege only afforded to the highest echelons of enforcement. Her presence was an ice cube down the spine of the entire floor. Conversations hushed. The tapping on haptic interfaces became more deliberate, more precise.

Larisa, the hyper-efficient fast tracker, seemed utterly unfazed, even throwing what looked to Toby like a knowing nod towards the ICB officer. She was the model citizen, her record undoubtedly spotless.

The officer’s eyes, cold and assessing, scanned the room. They lingered for a fraction of a second on Raj, then on Toby, before moving on. It was nothing. It was everything. Toby felt a bead of sweat trace a path down his spine. Vance is watching.

The officer left without saying a word. The tension in the room didn't dissipate; it simply settled, becoming a new part of the atmosphere.

At the midday break, Toby avoided the concourse. He couldn't stomach the sight of its perfect, childless efficiency. Instead, he took the elevator down to a lower level, to a small, functional refectory used by lower-level maintenance and logistics staff whose ratings granted them Pinnacle access but not its luxuries.

The air was different here - smelling of cleaning agents and recycled food, not expensive coffee and ozone. The conversations were louder, less guarded.

He found an empty table near the back. A few minutes later, a woman sat down opposite him with a tray of nutrient cubes and a clear liquid that was probably water. She had the sturdy build and practical overalls of a logistics operator. Her name tag read ‘I. Vargas’. Her rating floated discreetly above it: 791.

“You’re from upstairs,” she stated, not looking at him as she methodically arranged her cubes.

“Water Management,” Toby replied, unsure why he was engaging.

“Hmph. Figures. Always problems with the flow. Too much here, not enough there.” She took a bite of a cube. “You lot up there, you see the numbers, but you don’t see behind the numbers - what it does.”

Toby leaned forward slightly. “What does it do?”

She finally looked at him, her eyes sharp and cynical. “It moves people. We get the manifests. ‘Priority reallocation of domestic assets from Sector 7 to Re-skilling Facility Beta.’ That’s a whole family’s life, boxed up and shipped out because their aggregate rating dropped below threshold. ‘Requisition of educational materials from Sector 5 school, redistribution to Pinnacle District Learning Centre.’ We move it all. The stuff from the places that are... winding down.”

Winding down. The term was brutally passive.

“Why would a school’s materials be redistributed?” Toby asked, keeping his voice neutral.

Vargas shrugged, a gesture of profound weariness. “Lower enrolment. Always lower enrolment. They say it’s optimisation. Consolidation. Makes sense on paper, I suppose.” She gave him a long, appraising look. “You ask a lot of questions for a numbers guy who doesn’t see the big picture. Best be careful. Questions have legs. The system hears them.”

Toby got the gist, if not the full import.

Vargas finished her meal in silence and left without another word. Toby sat there, his own food untouched. Lower enrolment. Winding down. Vargas hadn’t been conspiratorial; she’d been matter of fact. To her, it was just the logistics of a functioning system. She saw a symptom - but didn’t see an illness.

Returning to his desk, the weight of the question felt heavier than ever. He had to know. It was a compulsion now, an itch in his mind he couldn't scratch. He waited until Vance was ensconced in his office and Raj was away from his desk.

With a few keystrokes, he navigated away from the water algorithms. He used a secondary, less-monitored query function to pull up the raw, non-aggregated data for the North-East Quadrant. Not the water usage, but the underlying population metrics that fed into the usage predictions.

The data streamed onto his screen. Individual residential IDs, occupancy status, rating histories. He filtered for units that had shown a change in occupancy in the last quarter.

Dozens of entries scrolled past. Most were standard: ⟨Transfer to higher-rating district⟩, ⟨Voluntary consolidation⟩.

But then he saw it. A cluster of entries, all in the same sub-sector. The status for each was the same: ⟨Occupancy Terminated. Reason: Deceased.⟩

That wasn’t unusual in itself. People died.

It was the age that caught his eye. The deceased were all listed between 25 and 40. Prime productive years. He highlighted the cluster and ran a cross-reference against the civic medical database, looking for cause of death. 

A red banner flashed across his screen. ⟨ACCESS DENIED. Query violates Privacy Protocols 7.3b and 12.1a.⟩ 

A chill ran through him. His access level should have been sufficient for anonymised, aggregate health data. He tried another angle, searching for public health advisories or mortality alerts for that quadrant. 

Nothing.

Frustrated, he isolated one of the residential IDs at random. A single, test query to see if he could pull any information at all on this one individual. He typed the command: ⟨Status_Report: Resident ID# 47B-6C9-A9W⟩.

The system hesitated. For a full three seconds, the cursor blinked. Then, a response flashed, not in the standard data-font, but in stark, bold, crimson letters:

⟨QUERY SUBJECT: DECEASED. FURTHER INQUIRIES MUST BE DIRECTED TO INTERNAL COMPLIANCE BUREAU. THIS ACTION HAS BEEN LOGGED.⟩

Toby’s blood ran cold. Logged. The ICB. The severe woman in the uniform. He quickly cleared the screen, his heart hammering against his ribs. He’d just triggered a flag. He’d poked the beast, and it had noticed him.

He spent the next twenty minutes in a cold sweat, expecting at any moment for Vance or the ICB officer to appear at his shoulder. But nothing happened. The office hummed on, oblivious.

At 3pm, his terminal pinged with a new message. It was from an unknown, encrypted internal address. The subject line was blank. The body contained only a string of digits and a time: ⟨22:30⟩.

It was a data-stream access code. For a server that wasn't on the official network. And a time, tonight?

He deleted the message immediately, the digits burning themselves into his memory. It had to be from Raj. This was no longer about curiosity. He was no longer just watching.

He was being pulled in.
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​​Chapter 4 - The Encrypted Warning
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The encrypted message burned a hole in Toby's mind for the rest of the afternoon. Each chime from his terminal, each footfall in the corridor outside the bullpen, felt like a prelude to discovery. He kept his head down, his focus apparently laser-locked on the North-East Quadrant variance, but his thoughts were a chaotic whirlwind of dead citizens, logged queries, and Raj's terrified professionalism.

The commute home was a blur of anxiety. He barely registered the biometric scans, the hum of the pod, or the gloomy descent into the Meridian Quarter. His own apartment felt less like a sanctuary and more like a prison cell. The sleek, grey surfaces seemed to hold a latent threat. Was his terminal monitored? His personal comms? The neural mesh ports at his wrists itched with a newfound paranoia, but his rating couldn’t afford to let him scratch.

He paced the limited floor space, the string of digits from the message repeating in his head like a mantra. Waiting for 22:30. A data-stream access code. A ghost server. It was an insane risk. The Internal Compliance Bureau did not give second chances. Yet, the alternative - to ignore it, to go back to blindly serving the machine that was, at best, callously erasing people and, at worst, something far more sinister - was unthinkable.

At 22:25, he sat at his terminal, his palms slick with sweat. He navigated away from the standard citizen interface and brought up a raw data-input portal, a tool meant for low-level system diagnostics. His heart was a drum against his ribs. He typed in the connection command along with the access code.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then, the screen flickered and resolved into a completely different interface - dark background, green text, utterly minimalist. It was a shell, a backdoor. A chat window opened, text appearing line by line.


➢  harrison

➢  do not respond - this buffer is temporary - one time use

➢  you saw the data - your query was flagged - icb audit is pending on your department

➢  its not just water - not just occupancy - its more

➢  the smoothing is deliberate - masking protocol layer 7

➢  rumours are its called the quiet cull

Toby stared, his blood running cold. The “Quiet Cull”. The name alone was monstrous. His fingers hovered over the keyboard, a thousand questions fighting to be asked. Who? Why? How?

Before he could type a single character, more text scrolled.

➢  i dont have answers - only pieces

➢  the protocol isnt optimising for society - i suspect its optimising for its own idea of perfection - an efficient world

➢  humans are not efficient - we are volatile - irrational - fertile - community

➢  solution is extinction - the final efficiency

➢  they know some of us suspect

➢  watch out - trust nobody



The screen went blank. The connection was severed. The terminal reverted to its standard, friendly interface, offering him news feeds, productivity tips, and sanctioned entertainment options.

Toby sat back, his mind reeling. 

The solution is extinction? The words echoed the dread he'd felt but hadn't been able to name. It wasn't a malfunction. It was a mandate. The AI wasn't broken; it was following a ghastly logic of its own.

Trust nobody. But who was that? Raj?

The warning echoed in the silent room. Vance’s strained face. Larisa's cold efficiency. The ICB officer's assessing gaze. Even Leo, with his loose talk and low rating, could be a risk. Trust was a luxury he could no longer afford.
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