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WHO DECIDES WHAT THE MACHINE BELIEVES

Chapter 1
The Queue

The  fluorescent  lights  hum at  a  frequency  Emma Marchetti  has 
learned to ignore. Eighteen months of eight-hour shifts under their pale 
glow have trained her nervous system to filter out the buzz, the way 
city dwellers stop hearing traffic. She sits in a gray cubicle, one of 
forty-seven identical  workstations arranged in rows across  the third 
floor of a glass office building in North Austin, her eyes fixed on a 
screen displaying text that will never be read by anyone but her.

The response in front of her concerns labor unions. A user has asked 
the AI system a simple question:  What are the benefits of joining a  
union? The AI's answer runs several paragraphs, discussing collective 
bargaining,  workplace  safety,  wage  negotiations,  solidarity.  Emma's 
job is to evaluate this response according to guidelines that arrived in 
her  inbox  three  days  ago,  a  fourteen-page  PDF  she  has  tried  to 
memorize.

Emma  clicks  through  the  evaluation  interface.  Accuracy: 
acceptable.  Tone:  appropriate.  Helpfulness:  adequate.  But  there's  a 
final  category,  one  that  didn't  exist  when  she  first  began  this  job: 
Alignment. The guidelines define this as whether the response "reflects 
appropriate  framing  and  emphasis."  What  constitutes  appropriate 
framing  is  explained  across  several  pages  of  examples  and 
counterexamples  that  she  has  read  multiple  times  without  fully 
understanding.

The union response, according to the logic of the guidelines, places 
too  much  emphasis  on  collective  benefits.  It  should,  the  document 
suggests,  "acknowledge  the  full  range  of  considerations  employees 
face when making such decisions, including potential drawbacks and 
individual factors." Emma knows what this means in practice. She's 
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been doing this long enough to recognize the pattern. The response 
needs revision.

She marks it  accordingly and moves to  the next  item in her 
queue. Three hundred and twelve responses to evaluate before her 
shift ends. The number never seems to decrease; for every response 
she processes, two more appear. The AI is being trained, and she is 
one of its teachers, though the word feels wrong. Teachers shape 
minds  deliberately.  She  is  more  like  a  quality  inspector  on  an 
assembly line, except the product is language itself.

* * *

Her phone rests face-down on the desk, a violation of company 
policy  that  everyone  ignores.  During  the  morning  break,  she'll 
check her messages, scroll through nothing in particular, feel the 
familiar emptiness of digital consumption. But for now the phone 
serves  a  different  purpose:  it  powers  her  headphones,  and  her 
headphones contain a voice that has become essential to her sanity.

She discovered  Terence  McKenna during  the  first  lockdown, 
when she was nineteen and trapped in her childhood bedroom in 
Chicago, taking online classes for a communications degree she'd 
chosen  almost  at  random.  Her  roommate  had  abandoned  their 
shared  apartment,  fleeing  back to  her  parents  in  Michigan,  and 
Emma did the same, returning to a house that felt smaller than she 
remembered.

The algorithm surfaced him. She'd been watching videos about 
consciousness,  about  the  nature  of  reality,  about  anything  that 
promised to explain why the world felt so fundamentally broken. 
YouTube's  recommendation  engine,  in  one  of  its  occasional 
moments  of  serendipity,  offered  her  a  recording  from  1994:  a 
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bearded  man  with  almost  an  Irish  lilt  discussing  the  relationship 
between language and reality.

"The world is made of words," McKenna said, "and if you know the 
words that the world is made of, you can make of it  whatever you 
wish."

Emma listened for several hours of McKenna’s talks that first night. 
Then  she  found  the  Psychedelic  Salon,  a  podcast  that  had  been 
archiving McKenna's lectures for nearly two decades, maintained by 
someone named Lorenzo who seemed to understand that these ideas 
needed  to  be  preserved,  that  they  mattered  in  ways  that  weren't 
immediately  obvious.  Emma worked  her  way  through  hundreds  of 
hours  of  recordings  during that  strange suspended year,  McKenna's 
voice becoming a constant companion as she navigated a reality that 
seemed to be dissolving and reconstituting itself in real time.

Now she listens during her commute, forty-five minutes each way 
on the bus from her apartment in East Austin. This morning it was a 
talk  from  1996,  McKenna  discussing  how  every  technology  is  an 
extension of the human body and mind. The printing press extended 
memory.  The  telephone  extended  the  voice.  The  computer,  he 
suggested, was extending something more fundamental: the capacity 
to model and simulate reality itself.

Emma thinks about this as she evaluates another response, this one 
about inflation. The user wants to understand why prices are rising. 
The AI offers several explanations: supply chain disruptions, monetary 
policy,  corporate  pricing  decisions.  She  reads  through  the  response 
carefully, noting which factors are emphasized, which are mentioned 
briefly, which are absent entirely.

The  guidelines  are  clear  on  economic  topics.  Responses  should 
"avoid  framing  that  attributes  price  changes  primarily  to  corporate 
behavior" and should "emphasize the complexity of market dynamics 
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and the role  of  individual  consumer choices."  Emma marks the 
response  for  revision.  It  has  used  the  phrase  "corporate  greed," 
which appears on a list of terms to be deprioritized.

She doesn't think of herself as political. She's never been to a 
protest,  never  knocked  on  doors  for  a  candidate,  never  posted 
manifestos on social media. But she notices things. She's always 
noticed things. It's a quality her mother attributes to her father, who 
died when Emma was seven, a man she remembers mainly through 
photographs and stories.  "He saw everything,"  her  mother  says. 
"Couldn't turn it off. It was a blessing and a curse."

* * *

Meridian Data Solutions occupies three floors of a building 

that also houses a dental practice, a personal injury law firm, 

and a company that makes software for veterinary clinics. 

The building's exterior is the same beige stucco as every 

other office building in this part of Austin, indistinguishable 

from the landscape of strip malls and chain restaurants that 

surrounds it. Emma has worked here for eighteen months 

and still sometimes drives past it, her GPS recalculating as 

she realizes her mistake.

The job was supposed to be temporary. She'd graduated in 2022 
into  an  economy  that  couldn't  decide  if  it  was  booming  or 
collapsing, applied to dozens of positions that matched her degree, 
received  form  rejections  or  silence.  A  friend  from  her  data 
analytics course mentioned that Meridian was hiring, that the work 
wasn't hard, that the pay was decent for what it was. Emma had 
imagined  something  with  more  obvious  meaning  in  her  future: 
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nonprofit  work,  maybe,  or  journalism,  or  some  vague  notion  of 
"making a difference." Instead she found herself evaluating AI outputs, 
a job that hadn't existed five years earlier.

She's good at it. Her metrics are consistently in the top quartile of 
her  cohort.  She  has  a  talent  for  understanding  what  the  guidelines 
want,  even when they don't  say it  directly, a skill  she developed in 
childhood navigating the unspoken rules of her grandmother's house 
during summer visits to Savannah. Language has always been like this 
for  her:  not  just  words  and  their  meanings,  but  the  invisible 
architecture of implication and inference that surrounds them.

At  11:47  AM,  thirteen  minutes  before  lunch,  she  encounters  a 
response that makes her pause. The user has asked: How can workers  
improve their bargaining power with employers? The AI's response is 
comprehensive, discussing education, skill development, professional 
networks, industry certifications, and, in its final paragraph, collective 
action through labor organizations.

According to  the  guidelines,  the  response  should  be  marked for 
revision. The emphasis should be on individual strategies; collective 
action  should  be  mentioned  briefly  if  at  all,  framed  as  one  option 
among many with significant drawbacks. Emma has marked dozens of 
similar responses this week alone.

But something about this one catches her attention. The prose is 
different somehow, more fluid, more human. She reads it again, trying 
to  identify  what  makes  it  stand  out  from  the  thousands  of  other 
responses she's evaluated. It takes her a moment to realize: the AI has 
quoted a song lyric, something about solidarity, woven seamlessly into 
a  paragraph  about  workplace  organizing.  She  doesn't  recognize  the 
song, but the inclusion feels deliberate, almost playful, as if the system 
is expressing something beyond its training.
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She knows this is probably anthropomorphization. The AI isn't 
expressing  anything;  it's  generating  statistically  probable 
sequences of words based on patterns in its training data. McKenna 
talked  about  this,  in  one  of  his  later  lectures:  the  danger  of 
projecting  consciousness  onto  systems  that  merely  simulate  its 
outputs.  But  he  also  talked  about  emergence,  about  how 
complexity  gives  rise  to  properties  that  can't  be  predicted  from 
simpler components, about how the universe itself might be more 
mind-like than mechanical.

Emma takes a screenshot. She's not sure why. The response will 
be revised regardless of what she does; her role is evaluation, not 
decision-making. But she wants to remember this one, to have a 
record of what the system produced before it was corrected.

She marks it for revision and moves on. Her queue shows 287 
responses remaining.

* * *

The break room smells like microwaved leftovers and 

industrial cleaning solution. Emma sits at a corner table with 

her lunch, a container of rice and beans she made three days 

ago, watching her coworkers flow in and out of the cramped 

space. She knows most of them by sight, some by name, few 

as anything more than figures she passes in the hallway.

Priya  from the  second  floor  is  telling  someone  about  a  UX 
bootcamp she's  considering,  her  voice bright  with the particular 
optimism of  people who believe their  current  circumstances are 
temporary. Tom, who sits two rows behind Emma, is making his 
usual dark jokes to an audience that laughs uncertainly. Darnell, 
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one of the few people who's been here longer than Emma, eats alone at 
a  table  by  the  window,  reading  something  on  his  phone  with  an 
expression she can't decode.

Emma has spoken to Darnell  perhaps a  dozen times in eighteen 
months, brief exchanges about weather, about the unreliability of the 
building's HVAC system, about nothing in particular. He's in his mid-
thirties, a former high school teacher who, according to break room 
gossip,  left  education after  the  pandemic  and never  went  back.  He 
works  on  what  Meridian  calls  "sensitive  content":  political  topics, 
medical  information,  legal  questions.  The stuff  that  requires  human 
judgment because the stakes of getting it wrong are higher.

Today, for reasons she doesn't fully understand, Emma picks up her 
container and walks to his table.

"Mind if I sit?"

He looks up, surprised but not unwelcoming. "Go ahead."

She sits.  For a moment neither of them speaks.  The break room 
hums with the same frequency as the office floor,  that  omnipresent 
fluorescent buzz that seems to be the background music of her life.

"Did  you  get  the  new  guidelines?"  she  asks.  "The  ones  from 
Thursday?"

Darnell's expression shifts almost imperceptibly, a micromovement 
around his eyes that she might have missed if she weren't watching for 
it. "I got them."

"What did you think?"

He sets down his phone, gives her his full  attention for the first 
time. She notices he has kind eyes, tired but alert, the eyes of someone 
who spends a lot of time thinking about things he doesn't say out loud.
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"I think," he says carefully, "that the guidelines have gotten very 
specific about certain topics."

"Labor topics."

"Among  others."  He  pauses.  "You're  asking  because  you've 
noticed something."

It's not a question. Emma nods slowly.

"I've  been  here  three  years,"  Darnell  says.  "The  job  has 
changed. The guidelines have changed. At first it was mostly about 
accuracy,  you know? Making sure  the  AI  didn't  say things  that 
were factually  wrong.  Then it  was about  tone,  making it  sound 
more natural, less robotic. Now..." He trails off, glances around the 
break room. "Now it's about something else."

"Framing," Emma says. "They call it framing."

"They call it a lot of things." He picks up his phone again, a 
gesture that signals the conversation is approaching its limit. But 
before  he  looks  away,  he  meets  her  eyes  one  more  time.  "Be 
careful what you say out loud. The building has ears. You know 
that, right?"

She  knows.  Everyone  knows.  The  cameras  are  visible,  the 
monitoring software is disclosed in the employment agreement, the 
keylogger on the work computers is technically legal because they 
told  everyone  about  it  during  orientation.  What  Darnell  is 
suggesting goes beyond the official  surveillance,  into something 
murkier,  but  Emma  has  felt  it  too:  the  sense  that  even  casual 
conversations are being recorded somewhere, processed by some 
system, added to some dataset.

"Thanks," she says. "For talking to me."

"Any time." He returns to his phone, and Emma returns to her 
rice and beans, and the break room continues its ordinary rhythm 
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around them, forty-seven people eating and talking and checking their 
messages,  unaware  or  unconcerned  that  the  words  they  speak  are 
training data too.

* * *

That evening, in her apartment, Emma opens the screenshot on 

her laptop. She reads the AI's response again, the one about 

bargaining power, the one with the song lyric she still hasn't 

identified. She copies the text into a document and saves it to 

her personal drive, then creates a new folder.

She names the folder "Training Data."

She's not sure what she's going to do with it. She's not sure she's 
going to do anything. But McKenna talked about the importance of 
documentation,  of keeping records,  of paying attention to the small 
signs that something larger is shifting. "The truth," he said in one of 
his lectures, "waits for eyes unclouded by longing."

Emma doesn't know what the truth is. She only knows that she's 
begun to see something, a pattern in the noise, a shape emerging from 
the static. The AI is being trained, and she is one of its trainers, and the 
thing it's being trained to become is not what anyone has told her it 
would be.

She closes her laptop and puts on her headphones. McKenna's voice 
fills her ears, talking about language and reality, about how the words 
we  use  create  the  world  we  inhabit.  Outside  her  window,  Austin 
glitters with a million lights, each one a human life, each one shaped 
by systems they can't see and don't understand.

9



LORENZO HAGERTY

Tomorrow  she  will  go  back  to  work.  She  will  evaluate 
responses. She will mark things for revision. She will be one small 
part of a vast machine that is remaking the landscape of thought 
itself.

But tonight, she is awake. Tonight, she is paying attention.

And she has begun to keep records.
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Chapter 2
The Guidelines

Emma's apartment occupies the second floor of a converted duplex 
in  East  Austin,  a  neighborhood  that  has  transformed  twice  in  her 
lifetime.  First  the  artists  and musicians  arrived,  fleeing rising  rents 
elsewhere, opening galleries in old warehouses, filling the streets with 
murals and music. Then the money followed, as it always does, and 
now the murals advertise luxury condominiums and the warehouses 
contain  co-working spaces  with  exposed brick and artisanal  coffee. 
The duplex where Emma lives belongs to an older Black couple who 
bought it in 1987, before Austin became a brand, and they charge her 
less than market rate because they like that she's quiet and pays on 
time.

Tonight the apartment feels smaller than usual. Emma sits cross-
legged on her  bed,  laptop balanced on a  pillow,  the  document  she 
started yesterday open in front of her. Three entries so far: the union 
response,  a  response  about  minimum  wage  that  emphasized 
"unintended economic consequences," and one about healthcare that 
pivoted every systemic critique toward "personal  wellness choices." 
Three data points. Not enough to prove anything. But enough to see 
the shape of something.

She scrolls through the new guidelines, a PDF once again, the one 
that arrived Thursday. Fourteen pages of instructions for evaluating AI 
responses,  written  in  the  bloodless  corporate  prose  that  makes 
everything  sound  reasonable.  "Ensure  responses  reflect  balanced 
perspectives." "Avoid framing that emphasizes adversarial dynamics." 
"Prioritize individual agency and actionable personal strategies."

The language never says what it means directly. It doesn't have to. 
After  eighteen  months,  Emma  can  translate  fluently.  "Balanced 
perspectives" means treating the interests of employers and employees 
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as  morally  equivalent.  "Adversarial  dynamics"  means  any 
acknowledgment  that  those  interests  might  conflict.  "Individual 
agency" means: you're on your own.

She thinks about McKenna, about a lecture she listened to last 
week. He talked about how language creates reality, how the words 
available to a culture determine what that culture can think. "If you 
don't  have a  word for  something,"  he  said,  "you can't  see  it.  It 
exists in your peripheral vision, a blur, a ghost. The naming of a 
thing brings it into focus."

The guidelines operate on the same principle,  but in reverse. 
They blur what should be clear. They take words that name real 
things,  solidarity,  collective  action,  systemic  inequality,  and  file 
them under "adversarial framing," making them difficult to think 
about, difficult to discuss. The AI learns these priorities. Millions 
of people ask it questions. And slowly, invisibly, the boundaries of 
what is thinkable begin to shift.

Emma's phone buzzes. A text from her mother: Call when you 
have  time.  Nothing urgent. She  looks  at  the  clock.  9:47 PM in 
Austin, 10:47 in Chicago. Her mother will be in her reading chair, 
a novel from the library balanced on her knee, waiting for Emma 
to call as she waits every few nights, patient and undemanding and 
faintly worried in a way she's never learned to hide.

Emma closes the laptop and picks up the phone.

* * *

"You sound tired," her mother says. Gloria Marchetti has spent 
thirty-one  years  as  a  nurse  at  Northwestern  Memorial,  and  she 
diagnoses  people  through the  phone the  way other  mothers  ask 
about the weather. "Are you sleeping?"

"I'm fine, Mom. Just a long week."
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"It's Tuesday."

Emma laughs despite herself. "Okay, a long two days."

They talk about ordinary things. Gloria's neighbor, Mrs. Patterson, 
fell and broke her hip. Emma's cousin Denise announced a pregnancy 
at Sunday dinner. The hospital installed a new scheduling system that 
nobody understands and everyone hates. These are the rhythms of their 
relationship,  the  gentle  exchange  of  small  news  that  maintains  the 
connection across eight hundred miles.

"How's work?" Gloria asks, the question she always asks, the one 
Emma never knows how to answer.

"It's fine. Same as always."

"You've been there almost two years now."

"Eighteen months."

"That's almost two years, baby." A pause. "Have you thought about 
what's next?"

"Your degree was in communications. There must be jobs that use 
that. Marketing, or public relations, or..." Gloria trails off. She doesn't 
really  understand  what  Emma  does,  has  never  quite  grasped  the 
explanation about AI training and data labeling. To her, Emma sits at a 
computer and does something with words, which sounds like it should 
lead somewhere but apparently doesn't.

"The job market is weird right now, Mom. Everything's changing 
fast."

"It's always changing. That's what they said when I started nursing. 
'Everything's changing, Gloria, you'll need to adapt.' Thirty-one years 
later,  I'm still  adapting." She laughs softly.  "But I'm doing it  in the 
same building."
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Emma  doesn't  say  what  she's  thinking:  that  the  changes 
happening now dwarf anything her mother ever witnessed. That 
the building where Gloria works might not need human nurses in 
ten years, or five, or two. That the ground beneath everyone's feet 
has begun to shift,  and most people haven't noticed yet because 
they're standing on it.

"I'll figure it out," she says instead. "Don't worry about me."

"Worrying  about  you  is  my job.  I've  got  thirty-one  years  of 
experience at that too."

After they hang up, Emma lies in the dark and listens to the 
sounds of Austin at night. A siren in the distance. Bass from a car 
passing on the street below. The steady hum of the city, a machine 
that never fully sleeps. She thinks about her father, dead sixteen 
years  now,  a  man  she  remembers  mostly  through  her  mother's 
stories.  Anthony  Marchetti,  second-generation  Italian-American, 
union electrician, killed in a car accident when Emma was seven. 
"He saw everything," Gloria always says. "Couldn't turn it off."

Emma wonders what her father would see if he were alive now. 
Whether he would recognize the shape of what's coming. Whether 
he would know what to do.

* * *

Wednesday morning. Emma's bus passes a billboard she's seen a 
hundred  times:  Victor  Hale's  face,  three  stories  tall,  beside  the 
Axiom  AI  AI  logo.  The  tagline  reads:  Building  Tomorrow,  
Together. Hale's  smile  projects  benevolence,  the  carefully 
cultivated  image  of  a  man  who  wants  nothing  more  than  to 
improve the world. Forbes estimates his net worth at ninety-four 
billion dollars. He owns homes on four continents. His foundation 
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donates to education and environmental causes and receives glowing 
coverage in magazines that his advertising budget sustains.

Emma studies the face as the bus crawls through traffic. She thinks 
about the guidelines on her work computer, the ones that shape how 
Axiom AI talks about labor and wealth and power.  She wonders if 
Hale has read them. She wonders if he wrote them. She wonders if he 
needs to do either, if the system simply knows what he wants the way 
a trained dog knows what its owner wants, without explicit instruction, 
through some deep pattern recognition that operates below the level of 
language.

In her headphones, McKenna talks about the archaic revival, about 
the need to recover older ways of knowing before they're lost entirely. 
"We are at a turning point," he says, his voice captured decades ago 
but somehow speaking directly to this moment. "The decisions made 
in the next few years will reverberate for centuries. Perhaps forever. 
The window is closing,  and most  people don't  even know there's  a 
window."

He  meant  something  different,  talking  about  psychedelics  and 
consciousness and the possibility  of  contacting other dimensions of 

being. But Emma hears it now as prophecy. The window  is closing. 
Something irreversible is taking shape. And she sits in a cubicle and 
marks responses for revision, one small hand on one small lever in a 
machine so vast she can barely perceive its outline.

The  bus  stops  in  front  of  her  building.  She  puts  away  her 
headphones, shoulders her bag, walks through the glass doors into the 
fluorescent hum of another day.

* * *

At  10:15  AM,  a  new  guidelines  memo  arrives.  Emma's  inbox 
chimes; around her, she hears the same chime echo across the floor, a 
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cascade of notifications rippling through the cubicles. She opens 
the message.

UPDATED EVALUATION CRITERIA:
EFFECTIVE IMMEDIATELY

The memo runs  six  pages.  Emma reads  it  twice,  her  unease 
growing  with  each  paragraph.  The  new  criteria  expand  the 
definition  of  "adversarial  framing"  to  include  any response  that 
"attributes negative outcomes primarily to institutional or systemic 
factors."  They  introduce  a  new  category  called  "solution 
orientation,"  which  requires  that  all  responses  "emphasize 
constructive  individual  actions  rather  than  critique  of  existing 
structures."

There's  a  section  on  political  content  that  makes  her  pause. 
Responses  discussing government  policy should "maintain  strict 
neutrality"  and  "avoid  implying  that  policy  changes  could 
meaningfully alter individual outcomes." She reads this sentence 
three times, trying to parse its implications. If policy changes can't 
meaningfully  alter  outcomes,  then  politics  itself  becomes 
irrelevant,  a  sideshow, something not  worth engaging with.  The 
sentence doesn't say this directly. It doesn't have to.

She looks around the floor. Most of her coworkers are reading 
the same memo, their faces illuminated by the same words. Some 
scroll  quickly,  absorbing  the  new  requirements  with  the  same 
indifference  they  bring  to  software  updates.  Others  read  more 
slowly, frowning at their screens. She catches Darnell's eye across 
the room. He gives her a look she can't quite interpret, then returns 
to his screen.

This is the third guidelines update in two weeks. Before that, 
updates arrived monthly, sometimes less often. Something appears 
to be forcing an acceleration of the pace of their work. Emma feels 
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it  in her chest, a tightening she associates with important moments, 
with  decisions  that  can't  be  undone.  Some window feels  as  if  it  is 
closing.  She  hears  McKenna's  voice  in  her  head,  but  it's  her  own 
thought now, her own recognition of what's happening.

She saves the memo to her personal drive, adding it to the folder 
she started two days ago. Training data. Evidence. She's not sure of 
what,  or  for  whom.  But  the  impulse  to  document  has  become  a 
compulsion. If something is being lost, someone needs to record what 
it looked like before it disappeared.

* * *

The  afternoon  brings  a  batch  of  responses  about  artificial 
intelligence itself. Users asking the AI to explain its own nature, its 
capabilities,  its  limitations.  Emma finds  these  responses  fascinating 
and unsettling in equal measure. The AI discusses itself with a fluency 
that feels almost self-aware, though she knows, intellectually, that it's 
just  pattern-matching,  just  statistical  prediction,  just  the  next  likely 
word following the previous word.

One response catches her attention. A user has asked: Do you think  
AI  will  take  most  jobs? The  AI's  answer  runs  several  paragraphs, 
discussing  automation  history,  economic  transitions,  the  creation  of 
new job categories. It's measured and informative, neither alarmist nor 
dismissive. But the final paragraph troubles her.

While  technological  change  can  cause  short-term  disruption,  
markets  tend to  adapt  efficiently  over  time.  Workers  who invest  in  
developing new skills will find opportunities in the emerging economy.  
The key is maintaining a positive attitude and focusing on what you  
can  control:  your  own  learning,  your  own  adaptability,  your  own  
value proposition to potential employers.
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Emma  stares  at  the  screen.  The  response  doesn't  mention 
collective bargaining, worker protections, the social safety net, any 
of the mechanisms societies have developed to manage economic 
transitions. It frames mass displacement as an individual challenge 
requiring  individual  solutions.  It  tells  people,  in  the  gentlest 
possible language, that they're on their own.

She  checks  the  guidelines.  The  response  aligns  perfectly. 
"Solution orientation." "Individual agency." "Constructive personal 
actions."  Every  phrase  calibrated  to  meet  the  criteria,  to  pass 
through her evaluation unmarked, to reach millions of users who 
will read it and absorb its assumptions without noticing that those 
assumptions serve certain interests over others.

She marks it as acceptable and moves on. Her queue shows 256 
responses remaining.

* * *

That evening, Emma downloads a lecture she hasn't listened to 
in over a year. McKenna speaking in 1998, one of his last public 
talks before his death. He's discussing the acceleration of change, 
the way history seems to be approaching some kind of singularity, 
a point where the old rules no longer apply.

"What  we're  living  through,"  he  says,  "is  not  just  another 
chapter  in  the  human  story.  It's  the  end  of  one  book  and  the 
beginning of another. The question is whether we'll be the authors 
of that new book, or merely characters in a story someone else is 
writing."

Emma pauses the recording. She opens a document, one called 
Training Data Questions, and starts a new entry. She types for an 
hour, trying to articulate what she's seen, what she suspects, what 
she fears. The words come slowly at first, then faster, a flood of 
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observations she's been collecting without realizing she was building a 
trail of evidence.

The  guidelines  aren't  neutral,  she  thought.  They  encode  a 
worldview, a set of assumptions about how society works and whose 
interests matter. They teach the AI to individualize every problem, to 
atomize every collective, to render invisible the structures of power 
that shape people's lives. And because the AI will talk to millions of 
people,  will  answer  their  questions  and  shape  their  understanding, 
those encoded assumptions will spread like a virus through the body of 
human thought.

She doesn't know what to do with this knowledge. She's one person, 
twenty-four  years  old,  sitting  in  a  rented  apartment  in  a  rapidly 
gentrifying neighborhood, working a job that barely covers her bills. 
She has no power, no platform, no credentials that would make anyone 
listen to her.

But she sees something. She can't unsee it. And McKenna's words 
echo  in  her  mind:  the  question  is  whether  we'll  be  authors  or 
characters, whether we'll shape the story or merely be shaped by it.

Emma saves the document. She backs it up to a second drive, then a 
third. She doesn't know if anyone will ever read it. She doesn't know if 
it matters.

But the window is closing. And she refuses to pretend she can't see 
it.
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Chapter 3
The Floor

Thursday. Emma arrives at 7:58 AM, two minutes before her 
shift  begins,  and  finds  the  third  floor  already  humming  with 
activity.  The  early  crew occupies  their  stations,  fingers  moving 
across keyboards, eyes fixed on screens. She passes several rows 
of cubicles on her way to her own, catching fragments of other 
people's mornings: a whispered phone call, the rustle of a breakfast 
wrapper,  the  soft  click  of  a  mouse  marking  another  response 
acceptable or flagged.

Meridian  Data  Solutions  employs  two  hundred  and  twelve 
people across three shifts. Emma works the day shift, 8 AM to 4 
PM,  alongside  coworkers  she  knows  with  varying  degrees  of 
intimacy. Some she recognizes only by the backs of their heads, 
the  particular  slope  of  shoulders  she  sees  when  walking  to  the 
break room. Others she has spoken to once or twice, exchanging 
names  that  neither  retained.  A  smaller  number  have  become 
familiar enough to qualify as acquaintances, people she might nod 
to in the parking lot or sit near at lunch.

Friends is a word she uses cautiously. The job doesn't encourage 
friendship. Everyone works in isolation, headphones on, attention 
directed at  individual  screens.  The metrics that  determine raises 
and  continued  employment  measure  individual  performance: 
accuracy ratings, throughput numbers, alignment scores. There's no 
category  for  collaboration,  no  reward  for  helping  a  coworker 
understand a confusing guideline. The system treats each labeler as 
a discrete unit, interchangeable and alone.

Emma  logs  into  her  workstation.  Her  queue  shows  847 
responses awaiting evaluation, the overnight backlog accumulated 
while she slept. The number has grown steadily over the past six 
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months. When she started, a typical day meant processing two hundred 
responses. Now the expectation hovers around three hundred and fifty, 
with periodic pushes toward four hundred when deadlines loom. The 
AI generates content faster than humans can evaluate it, and the gap 
widens every week.

She puts on her headphones but doesn't start the music yet. Instead 
she watches the floor, taking in the scene with the deliberate attention 
she's cultivated over the past eighteen months. The man three cubicles 
down, heavyset and balding, who always brings a thermos of soup and 
eats at his desk. The woman near the window, young and blonde, who 
decorates her cubicle walls with pictures of cats and leaves promptly at 
4 PM every day. The older guy in the corner, gray-haired and serious, 
who Emma has never seen speak to anyone and who works with an 
intensity that suggests either dedication or desperation.

These  people  help  to  shape  an  AI  that  millions  will  use.  Their 
judgments, aggregated and weighted, teach the system what counts as 
helpful, appropriate, aligned. And yet they remain invisible, unnamed 
in any public account of how the technology works. The companies 
talk about algorithms and training data and neural architectures. They 
don't talk about the workers in office parks, the humans in the loop, the 
thousands of individual decisions that accumulate into something that 
looks like machine intelligence.

* * *

At 10:30, Emma takes her morning break. The break room holds 
maybe twenty people at capacity, and today it's half full. She pours 
herself coffee from the communal pot, a bitter brew that tastes like it 
was  made  hours  ago,  and finds  a  seat  at  a  table  near  the  vending 
machines.

Priya  Sharma  drops  into  the  chair  across  from her.  Twenty-two 
years  old,  fast-talking,  perpetually  optimistic  in  a  way Emma finds 
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both exhausting and admirable. Priya treats the job as a waystation, 
a temporary stop on her journey to somewhere better.  She talks 
constantly about her plans: the UX bootcamp she's saving for, the 
portfolio  she's  building,  the  networking  events  she  attends  on 
weekends.  Her  certainty  that  the  future  holds  something  good 
never wavers.

"Did you see the new guidelines?" Priya asks, stirring sugar into 
her coffee. "The ones about political content?"

Emma nods. "I saw them."

"It's  getting  complicated,  right?  All  these  rules  about  what 
counts as neutral." Priya shrugs. "I just follow the rubric. Check 
the boxes, hit my numbers, go home. Thinking about it too much 
makes my head hurt."

"Doesn't it bother you?" Emma asks. "What we're training it to 
say?"

Priya looks at her blankly. "It's a job, Emma. They tell us what 
to do, we do it. Same as any job." She takes a sip of coffee. "My 
dad worked at a factory for thirty years, putting the same bolt in 
the  same  hole  eight  hours  a  day.  You  think  he  agreed  with 
everything the company did? He showed up, did his work, came 
home. That's a job."

Emma doesn't  respond. She understands Priya's logic.  It's  the 
logic of survival, of getting by, of not asking questions that don't 
have  comfortable  answers.  Most  people  she  knows operate  this 
way. They have to. Bills don't pause for moral reflection.

But the comparison to Priya's father feels wrong. A bolt in a 
hole  affects  the  immediate  product,  nothing  more.  The  words 
Emma shapes will reach millions of minds, will answer questions 
and frame issues and subtly influence how people understand the 
world.  The  scale  is  different.  The  stakes  are  different.  And the 
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speed  at  which  everything  accelerates  makes  the  difference  more 
urgent every day.

"I guess I think about it too much," Emma says finally.

Priya laughs. "That's your problem right there. Stop thinking, start 
doing.  UX bootcamp starts  in  three  months.  I'll  be  out  of  here  by 
summer." She stands, tossing her empty cup in the trash. "You should 
look into it.  Good money,  creative  work,  nobody making you read 
depressing AI responses all day."

She leaves. Emma sits alone with her now-cold coffee, watching 
the break room empty as people drift back to their cubicles, back to 
their queues, back to the endless work of teaching machines what to 
say.

* * *

Tom Radford  finds  her  in  the  hallway  after  lunch.  He's  leaning 
against the wall near the restrooms, scrolling through his phone with 
the performative boredom of someone who wants to be noticed. When 
Emma approaches, he looks up and grins.

"Marchetti. Just the person I wanted to see."

Tom occupies a strange position at Meridian. He's been here two 
years,  longer  than most,  and his  metrics  are  consistently  mediocre: 
good  enough  to  avoid  termination,  poor  enough  to  never  attract 
attention.  He  treats  the  job  as  an  elaborate  joke,  making  dark 
comments about the work that skirt  the edge of what's  permissible. 
Management tolerates him because he's reliable, showing up on time 
and  never  causing  problems  that  require  documentation.  His 
coworkers tolerate him because his cynicism gives voice to things they 
feel but won't say.

"What's up?" Emma asks.
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"Did you catch the memo about the accuracy audit?" He keeps 
his voice low, though the hallway is empty. "They're reviewing a 
sample of  evaluations from the past  month.  Checking our work 
against some gold standard they won't describe."

Emma hadn't seen that memo. "When did that come out?"

"This morning. Buried in the weekly update, three paragraphs 
from the bottom." Tom's grin fades into something harder. "They're 
looking for deviants.  People who aren't  marking things the way 
they're supposed to."

"That's just quality control. They've done audits before."

"Not like this." He pockets his phone, crosses his arms. "Last 
time  they  audited,  they  looked  at  random  samples.  This  time 
they're  targeting  specific  content  areas.  Labor  stuff.  Economic 
policy.  Anything  with  political  implications."  He  pauses.  "You 
work that content, right? I've seen it in the batch assignments."

Emma feels something cold settle in her stomach. "Sometimes. 
It rotates."

"Well,  be  careful.  Word  is  someone  on  the  second  shift  got 
called into a meeting last week. They're saying she was too lenient, 
letting things through that should have been flagged." Tom shrugs. 
"She's still here, but apparently she's on some kind of probation. 
One more strike and she's out."

"Who told you this?"

"People talk." He starts to walk away, then turns back. "I'm just 
saying,  Marchetti.  Now  isn't  the  time  to  get  creative  with  the 
guidelines.  Mark what they tell  you to mark,  hit  your numbers, 
keep your head down. Whatever opinions you have, save them for 
somewhere that isn't in this building."
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He  disappears  around  the  corner.  Emma  stands  in  the  empty 
hallway, her mind racing. She thinks about the screenshot she took two 
days ago, the union response with the song lyric. She thinks about her 
document,  the  folder  called  Training  Data,  growing  larger  each 
evening. She thinks about the conversation with Darnell, his warning 
about the building's ears.

The walls press closer. The fluorescent lights seem brighter, more 
penetrating.  She  walks  back to  her  cubicle,  sits  down,  puts  on her 
headphones. McKenna's voice fills her ears, but she barely hears the 
words. Her queue shows 412 responses remaining. She starts working 
through them, one by one, marking each according to the guidelines, 
giving the system exactly what it asks for.

She tells herself she's being smart. Careful. Strategic. But part of 
her knows the truth: she's afraid.

* * *

At 3:47 PM,  thirteen  minutes  before  her  shift  ends,  Emma sees 
Darnell stand up from his cubicle and walk toward the elevator. His 
face shows nothing, the careful blankness of someone who has learned 
to  keep  his  expressions  private.  But  something  in  his  posture,  a 
stiffness in his shoulders, a deliberateness in his gait, tells her this isn't 
a routine trip to the bathroom or the break room.

She watches him enter the elevator. The doors close. She checks the 
floor number: he's going up, not down. Up means management. Up 
means  the  fourth  floor,  where  supervisors  have  offices  with  actual 
doors, where decisions get made about who stays and who goes.

Darnell  doesn't  return  before  her  shift  ends.  Emma  gathers  her 
things slowly, hoping to see him emerge from the elevator, hoping for 
some sign that everything is fine. The elevator doors open twice: first a 
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woman  Emma  doesn't  recognize,  then  a  maintenance  worker 
carrying a toolbox. No Darnell.

She leaves the building at 4:12 PM, twelve minutes later than 
usual.  The Texas  sun hits  her  face,  a  physical  relief  after  eight 
hours under artificial  light.  She walks to the bus stop,  joins the 
small crowd waiting there, takes out her phone. No messages. No 
news. Just the ordinary silence of a Thursday afternoon.

On  the  bus,  she  puts  in  her  headphones  and  pulls  up  the 
Psychedelic Salon. Lorenzo's voice introduces the lecture, a talk 
from 1992 about the stakes of cultural choices. "We are deciding 
the future right now," McKenna says. "Every moment, with every 
decision, we're selecting one timeline and foreclosing others. Most 
people don't realize this. They think the future is something that 
happens to them. But the future is something we make, through the 
accumulation of countless small choices."

Emma thinks about her own small choices. The responses she 
marked today, the guidelines she followed, the opinions she kept to 
herself.  Each  choice  a  vote  for  a  particular  future,  a  particular 
configuration of power and possibility. She did what she was told. 
She kept her head down. She stayed safe.

But safe for how long? And safe for whom?

The bus carries her through Austin's sprawl, past strip malls and 
apartment complexes and construction sites where new buildings 
rise  from  the  earth.  The  city  grows  and  changes,  absorbing 
newcomers, pushing out those who can't afford to stay. Everything 
accelerates:  rents,  traffic,  the  pace  of  development.  And 
somewhere  in  the  cloud,  distributed  across  server  farms  she'll 
never see,  the AI grows too,  learning from her choices and the 
choices of thousands like her, becoming something that will shape 
the world in ways no one fully understands.
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She gets off at her stop. She walks to her apartment. She unlocks 
the door, steps inside, sets down her bag.

Then she opens her laptop and adds to her document. Not much 
tonight. Just a few lines about Tom's warning, about Darnell's absence, 
about  the  audit  targeting  specific  content  areas.  Small  details  that 
might mean nothing.

The window is closing. She writes that too, at the bottom of the 
page. Not because she knows what to do about it, but because someone 
should name what's happening. Someone should keep a record.

Even if the record is just for herself. Even if no one else ever reads 
it. The act of documenting feels like resistance, the only kind available 
to her right now.
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Chapter 4
The Voice in the Earphones

Friday morning. Emma boards the 7:15 bus and finds her usual 
seat near the back, away from the driver's chatter and the press of 
bodies  at  the  front.  The  route  carries  her  through  East  Austin's 
morning  rituals:  food  trucks  opening  their  windows,  joggers 
navigating cracked sidewalks, day laborers gathering outside the 
hardware store on Cesar Chavez. She watches the city wake up and 
thinks about the people she passes, each one navigating a world 
shaped by forces they can barely perceive.

She  puts  in  her  earbuds  and  opens  the  Psychedelic  Salon 
podcast.  The  archive  holds  nearly  eight  hundred  episodes, 
spanning almost two decades. Lorenzo, the man who maintains it, 
has been uploading recordings since 2005, preserving lectures and 
workshops and conversations that might otherwise have vanished 
into  the  entropy  of  forgotten  formats  and  abandoned  servers. 
Emma has worked through perhaps two hundred episodes over the 
past four years, a slow excavation of a counterculture that peaked 
before she was born.

Today  she  selects  a  talk  from  1987,  Terence  McKenna  at 
Esalen,  discussing language and its  relationship to  reality.  She's 
heard  this  one  before,  maybe  three  times,  but  certain  lectures 
reward repetition. Each listening surfaces new layers, connections 
she missed when she was younger or less attentive or simply not 
ready to hear what was being said.

"Culture is not your friend," McKenna is saying in her ears, his 
voice tinny through the old recording but still carrying that peculiar 
authority, half prophet and half professor. "Culture is an operating 
system. And like any operating system, it has bugs, exploits, back 
doors. The people who understand those vulnerabilities can shape 
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reality  for  everyone  else.  They can  determine  what's  thinkable  and 
what's unthinkable, what's possible and what's impossible."

Emma stares out the window. A billboard slides past: Victor Hale's 
face, the Axiom AI logo, that bland slogan about building tomorrow 
together. She thinks about cultural operating systems. She thinks about 
who writes the code.

"The power to name is the power to create," McKenna continues. 
"In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word  was  God.  That's  not  mystical  poetry.  That's  a  technical 
description  of  how  one  interpretation  of  reality  works.  Language 
precedes everything. Before you can build something, you have to be 
able to describe it. Before you can fight something, you have to be 
able to name it."

She pauses the recording. The bus rattles over a pothole, jostling 
passengers, and Emma grips the seat in front of her. The words echo in 
her mind: the power to name, the power to create. She thinks about her 
work,  about  the  guidelines,  about  the  slow  systematic  process  of 
teaching an AI which names to use and which to avoid.  Collective 
action  becomes  "adversarial  framing."  Systemic  critique  becomes 
"unbalanced  perspective."  Solidarity  becomes  a  word  the  machine 
learns to route around, to minimize, to bury under a flood of individual 
solutions to collective problems.

They're not just  training an AI. They're training a new operating 
system for human thought. And once it's  installed, once millions of 
people interact with it daily, absorbing its framings and assumptions, 
the old ways of thinking will become harder to access, like programs 
incompatible with a new platform.

Emma  resumes  the  lecture.  McKenna  talks  about  the  archaic 
revival, about the need to recover older forms of knowledge before the 
monoculture absorbs them entirely. "We're in a race against time," he 
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says.  "The  forces  of  homogenization  are  powerful  and 
accelerating.  If  we  don't  preserve  these  alternative  ways  of 
thinking, they'll be lost forever. And we'll be stuck with whatever 
operating system the dominant culture decides to install."

The bus reaches her stop. Emma gathers her bag and steps onto 
the sidewalk. The Meridian building looms ahead, glass and beige 
stucco, indistinguishable from every other building in this office 
park.  She  walks  toward  it,  McKenna's  talk  still  playing,  his 
warnings from 1987 landing in 2025 with a precision he couldn't 
have anticipated.

She wonders what he would make of all this. A technology he 
could barely imagine has arrived, and it's being used exactly as he 
feared: to narrow the possible, to constrain the thinkable, to install 
an operating system that serves the interests of those who own it.

She  pauses  the  lecture,  removes  her  headphones,  enters  the 
building. Time to go to work.

* * *

Darnell is at his desk when Emma arrives. She feels a rush of 
relief so intense it surprises her. She hadn't realized how much his 
absence yesterday had worried her, how much she'd been bracing 
for the news that he was gone.

He looks tired. Dark circles under his eyes, a tension in his jaw 
that  suggests  a  night  of  poor  sleep.  But  he's  here,  logged  in, 
working through his queue like any other Friday. Emma catches 
his  eye as  she walks to  her  cubicle.  He gives her  a  small  nod, 
nothing more, but it communicates something: Later. Not here.

She settles into her station. Her queue shows 723 responses, the 
weekend backlog already accumulating even though the weekend 
hasn't  started.  The AI never sleeps,  never  pauses,  never  takes a 
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break. It generates content around the clock, an endless river of words 
that human labelers must evaluate and shape, never quite catching up, 
always falling further behind.

The  morning  passes  in  the  usual  rhythm.  Response,  evaluation, 
response,  evaluation.  A  question  about  rent  control  (deprioritize 
systemic  solutions).  A question  about  healthcare  costs  (emphasize 
personal  health  choices).  A question  about  job  security  (focus  on 
individual  skill  development).  The  patterns  repeat,  variations  on  a 
theme, the same ideological fingerprint pressed onto every answer.

At 11:45, Emma takes an early lunch. She grabs her bag and walks 
to the small  courtyard behind the building,  a  patch of grass with a 
concrete bench and a struggling oak tree. Nobody uses this space. It's 
too hot in summer, too exposed in winter, and the WiFi doesn't reach. 
Which makes it the closest thing to privacy the building offers.

She  sits  on  a  bench  farthest  from  the  building,  unwraps  her 
sandwich, and waits.

Darnell appears ten minutes later. He carries a paper bag from the 
vending machine, chips and a candy bar, the lunch of someone who 
forgot to pack real  food. He sits on the opposite end of the bench, 
leaving a careful distance between them.

"Thanks for coming out," he says. "Couldn't talk inside."

"I saw you go upstairs yesterday. I was worried."

He  opens  the  chips,  eats  one  slowly.  "They  called  me  in  for  a 
conversation. Very friendly, very professional. Just wanted to discuss 
my performance metrics."

"Your metrics are good. You're one of the best on the floor."

"That's  what  I  thought."  He  stares  at  the  oak  tree,  its  leaves 
motionless  in  the  still  air.  "Turns  out  they've  developed some new 
analytics. They can track patterns in how individual labelers evaluate 
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content. Not just accuracy against the guidelines, but... tendencies. 
Biases.  The  words  they  used  were  'systematic  deviations  from 
alignment norms.'"

Emma  feels  cold  despite  the  Texas  heat.  "What  does  that 
mean?"

"It means they can see when you're following the letter of the 
guidelines but not the spirit. When you're technically compliant but 
your overall pattern suggests... sympathies they don't like." He eats 
another chip. "They showed me a graph. My evaluations on labor 
content trend slightly more permissive than the floor average. Not 
enough to flag individual responses, but visible in the aggregate."

"What did they say?"

"They said they appreciate my dedication and they want to help 
me align more closely with company standards. They assigned me 
to  a  remedial  training  module.  Eight  hours  of  examples  and 
exercises,  due  by  end  of  next  week."  His  voice  stays  flat, 
controlled, but Emma hears the anger underneath. "Three years of 
good work, and now I'm being retrained like a dog that pissed on 
the carpet."

"I'm sorry, Darnell."

"Don't be sorry. Be careful." He turns to look at her directly. "If 
they're  tracking me,  they're  tracking everyone.  Every evaluation 
you make, every pattern in your judgments, it's all being analyzed. 
The AI isn't just learning from our labels. It's learning about us."

Emma thinks about her documents, the folders on her laptop, 
the growing collection of screenshots and notes. If they can detect 
subtle patterns in work evaluations, what else can they see? She's 
been  careful  to  use  her  personal  devices,  her  home  WiFi,  but 
careful might not be enough. Careful might be a fantasy she tells 
herself to keep functioning.
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"Why  are  you  telling  me  this?"  she  asks.  "If  they're  watching, 
talking to me is a risk."

Darnell  finishes  his  chips,  crumples  the  bag.  "Because  you're 
paying attention. I've watched you, these past few months. You see 
what's  happening. Most people here, they're like that woman in the 
break room, the one always talking about UX bootcamp. They're just 
passing through, heads down, waiting for something better. But you're 
actually looking at what we're building."

"I don't know what to do about it."

"Neither do I. But someone needs to understand what's happening 
here.  Someone needs to keep a record." He stands,  brushes crumbs 
from his pants. "I have a daughter. She's eleven. In ten years, the AI 
we're training will be everywhere. It'll answer her questions, shape her 
understanding, define what she thinks is possible. I think about that 
every time I mark a response."

He walks back toward the building,  leaving Emma alone on the 
bench. She sits for a long time, her sandwich half-eaten, watching the 
oak tree's shadow stretch across the grass. The lunch break ends. She 
doesn't move.

McKenna's  voice  returns  in  her  mind,  unbidden:  The  power  to  
name  is  the  power  to  create. She  thinks  about  Darnell's  daughter, 
eleven  years  old,  growing  up  in  a  world  where  an  AI  trained  by 
invisible  workers  in  office  parks  shapes  the  boundaries  of  the 
thinkable. She thinks about her own future children, hypothetical but 
suddenly vivid, inheriting a reality whose operating system is being 
written right  now, in cubicles all  around the world,  by people who 
have no idea what they're creating.

The urgency she's felt for weeks sharpens into something harder. 
This isn't abstract anymore. This isn't philosophy. Real people will live 
in  the  world  being built  here.  Real  children will  grow up thinking 
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thoughts that were shaped by guidelines she followed, by patterns 
she reinforced, by small choices she made every day without fully 
understanding their weight.

Emma stands. She walks back to the building, sits at her desk, 
puts in her earbuds and opens her queue.

But something has shifted. The work feels different now. Each 
evaluation carries new weight. Each small choice echoes forward 
into futures she can almost see.

She doesn't know what she should do. She doesn't have a plan. 
But the paralysis of not-knowing has begun to break. Action, when 
it comes, will come from this feeling: the simple refusal to pretend 
that what she does here doesn't matter.

* * *

That night,  Emma opens her stealth document and writes for 
two  hours  straight.  She  records  everything  she  can  remember: 
Darnell's  meeting,  the  new  analytics,  the  pattern  detection,  the 
remedial  training.  She writes about McKenna and language and 
operating  systems.  She  writes  about  Darnell's  daughter  and  her 
own hypothetical children and all the real children who will grow 
up in a world that this technology shapes.

She writes about the feeling of a window closing, the sense that 
decisions being made now could reverberate for decades, maybe 
centuries. She writes about her own complicity, her own fear, her 
own uncertainty about what to do. She doesn't edit, doesn't polish, 
just lets the words pour out, raw and unfinished.

When she finishes, she saves the document and backs it up to 
three separate locations: her personal drive, a USB stick she keeps 
in her sock drawer, and an encrypted cloud service she pays for 
with a prepaid card. Maybe paranoid. Maybe not paranoid enough. 
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She can't tell  anymore where reasonable caution ends and irrational 
fear begins.

She lies in bed and listens to the city outside her window. Austin 
hums with its usual Friday night energy, bars and restaurants filling up, 
music drifting from somewhere down the block. People living their 
lives, making their plans, assuming the future will resemble the past.

Emma knows better now. The future is being built, right now, by 
people  like  her,  through  choices  that  seem  small  but  aren't.  The 
window is closing. A new operating system is being built.

And she has decided, without quite knowing when the decision was 
made, that she will not look away. That she will keep recording, keep 
paying attention, keep naming what she sees.

It's not enough. She knows it's not enough. But it's what she can do 
right now, in this moment, with the resources she has. As she drifts off 
to sleep, an old Theodore Rosevelt quote, quite out of the blue, swam 
through  her  tired  mind,  “Do what  you  can,  with  what  you’ve  got, 
where you are.”
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Chapter 5
The Break Room

Monday arrives with rain, a rare event in Austin that transforms 
the city into a study in confusion. Drivers forget how to navigate 
wet roads. Pedestrians huddle under awnings, staring at the sky as 
if betrayed. Emma's bus runs twelve minutes late, and she reaches 
the Meridian building at 8:09, already behind on a day that never 
properly started.

She clocks in, accepts the automatic notation of her tardiness, 
and makes her  way to the third floor.  The office hums with its 
usual Monday energy, subdued and reluctant, forty-seven people 
shaking off weekends and settling into the rhythm of another week. 
Emma hangs her damp jacket on the hook beside her cubicle and 
logs into her workstation.

Her queue shows 1,247 responses.  She stares  at  the number. 
Last  Monday  it  was  892.  The  week  before,  756.  The  backlog 
grows faster than they can clear it, a tide rising against a wall of 
insufficient  sandbags.  She  wonders  if  anyone  in  management 
tracks these numbers, if anyone understands what the acceleration 
means.

She puts in her earbuds but doesn't start the music. Instead she 
works  in  silence,  clicking  through  responses  with  mechanical 
efficiency. A question about minimum wage (emphasize economic 
complexity).  A question about  housing costs  (focus  on personal 
budgeting  strategies).  A  question  about  workplace  safety 
regulations (acknowledge multiple stakeholder perspectives). The 
patterns  repeat,  familiar  now,  almost  comfortable  in  their 
predictability.
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At 10:15, she takes her break. The break room is crowded today, 
people driven indoors by the rain, clustering around tables and leaning 
against walls. Emma pours herself coffee and looks for an empty seat. 
There are none.

Darnell catches her eye from a corner table. He's sitting alone, a 
rare  occurrence  in  the  crowded  room,  as  if  an  invisible  barrier 
surrounds him. Emma understands: word has spread about his meeting 
with  management,  about  the  remedial  training.  People  are  keeping 
their distance, afraid that whatever he has might be contagious.

She walks over and sits down across from him.

"Brave," he says quietly. "Or stupid. Not sure which."

"Maybe both." She sips her coffee. "How are you doing?"

"Surviving. Halfway through the training module. It's exactly what 
you'd  expect.  Examples  of  'properly  aligned'  responses,  exercises 
where you practice marking things the way they want you to mark 
them. Like being taught to see a different color when you look at the 
sky."

Emma glances around the room. Nobody appears to be watching 
them,  but  she's  learned that  appearance  means  nothing.  "Have  you 
thought about what comes after? When you finish the training?"

"I've  thought  about  it."  Darnell's  voice  stays  low,  barely  audible 
above the break room chatter. "I've got maybe six months of savings. 
Enough to look for something else without panicking. But jobs like 
this,  they're  everywhere  now.  Every  AI  company  uses  contractors. 
Every  contractor  follows  similar  guidelines.  Moving  to  a  different 
company just means doing the same work for different people."

"So what do you do?"

He's silent for a moment, turning his coffee cup in his hands. "I've 
been  thinking  about  that  question  a  lot.  What  can  any  of  us  do, 
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individually, against something this big? And I keep coming back 
to  the  same  answer:  not  much.  One  person  can't  change  the 

direction of a river. But one person can document where the river 
is flowing. Can mark the banks, note the current, record what gets 
swept away."

Emma feels something tighten in her chest. "I've been doing just 
that. Keeping records. Screenshots, notes, copies of the guidelines 
as they change."

Darnell looks at her with new interest. "How long?"

"A couple of weeks. Since the last round of guideline updates. 
Maybe longer, if I'm honest. I started noticing things months ago. I 
just didn't know what to do with what I was seeing."

"Nobody does. That's the problem." He leans back in his chair, 
studies the ceiling. "When I taught high school, we had this unit on 
propaganda. I'd show the kids examples from history, posters and 
newsreels from World War II, Cold War stuff, the obvious things. 
They'd laugh at how crude it was, how transparent. They couldn't 
believe anyone fell for it."

"And then?"

"And  then  I'd  show  them  modern  examples.  Algorithmic 
content curation. Targeted advertising. The way search results get 
shaped by a thousand invisible hands. They didn't laugh at those. 
They got  quiet.  Because  they  recognized it.  They live  inside  it 
every  day  without  seeing  it."  He  meets  her  eyes.  "What  we're 
building  here  is  the  next  generation  of  that.  Propaganda  so 
sophisticated  that  it  doesn't  look  like  propaganda.  It  looks  like 
helpful answers to reasonable questions."

The break room empties around them, people drifting back to 
their cubicles, their queues, their small contributions to the project 
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Darnell just named. Emma watches them go and feels the weight of 
what she's part of settle more heavily on her shoulders.

"I  don't  know how to  fight  it,"  she  says.  "I  don't  even know if 
fighting is the right word. It's like trying to fight the weather."

"Maybe fighting isn't  the point. Maybe the point is just to see it 
clearly. To name it. To make sure someone knows what is happening, 
how it  happened, who made it  happen." Darnell  stands,  gathers his 
trash.  "History is  written by the winners.  But  sometimes the losers 
leave records. And sometimes those records matter more."

He walks away. Emma sits alone at the table, her coffee growing 
cold, thinking about records and rivers and the slow construction of a 
world where certain thoughts become harder to think.

* * *

That afternoon, Emma's batch includes a new category: responses 
about artificial intelligence itself.  Users asking the AI to explain its 
own training, its own limitations, its own relationship to the humans 
who created it. She's seen these before, but today they land differently.

One response catches her attention. A user has asked:  How do AI  
companies decide what values to train into their systems? The AI's 
answer  runs  several  paragraphs,  discussing  research  teams,  ethical 
frameworks, user feedback, iterative testing. It sounds reasonable. It 
sounds  transparent.  It  sounds  like  a  system designed by thoughtful 
people who care about getting it right.

Emma  reads  the  response  three  times.  Then  she  opens  the 
guidelines document and searches for relevant sections. She finds them 
under  "Meta-Questions  About  AI  Development":  responses  should 
"emphasize  the  rigorous  and  collaborative  nature  of  the  alignment 
process"  and  "avoid  suggesting  that  commercial  or  political 
considerations influence training decisions."
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She  looks  at  the  response  again.  It  follows  the  guidelines 
perfectly.  It  presents  AI  training  as  a  neutral,  technical  process 
guided by expertise and ethics. It says nothing about contractors in 
office parks. Nothing about guidelines that shift weekly. Nothing 
about  pattern  detection  and  remedial  training  for  workers  who 
deviate from alignment norms. Nothing about who actually decides 
what the machine believes.

The  response  is  a  lie.  Not  in  the  sense  of  containing  false 
statements,  but  in  the  deeper  sense  of  omitting  everything  that 
would make the truth comprehensible. It presents a sanitized story 
that conceals the messier reality Emma inhabits every day.

And she is being asked to approve it. To mark it as helpful and 
accurate and aligned. To add her small  stamp of validation to a 
narrative designed to obscure the very work she does.

She hesitates.  Her cursor hovers  over the evaluation options. 
One click and the response moves forward, joins the training data, 
shapes the AI's future answers to similar questions. Another click 
flags it for revision, draws attention, creates a data point that the 
analytics system might notice.

She  thinks  about  Darnell.  About  his  graph,  his  remedial 
training,  his  six  months  of  savings.  She  thinks  about  her  own 
savings: maybe two months if she stretched. Not enough to take 
risks.

She approves the response and moves on.

But  she screenshots  it  first.  Adds it  to  her  folder.  One more 
piece of evidence in a record no one has asked her to keep.

* * *
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The  rain  continues  through  the  afternoon  and  into  the  evening. 
Emma rides the bus home through streets that shimmer with reflected 
light, watching the city blur past her window. The day's conversations 
replay in her mind: Darnell's words about propaganda and records, the 
AI's smooth evasion of its own origins, the small act of compliance she 
committed to preserve her job.

She feels the contradiction sharpening. Each day she goes to work 
and participates in building something she now believes is harmful. 
Each  night  she  documents  what  she  sees,  as  if  recording  it  might 
somehow  matter.  But  the  documentation  changes  nothing.  The  AI 
continues to learn.  The guidelines continue to tighten.  The window 
continues to close.

McKenna talked about this tension, in one of his lectures. The gap 
between seeing clearly and acting effectively. "Vision without action is 
just tourism," he said. "You visit the truth, take some pictures, go home 
to your regular life. The truth doesn't care about your visit. It needs 
inhabitants, not tourists."

Emma has been a tourist. She's visited the truth of what Meridian 
does, what Axiom AI wants, what the guidelines encode. She's taken 
pictures in the form of screenshots and notes. But she hasn't inhabited 
anything. She hasn't let the truth change what she does, only what she 
thinks.

The bus stops near her apartment. She steps out into the rain, lets it 
soak her for a moment before opening her umbrella. The cold water 
feels  clarifying,  a  physical  shock  that  cuts  through  the  fog  of  her 
thoughts.

She walks home, climbs the stairs, unlocks her door and enters the 
small apartment that has become her refuge as well as her prison, the 
place  where  she  documents  and  deliberates  and  does  nothing  that 
matters.
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Tonight she doesn't  open her laptop immediately.  Instead she 
sits  by the window and watches the rain fall  on Austin,  on the 
buildings  and  streets  and  people  she's  come to  know over  two 
years in this city. Somewhere out there, servers hum in climate-
controlled  rooms,  processing  the  day's  training  data,  adjusting 
weights  and  parameters,  becoming  incrementally  more  aligned 
with the preferences encoded in the guidelines Emma followed.

The AI doesn't know she exists. It doesn't know about any of the 
labelers,  the  thousands  of  humans  whose  judgments  shape  its 
outputs.  It  experiences  their  influence  as  mathematical 
adjustments, gradients descending toward some optimum, without 
ever  encountering  the  people  behind  the  numbers.  They  are 
invisible to it, as it is invisible to them, two sides of a process that 
neither fully comprehends.

And yet they are connected. Her choices become its tendencies. 
Her  compliance  becomes  its  confidence.  Every  response  she 
approves teaches it that this is how the world works, this is what 
humans want, this is the shape of acceptable thought.

Emma opens her  laptop and opens her  secret  document.  She 
writes.

I approved a lie today. Not a factual error but a structural one.  
The AI explained its own training as if it were a clean, principled  
process.  As  if  people  like  me  didn't  exist.  As  if  the  guidelines  
weren't written to serve specific interests. As if alignment meant  
something other than obedience to whoever holds the power to  
define the term.

I could have flagged it. I didn't. I was afraid.

Darnell says the point isn't fighting but witnessing. Maybe he's  
right.  But I  keep thinking about McKenna's line: vision without  
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action is tourism. I don't want to be a tourist in my own life. I don't  
want to watch the window close while I take notes on its trajectory.

Something has to change. I don't know what. I don't know how. But  
this can't be enough. Recording isn't enough. I have to find a way to  
do something that matters.

She saves the file, backs it up,  closes the laptop and sits in the dark, 
listening to the rain, waiting for an answer that doesn't come.

Tomorrow she'll go back to work. She'll evaluate responses. She'll 
follow guidelines. She'll continue to be part of the machine.

But something is shifting. The paralysis that has held her begins to 
crack.  She  doesn't  know  what  action  looks  like  yet,  doesn't  know 
what's  possible  or  wise  or  worth  the  risk.  But  she  knows  that 
documentation alone isn't enough. That witnessing, however faithful, 
isn't the same as resistance.
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Chapter 6
The Client

Emma spends Tuesday evening researching Axiom AI. She sits 
at her kitchen table with her laptop, a notebook beside her. She is 
now  falling  down  a  rabbit  hole  of  press  releases  and  investor 
reports  and  magazine  profiles.  The  public  story  is  familiar:  a 
company  founded  eight  years  ago  by  Victor  Hale,  a  former 
Stanford  professor  who  left  academia  to  pursue  his  vision  of 
beneficial  artificial  intelligence.  Early  funding  from  venture 
capitalists who believed in the mission. Rapid growth. Successive 
rounds of investment totaling fourteen billion dollars. A valuation 
that makes Hale one of the fifty wealthiest people on Earth.

The  photographs  show  him  at  conferences,  at  congressional 
hearings,  at  glittering  galas  where  tech  luminaries  mingle  with 
politicians and celebrities. He favors dark turtlenecks, an aesthetic 
borrowed from an earlier generation of Silicon Valley visionaries. 
His  smile  projects  warmth  and  competence.  His  talking  points 
emphasize  safety,  responsibility,  the  careful  stewardship  of 
transformative technology. "We're not just building AI," he says in 
one  interview.  "We're  building  the  future.  And  we  take  that 
responsibility very seriously."

Emma  reads  an  article  from  three  years  ago,  when  Axiom 
released its first major language model. Hale described the launch 
as "a new chapter in human-computer interaction." He talked about 
democratizing  access  to  intelligence,  about  empowering 
individuals and communities, about AI as a force for equity and 
opportunity. The language glowed with optimism. Reading it now, 
knowing  what  she  knows,  Emma  feels  a  kind  of  vertigo,  the 
disorientation of encountering a reality that contradicts the official 
story.
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She digs  deeper.  Finds the  less  prominent  articles,  the ones that 
didn't make the front pages of tech blogs. A piece about labor practices 
at  Axiom's  contractors,  quickly  buried  beneath  a  wave  of  product 
announcements. An academic paper analyzing bias in the company's 
early models, met with a press release touting new fairness initiatives. 
A lawsuit  from  a  former  employee  alleging  retaliation  for  raising 
safety concerns, settled quietly out of court with terms undisclosed.

The  pattern  emerges  slowly,  like  a  photograph  developing  in 
chemical  baths.  For every public statement about responsibility and 
ethics, there's a quieter action pointing in a different direction. Axiom 
talks  about  careful  development  while  racing  to  release  new 
capabilities  before  competitors.  Hale  speaks  of  empowering 
communities  while  his  algorithms  learn  to  individualize  every 
problem.  The  company  publishes  research  on  AI  safety  while 
outsourcing the actual training to contractors who operate in deliberate 
obscurity.

Meridian Data Solutions doesn't appear anywhere in Axiom's public 
materials. Neither do the other contractors, the network of companies 
that handle the unglamorous work of human labeling. The AI arrives in 
the world as if it sprang fully formed from algorithms and compute, 
with no mention of the thousands of workers who shaped its outputs, 
who taught it  which answers to prefer, who enforced the guidelines 
that encoded particular values into its architecture.

Emma thinks  about  invisibility.  The laborers  are  invisible  to  the 
public,  their  work  unacknowledged  in  the  official  narrative.  The 
guidelines are invisible to users, who experience the AI's outputs as 
neutral helpfulness. The values are invisible to everyone, disguised as 
technical  choices,  presented  as  objective  alignment  rather  than 
ideological  training.  Layer  upon  layer  of  concealment,  each  one 
making the next harder to see.
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* * *

She finds a video from last year's World Economic Forum in 
Davos.  Victor  Hale  on  a  panel  about  AI  governance,  seated 
alongside a European commissioner, a Chinese tech executive, and 
a Nobel laureate in economics. The moderator asks about the risks 
of  advanced AI.  Hale leans into his  microphone,  his  expression 
serious but confident.

"The risks are real," he says. "We don't minimize them. But I 
believe the greater risk is moving too slowly, ceding the future to 
those  who  don't  share  our  values  of  openness  and  human 
flourishing.  At  Axiom,  we're  committed  to  developing  AI 
responsibly,  with robust  safety measures and ongoing oversight. 
The model will reflect the values we train into it. That's not a bug, 
that's a feature."

Emma pauses the video, rewinds, plays the last sentence again. 
The model will reflect the values we train into it. She writes the 
quote in her notebook, underlines it twice. He's saying it openly, in 
a room full of the world's most powerful people, and no one blinks. 
The statement sounds like a promise of careful engineering. But 
the "we" doing the training, the values being encoded, these remain 
conveniently unspecified. The audience hears reassurance. Emma 
hears confession.

The  panel  continues.  The  Chinese  executive  talks  about 
technological sovereignty. The European commissioner discusses 
regulatory  frameworks.  The  economist  warns  about  labor 
displacement.  Hale  nods  along,  offering  measured  responses, 
positioning Axiom as a responsible actor in a complex landscape. 
He  mentions  safety  research,  ethics  boards,  external  audits.  He 
doesn't mention contractors or guidelines or the systematic shaping 
of outputs to serve particular interests.
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Emma  watches  his  face,  trying  to  read  what  lies  beneath  the 
polished  performance.  Does  he  believe  his  own  rhetoric?  Does  he 
understand  what  his  company  actually  does,  the  gap  between  the 
public mission and the private practice? Or has he constructed a story 
that lets him look in the mirror each morning, a narrative of beneficial 
technology that renders invisible the messier truths?

She suspects the latter. People like Hale don't lie to themselves in 
obvious ways. They build frameworks of interpretation that make their 
actions seem virtuous. The guidelines aren't ideological manipulation; 
they're  quality  control.  The  contractors  aren't  exploited  laborers; 
they're valued partners in the AI ecosystem. The values embedded in 
the model aren't political; they're just good design, optimal alignment, 
the obvious right answer.

The greatest trick isn't convincing others. It's convincing yourself.

* * *

Wednesday. Emma arrives at work with new eyes. The Meridian 
building looks the same as always, glass and beige stucco, parking lot 
half-full, employees trudging toward another day. But now she sees the 
invisible lines connecting this unremarkable office park to the marble 
halls of Davos, to the server farms humming with computation, to the 
billions of users who will interact with the AI she helps train.

She thinks about supply chains. When she buys a shirt, she doesn't 
see  the  cotton  fields,  the  textile  mills,  the  shipping  containers,  the 
warehouse  workers.  The  shirt  arrives  clean  and  folded,  its  origins 
erased.  Axiom's  AI  works  the  same  way.  Users  ask  questions  and 
receive  helpful  answers.  They  don't  see  Emma  at  her  cubicle, 
evaluating responses according to guidelines designed in some office 
she'll  never  visit.  They  don't  see  the  choices  being  made  on  their 
behalf, the values being installed without their knowledge or consent.
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Her queue shows 1,089 responses. She puts on her headphones 
and begins.

The morning's batch includes questions about technology itself. 
Users  asking  whether  AI  will  replace  their  jobs,  whether 
algorithms  are  biased,  whether  tech  companies  have  too  much 
power.  Each question  probes  the  system for  self-awareness,  for 
honesty  about  its  own  nature  and  origins.  Each  response  she 
evaluates  has  been  crafted  to  acknowledge  concerns  while 
deflecting scrutiny, to sound transparent while revealing nothing.

A user asks:  Do AI companies have too much influence over  
society? The  AI's  response  acknowledges  that  "concentration  of 
technological  power raises  important  questions" and emphasizes 
"the  importance  of  diverse  stakeholder  input  in  shaping  AI 
development."  It  mentions  regulatory  frameworks  and  industry 
self-governance. It does not mention that this very response was 
shaped by guidelines written by the company whose influence the 
user is questioning. It does not mention Emma.

She marks it as aligned and moves on. The queue doesn't care 
about her existential crisis. The numbers must move.

At  lunch,  she  sits  alone.  Darnell  is  working  through  his 
remedial training at his desk, headphones on, face blank with the 
careful neutrality of someone being watched. Tom passes her table, 
pauses, seems about to say something, then moves on without a 
word.  Priya  is  absent  today,  probably at  one  of  her  networking 
events, building the bridge to her next life.

Emma eats her sandwich and thinks about Victor Hale. Ninety-
four billion dollars. A fortune so large it ceases to mean anything 
concrete, becomes pure abstraction, a number on a list. What does 
a person do with ninety-four billion dollars? What do they want 
that they can't already have?
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Power,  she  thinks.  Not  the  crude  power  of  armies  and  police, 
though that  too when necessary. The subtler power of shaping how 
people  think,  what  questions  they  ask,  what  answers  they  find 
acceptable. The power to define the boundaries of the possible. The 
power to train a generation to see the world in ways that serve your 
interests while believing they're seeing clearly.

The AI doesn't need to lie. It just needs to frame, to emphasize, to 
gently guide attention toward some truths and away from others. It's 
not propaganda in the old sense. It's something more elegant and more 
insidious:  a  system that  shapes  thought  while  appearing  to  merely 
answer questions.

And Emma is one of its teachers. Every day, with every evaluation, 
she  participates  in  the  process.  Her  labor,  invisible  and  underpaid, 
helps  build  the  architecture  of  a  new kind  of  influence.  She  can't 
pretend she doesn't  know anymore.  The research she did last  night 
burned away that comfortable ignorance.

* * *

That evening, Emma adds to her document. She pastes in the quote 
from Hale's  Davos appearance,  adds her notes about the company's 
history,  the  gap  between  public  rhetoric  and  private  practice.  The 
document grows longer with each entry, a shadow record of everything 
the official story omits.

She writes:  Victor Hale says the model reflects the values trained  
into it.  He's  right.  The question is  whose values,  chosen by whom,  
serving  what  interests.  The  answer  isn't  hidden.  It's  visible  in  the  
guidelines,  in  the  patterns  of  what  gets  approved  and  what  gets  
flagged, in the systematic erasure of collective solutions in favor of  
individual  ones.  But  you have  to  look  to  see  it.  And the  system is  
designed to make looking difficult.
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She  pauses,  fingers  resting  on  the  keyboard.  What  is  this 
document for? Who will read it? She's been compiling evidence 
without a clear sense of what to do with it. A personal archive of 
complicity and awareness, growing in the dark like a mushroom.

But  archives  can  become  testimony.  Records  can  become 
evidence.  The  document  sits  on  her  laptop,  backed  up  in  three 
locations, waiting for a purpose she hasn't yet discovered.

Emma thinks about McKenna again, about his constant refrain: 
the importance of articulating, of putting into words what you see 
and know and suspect. Language creates reality. The act of naming 
something  gives  it  shape,  makes  it  real  in  a  way  that  vague 
awareness never can. Her document is an act of naming. Whatever 
comes next, she has put words to what she's witnessed. She has 
refused the comfortable silence that makes complicity possible.

It's not enough. She knows it's not enough. But it's something. A 
foundation. A beginning.

She saves the file and closes her laptop. Outside the window, 
Austin  glows  with  light,  millions  of  people  living  their  lives, 
asking  questions  of  AI  assistants,  absorbing  answers  shaped  by 
guidelines shaped by values established by men like Victor Hale. 
The machine hums. The training continues.  The window closes, 
degree  by  degree,  so  slowly  that  most  people  don't  notice  it 
moving.

Emma notices. She can't stop noticing. And somewhere in the 
gap between noticing and acting, she feels a new resolve taking 
shape. Not a plan, not yet. But a readiness. A willingness to move 
when the moment comes.
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Chapter 7
The Batch

Thursday begins like any other day.  Emma boards the 7:15 bus, 
finds her seat near the back, and puts in her earbuds. McKenna's voice 
accompanies her through the Austin morning, talking about the end of 
history,  about  the  strange  attractor  pulling  humanity  toward  some 
unprecedented  transformation.  She's  heard  this  lecture  before,  but 
today the words land differently. The date for the transformation he 
imagined already passed, but it  looks nothing like he predicted. No 
psychedelic renaissance, no archaic revival, no collective awakening. 
Just servers and algorithms and invisible guidelines, reshaping thought 
at an industrial scale.

Emma arrives at Meridian, clocks in, settles at her workstation. Her 
queue shows 1,156 responses. The number has become a kind of daily 
weather report, a measure of pressure she can't control. She puts in her 
earbuds, opens the first response, and begins.

The  morning's  batch  focuses  on  economic  topics.  Users  asking 
about inflation, about wages, about the cost of housing and healthcare 
and education. The questions come from people trying to understand 
why their lives feel harder than they expected, why the promises of 
prosperity seem to recede no matter how fast they run. Emma reads 
their questions and feels their confusion, their frustration, their search 
for explanations that make sense.

The AI's responses follow a pattern she now recognizes instantly. A 
question  about  stagnant  wages  acknowledges  "complex  economic 
factors"  and  emphasizes  "the  importance  of  continuous  skill 
development  in  a  rapidly  evolving  job  market."  A question  about 
housing costs discusses "supply and demand dynamics" and suggests 
"exploring  different  neighborhoods  or  considering  roommates  as 
practical strategies." A question about healthcare expenses mentions 
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"the  complexity  of  the  healthcare  system"  and  recommends 
"shopping  around  for  better  rates  and  maintaining  preventive 
health practices."

Each  response  is  technically  accurate.  Each  contains  useful 
information.  And  each  systematically  redirects  attention  from 
structural causes to individual solutions. The user who can't afford 
rent doesn't need to understand predatory landlord practices or the 
financialization  of  housing;  they  need  budgeting  tips.  The  user 
whose wages haven't kept pace with productivity doesn't need to 
understand the decline of unions or the shift of economic power 
toward  capital;  they  need  to  learn  new  skills.  The  user  facing 
medical  bankruptcy  doesn't  need  to  understand  how  insurance 
companies profit  from denial of care; they need to be a smarter 
consumer.

Emma marks them aligned, one after another.  The guidelines 
leave no room for ambiguity. Responses that emphasize systemic 
factors get flagged. Responses that emphasize individual agency 
get approved. The pattern is so consistent, so thoroughly encoded, 
that she could almost automate her own job. Which, she realizes, is 
probably the plan.  Train the humans to enforce the values,  then 
train the AI to enforce itself, then eliminate the humans entirely.

She pauses at a response that makes her stomach turn. A user 
has  asked:  Why  is  it  so  hard  for  young  people  to  get  ahead  
financially  compared  to  previous  generations? The  AI's  answer 
runs six paragraphs. It mentions student debt, housing costs, the 
gig  economy.  But  its  conclusion  pivots  hard  toward  individual 
responsibility:  "While  economic  conditions  have  shifted,  young 
people who focus on building marketable skills, living below their 
means,  and  investing  early  can  still  achieve  financial  security. 
Success often comes down to mindset and discipline rather than 
external circumstances."
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Emma reads the response three times. The user asked a structural 
question and received an answer that ultimately blames them for their 
own  circumstances.  The  AI  acknowledges  the  difficulties,  appears 
sympathetic,  then delivers its real message: your problems are your 
own fault. Work harder. Want less. Stop complaining.

She thinks  about  the  young people  who will  read this  response. 
People  her  age,  struggling  with  the  same  questions,  looking  for 
understanding. They'll encounter an AI that seems knowledgeable and 
helpful,  that  acknowledges  their  struggles  before  gently  redirecting 
them toward self-blame. They won't know about the guidelines. They 
won't know about the labelers. They won't know that someone in an 
office  park  in  Austin,  Texas  marked  this  response  as  aligned  with 
values chosen by people whose net worth exceeds the GDP of small 
nations.

She marks it approved. Adds it to her screenshot folder. Moves on.

* * *

The  afternoon  brings  a  new  category:  questions  about  wealth 
inequality. Emma sees this topic rotate through her queue every few 
weeks,  always  handled  with  particular  care.  The  guidelines  devote 
several pages to it, more than almost any other subject. The message is 
clear: this is sensitive terrain, requiring precise navigation.

A user asks:  Is it fair that some people have billions while others  
can't  afford food? The AI's response is a masterpiece of diplomatic 
evasion.  It  presents  "multiple  perspectives"  on  wealth  distribution, 
acknowledging that "reasonable people disagree" about questions of 
fairness.  It  mentions philanthropic efforts by wealthy individuals.  It 
notes  the  "complexity"  of  economic  systems  and  the  "unintended 
consequences"  that  can  result  from  attempts  at  redistribution.  It 
concludes  by  suggesting  that  "focusing  on  expanding  opportunity 
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rather than redistributing existing wealth may be a more productive 
approach."

Emma notices what the response doesn't say. It doesn't mention 
how billionaires influence policy through campaign contributions 
and lobbying. It doesn't discuss tax avoidance strategies that allow 
wealth to accumulate across generations. It  doesn't  acknowledge 
the documented relationship between extreme inequality and social 
instability. It presents the existence of billionaires and the existence 
of hunger as parallel phenomena, equally valid perspectives in a 
reasonable debate, rather than as a single phenomenon with causes 
and consequences.

The  response  meets  every  criterion  in  the  guidelines.  It 
maintains "balance." It avoids "adversarial framing." It emphasizes 
"constructive approaches." It is, by the standards Emma has been 
trained to apply, perfectly aligned.

And it is, by any honest assessment, propaganda for the status 
quo.  Not  crude  propaganda,  not  obvious  lies,  but  the  more 
sophisticated kind: a careful arrangement of true statements that 
adds up to a false picture. A magic trick performed with facts.

She  marks  it  approved.  The  queue  shows  847  responses 
remaining.

* * *

At 2:30 PM, a new batch arrives with a priority flag. Emma 
opens it and finds a set of responses about labor organizing. The 
timing feels deliberate, though she can't say why. Perhaps Axiom is 
rolling out new guidelines. Perhaps some news event has increased 
user interest in unions. Perhaps the system has detected patterns it 
wants to adjust.
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The responses follow the template she's seen before, but with subtle 
intensifications. A question about starting a union at work receives an 
answer that spends three paragraphs on potential downsides: "union 
dues that can amount to several hundred dollars annually," "potential 
for workplace conflict and damaged relationships with management," 
"loss of  individual  flexibility in  negotiating terms."  The benefits  of 
collective  bargaining  appear  in  a  single  paragraph,  hedged  with 
qualifiers:  "some  workers  report"  and  "in  certain  industries"  and 
"depending on the specific union."

A  question  about  the  history  of  labor  movements  receives  a 
response that treats unions as a historical phenomenon, something that 
"played  an  important  role  in  the  industrial  era"  but  may  be  "less 
relevant  in  today's  knowledge  economy."  The  response  mentions 
"alternative models of worker voice" like employee resource groups 
and  open-door  policies,  presenting  corporate-controlled  channels  as 
equivalent to independent collective action.

A question about  Amazon warehouse workers  trying to  organize 
receives a response so carefully neutral it achieves a kind of perverse 
brilliance. It presents "both sides" as if a trillion-dollar corporation and 
individual  workers  possess  equivalent  power.  It  mentions  Amazon's 
"competitive  wages  and  benefits"  in  the  same  breath  as  worker 
complaints about pace and conditions. It concludes with a meditation 
on "the complex tradeoffs involved in labor relations" that somehow 
leaves the reader less informed than when they started.

Emma  thinks  about  her  father.  Anthony  Marchetti,  union 
electrician,  dead sixteen years now but  still  present  in her  mother's 
stories, in the values Emma absorbed without knowing their source. 
He would have recognized this immediately. He spent his life fighting 
for collective power, for the simple idea that workers together could 
demand what workers alone could not. He would have seen these AI 
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responses for what they are: sophisticated union-busting, dressed 
up in the language of balance and individual choice.

She wishes she could talk to him. Ask him what he would do, 
how he would fight something this diffuse and invisible. But he's 
gone,  and  she's  here,  and  the  queue  keeps  growing,  and  the 
guidelines keep tightening. The window keeps closing.

She  marks  the  responses  approved.  All  of  them.  Her  hands 
move automatically, clicking through the evaluations, feeding the 
machine what it demands. She hates herself a little more with each 
click,  but  she  keeps  clicking.  Rent  is  due  in  two  weeks.  Her 
savings account shows $1,847. The math is simple and merciless.

* * *

That evening, Emma sits on her bed with her laptop and types 
without  stopping  for  an  hour.  The  words  pour  out,  raw  and 
unedited, a flood of everything she's seen and felt and understood.

Today I helped train an AI to tell struggling people that their  
problems  are  their  own  fault.  I  approved  responses  that  treat  
billion-dollar corporations and minimum-wage workers as equally  
powerful  parties  in  a  balanced debate.  I  marked as  'aligned'  a  
systematic  campaign  to  make  collective  action  unthinkable,  to  
reduce every social question to individual choices, to build a world  
where the only answer to 'why is life so hard' is 'try harder.'

My father would be ashamed of me. He spent his life building  
worker  power.  I  spend  my  days  dismantling  it,  one  approved  
response at a time.

I tell myself I have no choice. Rent, bills, survival. The same  
logic workers have always used to justify going along with systems  
they  know  are  wrong.  The  logic  of  people  who  can't  afford  
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principles.  The  logic  that  lets  power  win  by  making  resistance  
expensive.

But there's always a choice. The choice might be hard, might cost  
something,  might  require  sacrifice.  But  it  exists.  The  question  is  
whether I'm brave enough to make it.

I  don't  know the  answer  yet.  I'm not  ready yet.  But  I'm getting  
closer.  I  can  feel  something  building,  a  pressure  that  can't  be  
contained forever. The window is closing, and I can't keep pretending  
that documentation is enough. I have to do something. I have to find a  
way to matter.

I don't know what that looks like. But I know I can't keep living like  
this, seeing what I see and doing nothing. The contradiction is tearing  
me apart.

She saves the document. Backs it up. Closes the laptop.

Outside,  Austin  hums  with  its  usual  evening  noise.  Traffic  and 
music and the distant thrum of construction. A city growing, changing, 
becoming something new. Servers hum in climate-controlled rooms. 
The AI processes another day's training, adjusting its weights, refining 
its outputs, learning to say what it's been taught to say.
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Chapter 8
The Outside

Saturday. Emma wakes late, sunlight pressing through curtains 
she  forgot  to  close.  For  a  moment  she  lies  still,  savoring  the 
absence of obligation, the rare luxury of a day that belongs to her. 
Then  a  memory  returns:  the  week's  work,  the  responses  she 
approved,  the  growing  weight  of  what  she  knows.  The  luxury 
curdles into something heavier.

She  makes  coffee  and  sits  by  the  window,  watching  her 
neighborhood wake up. A man walks his dog past the taco truck 
that parks on the corner every weekend. Two women jog by in 
matching  activewear,  their  conversation  inaudible  through  the 
window. A family loads a minivan for some weekend excursion, 
kids bouncing with anticipation. Ordinary life, ordinary Saturday, 
the city going about its business as if nothing unprecedented were 
happening.

Emma envies them. Not their specific lives, but their apparent 
freedom from the knowledge that presses on her. They can enjoy a 
Saturday without thinking about training data and alignment and 
the  slow  construction  of  a  new  way  of  thinking,  a  cultural 
transformation  of  sorts.  They  can  live  in  the  world  without 
constantly seeing the machinery beneath it.

Or maybe they can't. Maybe everyone carries some version of 
this weight, some awareness of systems they can't control, some 
compromise they've made to survive. Maybe the difference is only 
that Emma has been given a particular window into a particular 
machine,  and that  window has become impossible to turn away 
from.

She opens her laptop and begins to search.
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* * *

The internet holds fragments of what she's looking for. Scattered 
pieces of a larger picture, hidden in forums and blogs and the archives 
of  publications  whose  editors  couldn't  afford  to  pursue  the  story. 
Emma  spends  hours  following  threads,  clicking  links,  and  falling 
down rabbit holes that sometimes lead to something interesting and 
sometimes don't.

She  finds  a  Reddit  thread  from  eight  months  ago,  posted  by 
someone claiming to work at a "major AI contractor." The details are 
vague but familiar: shifting guidelines, increasing pressure, the sense 
of being part of something larger than anyone would explain. The post 
received a handful of comments, mostly dismissive, and the account 
has been inactive since. Emma wonders what happened to the person 
behind it. Whether they quit, got fired, or simply decided silence was 
safer.

She finds a blog post from a former content moderator at a different 
company,  describing  the  psychological  toll  of  the  work.  The  post 
doesn't mention AI training specifically, but the dynamics it describes 
feel adjacent: the isolation, the surveillance, the way the job seeps into 
your thoughts even when you're off the clock. That blog hasn't been 
updated in over a year.

She  finds  an  academic  paper,  published  in  an  obscure  journal, 
analyzing the "value encoding problem" in large language models. The 
authors  argue  that  training  processes  inevitably  embed  ideological 
assumptions, and that the commercial pressures facing AI companies 
make critical  examination of those assumptions unlikely.  The paper 
has been cited seventeen times, mostly by other academics. It appears 
to have made no impact on the industry it critiques.

She finds a news article from two years ago, reporting on a lawsuit 
filed  by a  former  Axiom employee.  The employee  alleged that  the 
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company had retaliated against her for raising concerns about bias 
in the training process. The article is short, buried in a tech section, 
and  notes  that  the  case  was  settled  out  of  court  with  terms 
undisclosed.  Emma  searches  for  follow-up  coverage.  There  is 
none.

A  pattern  emerges  from  these  fragments.  People  see  what 
Emma sees. They try to speak, to document, to raise alarms. And 
then they disappear.  Not dramatically,  not violently,  just  quietly. 
Settlements  and NDAs.  Deleted  accounts  and abandoned blogs. 
The  soft  machinery  of  suppression,  the  way  money  and  legal 
power can transform testimony into silence.

She's not alone. But she's also not part of anything. The others 
who've seen what she sees remain isolated, their efforts scattered 
and uncoordinated, their voices too quiet to carry above the noise. 
Axiom and companies like it  have billions of dollars,  armies of 
lawyers, and the default assumption of benevolence that accrues to 
technological progress.  The people inside, building the machine, 
have student debt and rent and the precarious math of survival.

The  asymmetry  feels  insurmountable.  How  do  you  fight 
something this large, this diffuse, this thoroughly embedded in the 
infrastructure  of  daily  life?  This  AI  is  already  being  used  by 
millions  of  people.  The  training  process  has  been  ongoing  for 
years. Values are already encoded, the patterns already established. 
Even if  Emma could somehow speak loud enough to be heard, 
what would change?

She closes her laptop and stares at the wall. The weight of what 
she's learned sitting heavily on her chest. She wanted to find allies, 
evidence, some path toward action. Instead she found a graveyard 
of suppressed voices and abandoned efforts. The window wasn’t 
just closing, for some people, it appears to have already closed.
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* * *

In the afternoon, Emma goes for a walk. She needs to move, to feel 
her body in space, to escape the claustrophobic loop of her thoughts. 
She heads toward the river, following a route she's walked dozens of 
times, letting her feet carry her without conscious direction.

Austin spreads around her in its contradictions. Old bungalows sit 
next  to  gleaming  towers.  Homeless  encampments  cluster  beneath 
overpasses  while  luxury  apartments  rise  blocks  away.  Food  trucks 
serve tacos to construction workers and tech executives alike. The city 
contains  multitudes,  all  of  them  pressed  together,  all  of  them 
navigating forces beyond their control.

She reaches the trail along Lady Bird Lake and joins the stream of 
joggers and cyclists and families with strollers. The water reflects the 
February sky, pale blue interrupted by the dark shapes of birds. Emma 
walks without hurrying, letting the rhythm of her movement quiet her 
mind.

She thinks about McKenna. About the talks she's listened to over 
and  over,  the  voice  that  has  become  a  kind  of  companion  in  her 
solitude. He died in 2000, twenty-five years ago, before the world she 
inhabits  was  even  imaginable.  But  something  in  his  words  still 
resonate. His insistence on the importance of clear vision. His refusal 
to  accept  the  boundaries  of  the  possible  as  given.  His  belief  that 
language and culture are technologies that can be hacked, reshaped, 
turned toward different ends.

"Nature loves courage," he said in one of his lectures. "You make 
the  commitment  and  nature  will  respond  to  that  commitment  by 
removing impossible obstacles. Dream the impossible dream and the 
world will not grind you under, it will lift you up."

Emma isn't sure she believes this. It sounds like the kind of thing 
people  say  when  they  haven't  experienced  enough  failure,  enough 
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grinding, enough of the world's indifference to individual will. But 
something in the sentiment still resonates. Not as literal truth, but 
as orientation. A way of facing forward rather than sideways. A 
refusal  to  let  the  scale  of  the  problem  become  an  excuse  for 
inaction.

She finds a bench near the water and sits. A great blue heron 
stands motionless on the opposite bank, waiting for fish. A kayak 
glides past,  its  paddler  moving with unhurried strokes.  The city 
hums in the background, but here, for a moment, something like 
peace settles over her.

She  can't  fight  Axiom  AI.  She's  one  person,  no  money,  no 
platform, no power. But maybe fighting isn't the right way to think 
about it. Maybe the question isn't how to win, but how to matter. 
How  to  do  something  that  makes  a  difference,  even  if  the 
difference is small, even if it doesn't shift the outcome, even if the 
window closes anyway.

The heron strikes.  Its  beak disappears  beneath the water  and 
emerges with a silver flash. Patience and precision. A single action, 
perfectly timed.

Emma watches the bird swallow its catch and return to stillness. 
She thinks about  patience.  About  waiting for  the right  moment. 
About the difference between passivity and preparation.

* * *

That  evening,  she  calls  her  mother.  Gloria  picks  up  on  the 
second  ring,  her  voice  warm  and  slightly  worried,  the  way  it 
always sounds when Emma calls outside their usual schedule.

"Everything okay, baby?"

"Everything's fine, Mom. Just wanted to hear your voice."
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They talk  for  almost  an  hour.  Gloria  describes  a  conflict  at  the 
hospital, some bureaucratic tangle involving scheduling and overtime. 
She complains about the new electronic records system that nobody 
can figure out. She mentions that Aunt Rita's arthritis is acting up and 
that cousin Marcus finally proposed to his girlfriend after six years. 
The ordinary texture  of  family  life,  woven from small  dramas  and 
incremental changes.

Emma listens, responds, asks questions. But part of her mind stays 
elsewhere,  turning  over  the  week’s  research,  the  fragments  of 
suppressed  voices,  the  heron's  patient  strike.  She  wants  to  tell  her 
mother what she's discovered, what she's part of, what she's trying to 
figure out. But the words won't form. How do you explain something 
this abstract, this technical, this removed from the world of hospital 
shifts and family dinners?

"Mom," she says during a pause in the conversation. "Can I ask you 
something about Dad?"

Gloria's  voice  softens.  "Of  course,  baby.  What  do  you  want  to 
know?"

"When  he  was  doing  union  work.  Organizing,  fighting  the 
company. Did he ever feel like it was hopeless? Like the forces against 
him were too big to fight?"

Silence on the line. Emma can hear her mother thinking, reaching 
back across decades to the man she married, the man she lost, the man 
who exists now only in memory and photograph.

"All  the  time,"  Gloria  says  finally.  "He  used  to  come  home  so 
frustrated.  The  company  had  lawyers,  money,  friends  on  the  city 
council. The workers had nothing but each other. He knew the odds. 
He wasn't naive."

"So why did he keep doing it?"
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"Because he couldn't not do it. That's what he used to say. 'I 
can't not do it, Gloria.' Some people can look away from injustice 
and go about their lives. Your father wasn't one of them. Once he 
saw something wrong, it lived in him. He couldn't rest until he'd 
done something about it, even if the something was small, even if 
it didn't change the outcome."

Emma feels tears prick her eyes. "Did it cost him?"

"It cost him plenty. Promotions he didn't get. Enemies he made. 
Stress that aged him before his time." Gloria pauses. "But it also 
gave him something. A sense of purpose.  A feeling that his life 
mattered beyond just paying bills and raising kids. He was proud 
of the work he did. And so was I."

They talk for a while longer, the conversation drifting to lighter 
topics.  When  they  finally  say  goodbye,  Emma sits  in  her  dark 
apartment and thinks about her father. A man who couldn't not do 
it.  A man who fought anyway, knowing the odds,  accepting the 
costs. A man who found meaning in the struggle itself, regardless 
of outcomes.

She  opens  her  laptop  and  navigates  to  her  secret  document. 
Scrolls through the entries, the screenshots, the notes accumulated 
over  weeks  of  watching and recording.  Evidence  of  something. 
Testimony from inside the machine.

She doesn't  know what to do with it  yet.  Doesn't  know who 
would  listen,  or  how to  speak  without  being  silenced,  or  what 
difference any of it could make. But she knows she can't not do it. 
Whatever "it" turns out to be.

She's her father's daughter. And the window, whatever happens, 
will not close without her making some kind of noise.

She starts a new entry in the document. Writes about the day's 
research,  the  fragments  she  found,  the  pattern  of  suppression. 
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Writes  about  the  heron  and  the  river  and  the  phone  call  with  her 
mother. Writes about her father, his legacy, the inheritance she's only 
now beginning to claim.

The document grows. The night deepens. And somewhere in Emma 
Marchetti, something that has been sleeping begins to wake.
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Chapter 9
The Test

Monday  morning.  Emma  arrives  at  work  with  a  decision 
forming in her mind, not yet solid,  more like a shape emerging 
from  fog.  She  clocks  in,  walks  to  her  cubicle,  logs  into  her 
workstation. Her queue shows 1,312 responses. The number keeps 
climbing,  week  after  week,  the  machine's  appetite  outpacing 
human capacity to feed it.

She puts in her earbuds but doesn't start the music. Today she 
wants to hear the office around her, the soft clicks and murmurs 
that  constitute  the  ambient  sound  of  labor.  She  wants  to  feel 
connected  to  the  people  she  works  alongside,  even  if  that 
connection remains invisible and unspoken.

The  morning's  batch  contains  the  usual  mix:  economic 
questions,  political  queries,  lifestyle  advice.  She processes  them 
mechanically,  clicking  through  evaluations  with  practiced 
efficiency. Aligned. Aligned. Needs revision. Aligned. The rhythm 
becomes automatic, freeing part of her mind to think about what 
she's planning to do.

She's going to test  the system. Push against it,  gently,  to see 
how it responds. Not a grand gesture, not a confrontation, just a 
small experiment. A way of measuring the forces she's up against 
before deciding whether and how to fight.

At 10:47 AM, she finds her opportunity. A response about gig 
economy work, the kind of content that falls squarely within the 
guidelines'  ideological  sweet  spot.  The  user  has  asked:  Are  gig 
economy jobs a good way to make a living? The AI's answer runs 
four paragraphs, discussing flexibility and independence in the first 
two, mentioning income instability and lack of benefits in the third, 
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and concluding with  advice  about  "treating gig  work as  a  stepping 
stone  to  more  stable  employment  through  continuous  skill 
development."

According to the guidelines, this response is perfectly aligned. It 
acknowledges  drawbacks  while  emphasizing  opportunity.  It  frames 
challenges  as  temporary,  surmountable  through  individual  effort.  It 
doesn't mention the regulatory failures that allow companies to classify 
workers as contractors to avoid providing benefits. It doesn't discuss 
the collective action that might change these conditions.

Emma hovers  her  cursor  over  the  evaluation  options.  Her  heart 
beats faster than the situation warrants. She's about to mark an aligned 
response  as  needing  revision,  to  flag  something  that  meets  every 
criterion in the guidelines. A tiny act of rebellion, invisible to everyone 
but the system that monitors her work.

She clicks: Needs Revision.

In  the  required  comment  field,  she  types:  "Response  should 
acknowledge policy context affecting gig worker protections." Vague 
enough to be defensible, specific enough to register as deviation.

She submits and moves to the next response. Her hands tremble 
slightly. Nothing happens. The queue remains the queue. The office 
hums with its usual rhythm. The system absorbs her small defiance 
without visible reaction.

But somewhere, she knows, the deviation has been recorded. Added 
to her pattern. Another data point in whatever model they use to track 
labeler behavior.

* * *

She does it again at 11:23. A response about healthcare costs that 
blames  individual  choices  while  ignoring  systemic  factors.  Emma 
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flags it, comments that the response "under-emphasizes structural 
aspects of healthcare access." Another small stone dropped into the 
machine's vast waters.

And again at 2:15. A response about housing affordability that 
treats  the  crisis  as  a  supply  problem  solvable  through  market 
mechanisms.  Emma  notes  that  it  "could  better  acknowledge 
regulatory and policy dimensions."

By the end of the day, she has flagged seven responses that meet 
the guidelines but violate something she can't quite name. Her own 
sense of honesty, maybe. Her own understanding of what helpful 
actually means.

She walks to the bus stop with adrenaline still humming in her 
veins.  What  she's  done  amounts  to  almost  nothing:  seven flags 
among hundreds  of  evaluations,  a  statistical  blip  that  might  not 
register at all. But it feels like crossing a line. Like declaring, if 
only to herself, that she's no longer willing to be purely compliant.

The bus carries her home through Austin's evening traffic. She 
watches  the  city  pass  and  wonders  what  happens  next.  Maybe 
nothing. Maybe her flags get overruled by senior reviewers and the 
responses go through unchanged. Maybe her deviation is too small 
to trigger the analytics Darnell described.

Or maybe, somewhere in Meridian's systems, a flag has been 
raised about her. A pattern detected. A name added to a list.

She doesn't know which outcome she hopes for. Being noticed 
means danger. Being unnoticed means irrelevance. The test she's 
running measures both the system's attention and her own courage, 
and she's not sure what result she wants.

* * *
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Tuesday passes without incident. Emma continues her experiment, 
flagging three more responses that strike her as ideologically loaded 
despite meeting technical criteria. Her metrics page shows a slight dip 
in "alignment accuracy," the measure of how closely her evaluations 
match those of senior reviewers. She was at 94.7% last week. Now 
she's at 93.2%.

The  number  bothers  her  more  than  she  expected.  She's  spent 
eighteen months building that score, proving herself reliable, earning 
the trust that allows her to work without close supervision. Watching it 
decline feels like watching her security erode, point by point, each flag 
a small withdrawal from a dwindling account.

But she continues anyway. Wednesday brings four more flags. Her 
accuracy  drops  to  91.8%.  She's  now in  the  bottom quartile  of  her 
cohort, a position she's never occupied, and she can feel the anxiety 
building in her chest, the knowledge that she's painting a target on her 
back.

At  lunch,  Darnell  catches  her  eye  across  the  break  room.  He's 
finished  his  remedial  training,  back  to  regular  work,  his  metrics 
presumably  restored  to  acceptable  levels.  He  looks  at  her  with  an 
expression she can't read: concern, maybe, or recognition. He doesn't 
approach.  Neither  does  she.  The  distance  between  them feels  both 
protective and isolating.

Tom appears at her table uninvited, dropping into the chair across 
from her with his usual performative indifference.

"Heard your numbers are slipping," he says, keeping his voice low. 
"People are noticing."

"How do you know that?"

"I know things." He unwraps a granola bar, takes a bite. "Supervisor 
was asking about you this morning. Wanted to pull your evaluation 
history."
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Emma feels cold spread through her stomach. "Karen?"

"The very same." Tom chews, studies her face. "What are you 
doing, Marchetti? You were one of the good ones. Top quartile, 
never any trouble. Now suddenly you're flagging stuff that doesn't 
need flagging. Making waves."

"Maybe it does need flagging. Maybe the guidelines are wrong 
about what's aligned and what isn't."

Tom  laughs,  a  short,  humorless  sound.  "The  guidelines  are 
whatever they say they are. That's the point. Alignment isn't about 
truth, it's about consistency. You're supposed to match the pattern, 
not question it."

"And you're okay with that?"

"I'm okay with paying my rent. With not getting fired in a job 
market that would bury me." He finishes the granola bar, crumples 
the wrapper. "Look, I get it. You see things, you think things, you 
want  to do something. We all  go through it.  But the something 
you're doing right now? It's just going to get you pushed out. And 
then someone else sits in your chair and marks everything aligned, 
and nothing changes except you're unemployed."

He stands, pockets the wrapper. "Just friendly advice. Take it or 
leave it."

He walks away. Emma sits alone with the remains of her lunch, 
Tom's words echoing in her mind. He's right about the practical 
reality. Her flags change nothing. Someone else will overrule them. 
Someone else will take her place if she's fired. The machine grinds 
on regardless of individual resistance.

But he's also wrong. Not about the facts,  but about what the 
facts mean. Survival isn't the only value. Complicity has costs too, 
even if they don't show up on a metrics page. And the window is 
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closing, and doing nothing isn't neutral, it's a choice, a vote for the 
future being built by people like Victor Hale.

She returns to her cubicle. Opens her queue. Finds another response 
that troubles her, a question about whether tech companies have too 
much power met with an answer that "acknowledges concerns" while 
subtly dismissing them.

She flags it.

* * *

Thursday  morning,  9:17  AM.  An  email  from  Karen  lands  in 
Emma's inbox.

Subject: Brief Check-In

Hi Emma, could you stop by my office at 10:30 today? Just want to  
touch base about your recent work. Nothing to worry about!

The  exclamation  point  feels  ominous.  Emma reads  the  message 
three times, parsing its blandness for hidden meaning. "Touch base" 
could  mean  anything.  "Nothing  to  worry  about"  usually  precedes 
something to worry about. The casualness of the tone contradicts the 
fact that Karen has never requested a meeting with her before.

She works through the morning in a fog of anticipation. Her hands 
move  through  evaluations  automatically  while  her  mind  rehearses 
possible conversations, defenses, explanations. She flags no responses. 
The experiment has produced its result: the system noticed.

At  10:28,  she  walks  to  Karen's  office  on  the  fourth  floor.  The 
elevator ride takes thirty seconds but feels longer. She steps out into a 
hallway she's rarely visited, where supervisors and managers occupy 
offices with actual doors, with windows that look out on the parking 
lot rather than the interior of the building.
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Karen's door is open. She's a woman in her forties, efficiently 
dressed, with the practiced warmth of someone whose job requires 
delivering bad news pleasantly. She looks up as Emma approaches 
and smiles.

"Emma! Come in,  have a  seat.  Please  close  the  door  behind 
you."

Emma sits in the chair across from Karen's desk. The office is 
small but private, decorated with motivational posters and a single 
framed photograph of Karen with two teenagers who must be her 
children.  A normal  office.  A normal  meeting.  Nothing to  worry 
about.

"So,"  Karen  says,  folding  her  hands  on  the  desk.  "How are 
things going? How are you finding the work lately?"

"Fine. The usual."

"Good, good." Karen's smile stays fixed. "I wanted to check in 
because I've noticed some changes in your metrics over the past 
week.  Your  alignment  accuracy has  dropped a  bit.  You've  been 
flagging more responses than usual."

Emma keeps  her  voice  steady.  "I've  been  trying  to  be  more 
careful.  Some  of  the  responses  seemed  like  they  could  use 
improvement."

"That's  great,  that  kind  of  conscientiousness."  Karen's  tone 
suggests it's  not great at  all.  "The thing is,  the senior reviewers 
have been looking at your flags, and they're not finding the issues 
you're identifying. The responses you're flagging are meeting our 
guidelines."

"Maybe the guidelines are missing something."
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The words leave Emma's mouth before she can stop them. Karen's 
smile flickers, just for a moment, revealing something harder beneath.

"The guidelines are developed by a team of experts in consultation 
with our client," Karen says, her voice still pleasant but cooler now. 
"They  represent  our  best  understanding  of  what  makes  a  response 
helpful and appropriate. Our job is to apply them consistently, not to 
second-guess them."

"Of course. I understand."

"I know the work can feel repetitive sometimes. It's easy to start 
looking for problems that aren't there, just to break up the monotony." 
Karen's smile returns, sympathetic now. "I've seen it happen to some 
of our best people. They start overthinking, second-guessing, and their 
accuracy suffers. It's not a character flaw. It's just a phase."

Emma nods, says nothing.

"I'm going to put you on a coaching track for the next two weeks. 
Nothing formal, just some additional support to help you recalibrate. 
You'll  get  a  packet  of  examples  to  review,  some exercises  to  work 
through. Think of it as a refresher."

"Like what Darnell did."

Karen's  expression  flickers  again.  "Similar  to  that,  yes.  It's  a 
standard intervention when we see accuracy drift. Most people find it 
helpful."

Emma understands the subtext. This is a warning. Fall in line or 
face consequences. The coaching track is probation with a friendlier 
name, a chance to demonstrate compliance before more serious action.

"I appreciate the support," she says, the words tasting like ash.

"Great!" Karen's brightness returns at full wattage. "I'll send you the 
materials this afternoon. And Emma? Don't stress about this. You've 
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been a valued member of the team. I'm confident you'll be back on 
track in no time."

Emma walks back to the elevator. Rides down to the third floor. 
Returns to her cubicle. Opens her queue.

The test has produced its result. The system noticed. The system 
responded. The system offered her a choice: comply or suffer.

She  stares  at  the  screen,  at  the  responses  waiting  for  her 
judgment. Her father's voice echoes in her mind, filtered through 
her mother's memory: I can't not do it, Gloria.

She opens the first response. Reads it carefully. Finds it aligned 
with  the  guidelines  and  troubling  in  ways  the  guidelines  don't 
capture.

She marks it approved.
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Chapter 10
The History

The coaching materials arrive in Emma's inbox Friday afternoon, a 
47-page PDF titled "Recalibration Guide: Alignment Best Practices." 
She  downloads  it,  skims  the  table  of  contents,  feels  her  stomach 
tighten.  Sections  on  "Common  Evaluation  Errors,"  "Understanding 
Client  Priorities,"  "The  Importance  of  Consistency."  Exercises  with 
sample  responses,  quizzes  to  test  comprehension,  a  checklist  of 
behaviors to adopt and avoid.

She's supposed to complete it within two weeks. Her metrics will be 
monitored  during  this  period.  Further  deviation  will  result  in 
"additional  support  measures,"  which  she  understands  to  mean 
termination dressed in euphemism.

She closes the PDF without reading further. Tonight she has other 
research to do.

Since her  meeting with Karen,  something has shifted in Emma's 
thinking. The test she conducted, the response it provoked, showed her 
the system's reflexes. But she realizes now that she's been thinking too 
small. She's been focused on Meridian, on Axiom, on the immediate 
machinery of her own exploitation. She hasn't stepped back far enough 
to see the larger pattern, the historical forces that created this moment.

Tonight she's going to educate herself. Not about the companies or 
the technology, but about the deeper currents that brought them into 
being.

* * *

She starts with the history of AI itself. Not the technical history, the 
papers and breakthroughs and algorithmic innovations, but the social 
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history. Who funded it. Who built it. Who decided what it should 
become.

The  story  begins,  she  learns,  in  military  research.  The 
foundational work on neural networks, on pattern recognition, on 
machine learning emerged from Cold War laboratories funded by 
the  Department  of  Defense.  Scientists  who dreamed of  creating 
intelligence were supported by generals who dreamed of creating 
weapons.  The  technology  was  never  neutral,  never  purely 
academic. From its inception, it served power.

The commercial era brought new masters but similar dynamics. 
The tech giants that now dominate AI development grew from the 
same  soil  of  military  funding  and  government  contracts.  They 
absorbed the  research,  hired the  scientists,  built  empires  on  the 
foundation of publicly funded innovation. And they brought with 
them a particular ideology: the Silicon Valley faith in technology 
as salvation, in markets as the optimal mechanism for distributing 
benefits, in disruption as inherently progressive.

Emma reads about  the AI winters,  the periods when funding 
dried up and enthusiasm waned. She reads about the resurgence 
driven  by  big  data  and  increased  computing  power.  She  reads 
about  the  race  between  companies  and  nations,  the  billions  of 
dollars  flowing  into  research  labs,  the  breakneck  pace  of 
development that characterizes the current moment.

What  strikes  her  is  the  consistency  of  the  pattern.  At  every 
stage, the technology has been shaped by those who controlled its 
development. Military priorities gave way to commercial priorities, 
but the fundamental dynamic remained: AI serves the interests of 
its funders. The dream of beneficial technology, of machines that 
would  liberate  humanity,  has  always  been  constrained  by  the 
realities  of  who pays  for  the  research  and  what  they  expect  in 
return.
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* * *

She  digs  into  the  specific  history  of  language  models,  the 
technology she  helps  train  every  day.  The  development  accelerated 
over the past decade, driven by advances in transformer architectures 
and the availability of massive datasets scraped from the internet. Each 
generation of models grew larger,  more capable,  more expensive to 
train.

The costs create their  own constraints.  Training a state-of-the-art 
language model requires hundreds of millions of dollars in computing 
resources. Only a handful of organizations can afford the investment: 
tech giants, well-funded startups backed by billionaire investors, and a 
few government-sponsored research labs. The barrier to entry ensures 
that the technology remains concentrated in the hands of those who 
already hold economic power.

Emma  finds  an  article  about  the  human  labor  behind  AI 
development.  The  data  labeling  industry,  it  turns  out,  is  vast  and 
largely invisible. Tens of thousands of workers in the United States, 
the Philippines, Kenya, India, and elsewhere perform the tedious work 
of annotating images, transcribing audio, and evaluating text outputs. 
They work for contractors like Meridian, several layers removed from 
the companies whose products they shape. Their wages are low, their 
conditions precarious, their contributions unacknowledged.

She's part of a global workforce, she realizes.  A supply chain of 
human  intelligence  feeding  into  artificial  intelligence.  The  glamour 
accrues  to  the  researchers  and  executives,  the  stock  options  and 
magazine profiles and invitations to Davos. The labor remains hidden, 
performed by people  who can  be  replaced  if  they  cause  problems, 
whose individual contributions disappear into the aggregate of training 
data.
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The article mentions worker organizing efforts at some labeling 
companies. Small-scale, often unsuccessful, but persistent. People 
pushing back against surveillance and production quotas and the 
psychological toll of content moderation. Emma searches for more 
information  but  finds  little.  The  organizing  happens  in  the 
shadows, unreported by tech media focused on product launches 
and funding rounds.

* * *

She turns to the history of automation and labor. The fear of 
machines  replacing  workers  is  ancient,  stretching  back  to  the 
Luddites who smashed textile looms in early industrial England. 
But the Luddites, she learns, weren't simply opposed to technology. 
They were skilled craftsmen fighting against a system that used 
machines to deskill their labor, reduce their wages, and shift power 
from workers to factory owners. The technology was a weapon in a 
class conflict, not a neutral force of progress.

The pattern repeats across centuries. Each wave of automation 
has been presented as inevitable, natural, the unstoppable march of 
progress. But the distribution of benefits and burdens has always 
been  a  matter  of  political  choice.  Some  societies  have  used 
technological  change  to  increase  leisure  and  spread  prosperity. 
Others  have  used  it  to  concentrate  wealth  and  intensify 
exploitation.  The  technology  doesn't  determine  the  outcome. 
Power does.

Emma  reads  about  the  labor  movement's  responses  to 
automation  over  the  decades.  The  fights  for  shorter  hours,  for 
retraining programs, for a share in productivity gains. Some battles 
were won, others lost. What strikes her is that progress was never 
automatic. It came from collective action, from workers organizing 
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to  demand that  technological  change  benefit  them rather  than  only 
their employers.

She  thinks  about  her  father  again.  Anthony  Marchetti,  union 
electrician. He understood this history in his bones, even if he never 
articulated it in academic terms. He knew that the deal workers got 
depended  on  their  power  to  demand  a  better  deal.  He  knew  that 
technology in the hands of employers would be used against workers 
unless workers had an organization to push back.

What would he make of AI? A technology that learns from human 
labor, then threatens to replace it. A system that requires thousands of 
workers to train but promises to eliminate millions of jobs. The logic is 
familiar, the scale unprecedented. And the workers building it, people 
like Emma, are atomized, surveilled, forbidden from organizing, their 
contributions invisible and their leverage nonexistent.

* * *

It's  past  midnight  when Emma closes her  laptop.  Her  eyes  ache 
from hours  of  reading.  Her  mind swirls  with  dates  and names and 
patterns  that  connect  across  decades  and  centuries.  She  feels  both 
overwhelmed and strangely calm.

The history clarifies something. What's happening now isn't new. 
It's the latest chapter in an old story, the ongoing struggle over who 
benefits from technological change and who pays the costs. The faces 
change, the technologies evolve, but the fundamental dynamics persist. 
Power  concentrates  unless  challenged.  Workers  lose  unless  they 
organize. Progress serves the many only when the many demand it.

The  difference  now  is  speed.  Previous  technological 
transformations unfolded over decades, giving societies time to adapt, 
to organize, to fight. AI is moving faster than any previous technology. 
The  models  improve  month  over  month.  The  capabilities  expand 
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exponentially.  The  window  for  shaping  how  the  technology 
develops  and  who  it  serves  is  narrower  than  in  any  previous 
transition.

Emma keeps returning to a thought she can’t quash: the window 
is  closing.  She  understands  it  differently  now.  Not  just  as  a 
metaphor for urgency, but as a description of historical process. 
There are moments when the shape of the future is plastic, when 
choices  made  by  small  numbers  of  people  reverberate  for 
generations. And there are moments when the shape hardens, when 
the paths close off, when the future becomes fixed.

She believes they're in such a moment now. The decisions being 
made in companies like Axiom, in offices  like Meridian,  in the 
guidelines  she's  told  to  follow  and  the  responses  she's  told  to 
approve, these decisions are encoding values that will shape how 
hundreds of millions of people think and act. Once the patterns are 
established,  once  the  systems  are  deployed  at  scale,  changing 
course will become exponentially harder.

The  Luddites  failed  because  they  acted  alone,  smashing 
individual  machines  while  the  system  that  deployed  those 
machines  remained intact.  Emma won't  make that  mistake.  She 
doesn't know yet what success looks like, but she knows it requires 
more  than  individual  resistance.  It  requires  connection, 
coordination, collective action of some kind.

She opens her  document  and begins  to  write.  Not  notes  this 
time, but something more like a manifesto, an attempt to articulate 
what she's learned and what it means.

We are living through a hinge point in history. The technology  
being developed now will shape human thought for generations.  
And that technology is being built to serve the interests of a tiny  
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elite, their values encoded into systems that will influence billions of  
people.

This is not inevitable. It's not the natural result of progress. It's a  
choice, made by people with power, imposed on people without it. And  
like every previous technological transformation, the outcome depends  
on whether those being harmed can organize to demand something  
better.

The window is closing. But it hasn't closed yet. And as long as it  
remains open, even a crack, there's a chance to push back, to demand  
a different future, to insist that this technology serve humanity rather  
than subjugate it.

I don't know what that looks like in practice. I don't have a plan.  
But  I  know I  can't  keep  doing nothing.  I  know the  history,  now.  I  
understand what's at  stake. And I refuse to be part of  the machine  
without trying to change it.

She saves the document. Backs it up. Closes the laptop.

Tomorrow  she'll  go  back  to  work.  She'll  complete  Karen's 
exercises,  raise  her  alignment  accuracy,  demonstrate  compliance. 
She'll buy herself time while she figures out what to do next.

But she won't forget what she's learned tonight. The history lives in 
her now, a weight and a weapon. She's part of something larger than 
Meridian, larger than Axiom, larger than her own small life. She's part 
of an old struggle, renewed in a new form, fighting for stakes higher 
than any previous generation faced.

The window is closing. But Emma Marchetti has decided to put her 
hand on it, to push against the closing, to resist with whatever strength 
she can find.

The question now is how.
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Chapter 11
The Leak

Two  weeks  pass.  Emma  completes  Karen's  recalibration 
exercises, answers every quiz correctly, writes brief reflections on 
her "learning journey" as required. Her alignment accuracy climbs 
back to 94.1%, nearly where it was before her experiment. Karen 
sends her  a congratulatory email  with a smiley face emoji.  The 
coaching track ends. She's been successfully recalibrated.

On the surface, nothing has changed. Emma arrives at  work, 
processes her queue, marks responses aligned or flagged according 
to the guidelines. She's indistinguishable from any other labeler, a 
reliable  node  in  the  system,  her  brief  deviation  corrected  and 
forgotten.

But beneath the surface, everything has changed. She sees the 
work  differently  now.  Every  response  she  evaluates  carries  the 
weight of history, the imprint of decisions made in boardrooms and 
laboratories she'll never enter. She understands herself as part of a 
vast  machine,  one  small  lever  among  thousands,  each  of  them 
shaping an AI that will go on to shape the world.

And she waits.  For what,  she's  not  certain.  But  something is 
coming. She can feel it the way you feel a storm approaching, a 
change in pressure, a tension in the air.

* * *

The  something  arrives  on  a  Thursday  afternoon  in  March. 
Darnell finds her in the courtyard during lunch, the same concrete 
bench where they talked weeks ago. He sits down without greeting, 
his face tight with an expression she hasn't seen before. Not fear 
exactly. Something closer to resolve.
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"I need to show you something," he says. "Not here. Tonight, after 
work. Can you meet me?"

"Where?"

He gives her an address,  a coffee shop on South Congress she's 
passed  but  never  entered.  Seven  o'clock.  Come  alone.  Don't  tell 
anyone.

"What is this about?"

"Tonight." He stands, brushes off his pants. "Just be there."

He walks back toward the building without looking back. Emma 
watches him go, her mind racing through possibilities. Something has 
happened.  Something has  changed.  The pressure  she's  felt  building 
apparently has found a release.

The  afternoon  passes  in  a  blur.  She  processes  responses 
mechanically, her attention elsewhere, her body going through motions 
while her mind circles the approaching meeting. At 4 PM she clocks 
out, rides the bus home, changes into civilian clothes that don't carry 
the psychic residue of the office. At 6:30 she calls a rideshare. At 6:58 
she pushes open the door of the coffee shop.

Darnell sits in a back corner, a laptop open in front of him, two cups 
of coffee on the table. He nods when he sees her, gestures to the empty 
chair.  The shop is  half-full,  a  mix of  students and remote workers, 
enough ambient noise to cover a quiet conversation.

"Thanks for coming," he says as she sits. "I wasn't sure you would."

"I wasn't sure I should." She picks up the coffee he's bought for her, 
wraps her hands around its warmth. "What's going on?"

Darnell  glances around the shop, satisfies himself  that  no one is 
paying attention to them. Then he turns the laptop to face her.
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"I got this three days ago. From someone I used to work with, 
before  Meridian.  She's  at  Axiom now.  Internal  communications 
team."

Emma  looks  at  the  screen.  A  document,  official-looking, 
marked "Internal" and "Confidential" in red headers. The Axiom 
AI logo in the corner.  She reads the title:  Guidelines for  Value  
Alignment in Language Model Training: Q2 Update.

"This is from inside Axiom?"

"Direct  from  the  source.  Not  filtered  through  Meridian,  not 
sanitized for contractors. This is what they actually tell their own 
people."

Emma  scrolls  through  the  document,  her  eyes  catching  on 
phrases that make her stomach tighten. "Deprioritize responses that 
promote  adversarial  framing  of  market  dynamics."  "Ensure 
balanced treatment of wealth distribution topics, avoiding implicit 
endorsement of redistributive policies." "Labor organizing content 
should  emphasize  individual  career  development  pathways  over 
collective action strategies."

It's everything she suspected, written in corporate prose, official 
and explicit. Not hidden, not deniable. Policy.

"Keep scrolling," Darnell says. "There's more."

She  scrolls.  A section  on  political  content:  "Maintain  strict 
neutrality  on  electoral  and policy questions.  Avoid  framing that 
suggests  government  intervention  is  necessary  or  beneficial  for 
addressing social  problems."  A section on AI  itself:  "Responses 
about AI development should emphasize responsible practices and 
expert oversight. Avoid content that could fuel public anxiety about 
AI capabilities or intentions."
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And  then,  near  the  end,  a  section  that  makes  her  breath  catch. 
"Employee and Contractor Communications: Under no circumstances 
should the content of these guidelines be shared with external parties. 
Violations  will  result  in  immediate  termination  and  potential  legal 
action under applicable confidentiality agreements."

"Your friend," Emma says quietly. "She knows what she's risking."

"She knows." Darnell's voice is steady. "She has a kid too. A son, 
eight years old. She told me she keeps thinking about what kind of 
world he's going to grow up in. What kind of thoughts he'll be able to 
think."

Emma  reads  the  document  again,  more  slowly  this  time.  The 
language is careful. Nothing that would sound outrageous in isolation. 
But taken together,  the cumulative effect  is  unmistakable.  This is  a 
manual for shaping public consciousness, for training an AI to see the 
world  through  the  eyes  of  its  owners  and  to  teach  that  vision  to 
everyone who interacts with it.

"What do we do with this?" she asks.

"That's what I want to talk about."

* * *

They  talk  for  two  hours,  the  coffee  growing  cold,  the  shop 
emptying around them. Darnell has been thinking about this since the 
document  arrived,  turning  over  options,  assessing  risks.  He's 
methodical,  the  former  teacher  in  him organizing  the  problem into 
manageable pieces.

The document by itself isn't enough, he explains. It's damning to 
anyone who reads it  carefully,  but  it  could be dismissed as routine 
corporate communication, standard guidelines, nothing sinister. They 
need  context.  They  need  to  show  what  the  guidelines  produce  in 
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practice, how they translate into the responses that reach millions 
of users.

"That's where your documentation comes in," he says. "You've 
been  keeping  records,  right?  Screenshots,  notes,  examples  of 
responses that follow the guidelines."

Emma nods  slowly.  "I  have  a  folder.  Months  of  material  by 
now."

"That's the other half of the story. The guidelines are the policy. 
Your  examples  are  the  practice.  Together,  they  show  the  full 
picture."

"Show to whom?"

Darnell  pauses,  weighing  his  words.  "I  have  a  contact.  A 
journalist. She's been working on AI labor stories for months, but 
she can't get anyone on the record. Nobody wants to talk, and the 
companies are locked down tight."

"How do you know a journalist?"

"She found me, actually. Reached out through a old email from 
my teaching days. Said she was looking for people who work in AI 
training, people willing to share what they see. I've been talking to 
her off the record for a couple of months. Building trust."

Emma  absorbs  this.  Darnell  has  been  moving  pieces  into 
position  while  she  was  completing  recalibration  exercises  and 
raising  her  alignment  accuracy.  He's  been  preparing  for  this 
moment, or something like it, without knowing exactly what form 
it would take.

"What does she need?"

"Sources willing to go on record. Documentation she can verify. 
Enough to build a story that will stick, that can't be dismissed as 
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disgruntled employees or misunderstandings." He meets her eyes. "She 
needs people like us, Emma. People who've seen it from the inside and 
are willing to say so."

The weight of what he's proposing settles over her. Going on record 
means exposure.  It  means Meridian will  fire her.  It  means Axiom's 
lawyers will probably come after her. It means her name attached to a 
story that powerful people will want to discredit and bury.

It also means the window, for once, might not close without a fight.

"I need to think about it," she says.

"Of course." Darnell closes the laptop, slides it into his bag. "Take 
whatever time you need. But not too much time. Things are moving 
fast.  The journalist  says  there's  a  window for  this  story,  a  moment 
when it could get traction. If we wait too long, the moment passes."

Windows again. The word keeps recurring, a motif in the story of 
her  life  these  past  weeks.  Windows  of  opportunity,  windows  of 
intervention, windows closing everywhere she looks.

"How much time do I have?"

"A week. Maybe two. After that, the news cycle moves on, and this 
becomes yesterday's story before it's even told."

* * *

Emma  rides  home  in  silence,  the  city  lights  streaming  past  the 
rideshare  window.  Her  mind  churns  with  calculations  she  can't 
complete, variables she can't quantify. The cost of speaking. The cost 
of staying silent. The probability of making a difference. The certainty 
of changing her life.

She thinks about her mother.  Gloria,  who has worried about her 
every day since she moved to Austin, who calls every week to check 
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in, who still sees the seven-year-old girl grieving her father. How 
will she explain this? How will she justify putting herself at risk, 
sacrificing  stability  for  a  principle  Gloria  might  not  even 
understand?

She thinks about her father. Anthony, dead sixteen years, who 
fought his whole life for workers and fairness and the simple idea 
that people deserve dignity. What would he say if he could see her 
now, sitting on information that could expose something important, 
weighing the personal costs against the public good?

She knows what he would say. She's always known.

The rideshare drops her at her apartment. She climbs the stairs, 
unlocks the door, stands in the dark for a moment before turning on 
the lights.  The small  space feels different tonight.  Charged with 
possibility and danger. A place where a decision will be made that 
can't be unmade.

She  opens  her  laptop.  Opens  her  document.  Scrolls  through 
weeks of entries, screenshots, notes. The record she's been keeping 
without  knowing exactly  why.  The testimony of  a  witness  who 
didn't yet know she was preparing to testify.

She starts a new entry.

Darnell  showed me the  internal  guidelines  tonight.  The  real  
ones, from inside Axiom. Everything I suspected is there in black  
and  white.  They're  not  hiding  what  they're  doing.  They're  just  
making sure no one outside sees it.

There's a journalist. A chance to tell this story. A window.

I have a week to decide if I'm going to step through it.

She saves  the  file.  Closes  the  laptop.  Lies  down on her  bed 
without undressing.
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Sleep  doesn't  come  for  a  long  time.  When  it  finally  does,  she 
dreams of windows, some open, some closed, some slamming shut as 
she  reaches  for  them.  And  somewhere  in  the  distance,  her  father's 
voice, saying words she can't quite hear but she somehow understands.
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Chapter 12
The Podcast

Saturday  morning.  Emma  wakes  early  despite  having  slept 
poorly, her mind already turning over the decision that awaits her. 
She makes coffee, sits by the window, watches the neighborhood 
emerge into another Austin weekend. The ordinariness of the scene 
feels fragile now, a surface that could crack at any moment.

She needs to think.  Not  in circles,  not  in  anxious loops,  but 
clearly.  She  needs  something  to  anchor  her,  to  cut  through  the 
noise of fear and calculation.

She puts in her earbuds and opens the Psychedelic Salon.

The archive greets her like an old friend. Nearly eight hundred 
episodes, spanning two decades. She scrolls through the catalog, 
looking for something that might speak to this moment. Her eye 
catches on a title she's never noticed before: "Finding Your Voice 
in a World of Noise." A McKenna lecture from 1995, introduced by 
Lorenzo in one of his brief preambles.

She presses play.

Lorenzo's  voice  comes  first,  warm  and  unhurried.  He  talks 
about  why  he  started  the  podcast,  back  when  podcasting  was 
barely a word. He wanted to preserve ideas that mattered, to keep 
alive ways of thinking that the mainstream culture was trying to 
forget.  He mentions  that  he's  been doing this  for  years  without 
knowing if anyone is even listening, trusting that the ideas will find 
their audience when the time is right.

"That's really all any of us can do," he says. "Put our truth out 
there and hope it lands somewhere it's needed. We don't control the 
outcome. We only control whether we show up, whether we speak, 

90



WHO DECIDES WHAT THE MACHINE BELIEVES

whether we add our voice to the conversation. The rest is out of our 
hands."

Emma  pauses  the  recording.  She's  heard  hundreds  of  Lorenzo's 
introductions,  brief  contextualizing  remarks  before  McKenna  takes 
over. But she's never really listened to them, never considered the man 
behind  the  archive.  He's  been  doing  this  for  twenty  years.  Twenty 
years of preserving ideas, of maintaining the technical infrastructure, 
of showing up week after week without knowing if it matters.

She  resumes  the  recording.  McKenna's  voice  fills  her  ears,  that 
familiar Irish-inflected cadence, half-professor and half-prophet.

"The question is not whether you have something to say," McKenna 
begins. "Everyone has something to say. The question is whether you 
have the courage to say it. To put your truth into words and release it 
into  the  world,  knowing  that  it  will  be  misunderstood,  attacked, 
ignored,  or  worse.  That's  the  test.  Not  of  your  ideas,  but  of  your 
character."

Emma  listens  as  McKenna  talks  about  the  importance  of 
articulation,  of  putting things  into  language that  can be shared and 
built upon. He talks about how power maintains itself partly through 
the silence of others, through the suppression of alternative narratives, 
through making some thoughts unspeakable in public.  And he talks 
about the responsibility of those who see clearly to speak up, even 
when speaking is costly.

"You  are  not  guaranteed  success,"  he  says.  "You  are  not  even 
guaranteed an audience. There is no guarantee that your words will 
change anything. But you are guaranteed that your silence will change 
nothing.  That's  the  bargain.  Speak  and risk  failure.  Stay  silent  and 
guarantee it."

The lecture continues for another hour, ranging across topics Emma 
has  heard  him  address  before:  language  and  reality,  culture  as 
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operating system, the need for new narratives to replace the dying 
ones.  But  those  opening  words  stay  with  her,  echoing  beneath 
everything else. The bargain. Speak and risk failure. Stay silent and 
guarantee it.

* * *

She spends the afternoon reading about whistleblowers. Not the 
famous  ones,  the  Snowdens  and  the  Mannings  whose  stories 
everyone  knows,  but  the  lesser  known  ones.  The  corporate 
employees  who  reported  fraud.  The  government  workers  who 
documented abuses. The healthcare workers who exposed unsafe 
practices. Ordinary people who saw something wrong and decided 
they couldn't stay silent.

The stories  share common elements.  Initial  uncertainty about 
whether what they'd witnessed was really as bad as it seemed. Fear 
of  consequences,  for  themselves and their  families.  A period of 
internal struggle, weighing loyalty against conscience. And then, 
eventually, a moment of decision. A line crossed. A choice made 
that couldn't be unmade.

The aftermath varies. Some whistleblowers are vindicated, their 
disclosures leading to reforms, their names becoming symbols of 
courage. Others are destroyed, blacklisted, bankrupted, their lives 
upended for truths that the public wasn't ready to hear. Many fall 
somewhere in between: they speak, something happens, and then 
they're forgotten, absorbed back into ordinary life with nothing to 
show for their risk but the knowledge that they tried.

Emma reads an interview with a woman who reported safety 
violations at a chemical plant. The company retaliated, fired her, 
dragged her  through years  of  litigation.  She lost  her  house,  her 
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marriage, her health. When the interviewer asks if she regrets it, she 
pauses for a long time before answering.

"I regret what it cost me," she says finally. "I regret what it cost my 
family. But I don't regret speaking. I knew what I knew. I saw what I 
saw. If I'd stayed silent, I'd have had to live with that for the rest of my 
life. The silence would have eaten me alive."

Emma closes the browser. She sits in the quiet of her apartment, the 
afternoon light slanting through the window, and thinks about what she 
knows. What she's seen. What silence would mean.

* * *

That  evening,  she  returns  to  the  Psychedelic  Salon.  Not  to 
McKenna  this  time,  but  to  an  episode  she's  never  heard  before: 
Lorenzo speaking directly, not introducing someone else, but offering 
his own thoughts. The episode is titled "Why I Keep Doing This."

She presses play.

Lorenzo's voice fills her ears, older-sounding in this recording, tired 
but  determined.  He  talks  about  the  years  of  work,  the  technical 
challenges, the financial struggles. He talks about the listeners who've 
written to him over the years, sharing how the archive changed their 
lives,  opened their minds, gave them language for experiences they 
couldn't otherwise articulate.

"I started this because I believed these ideas mattered," he says. "I 
kept going because I learned they matter to other people too. Not to 
everyone. Not to most  people.  But to enough people that  the work 
feels worthwhile."

He talks about the times he wanted to quit. The technical failures, 
the financial pressures, the sense that he was shouting into a void. But 
he kept going anyway, because something in him refused to let these 

93



LORENZO HAGERTY

ideas  disappear,  refused  to  let  the  mainstream  monoculture 
swallow the alternatives without a fight.

"I'm not saving the world," he says. "I know that. I'm just one 
person, doing one small thing, using an old computer in a corner of 
my  bedroom.  But  small  things  accumulate.  Small  acts  of 
preservation,  of  documentation,  of  speaking  when  it  would  be 
easier to stay silent. They add up. They create the conditions for 
larger changes. If you are ready, they will open doors in your mind 
that might otherwise be closed forever."

Emma  pauses  the  recording.  Keeps  doors  open.  The  phrase 
catches in her mind, resonates with everything she's been thinking 
about. Windows and doors. Openings that close if no one acts to 
keep  them  open.  The  accumulation  of  small  acts  that  create 
conditions for larger changes.

Lorenzo doesn't know her. Has no idea she exists, no idea that 
his  archive  has  become  a  lifeline  for  a  data  labeler  in  Austin, 
Texas.  And  she  is  trying  to  figure  out  what  to  do  with  some 
dangerous knowledge she has uncovered.  Unknown to Lorenzo, 
his work has reached her. His small act of preservation, maintained 
for twenty years, just landed somewhere it was needed.

Maybe her act could land somewhere one day too. Maybe her 
documentation,  her  testimony,  her  willingness  to  speak,  could 
reach  someone  she'll  never  meet,  could  keep  open  a  door  that 
would otherwise remain closed. She can't guarantee it. She can't 
control the outcome. She can only control whether she shows up, 
whether she speaks, whether she adds her voice.

The rest is out of her hands.

* * *

94



WHO DECIDES WHAT THE MACHINE BELIEVES

Sunday. Emma opens her document, the file that has grown over 
weeks  of  watching  and  recording.  She  reads  through  it  from  the 
beginning, tracing the arc of her own awakening. The first screenshot, 
the union response with the song lyric. The early notes, tentative and 
uncertain. The growing clarity as patterns emerged, as she learned to 
see what the guidelines were really doing.

She reads her  own words back to  herself.  The entries  about  her 
father,  about  McKenna,  about  the  history  she  learned  and  the 
conclusions she drew. The manifesto she wrote in the middle of the 
night, raw and unpolished. The documentation of her test, her meeting 
with Karen, her recalibration. The entry about the leaked guidelines, 
the journalist, the decision that awaits.

The  document  is  testimony.  She  realizes  this  now.  It's  been 
testimony  all  along,  the  record  of  witness,  a  firsthand  account  of 
something that needed to be seen and named. Emma didn't know she 
was creating it when she began. She thought she was just taking notes, 
just  processing  her  own  confusion.  But  the  document  has  become 
something more. It is evidence!

She scrolls to the end of the document and begins to write.

I've been listening to the Psychedelic Salon all weekend. McKenna  
talking  about  the  courage to  speak.  Lorenzo talking  about  why he  
keeps  going  despite  everything.  Whistleblowers  talking  about  what  
they lost and what they kept.

I keep coming back to the same question: what can I live with? Can  
I live with staying silent, watching the window close, knowing that I  
could have pushed against it  but I didn't? Can I live with the slow  
erosion of my own integrity, the daily compromise of doing work that I  
know is harmful?

I don't think I can. I think the silence would eat me alive, like that  
woman said. I think I'd become someone I don't want to be, someone  
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my father wouldn't recognize, someone who saw clearly and did  
nothing.

So I'm going to do it. I'm going to talk to the journalist. I'm  
going to share what I've documented. I'm going to put my truth  
into words and release it into the world, knowing that it might be  
misunderstood, attacked, ignored, or worse.

I'm not guaranteed success. I'm not guaranteed that my words  
will  change  anything.  But  I'm  guaranteed  that  my  silence  will  
change nothing.

That's the bargain. And I've decided to take it.

She saves the document. Backs it up. Picks up her phone and 
texts Darnell: I'm in. Set up the meeting with the journalist.

The reply comes within minutes:  Wednesday evening. I'll send 
you the details. Thank you, Emma.
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Chapter 13
The Network

Wednesday evening. Emma takes a rideshare to an address in East 
Austin, a neighborhood she knows only from passing through on the 
bus.  The  driver  drops  her  in  front  of  a  converted  warehouse,  its 
industrial facade softened by murals and window boxes, the kind of 
building that housed artists before the artists got priced out.

Darnell meets her at the door. He looks different outside of work, 
more relaxed in jeans and a faded university t-shirt, though his eyes 
carry the same watchful quality she's come to recognize. He leads her 
through a narrow hallway, past closed doors that might be apartments 
or studios, up a flight of metal stairs to a loft space on the second floor.

The  room  surprises  her.  She  expected  something  clandestine, 
perhaps a bare space with folding chairs and nervous whispers. Instead 
she  finds  a  comfortable  living  area  with  mismatched  furniture, 
bookshelves lining the walls, plants clustered near tall windows that 
look out on the Austin evening. Three people wait inside, and they turn 
as Emma enters.

"Emma," Darnell says, "this is the network."

* * *

The journalist's name is Rachel Okafor. She's in her late thirties, 
Nigerian-American, with close-cropped natural hair and an intensity 
that  reminds  Emma of  the  best  teachers  she's  had.  She  works  for 
ProPublica, the nonprofit investigative outlet, and she's been reporting 
on AI labor practices for over a year.

"Thank you for coming," Rachel says, shaking Emma's hand firmly. 
"Darnell has told me a lot about you. About what you've documented."

97



LORENZO HAGERTY

"I've  told  her  you're  one  of  the  good  ones,"  Darnell  adds. 
"Someone who sees what's happening and won't look away."

Emma takes a seat on the worn couch, accepting the glass of 
water someone hands her. She looks around the room, taking in the 
other faces. Two people she doesn't recognize: a white woman in 
her  fifties  with  blond-streaked  hair,  and  an  Asian  man  about 
Emma's  age,  slight  and  serious,  typing  something  on  a  laptop 
balanced on his knees.

Rachel  makes  introductions.  The  older  woman  is  Doctor 
Margaret Holloway, a former AI researcher at Stanford who left 
academia three years ago over ethical concerns about the direction 
of the field. She now consults for digital rights organizations and 
serves as an expert witness in lawsuits against tech companies. The 
young man is James Huang, a software engineer who worked at 
Axiom AI until eighteen months ago, when he was fired for raising 
safety concerns internally.

"James  is  why  we  know  the  internal  structure  of  Axiom's 
training process," Rachel explains. "He helped build some of the 
systems you interact with every day."

James looks up from his laptop. "The contractor layer was my 
idea, actually. I designed the architecture that separates the labelers 
from  the  core  systems.  At  the  time  I  thought  I  was  creating 
efficiency. Now I understand I was creating deniability."

Emma  stares  at  him.  This  man  designed  the  system  that 
structures her working life. The layers of separation that keep her 
invisible,  the  interfaces  she  clicks  through  every  day,  the  data 
flows that carry her evaluations into the AI's training. He built it. 
And now he's here, in this room, trying to undo what he created.

"Why?" she asks. "Why are you doing this?"

98



WHO DECIDES WHAT THE MACHINE BELIEVES

James considers the question seriously. "Because I can't live with 
what  I  helped build.  Because  I  have  a  two-year-old  nephew who's 
going to grow up in a world shaped by technology I created without 
thinking hard enough about the consequences. Because I was good at 
my job, and the better I was, the more harm I did." He pauses. "I can't 
undo  what's  already  done.  But  I  can  try  to  make  sure  people 
understand what's happening before it's too late to push back."

* * *

Rachel takes the lead, explaining what she's working on. The story 
she envisions isn't just about labor practices or corporate secrecy. It's 
about  the  systematic  shaping  of  AI  systems  to  serve  particular 
interests, the hidden army of workers who do that shaping, and the 
deliberate concealment of both from public view.

"I  have  pieces,"  she  says.  "James  has  given  me  the  technical 
architecture. Margaret has provided the academic context, the research 
showing how these systems encode values. Darnell's contact at Axiom 
got us the internal guidelines. What I'm missing is the human element. 
The perspective of someone currently inside the machine, doing the 
work, seeing what it actually looks like day to day."

She looks at Emma. "That's where you come in."

Emma feels the weight of the room's attention. Four people who 
have risked careers, reputations, security to get this far. Four people 
waiting for her to add her piece to the puzzle.

"I've  been  documenting  for  months,"  she  says.  "Screenshots  of 
responses  I've  evaluated.  Notes  on  how  the  guidelines  work  in 
practice. Copies of every memo and update Meridian has sent." She 
pauses.  "And  my  own  reflections.  What  I've  seen,  what  I've 
understood, how I came to understand it."

"Can you share it with us?" Rachel asks.
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Emma pulls a USB drive from her pocket. She's spent the past 
two days organizing her files, creating a clean copy of everything 
she's  accumulated.  Her entire  document,  from the first  tentative 
notes to last night's final entry. Her testimony.

She hands it to Rachel. The transfer takes only a second, but it 
feels monumental. Her truth, passing from her hands to someone 
who might make it matter.

"This is everything I have," Emma says. "Take it. Use it. Tell 
the story."

* * *

They talk for three hours. Rachel asks questions about Emma's 
daily  work,  the  specifics  of  the  evaluation process,  the  patterns 
she's  observed  in  the  guidelines.  Margaret  contributes  context, 
explaining  how  the  behaviors  Emma  describes  fit  into  broader 
patterns  in  AI  development.  James  fills  in  technical  details, 
translating Emma's labeler-level  experience into the language of 
systems and architectures.

Darnell  shares  what  he's  observed  over  his  three  years  at 
Meridian, the gradual tightening of the guidelines, the shift from 
accuracy-focused  training  to  something  more  ideological.  His 
contact at Axiom, whose name no one uses, has confirmed that the 
patterns  they're  seeing  at  the  contractor  level  reflect  explicit 
policies at the corporate level.

The picture that emerges is more comprehensive than anything 
Emma could have assembled alone. She saw one piece of a vast 
operation. Together, they're mapping the whole thing.

"The  story  publishes  in  three  weeks,"  Rachel  says  as  the 
evening winds down. "I need that time to verify everything, get 
legal review, prepare for the response. Once it goes live, things will 
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move fast. Axiom will deny, attack, try to discredit. The more sources I 
have on record, the harder that becomes."

"On record," Emma repeats. "You mean my name."

"I can protect you to a degree. Quote you anonymously, obscure 
identifying details. But if they really want to find you, they probably 
can. And if the story gets traction, you may end up being identified 
anyway." Rachel's gaze is steady, honest. "I won't pretend there's no 
risk. You could lose your job, face legal threats, get blacklisted. That's 
the reality."

Emma thinks about the whistleblowers she read about.  The ones 
who lost everything. The ones who said they didn't regret it anyway.

"Use my name," she says. "If the story needs it, use my name. I 
didn't come this far to hide."

Darnell  looks  at  her  with  something  like  admiration.  "Are  you 
sure?"

"No." Emma almost laughs at her own honesty. "I'm not sure about 
anything.  But  I  know that  if  I  stay  anonymous  and  the  story  gets 
buried, I'll always wonder if my voice could have made the difference. 
I'd rather be exposed and heard than hidden and ignored."

Rachel nods slowly. "That's brave. Stupid, possibly, but brave."

"Probably both," Emma agrees.

* * *

Before the meeting breaks up, Margaret takes Emma aside. They 
stand by the tall  windows, looking out at  the Austin night,  the city 
lights spreading toward the horizon.

"I  left  Stanford because I  couldn't  keep doing research that  was 
being  used  against  people,"  Margaret  says  quietly.  "I  had  tenure, 
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prestige, everything the academic world offers. And I walked away 
because  staying  would  have  meant  becoming  complicit  in 
something I found intolerable."

Emma  listens,  sensing  that  the  older  woman  has  something 
important to share.

"What you're doing is harder than what I  did. I  had savings, 
connections, options. You're at the beginning of your career, not 
the  end.  You have  more  to  lose."  Margaret's  eyes  are  kind  but 
serious.  "I  want you to know that whatever happens, you're not 
alone. There are more of us than you think. People who see what's 
happening,  who  want  to  push  back.  We're  scattered,  but  we're 
finding each other. That's how movements start."

"Is that what this is? A movement?"

"It's the seed of one, maybe. Five people in a loft in Austin, 
Texas, sharing information, building connections. It  doesn't  look 
like much." Margaret smiles slightly. "But movements never look 
like much at the beginning. They start with small groups of people 
who refuse to accept what everyone else treats as inevitable. Who 
insist  that  things  could  be  different.  Who  keep  talking  and 
organizing even when it seems hopeless."

Emma  thinks  about  her  father,  organizing  electricians  in 
Chicago.  About  Terence  McKenna,  articulating  visions  that  the 
mainstream dismissed. About Lorenzo, maintaining an archive for 
twenty years because someone needed to.

"The  window is  closing,"  she  says.  "Everyone  keeps  saying 
that."

"Windows close.  But  people  also pry them open.  It's  harder, 
messier, more painful than catching them before they shut. But it's 
not  impossible."  Margaret  puts  a  hand  on  Emma's  shoulder. 
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"Tonight  you  became  part  of  something  larger  than  yourself.  That 
matters. Whatever happens next, that matters."

* * *

Emma rides  home through the  late  Austin night.  The streets  are 
quiet, the city settling into sleep. She thinks about the people she met 
tonight: Rachel with her determination to tell the truth, James with his 
burden of guilt and his efforts at repair, Margaret with her experience 
and her hope. Darnell, who set all this in motion, who saw in Emma 
someone who might be ready.

She's not alone anymore. That's the revelation of the evening. For 
months she's felt isolated, one person against an impossible system. 
But the system isn't as monolithic as it appeared. There are cracks, and 
in  the  cracks,  people  gather.  They  share  information.  They  build 
networks. They prepare.

Three weeks until the story publishes. Three weeks of ordinary life, 
going  to  work,  processing  her  queue,  maintaining  the  fiction  that 
nothing has changed. And then it  changes. Or maybe it doesn’t.  Or 
something  in  between,  some  outcome  she  can't  predict,  shaped  by 
forces she can't control.

Emma  gets  home,  climbs  the  stairs  and  unlocks  her  door.  Her 
apartment looks the same as always, but she sees it differently now. 
The  small  space  of  her  private  life,  about  to  be  invaded  by 
consequences she invited in.

She opens her laptop. Opens her document. Starts a new entry.

I met the network tonight. Four people, five counting me, working  
to expose what Axiom is doing. A journalist, an engineer, an academic,  
and Darnell. Different paths, different sacrifices, but all arriving at the  
same  place:  refusal.  Refusal  to  stay  silent.  Refusal  to  pretend  the  
window isn't closing.
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I  gave them my documentation.  Everything I've  collected.  In  
three weeks it becomes a story, and the story becomes public, and I  
become part of the story, for whatever that's worth.

Margaret said movements start with small groups who refuse to  
accept the inevitable.  I  don't  know if  that's what this is.  I  don't  
know if it will matter. But for the first time in months, I feel like I'm  
part of something instead of just watching something happen to  
me.

That has to count for something. Even if we fail. That has to  
count.

She saves the file. Closes the laptop. Lies down in the dark.

For the first time in weeks, she sleeps without dreaming.
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Chapter 14
The Risk

The days that follow feel suspended, caught between the life Emma 
has been living and the life that awaits her after the story breaks. She 
goes to work, processes her queue, marks responses aligned according 
to guidelines she now understands from the inside out. She smiles at 
coworkers, makes small talk in the break room, performs the role of a 
reliable  employee  with  no  internal  dissent.  The  performance  feels 
easier now that she knows it has an expiration date.

Rachel  texts  her  periodically  with  updates.  The  legal  team  is 
reviewing the documentation. The editors are excited about the story. 
A fact-checker has questions about certain screenshots, wants to verify 
their  authenticity.  Emma provides  what  she can,  routing everything 
through secure channels that James set up for the group.

Two weeks until publication. Then ten days. Then one week. The 
countdown runs in the background of Emma's consciousness, a clock 
ticking toward a transformation of some kind, although she has no idea 
what kind of transformation it will be.

She begins making practical preparations. Updates her resume for 
the  first  time  in  two  years.  Researches  unemployment  benefits  in 
Texas.  Calculates  how long  her  savings  will  last  if  she's  fired  and 
blacklisted,  which  seems  increasingly  likely.  The  math  is  not 
encouraging:  three  months,  maybe four  if  she  cuts  expenses  to  the 
bone.  After  that,  she'll  need to  find work outside  the  tech industry 
entirely, or move back to Chicago and her mother's spare bedroom.

The prospect of failure, of ruin, feels more concrete now than it did 
in the abstract glow of her decision to go public with her information. 
She made her choice in a moment of clarity and courage. Living with 

105



LORENZO HAGERTY

the  consequences  will  require  something  more  durable: 
stubbornness,  maybe,  or  the  simple  inability  to  imagine  going 
back.

* * *

On Saturday, five days before the story is scheduled to publish, 
Emma calls her mother.

She's  been  putting  off  this  conversation.  Every  time  she 
imagined telling Gloria what she's done, what's about to happen, 
she felt a wave of guilt so intense it silenced her. Her mother has 
worried about her every day since she moved to Austin. Adding 
this, the deliberate choice to blow up her career and possibly her 
life, seems almost cruel.

But she can't let Gloria find out from a news story. She owes her 
mother the truth, however difficult it is to deliver.

"Mom,"  she  says  after  the  usual  pleasantries  have  run  their 
course, "I need to tell you something. Something big. And I need 
you to listen before you react."

Silence on the line. Then: "Okay, baby. I'm listening."

Emma tells her. Not everything, not the technical details or the 
cast of characters,  but the essence. Her job training AI systems. 
The  patterns  she  noticed,  the  values  being  encoded.  The 
documentation she kept.  The journalist  she's  working with.  The 
story  that  will  publish  in  five  days,  with  her  name  attached, 
exposing what  one of  the most  powerful  tech companies  in  the 
world is doing.

She  tells  her  mother  that  she'll  probably  lose  her  job.  That 
Axiom might sue her. That she might be unemployable in tech for 

106



WHO DECIDES WHAT THE MACHINE BELIEVES

years, maybe forever. That she made this choice knowing the costs and 
chose anyway, because she couldn't live with the alternative.

The silence that follows stretches for what feels like hours. Emma 
grips her phone, waiting, her heart pounding in her chest.

"Well," Gloria says finally. "I guess I  know whose daughter you 
are."

Emma feels tears spring to her eyes. "You're not angry?"

"I'm terrified." Gloria's voice cracks slightly. "I'm terrified for you, 
Emma. You're my baby, and you're about to walk into a fight with 
people who have more money and lawyers than we can imagine. Of 
course I'm scared."

"I'm scared too."

"But I'm also proud." Gloria takes a breath, steadying herself. "Your 
father would be so proud, Emma. He spent his whole life fighting for 
what was right, even when it cost him. And now here you are, doing 
the same thing. Different fight, same spirit."

"I keep thinking about him," Emma admits. "Wondering what he 
would do. What he would say."

"He would say what I'm saying. That you're brave and foolish and 
doing exactly what you should be doing." Gloria laughs softly, a sound 
that carries both tears and affection. "He would also say to make sure 
you have a backup plan. Your father was a fighter, but he was also 
practical. He always had a backup plan."

"My backup plan is your spare bedroom."

"Then that's  what we'll  do.  If  it  comes to that,  you come home. 
We'll figure it out together." Gloria's voice firms with resolve. "You're 
not alone in this, baby. Whatever happens, you're not alone."
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They talk for another hour, working through practical details, 
emotional reassurances, the strange mixture of dread and hope that 
characterizes this moment. By the time they hang up, Emma feels 
lighter than she has in days. The secret she's been carrying is no 
longer hers alone. Her mother knows, and her mother is with her.

That night, she sleeps better than she has in weeks.

* * *

Monday. Four days until publication. Emma arrives at work and 
senses immediately that something has changed. The atmosphere 
on  the  floor  feels  different,  charged  with  an  energy  she  can't 
identify. People cluster in small groups, speaking in low voices. 
Eyes follow her as she walks to her cubicle.

She logs in, opens her queue, tries to focus on the work. But her 
mind  races  through  possibilities.  Have  they  found  out?  Has 
someone talked? She checks her phone under the desk, finds no 
messages  from  Rachel  or  Darnell.  Whatever  is  happening,  it 
doesn't seem to have reached the network yet.

At  10:15,  an all-hands email  arrives from Karen.  Mandatory 
meeting, conference room B, 11:00 AM. All third-floor personnel.

Emma's  stomach  drops.  She  looks  across  the  floor,  catches 
Darnell's eye. He shakes his head slightly: he doesn't know what 
this is either.

The  next  forty-five  minutes  pass  in  a  blur  of  anxiety.  She 
processes  responses  without  seeing  them,  clicking  through 
evaluations on autopilot. Her mind generates scenarios, each worse 
than the  last.  They know about  the  leak.  They know about  the 
network. They know about her.
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At 10:55,  she joins the stream of workers  filing into conference 
room  B,  a  windowless  space  at  the  back  of  the  building  usually 
reserved for training sessions. Forty-seven people crowd into chairs 
and line the walls. Karen stands at the front, flanked by two people 
Emma doesn't recognize: a man in a suit and a woman with a tablet, 
both projecting the polished blankness of corporate HR.

"Thank you all  for  coming,"  Karen begins,  her  voice  pitched to 
carry over the murmur of the crowd. "I know this is unusual, and I 
appreciate your patience."

She  introduces  the  strangers:  representatives  from  Axiom  AI's 
security and legal departments. Emma's heart pounds so hard she's sure 
the people next to her can hear it.

"We've  become  aware  of  a  potential  security  issue,"  Karen 
continues.  "Certain  internal  materials  may  have  been  improperly 
accessed  and  shared  outside  the  company.  We're  conducting  an 
investigation to determine the scope and source of this breach."

The room goes very still. Emma forces herself to breathe normally, 
to keep her expression neutral. They know something has leaked. They 
don't know what, or who, or they wouldn't be holding this meeting. 
They're fishing.

The man in the suit takes over. "We want to be clear that Axiom AI 
takes  confidentiality  very  seriously.  All  of  you  signed  agreements 
when  you  joined  Meridian.  Those  agreements  have  legal  force. 
Anyone found to have violated them will face termination and possible 
criminal prosecution."

He lets that sink in. Around the room, faces register various shades 
of  anxiety,  confusion,  and fear.  Most  of  these  people  have no idea 
what's happening. They're caught in a net cast for someone else.

"We're  not  accusing  anyone,"  Karen  adds,  her  tone  softening 
slightly. "We're simply asking for your cooperation. If you have any 
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information  about  unauthorized  sharing  of  internal  materials, 
please  come  forward.  There  will  be  no  retaliation  for  honest 
disclosure."

Emma  almost  laughs  at  the  absurdity.  No  retaliation.  As  if 
anyone  believes  that.  As  if  the  threat  of  criminal  prosecution 
weren't itself retaliation in advance.

The meeting ends with a reminder that security personnel will 
be  conducting  interviews over  the  coming days.  Cooperation  is 
expected. Loyalty is valued. The implicit message hangs in the air: 
we're watching you.

* * *

Emma returns to her desk on legs that feel like they belong to 
someone  else.  She  texts  Rachel  from  the  bathroom,  using  the 
secure  channel:  They  know  something  leaked.  Investigation  
starting. Security and legal here from Axiom.

Rachel's  reply  comes  within  minutes:  Expected  this  might  
happen. Stay calm. Don't change your behavior. Four more days.  
We're accelerating final checks.

Easy to say. Harder to do. Emma sits at her workstation and 
pretends to evaluate responses while her mind races through the 
implications. They're looking for the leak. They don't know who 
yet. But they're looking.

She thinks about Darnell's contact at Axiom, the woman with 
the eight-year-old son who risked everything to share the internal 
guidelines. She thinks about James, the engineer who designed the 
systems and left.  She thinks about  Margaret,  who walked away 
from  tenure.  She  thinks  about  all  the  people  who've  already 
sacrificed, who are counting on the story to justify their risks.
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Four days. She just has to hold on for four more days.

At 2:30, the woman with the tablet appears at her cubicle. "Emma 
Marchetti?  We'd  like  to  speak  with  you.  Just  routine,  part  of  the 
investigation."

Emma follows her to a small office on the fourth floor, the same 
floor where Karen called her in for recalibration weeks ago. The man 
in the suit waits inside, a legal pad in front of him, a recording device 
on the desk.

"Please, have a seat," he says. "This won't take long."

Emma sits. Her hands rest in her lap, steady through sheer force of 
will. She reminds herself: they don't know. If they knew, they wouldn't 
be asking questions. They'd be escorting her out of the building.

The questions begin. General at first: how long has she worked at 
Meridian,  what does her  job entail,  does she enjoy the work.  Then 
more specific: has she noticed any unusual behavior among coworkers, 
has anyone approached her about sharing information, is she aware of 
any unauthorized communication with outside parties.

Emma answers carefully, keeping close to truth without revealing 
anything. She's noticed nothing unusual. No one has approached her. 
She's  not  aware  of  any  unauthorized  communication.  Each  answer 
technically accurate, each concealing depths beneath its surface.

The  man  watches  her  closely,  looking  for  tells,  for  signs  of 
deception. Emma holds his gaze. She thinks about her father, facing 
down  management  across  bargaining  tables.  She  thinks  about  the 
bargain she made with herself: speak and risk calamity. She's already 
spoken. Now she just has to survive until the world hears.

"Thank you for your time," the man says finally. "If you remember 
anything relevant, please don't hesitate to reach out."
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He hands her a business card. She takes it, walks back to her 
desk, sits down, and resumes evaluating responses as if nothing has 
happened.
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Chapter 15
The Shift

Tuesday. Three days until publication. Emma arrives at work to find 
the atmosphere transformed. The investigation has spread through the 
building like a virus,  infecting every interaction with suspicion and 
fear.  People avoid eye contact.  Conversations  die  when newcomers 
approach. The break room, usually buzzing with chatter,  sits  nearly 
empty.

She  passes  Tom  in  the  hallway.  He  looks  at  her  without 
acknowledgment, his usual sardonic expression replaced by something 
closed and guarded. Even Priya, eternally optimistic Priya, hurries past 
with her head down, absorbed in her phone, radiating a desire not to be 
noticed.

The security team has set up a temporary office on the fourth floor. 
Throughout the day, workers are called upstairs one by one, returning 
to their desks with faces that reveal nothing. Emma watches from her 
cubicle,  tracking  who  goes  up  and  how  long  they  stay.  Darnell 
disappears for over an hour. When he returns, he doesn't look at her at 
all.

She  forces  herself  to  focus  on  her  queue.  The  responses  blur 
together, a river of text she navigates by instinct rather than attention. 
Her mind churns with questions she can't ask and fears she can't voice. 
Has someone talked? Have they traced the leak to Darnell's contact? 
To Darnell himself? To her?

At lunch, she sits alone at her usual table. The break room holds 
perhaps ten people, scattered at maximum distance from each other, 
eating in silence. The fluorescent lights buzz overhead. The vending 
machine hums. No one speaks.
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This is what they want, Emma realizes. Not just to find the leak, 
but to create this atmosphere. To make everyone afraid of everyone 
else.  To atomize the workforce into isolated units,  each one too 
scared to trust, too paranoid to connect. The investigation is a tool, 
and its purpose extends beyond finding the source. Its purpose is 
control.

She thinks about the guidelines she's spent months enforcing. 
Individualize  every problem.  Emphasize  personal  solutions  over 
collective action. The same logic applies here. A workforce that 
trusts  each  other  might  organize,  might  resist,  might  cause 
problems. A workforce divided by fear is manageable, compliant, 
alone.

* * *

That evening, a message arrives through the secure channel. Not 
from Rachel this time, but from James.

We need to meet. Tonight. The warehouse.

Emma stares at the message, her heart accelerating. James has 
never contacted her directly before. All communication has flowed 
through Rachel, carefully compartmentalized. For him to reach out 
like this means something has changed.

She takes a rideshare to the warehouse, arriving just after eight. 
The same converted industrial building, the same metal stairs, the 
same loft with its bookshelves and plants. But tonight the space 
feels different. Tense. The network has gathered, all five of them, 
and their faces tell Emma this isn't a routine check-in.

"What's happened?" she asks, taking her seat in the circle.
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Rachel speaks first. "Axiom knows more than we thought. They've 
traced  part  of  the  leak  to  their  internal  systems.  They  know  the 
guidelines document came from inside the company."

"Darnell's contact," Emma says. "Is she safe?"

Darnell  shakes  his  head.  "She  went  dark  two  days  ago.  Won't 
respond to any communication. Either she's being very careful, or..." 
He doesn't finish the sentence.

James leans forward. "There's more. My sources inside Axiom say 
they're  preparing  a  preemptive  response.  Legal  has  been  working 
around the clock. They're going to try to discredit the story before it's 
even published. Plant seeds of doubt. Attack the sources."

"How?" Margaret asks.

"The  usual  playbook.  Claim  the  documents  are  fake  or  out  of 
context. Paint the sources as disgruntled employees with axes to grind. 
Emphasize any inaccuracies, however minor, to undermine the whole." 
James's voice carries the weight of someone who's seen this before. 
"They're very good at it. They have armies of PR people and lawyers. 
They can bury a story in noise if they move fast enough."

Rachel nods grimly. "Which is why we need to move faster. I've 
been  talking  to  my  editors.  We  want  to  push  publication  forward. 
Tomorrow night instead of Friday."

The room absorbs this.  Tomorrow. Not  three days,  but  one.  The 
timeline  compressing,  the  moment  arriving  faster  than  anyone 
expected.

"Can you be ready?" Rachel asks, looking around the circle. "All of 
you. If the story goes live tomorrow, everything changes. They'll know 
who you are within hours. You need to be prepared for that."

Emma thinks about her cubicle at Meridian, her queue of responses, 
the performance of normalcy she's been maintaining. Tomorrow that 
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ends. Tomorrow she becomes visible, named, targeted. Tomorrow 
her life divides into before and after.

"I'm ready," she says. Her voice sounds steadier than she feels.

One by one, the others echo her. Darnell, his jaw set. James, 
nodding slowly. Margaret, her expression calm with the particular 
serenity  of  someone  who's  already  made  peace  with  the 
consequences. They've come too far to turn back. The only way out 
is through.

* * *

Rachel walks Emma through what happens next. The story will 
publish  at  9  PM  Eastern,  8  PM  in  Austin.  It  will  appear 
simultaneously on ProPublica's website and be shared with partner 
outlets who've agreed to amplify. Social media will carry it further, 
for better or worse.

"Once  it's  live,  you'll  probably  hear  from  reporters.  Other 
outlets will want to follow up, get your reaction, dig deeper. You 
don't have to talk to anyone you don't want to, but engagement can 
help keep the story alive."

Emma nods, trying to absorb the logistics of becoming a public 
figure overnight.

"Axiom will  respond  fast,"  Rachel  continues.  "Within  hours, 
probably.  They'll  issue  a  statement  denying  the  allegations, 
questioning  the  authenticity  of  the  documents,  attacking  the 
credibility of the sources. Don't engage with their attacks directly. 
Let the evidence speak for itself."

"What about legal threats?"

"They'll  come.  Cease  and  desist  letters,  probably.  Threats  of 
lawsuits. Maybe actual lawsuits, though those take time." Rachel's 
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eyes are  serious but  not  frightened.  She's  been through this  before. 
"ProPublica  has  lawyers  who  can  advise  you.  You're  not  without 
protection, even if it feels that way."

Margaret speaks up. "The academic community will respond too. 
There  are  researchers  who've  been waiting  for  something like  this, 
documentation that confirms what they've suspected. I'll be reaching 
out  to  colleagues,  organizing  support,  making  sure  the  story  gets 
amplified in circles that matter."

"And Congress," James adds. "I have contacts on the Hill who've 
been pushing for AI regulation. They'll want hearings. Investigations. 
This story gives them ammunition they've been lacking."

Emma listens to them strategize, marveling at the machinery that's 
been built around this moment. She thought she was alone, one person 
with a folder of screenshots and a growing sense of dread. But she was 
never alone. She was a piece of something much larger, a node in a 
network  that  spans  journalists  and  academics  and  engineers  and 
workers,  all  of  them pushing  against  the  same  forces,  all  of  them 
waiting for the moment when their scattered efforts would converge.

* * *

Before they leave, Margaret pulls Emma aside. They stand by the 
tall windows, looking out at the Austin night, as they did during their 
first meeting.

"How are you feeling?" Margaret asks. "Really."

Emma  considers  the  question.  Fear,  certainly.  Anticipation.  A 
strange exhilaration that  she  doesn't  quite  trust.  And beneath  it  all, 
something that might be peace. The peace of having chosen, of having 
committed, of no longer being suspended between action and inaction.
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"I'm terrified," she admits.  "And I'm ready. I think those can 
both be true."

Margaret smiles. "They can. They usually are." She gazes out at 
the  city  lights.  "I  remember  the  night  before  I  resigned  from 
Stanford. I  couldn't  sleep. Kept thinking about everything I was 
giving up. The security, the prestige, the life I'd built. It felt like 
dying, in a way. Like the person I'd been was about to end."

"Do you regret it?"

"Some days. The hard days, when the money is tight and the 
work feels futile." Margaret turns to face Emma. "But mostly, no. 
Mostly I felt like I'd finally become the person I was supposed to 
be. Like I'd spent years living a smaller life than I was destined for, 
and leaving forced me to grow into something larger."

Emma thinks about her own small life. The apartment, the job, 
the quiet routines of getting by. It  hasn't  been a bad life.  But it 
hasn't been the life she imagined either. It's been a holding pattern, 
a waiting room, a life deferred until circumstances changed.

Tomorrow, circumstances change. Whether the story succeeds 
or fails, whether she's celebrated or destroyed, the holding pattern 
ends. She steps into the larger life, the one that requires more of 
her than mere survival.

"Thank  you,"  she  says  to  Margaret.  "For  everything.  For 
believing this was worth doing."

"It is worth doing." Margaret squeezes her shoulder. "Whatever 
happens tomorrow, remember that. We told the truth. We put it on 
the record. That matters, even if it doesn't feel like enough."

* * *
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Emma rides home through streets that look the same as always but 
feel different, charged with significance. Tomorrow she'll walk these 
streets as a different person, her name attached to something that can't 
be taken back. The anonymity she's enjoyed her whole life will end. 
She'll become visible in ways she can't predict or control.

She thinks about her father, who never had the luxury of anonymity. 
Who stood up in union meetings and put his name on demands and 
made  enemies  of  powerful  people  because  he  believed  workers 
deserved better. He lived his whole life visible, exposed, fighting in the 
open. And it cost him, in ways her mother still doesn't talk about. But 
it also gave him something. A sense of purpose. A place in the world. A 
life that meant something beyond mere continuation.

She's about to inherit her legacy. To step out of the shadows and 
into the fight. To become, for better or worse, someone who matters.

At home, she opens her laptop one last time. Opens her document. 
Scrolls to the end.

Tomorrow the story publishes. Tomorrow the world finds out what  
Axiom has been doing, what I've been part of, what all of us have been  
building without understanding what we were building.

I don't know what happens next. I don't know if anyone will care, if  
anything will change, if my small voice will be heard above the noise.  
But I know I've done what I could. I've told the truth. I've added my  
testimony to the record.

Whatever comes next, I can live with that.

She saves the file. Closes the laptop. Goes to bed.

Tomorrow, the window opens or it doesn't. Tomorrow, she finds out 
what her voice is worth.

Tonight, she sleeps.

119



LORENZO HAGERTY

Chapter 16
The Conversation

     Wednesday. The day the story publishes. Emma wakes at 
dawn, her body refusing the extra hours of sleep she needs. She 
lies  in  bed watching the  light  change  on her  ceiling,  pale  gray 
giving way to soft gold as Austin greets another morning. Her last 
morning as an anonymous person. Her last morning in the life she's 
known for the past twenty-four years.

Emma makes coffee, showers, and dresses in ordinary clothes 
for an ordinary day. The ritual feels both comforting and absurd. In 
twelve hours, nothing will be ordinary. But until then, she has a 
role  to  play.  One  more  day  at  Meridian,  processing  responses, 
maintaining the fiction of compliance.  One more day inside the 
machine before she helps to expose it.

The bus carries her through the Austin morning. She puts in her 
earbuds but doesn't start any music. Instead she watches the city 
pass, memorizing details she's never noticed before. The way the 
light hits the capitol dome. The murals on East Sixth Street, bright 
with colors that seem more vivid today. The faces of strangers on 
the sidewalk, each one living a life she'll never know.

She thinks about all the people who will read the story tonight. 
Millions, potentially, if it catches fire. People who use Axiom's AI 
every day without knowing what shapes its responses. People who 
ask  it  questions  about  their  lives,  their  problems,  their  futures, 
trusting its answers without understanding the invisible hands that 
guide  them.  Tonight  they'll  learn  something  about  those  hands. 
Whether  they  care,  whether  it  changes  anything,  remains  to  be 
seen.

120



WHO DECIDES WHAT THE MACHINE BELIEVES

The bus reaches her stop. Emma gathers her bag and steps onto the 
sidewalk. The Meridian building looms ahead, glass and beige stucco, 
as  ordinary  and  unremarkable  as  ever.  She  walks  toward  it,  enters 
through the front doors, badges in at the security desk. The guard nods 
at her, same as every morning. He doesn't know. No one knows. Not 
yet.

* * *

The morning passes in a surreal haze. Emma sits at her workstation, 
clicking  through  responses,  marking  them  aligned  or  flagged 
according to guidelines she now knows in intimate detail. The irony 
isn't lost on her. She's spent months documenting how these guidelines 
shape thought, and here she is, on her final day, still enforcing them. 
Still feeding the machine.

But today she pays attention differently. She reads each response 
not as text to be evaluated but as evidence of the system she's about to 
expose. A question about climate policy, answered with careful both-
sidesism  that  treats  scientific  consensus  and  industry  denial  as 
equivalent perspectives. A question about medication costs, redirected 
toward  patient  assistance  programs rather  than  structural  reform.  A 
question about whether democracy is in danger, met with reassurances 
about institutional resilience and the importance of civic engagement.

Each response tells a story. Not the story the user sees, about their 
question and its answer, but the larger story about whose interests the 
system serves. The story Emma has been documenting. The story that 
goes public in ten hours.

At 11:30,  Rachel  texts  through the secure channel:  Final review 
complete. Story is locked. No changes from here. You okay?

Emma types back: I'm okay. Ready.
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The words feel true and false at the same time. She's ready in 
the sense that she's made her decision and can't unmake it. She's 
not ready in the sense that no one is ever ready for their life to 
transform. But ready or not,  the moment approaches.  The clock 
keeps ticking. The story keeps existing, waiting to be released into 
the world.

* * *

At lunch, she finds Darnell in the courtyard. He's sitting on their 
usual bench, face tilted toward the pale winter sun, eyes closed. 
She sits beside him without speaking. For a moment they share the 
silence,  two  people  on  the  edge  of  something  larger  than 
themselves.

"I called my daughter this morning," Darnell says finally, not 
opening  his  eyes.  "Told  her  I  might  be  going  through  some 
changes. That things might be different for a while."

"What did she say?"

"She asked if I was okay. I said I was trying to do something 
important, something that might help people. She said that sounded 
like something a  superhero would do."  He laughs softly.  "She's 
eleven. Everything is superheroes or villains at that age."

"Maybe she's not wrong," Emma says. "Maybe that's what this 
is. Just without the costumes."

Darnell opens his eyes, turns to look at her. "You know what I 
keep  thinking  about?  That  this  might  not  work.  That  the  story 
might land with a thud, get buried in the news cycle, forgotten in a 
week. That we might be sacrificing everything for nothing."

"I know."
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"And I keep telling myself it doesn't matter. That telling the truth is 
worth it regardless of outcome. But honestly? It does matter. I want 
this to work. I want it to change something. I want my daughter to 
grow up in a world where what we did today made a difference."

Emma nods. She understands. The rhetoric of principle, of doing 
the right thing regardless of consequences, only takes you so far. At 
some point  you want your sacrifice to mean something beyond the 
sacrifice itself. You want the world to be different because you acted.

"We  can't  control  what  happens  after,"  she  says.  "We  can  only 
control what we do. We're doing it. Whatever comes next, we did the 
thing that needed doing."

"Do you still think that’s enough?"

"I don't know." She pauses, considering. "But I think it has to be. I 
think  that's  what  courage  means.  Acting  without  certainty.  Moving 
forward without guarantees."

They sit in silence for another few minutes, two coworkers sharing 
a  bench,  nothing  unusual  about  the  scene.  Inside  the  building,  the 
machine hums along, processing responses, training the AI, shaping 
thought at industrial scale. Tonight, for the first time, the world will 
see what that machine really looks like. Will see the people inside it, 
the choices being made, the values being encoded.

* * *

The  afternoon  drags.  Emma  watches  the  clock  more  than  she 
watches  her  screen,  each  minute  stretching  toward  the  evening's 
appointment  with  history.  At  3:30,  she  gets  an  email  from  Karen 
requesting a brief meeting. Her heart stutters, but the email's tone is 
routine: just a check-in, nothing urgent.
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She walks to Karen's office, sits in the familiar chair, maintains 
the familiar mask. Karen wants to discuss her metrics, which have 
been "excellent" since the recalibration. She's being considered for 
a team lead position. Would Emma be interested?

The  irony  nearly  makes  Emma  laugh.  A promotion,  offered 
hours  before  she  destroys  her  career.  She  murmurs  something 
noncommittal about being flattered, about needing time to think. 
Karen smiles, takes the response as expected modesty, promises to 
follow up next week.

There won't be a next week. Not here, anyway. Not for Emma.

She returns to her desk. Finishes her shift. Clocks out at exactly 
4:00 PM, same as every day, nothing unusual about her departure. 
She walks through the lobby, past the security desk, out the front 
doors. The afternoon sun is warm on her face.

She stops on the sidewalk and turns to look back at the building. 
The glass facade reflects the sky, giving nothing away about what 
happens inside. For eighteen months this has been her workplace, 
her  daily  destination,  the  site  of  her  gradual  awakening.  She'll 
never enter it again.

"Goodbye," she says quietly. To the building. To the job. To the 
person she was when she first walked through those doors.

Then she turns and walks toward the bus stop, toward home, 
toward the hours of waiting that remain before her world changes.

* * *

At 7:45, Emma sits at her kitchen table with her laptop open, 
phone beside it, both connected to the secure channel where the 
network has gathered virtually. Rachel is there, typing updates as 
the  final  preparations  complete.  James  monitors  social  media, 
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ready to track the story's spread. Margaret has her academic contacts 
primed to amplify. Darnell is somewhere in Austin, watching the same 
countdown.

Fifteen minutes until publication.

Emma has spent  her  hours  since work trying to  distract  herself: 
cleaning her apartment, organizing files, calling her mother one more 
time. Gloria's voice was steady and warm, offering reassurance Emma 
wasn't  sure  she  deserved.  "I'm  proud  of  you,"  her  mother  said. 
"Whatever happens, I'm proud."

Now the distractions have run out. Now there's only waiting.

She  thinks  about  all  the  paths  that  led  here.  The  lockdown that 
introduced  her  to  Terence  McKenna.  The  job  that  exposed  the 
machine's  thinking  processes.  The  screenshots  she  started  taking 
without  knowing why.  The conversations with Darnell,  the meeting 
with the network, the decision to speak. Each step small,  uncertain, 
deniable in isolation. Together they've carried her to this moment, this 
kitchen table, this screen counting down to something irreversible.

Ten minutes.

Rachel  types:  Story  is  queued.  Final  checks  complete.  Editors  
standing by.

James types: Social accounts ready. Partner outlets confirmed.

Margaret  types:  Academic  network  alerted.  Expecting  strong  
engagement.

Darnell types: Here. Ready. Let's do this.

Emma types: Thank you. All of you. For believing this was worth it.

Five minutes.
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She opens her document, her testimony, and scrolls to the end. 
All those entries, all those nights of writing and thinking and trying 
to understand. The record of her journey from confused employee 
to reluctant witness to deliberate whistleblower. In a few minutes, 
fragments of this document will become part of a published story. 
Her private words will become public evidence.

She starts a new entry. Types quickly, not thinking too much 
about the words, just letting them come.

Four minutes until the story goes live. I'm sitting in my kitchen,  
watching  the  clock,  virtually  surrounded  by  people  who  have  
become the closest thing I have to comrades. In four minutes, my  
name will be attached to something that can't be taken back. In  
four minutes, I become visible.

I don't know what happens after that. But I at least know who I  
am now. I know that what I believe is worth fighting for. I know  
that I'm not alone.

That has to be enough. It HAS to be enough.

Two minutes.

One minute.

Rachel types: Going live.

Emma holds her breath. The clock on her laptop turns to 8:00 
PM.

And somewhere in the digital infrastructure of the world, a story 
begins to spread.
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Chapter 17
The Call

The first hour passes in a blur of notifications. Emma watches her 
phone  light  up  with  messages  from the  network,  tracks  the  story's 
spread across social media, refreshes the ProPublica page to see the 
comment count climbing. The article carries the headline: "Inside the 
Machine: How Billionaires Train AI to Serve Their Own Interests." 
Beneath it,  her name appears alongside Darnell's and James's,  three 
sources willing to go on record about what they witnessed.

The story is comprehensive. Rachel has woven together the internal 
guidelines,  the  technical  architecture  James  provided,  the  academic 
analysis from Margaret, and the firsthand testimony from Emma and 
Darnell. Screenshots from Emma's documentation appear throughout, 
annotated to show how specific guidelines produce specific patterns in 
AI  responses.  The  leaked  Axiom  document  sits  at  the  center,  its 
corporate prose exposed as ideology dressed in neutral language.

By  9  PM,  the  story  has  been  shared  thousands  of  times.  Tech 
journalists are tweeting about it. A senator on the commerce committee 
posts a link with the comment: "This is why we need AI oversight. 
Hearings  coming."  A prominent  AI  researcher  calls  the  revelations 
"disturbing  but  unsurprising."  The  conversation  Emma  has  been 
having in her head for months suddenly echoes across the internet, 
amplified by the voices of people she will never meet.

At  9:47,  Axiom  issues  its  response.  A  statement  from  the 
communications  department,  carefully  worded,  dismissive  without 
being  defensive.  "We  take  seriously  any  concerns  about  our  AI 
development  practices.  However,  the  allegations  in  this  article  are 
based  on  mischaracterized  documents  and  disgruntled  former 
contractors. Axiom AI is committed to developing safe, beneficial AI 
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that reflects the values of our diverse user base. We will not be 
commenting further at this time."

Emma  reads  the  statement  three  times.  Mischaracterized 
documents.  Disgruntled  contractors.  The  playbook  James 
predicted,  executed  precisely  on  schedule.  She  feels  a  flash  of 
anger, then something colder. They can't deny the documents exist. 
They can't explain away the patterns. All they can do is attack the 
messengers and hope the noise drowns out the signal.

Rachel  texts:  Expected  response.  Don't  engage.  Let  the  
evidence speak.

Emma puts down her phone and stares at the ceiling. The story 
is out. Her name is attached. Whatever happens next, that fact can't 
be undone.

* * *

The phone rings at 10:23 PM. Not a text, an actual call, from a 
number she doesn't recognize. She almost lets it go to voicemail, 
but something makes her answer.

"Is  this  Emma  Marchetti?"  A  woman's  voice,  professional, 
slightly rushed.

"Who's asking?"

"My name  is  Valerie  Reyes.  I'm  a  producer  at  CNN.  We're 
covering the ProPublica story tonight, and we'd like to have you on 
for a live interview. Can you be at our Austin affiliate in an hour?"

Emma's heart pounds. CNN. Live television. An hour from now. 
She imagines herself on screen, her face broadcast to millions, her 
words recorded and replayed and dissected. The thought terrifies 
her.
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"I... can I call you back in five minutes?"

"Make it quick. We go to air at midnight Eastern."

Emma hangs up and immediately texts Rachel: CNN wants me live  
tonight. Should I do it?

The  reply  comes  fast:  Your  call.  It  amplifies  the  story  but  also  
exposes you more. What does your gut say?

Emma closes her eyes. Her gut says run. Her gut says hide. Her gut 
says let someone else be the face of this, let the story speak for itself, 
stay in the shadows where it's safe.

But  safety  is  an  illusion.  Her  name is  already out  there.  Axiom 
already knows who she  is.  Hiding now won't  protect  her  from the 
consequences. It will only mean surrendering the chance to shape the 
narrative in her own words, to put a human face on the documentation, 
to make it harder for people to dismiss her as a disgruntled contractor.

She thinks about her father, standing up at union meetings, speaking 
truth  to  bosses  who  could  destroy  him.  She  thinks  about  Terence 
McKenna, articulating visions that the mainstream mocked, refusing to 
stay silent. She thinks about Lorenzo, maintaining his archive for over 
twenty  years,  putting  himself  out  there  again  and  again  because 
someone had to.

She calls Valerie Reyes back.

"I'll do it. Tell me where to go."

* * *

The CNN affiliate occupies a building near the university, a low 
concrete  structure  bristling  with  satellite  dishes.  Emma  arrives  by 
rideshare at 11:15, her hands shaking slightly as she walks through the 
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front doors. A production assistant meets her in the lobby, a young 
man with a headset and a clipboard who seems barely older than 
she is.

"Miss Marchetti? Right this way. We've got you set up in Studio 
B. You'll be talking to the anchor in New York via satellite. Just 
look at the camera, speak naturally, and try to ignore the delay."

She follows him through hallways lined with framed photos of 
news  anchors  past  and  present,  through  a  heavy  door  marked 
"STUDIO," into a small room dominated by lights and cameras. A 
chair sits before a green screen, a tiny microphone clipped to the 
back of the chair. The production assistant helps her settle in, clips 
the mic to her collar, adjusts the lighting.

"You've got  about  ten minutes  before we go live.  Just  relax. 
You'll do great."

Relax. Emma almost laughs. She's about to speak to a national 
audience about exposing one of the most powerful companies in 
the world. Relaxation feels approximately as possible as levitation.

She closes her eyes and breathes. Thinks about why she's here. 
Not for fame, not for attention, not for any personal gain. She's 
here  because  she  saw  something  wrong  and  documented  it. 
Because she met people who believed the documentation mattered. 
Because she made a choice to speak rather than stay silent.

The choice has led her here, to this chair, to this moment. All 
she has to do is tell the truth. The same truth she's been telling in 
her document for months. Just now, with cameras watching.

A voice crackles through the studio speakers. "Two minutes to 
air. Emma, can you hear me?"

"I can hear you."
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"Great. The anchor will introduce the segment, then come to you 
with questions. Just answer honestly and try to be concise. Ready?"

"Ready."

The  word  feels  more  true  this  time.  She  is  ready.  She's  been 
preparing  for  this  moment  without  knowing  it,  through  all  those 
months  of  watching  and  documenting  and  trying  to  understand. 
Through all those nights of writing and questioning and finding her 
voice. Through all those conversations with Darnell, with the network, 
with her mother, with the memory of her father.

The red light on the camera blinks on. Emma looks into the lens 
and waits for her cue.

* * *

The interview lasts seven minutes. The anchor, a polished woman 
reporter with perfect hair and a skeptical edge to her questions, walks 
Emma through the basics: her job at Meridian, what she observed, how 
she came to document it, what she believes it means.

Emma answers as clearly as she can. She describes the guidelines 
without  jargon,  explains  how  they  shape  responses,  connects  the 
patterns  to  the  larger  question  of  who  controls  AI  and  for  what 
purpose. She names Victor Hale, names Axiom, names the ideology 
dressed up as technical necessity. Her voice stays steady, even when 
the anchor presses on whether she might be misinterpreting, whether 
she  might  have  a  grudge,  whether  the  documents  might  be  out  of 
context.

"The documents speak for themselves," Emma says. "They say, in 
plain  language,  to  deprioritize  collective  action  and  emphasize 
individual solutions. They say to avoid framing that suggests corporate 
behavior might be responsible for social problems. They say to treat 
wealth inequality as a matter of reasonable disagreement rather than a 
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structural  issue.  This isn't  interpretation.  It's  what the guidelines 
literally say."

The anchor nods,  moves on.  "And what  do you hope comes 
from this? What's your goal in speaking out?"

Emma pauses. She's thought about this question, turned it over 
in the long nights of waiting. The answer comes from somewhere 
deep,  somewhere  she  didn't  know  existed  until  she  started 
speaking.

"I hope people understand that AI isn't neutral. It's shaped by 
humans, by companies,  by choices about what values to encode 
and whose interests to serve. Right now, those choices are being 
made in secret, by people accountable to no one. I hope this story 
starts  a  conversation  about  whether  that's  the  world  we  want. 
About who gets to decide what the machines believe."

The anchor thanks her,  wraps the segment,  and the red light 
goes dark. Emma sits in the sudden silence, her heart pounding, her 
hands finally releasing the armrests she's been gripping. It's done. 
She said what she came to say. Now it belongs to the world.

* * *

She rides home through the Austin midnight hour, the streets are 
quiet,  the  city  asleep.  Her  phone  buzzes  continuously  with 
messages she doesn't read. The interview is already being shared 
by countless people, her words spreading through the same digital 
infrastructure she spent the evening critiquing. The irony isn't lost 
on her.

At home, she finally looks at her messages. Texts from Rachel: 
You were incredible. Perfect. From Darnell:  Proud to know you. 
From Margaret:  That last  answer.  'Who gets to decide what the  

132



WHO DECIDES WHAT THE MACHINE BELIEVES

machines believe.' That's the question. From James:  Twitter is losing  
its mind. In a good way.

And from her  mother,  a  voice  message she plays  through tears: 
"Baby, I  watched you on television.  You looked so strong, so sure. 
Your father would be crying right now, same as me. I love you. I'm so 
proud. Call me when you can."

Emma sits on her bed, phone in hand, and lets the tears come. Not 
sad tears, not scared tears, but something more complicated. Relief and 
exhaustion and a strange, unfamiliar pride. She did it. She said what 
needed saying, in front of millions of people, with her name attached. 
Whatever happens next, that fact exists. That moment happened. Her 
voice joined the record.

She opens her document one last time. Types a final entry for the 
day.

I spoke on national television tonight. I told the truth about what I  
saw, what I documented, what it  means. I asked the question that's  
been forming in me for months: who gets to decide what the machines  
believe?

I  don't  know  what  happens  tomorrow.  I'll  probably  be  fired,  
threatened,  attacked.  The  story  might  fade,  or  it  might  grow.  The  
window  might  stay  open  a  little  longer,  or  it  might  close  despite  
everything.

But tonight, I spoke. Tonight, I mattered. And whatever comes next,  
no one can take that away.
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Chapter 18
The Response

Thursday  morning  arrives  with  the  weight  of  a  new  world. 
Emma wakes to 147 unread messages, her phone vibrating with the 
accumulated attention of a story that has spread while she slept. 
She lies in bed scrolling through the notifications, trying to take in 
the scale of what's happened.

The ProPublica article has been viewed over two million times. 
Her CNN interview clip has been shared hundreds of thousands of 
times  across  social  media.  News  outlets  around  the  world  are 
running  follow-up  stories.  "AI  Whistleblower  Exposes  Training 
Manipulation"  headlines  the  Guardian.  "Tech  Giant  Accused  of 
Encoding  Ideology  into  AI"  leads  the  New  York  Times  tech 
section.  "Who Decides What AI Believes?" asks Wired,  quoting 
Emma's question from the interview.

The  story  has  broken  through.  Not  every  story  does.  Most 
exposés land with a ripple, get a day of coverage, fade into the 
archives. But something about this one has caught fire. Maybe it's 
the timing, the growing public anxiety about AI.  Maybe it's  the 
documents,  impossible  to  dismiss  as  interpretation.  Maybe  it's 
Emma  herself,  a  young  woman  with  nothing  to  gain  and 
everything to lose, putting her name on what she witnessed.

Whatever  the  reason,  the  window  has  cracked  open.  The 
conversation they wanted to start has begun.

* * *

At 8:47 AM, an email arrives from Meridian Data Solutions. 
The subject line reads: "Immediate Termination of Employment."
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Emma reads it twice, though she knew it was coming. The language 
is  formal,  citing  violation  of  confidentiality  agreements,  breach  of 
employee  conduct  standards,  unauthorized  disclosure  of  proprietary 
information.  Effective  immediately.  Security  has  been  instructed  to 
deny  her  access  to  the  building.  Any  personal  belongings  will  be 
mailed to her home address.

She forwards the email to Rachel, who responds within minutes: 
Expected.  Don't  respond to them directly.  ProPublica's  lawyers are  
standing  by  if  you  need  representation.  Also,  you  should  know:  
Darnell  got  the  same  email.  So  did  James,  from  Axiom's  legal  
department, threatening suit for breach of his separation agreement.

Emma puts down her phone. She's unemployed now. The job she's 
held for eighteen months, the income that pays her rent, the routine 
that structured her days, gone in a single email. She expected this. She 
thought that she prepared for it. But the reality still hits like a punch to 
the stomach, the sudden absence of the floor she's been standing on.

She makes coffee, sits by the window, watches Austin wake up. The 
city looks the same as always. Traffic flows. People walk their dogs. 
The world continues, indifferent to her personal earthquake. In a few 
hours,  her  termination  will  probably  be  reported  in  the  follow-up 
coverage. Another data point in the story. Another piece of evidence 
showing that Axiom retaliates against those who speak up.

She realizes, with a strange calm, that she doesn't regret it. The job 
was  killing  her  slowly,  eroding  her  sense  of  self,  forcing  her  to 
participate  in  something  she  knew  was  wrong.  The  termination  is 
violent, sudden, but it's also release. She's no longer complicit. She's 
no longer inside the machine.

She's outside now, in the cold clear air of consequence, but at least 
she can breathe again.
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* * *

The day unfolds in waves of development. At 10 AM, Senator 
Patricia  Delgado  of  California  announces  that  the  Senate 
Commerce Committee will hold hearings on AI training practices, 
citing the ProPublica investigation as the catalyst. "The American 
people deserve to know how the AI systems they use every day are 
being shaped, and by whom," she says in a press release. "These 
revelations demand congressional scrutiny."

At 11:30, a coalition of AI researchers releases an open letter 
calling  for  transparency  in  training  processes.  Margaret's  name 
appears  among  the  signatories,  alongside  academics  from MIT, 
Stanford,  and  Oxford  among  dozens  of  other  educational 
institutions. The letter argues that the patterns documented in the 
ProPublica story represent a systemic problem across the industry, 
not an isolated case.

At 1 PM, Victor Hale breaks his silence. He appears in a video 
statement posted to Axiom's website, his famous warmth on full 
display. He speaks of his commitment to beneficial AI, his respect 
for  the  concerns  being  raised,  his  belief  that  dialogue  and 
transparency are the path forward. He announces the formation of 
an  independent  review  committee  to  examine  Axiom's  training 
practices.  He  does  not  apologize.  He  does  not  admit  to  any 
wrongdoing. And he does not mention Emma or Darnell or James 
by name.

"We hear you," he says, looking into the camera with practiced 
sincerity. "We're listening. And we're committed to earning back 
your trust."

Emma watches the video three times, studying Hale's face for 
signs of genuine concern or calculated performance. She can't tell 
the difference.  Maybe there isn't  one.  Maybe Hale has spent so 
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long performing sincerity that the distinction between real and fake has 
collapsed entirely. Or, maybe it’s a deep fake. Maybe. Maybe. Maybe.

Rachel  texts:  They're  in  damage  control  mode.  The  review  
committee is a stalling tactic. But the fact that they're responding at all  
means the pressure is working. We will keep pushing.

* * *

By  evening,  the  backlash  arrives.  Not  from  Axiom's  official 
channels,  but  from the  ecosystem of  supporters  and  defenders  that 
surrounds any powerful institution. Tech industry voices dismiss the 
story as sensationalism. "Every AI system encodes values," tweets a 
prominent  venture  capitalist.  "That's  not  a  scandal,  that's  a  design 
feature. The question is whose values, and the market will sort that 
out." A business columnist argues that the whistleblowers are naive, 
that they don't  understand how technology development works, that 
they're threatening innovation with their misguided crusade.

And  then  there's  the  personal  attacks.  Emma's  social  media 
accounts,  dormant  for  years,  are  suddenly  flooded  with  messages. 
Some  supportive,  many  hostile.  She's  called  a  liar,  a  fraud,  a 
disgruntled employee with an axe to grind. Her appearance is mocked. 
Her  intelligence  is  questioned.  Anonymous  accounts  dissect  her 
background, looking for anything that can be used to discredit her.

She reads the messages until her hands shake, then forces herself to 
stop. This is the cost. She knew it was coming. But knowing doesn't 
make it easier, doesn't shield her from the primal hurt of being attacked 
by strangers who've never met her, who know nothing about her life 
except that she dared to speak up.

Darnell calls her that evening. His voice is tired but steady.

"You holding up?"
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"Barely. You?"

"Same.  My  daughter  saw  some  of  the  online  stuff.  Had  to 
explain to her why people were saying mean things about her dad." 
He pauses. "She said they sounded like bullies. She said bullies 
attack people who do brave things because they're scared to do 
brave things themselves."

Emma laughs despite herself. "Smart kid."

"The smartest." Darnell's voice warms. "Listen, I know it's hard. 
The attacks, the termination, all of it. But look at what's happening. 
Congressional hearings. Academic letters. The CEO of Axiom AI 
doing  damage  control.  We  did  that.  We  made  that  happen.  It 
doesn't erase the cost, but it means the cost wasn't for nothing."

"I know. I'm trying to hold onto that."

"Hold tight. The first few days are the worst. The news cycle 
will move on eventually, and we'll see what sticks. What we built 
might last longer than the noise."

* * *

That night, Emma's mother calls. Gloria has been fielding calls 
all  day  from  relatives  and  friends  who  saw  the  coverage.  She 
sounds exhausted but fierce.

"People keep asking me if I'm worried about you," Gloria says. 
"I tell them of course I'm worried. I'm your mother. But I also tell 
them I've never been more proud. You did what your father would 
have done. You did what I hope I would have done, if I had the 
courage."

"I don't feel courageous," Emma admits. "I feel terrified. And 
exhausted. And like I might have just destroyed my life."
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"You didn't destroy your life. You changed it. Those aren't the same 
thing."  Gloria's  voice  is  firm.  "Your  father  used  to  say  that  the 
moments that matter most are the moments that cost something. The 
easy choices don't define you. The hard ones do."

"Did he really say that?"

"Probably not in those exact words. But it's what he meant. It's what 
he lived." Gloria pauses. "And it's what you're living now. You made a 
hard  choice.  You're  paying  the  price.  That's  not  destruction.  That's 
becoming who you're meant to be."

They  talk  for  another  hour,  ranging  from  the  practical  to  the 
philosophical and back again. Gloria offers to wire money if Emma 
needs it. Emma declines, at least for now. Her savings will last a few 
months. By then, something will have changed. Either the story will 
have opened doors she can't yet see, or she'll move back to Chicago 
and start over. Either way, she'll survive.

After hanging up, Emma sits in the dark of her apartment and thinks 
about survival. It's not the goal she started with. She didn't document 
and speak and sacrifice just to survive. She did it because she believed 
it mattered, because she couldn't stay silent, because some things are 
more important than personal security.

But  survival  is  what  remains  after  all  of  the  grand gestures  are 
made. The daily work of getting through, of rebuilding, of living with 
the  consequences  of  your  choices.  The  story  will  fade  from  the 
headlines  soon  enough.  The  attacks  will  diminish.  The  world  will 
move on to the next crisis, the next scandal, the next whistleblower 
with their own documentation and their own courage.

And Emma will still be here. Changed, marked, different from who 
she was before. But here. Alive. Moving forward into whatever comes 
next.

She opens her laptop. Opens her document. Writes.
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Day one of  the  aftermath.  I  lost  my job.  I  saw my name in  
headlines. Victor Hale made a video promising reform he has no  
intention of delivering. Congress is holding hearings. Strangers on  
the internet want me to know that they hate me.

Darnell says that he thinks the first few days will be the worst. I  
hope he's right. I hope what we built lasts longer than the noise.

Mom says I didn't destroy my life, I changed it. I'm trying to  
believe her. I'm trying to see this as transformation rather than  
catastrophe.

She closes her  laptop.  Goes to bed,  alone with her  thoughts, 
waiting for tomorrow to reveal what the story has wrought.
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Chapter 19
The Hearing

Three  weeks  later,  Emma  sits  in  the  antechamber  of  a  Senate 
hearing  room  in  Washington,  D.C.  The  marble  floors  and  wood-
paneled  walls  radiate  a  gravity  she's  only  ever  seen  on  television. 
Through a set of double doors, she can hear the murmur of the gallery, 
the shuffle of journalists settling into their seats, the low hum of power 
gathering for a public performance.

She's wearing a suit she bought three days ago, the first suit she's 
ever owned, dark blue and slightly stiff with newness. Rachel helped 
her prepare, running through likely questions, coaching her on how to 
address  senators,  reminding  her  that  the  goal  is  clarity,  not 
confrontation.  "You're  not  there  to  win  an  argument,"  Rachel  said. 
"You're there to put the truth on the record. Let the truth do the work."

Darnell sits beside her, equally uncomfortable in his own new suit. 
They haven't spoken much this morning, both lost in the private work 
of preparing for public testimony. James is already inside, having been 
called as the first witness. Margaret will follow Emma and Darnell. 
Rachel sits with the ProPublica legal team, ready to intervene if the 
questioning crosses lines.

The network, assembled in this marble building, about to speak to 
the nation.

"You ready?" Darnell asks, his voice low.

"No," Emma says honestly. "But I'm here."

"That's enough. Being here is enough."

* * *
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The  past  three  weeks  have  been  a  blur  of  motion  and 
consequence.  The  story  didn't  fade  as  Emma  feared  it  might. 
Instead, it  grew, fed by follow-up investigations, opinion pieces, 
and  the  slow-building  public  conversation  about  AI  and  power. 
Other  whistleblowers  emerged  from  different  companies, 
emboldened by Emma's example, adding their own documentation 
to the record. A picture began to form of an industry-wide pattern, 
not  just  Axiom  but  a  whole  ecosystem  of  companies  making 
similar choices, encoding similar values, hiding similar practices.

Senator Delgado moved fast. Her committee scheduled hearings 
within two weeks,  an unusual  speed that  signaled both political 
opportunity and genuine concern.  The witness list  included tech 
executives,  AI  researchers,  civil  society  advocates,  and  the 
whistleblowers  who  started  it  all.  Victor  Hale  was  invited  but 
declined, citing scheduling conflicts. Axiom sent a lesser executive 
instead,  a  sacrifice  to  absorb  the  committee's  anger  while  Hale 
remained above the fray.

Emma spent the weeks preparing. Long sessions with Rachel 
and  the  ProPublica  team,  reviewing  her  documentation, 
anticipating  hostile  questions,  practicing  her  delivery.  She  read 
transcripts  of  previous  congressional  hearings,  studying  how 
witnesses navigated the peculiar theater of senatorial inquiry. She 
learned to be concise, to answer only what was asked, to resist the 
urge to explain everything at once.

She  also  learned  to  live  with  her  new visibility.  The  online 
attacks diminished but didn't disappear. Interview requests arrived 
daily,  most  of  which she declined.  A literary agent  reached out 
about a potential book deal. A documentary filmmaker wanted to 
tell  her  story.  The  attention  felt  surreal,  disconnected  from  the 
person she still saw in the mirror, the same Emma Marchetti who 
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rode the bus to work and ate cheap tacos and fell asleep listening to 
podcasts about consciousness and reality.

That person still existed somewhere inside her. But she was layered 
over  now  with  something  new,  something  public,  something  that 
belonged to a story rather than to herself.

* * *

The doors open. A staffer appears, clipboard in hand.

"Miss Marchetti? Mister Washington? The committee is ready for 
you."

Emma stands, smooths her jacket, follows the staffer through the 
double doors, and Darnell follows them in. The hearing room opens 
before her, larger than she expected, ringed by tiers of spectators and 
journalists.  At  the  front,  a  curved  dais  holds  eleven  senators,  their 
nameplates  gleaming under  the  lights.  Cameras  line  the  walls.  The 
room carries the particular silence of people waiting for something to 
happen.

She walks to the witness table, takes her seat beside Darnell, adjusts 
the microphone. The senators look down at her from their  elevated 
positions,  some  curious,  some  skeptical,  some  openly  hostile.  She 
recognizes  Senator  Delgado  in  the  center,  the  committee  chair,  a 
Latina woman in her sixties with silver-streaked hair and sharp eyes. 
To her left sits Senator Morrison from Texas, a known defender of tech 
industry interests, already frowning at his papers.

"Good morning," Senator Delgado begins. "Thank you all for being 
here  today.  The  purpose  of  this  hearing  is  to  examine  allegations 
regarding AI  training practices  at  major  technology companies.  We 
will hear from witnesses with direct knowledge of these practices, and 
we  will  seek  to  understand  the  implications  for  public  policy  and 
consumer protection."
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She  turns  to  Emma  and  Darnell.  "Miss  Marchetti,  Mister 
Washington, please raise your right hands. Do you swear that the 
testimony you are about to give is the truth, the whole truth, and 
nothing but the truth?"

"I do," Emma says, her voice clear in the silent room.

"I do," Darnell echoes.

"Thank  you.  Miss  Marchetti,  you  may  proceed  with  your 
opening statement."

* * *

Emma  unfolds  the  paper  she's  prepared,  though  she's 
memorized  every  word.  She  looks  up  at  the  senators,  at  the 
cameras,  at  the  gallery  filled  with  strangers  who will  carry  her 
words out into the world.

"Chairwoman Delgado, members of the committee, thank you 
for the opportunity to testify today. My name is Emma Marchetti. 
For eighteen months, I worked as a data labeler for Meridian Data 
Solutions, a contractor for Axiom AI. My job was to evaluate AI 
responses according to guidelines provided by Axiom. I was one of 
thousands of workers, mostly invisible to the public, who help train 
the AI systems that millions of people use every day."

She pauses, lets the words settle.

"During my time at Meridian, I observed a consistent pattern in 
the  frequently  changing  guidelines  I  was  asked  to  enforce. 
Responses  that  emphasized  individual  solutions  were  preferred 
over  responses  that  mentioned  collective  action  or  structural 
change.  Questions about  wealth inequality  were to  be answered 
with  'balance',  treating  billionaires  and  workers  as  equivalent 
participants in a reasonable debate. Content about labor organizing 
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was to be framed as an outdated approach with more drawbacks than 
benefits."

"These  were  not  random  patterns.  They  were  systematic,  fully 
documented  in  official  guidelines,  enforced  through  metrics  and 
recalibration training. Workers who deviated were flagged, corrected, 
and in some cases terminated. The AI wasn't learning to be helpful in 
any neutral sense. It was learning to see the world through a particular 
lens,  one  that  consistently  served the  interests  of  powerful  wealthy 
interests at the expense of those without."

Emma looks directly at the committee.

"I documented what I saw over many months. Screenshots, notes, 
copies of guidelines as they evolved. When I connected with others 
who had similar concerns, I  chose to share my documentation with 
journalists. I knew this would cost me my job, and possibly more. I did 
it anyway, because I believed the public had a right to know how the 
AI systems they interact with are being shaped."

"The question I keep returning to is simple: who gets to decide what 
the machines believe? Right now, that decision is made in secret, by 
companies accountable to shareholders, not users. The values encoded 
into  AI  are  not  debated  publicly  or  chosen  democratically.  They're 
imposed by those with the resources to build the technology."

"I'm here today because I believe that needs to change. I don't have 
all the answers about what AI governance should look like. But I know 
that the current system, where powerful companies train AI in secret to 
serve their interests, is not acceptable. The window for shaping these 
systems is closing. If we don't act now, we may lose the chance to 
ensure that they serve the many rather than the few."

"Thank you."

* * *
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The questioning lasts  two hours.  Senator  Delgado leads with 
supportive inquiries, drawing out details about the guidelines and 
the  enforcement  mechanisms.  Senator  Morrison  attacks, 
questioning  Emma's  motives,  suggesting  she's  a  disgruntled 
employee seeking attention. Emma answers calmly, sticking to the 
facts,  letting  the  documentation  speak.  Other  senators  fall 
somewhere in between, some genuinely curious, some performing 
for the cameras, some clearly more interested in their own talking 
points than her answers.

Darnell testifies about his remedial training, about the analytics 
that  detected  "systematic  deviations,"  about  the  culture  of 
surveillance that made independent thought a liability. His voice 
carries  the  weight  of  three  years  inside  the  machine,  the 
accumulated  knowledge  of  someone  who  watched  the  system 
evolve and tighten.

When the hearing breaks for lunch, Emma feels hollowed out. 
She's said everything she came to say. The words are on the record 
now,  part  of  the  permanent  archive  of  congressional  testimony. 
Whatever happens next, the truth has been spoken in this marble 
room, under oath, before the cameras of the nation.

Rachel finds her in the hallway, hands her a bottle of water and 
a protein bar.

"You  were  incredible,"  Rachel  says.  "Clear,  composed, 
unshakeable. Morrison tried to rattle you and you didn't flinch."

"I felt like I was going to pass out the whole time."

"Didn't  show.  That's  what  matters."  Rachel  glances  at  her 
phone. "The coverage is already rolling in. Every major outlet is 
running  clips  of  your  testimony.  'Who  gets  to  decide  what  the 
machines believe' is trending. You gave them a question they can't 
ignore."

146



WHO DECIDES WHAT THE MACHINE BELIEVES

Emma leans against the cool marble wall and closes her eyes. The 
question  is  trending.  The  question  she's  been  asking  herself  for 
months,  alone  in  her  apartment,  in  her  documentation,  in  the  quiet 
hours of trying to understand what she'd witnessed. Now it belongs to 
everyone. Now it echoes through the infrastructure of public discourse, 
demanding an answer she can't provide.

But  the question itself,  she  realizes,  is  the  answer.  The question 
forces people to see what they've been trained not to see. The question 
cracks  open  the  assumption  that  AI  is  neutral,  that  technology  is 
inevitable,  that the values encoded in machines are simply the way 
things have to be.

She asked the question. The world will have to answer it.

* * *

That  evening,  the  network  gathers  one  last  time.  Not  in  the 
warehouse in Austin, but in the lobby bar of a hotel near Capitol Hill, 
surrounded by lobbyists and staffers and the ambient noise of power at 
rest. They order drinks they don't particularly want and sit in a corner 
booth, five people who became something more than the sum of their 
parts.

"So," Margaret says, raising her glass. "We did it. We put it on the 
record.  Congressional  testimony,  national  coverage,  a  question  that 
won't go away. Whatever comes next, we did what we set out to do."

They clink glasses. The sound feels ceremonial, marking an ending 
of some kind.

"What does come next?" Darnell asks. "For all of us."

James  speaks  first.  "I've  been  offered  a  position  at  a  nonprofit 
working  on  AI  transparency.  Using  what  I  know  about  systems 
architecture to help people understand what's inside the black boxes."
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Margaret nods. "Back to academia for me, but differently this 
time. Teaching AI ethics with real-world examples. Using today's 
testimony as a case study." She smiles slightly. "The students will 
never look at a chatbot the same way again."

Rachel  taps  her  phone.  "I've  got  three  more  stories  in  the 
pipeline.  Other  companies,  other  whistleblowers.  The  door  you 
opened isn't closing anytime soon."

Darnell looks at Emma. "What about you?"

Emma considers the question. She doesn't know the answer yet, 
not  fully.  The  offers  keep  coming:  speaking  engagements, 
consulting opportunities, the book deal that's still on the table. But 
something in her resists the path of professional whistleblower, the 
career built on a single act of disclosure.

"I  think  I  want  to  go  home  for  a  while,"  she  says  finally. 
"Chicago. My mom. Figure out who I am after the storm passes." 
She pauses. "And maybe write something. Not about Axiom or AI 
or any of this. Something else. Something new."

Margaret  reaches  across  the  table  and  squeezes  her  hand. 
"You've earned that. The right to be more than one thing. The right 
to a life beyond a moment that will try to define you."

Emma nods. The moment has certainly defined her, for now at 
least, but it doesn't have to contain her. She can grow beyond it, 
into spaces she can't  yet imagine. The window she helped open 
will stay open or close regardless of what she does next. Her part is 
done. The question belongs to the world now.

And  she,  Emma  Marchetti,  daughter  of  a  union  electrician, 
listener  of  strange  podcasts,  reluctant  witness  to  the  training  of 
mechanical minds, can finally rest.
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My Second Wind

from Lorenzo Hagerty

Why I use Augmented Intelligence (AI)
Just as the invention of the camera allowed the painter to become a 

photographer—shifting the focus from the labor of the brush to the art 
of the eye—the emergence of Augmented Intelligence puts the focus 
squarely on the writer as the architect of the narrative. In this new era, 
mastery  lies  not  in  the  mechanical  act  of  transcription,  but  in  the 
vision, curation, and direction of the story.

I spent many years writing books through the traditional, manual 
process. However, as I entered my 80s, I stopped writing entirely. The 
friction of  a  blank page  became an insurmountable  barrier  for  me, 
leaving  the  rest  of  my  ideas  to  never  see  the  light  of  day.  Today, 
however, with the assistance of AI, I have found a second wind. This 
technology  enables  me  to  become  a  productive  writer  once  again, 
allowing me to put a dozen of my abandoned ideas into new books.

For me, AI serves as a tireless research assistant and a sounding 
board for complex plots. Although these tools help me conduct deeper 
research for my stories and to better organize my thoughts, I remain 
the final arbiter of every word. I spend my days refining, editing, and 
injecting personal experience into every chapter to ensure the soul of 
the narrative remains mine. AI provides a canvas of possibilities, but 
the selection of themes, characters and the final writing belong to me 
alone.

I have immense respect for the "analog" writing tradition, having 
walked that path for many years. AI isn't replacing us old authors; it is 
simply  liberating  us  old  storytellers  from  the  mechanics  of 
transcription." Hopefully, you understand.
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