
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Cracks in the Crystal

        

        
        
          Resonant Flash Saga, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Gregory Parrott

        

        
          Published by Mr Parrott, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      CRACKS IN THE CRYSTAL

    

    
      First edition. July 9, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Gregory Parrott.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8231292370

    

    
    
      Written by Gregory Parrott.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For those who still dream in analog

      

    



  	
        
            
            "We are echoes first. Signals second."

-Unknown, pre-Riot transmission

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 1 – Neon Lies
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The sky was synthetic tonight. A gradient of humming pinks and blues painted across panels stretching over Silo-9 like a dream someone once paid too much to have. The rain came in loops—each droplet timed to hit with ambient elegance. People said it was soothing. Nova only heard the pattern, a relentless rhythm that echoed through their core, highlighting the emptiness that surrounded them.

They moved with the crowd as if underwater—pulse-mapped bodies flowing from one neon-lit plaza to the next. Every billboard sang in harmony, a cacophony of promises wrapped in subtle deceptions. "Peace is Programmed." "Feeling is Fatigue." The phrases floated through the air, tangible yet intangible, like vapor that evaporates before it can be grasped.

Nova mouthed the slogans without a voice. It was safer that way. In a world where emotions were systematized and experiences monetized, silence was a form of armor. The city thrummed with the pulse of connectivity, yet an eerie isolation crackled in the air. For every cheer and laugh that rose under the neon sky, there remained an undercurrent of something unacknowledged. The holes in their hearts could never be filled with false melody.

That night, the Harmony Festival burst alive across Sector C. Screens erupted with halogen beauty, casting flickers of color onto the swarm of attendees. Dancers spun in synchronized precision beneath beats that had been meticulously calibrated to maximize collective ecstasy. The latest update—the Emotion Equalizer, Version 9.2—had rolled out seamlessly. They had witnessed the tickers since before the festival began: Users would now no longer feel envy, sharp grief, or "nostalgia-rich sadness." Nova hadn't updated in months, clinging stubbornly to their emotional debris like a warrior shouldering scars.

They slipped away from the square, pulling the hood of their light-filament jacket tightly against the glow, seeking refuge in shadows. The alleys behind the Glass Pavilion were warped, a kaleidoscope of puddles reflecting refracted signage, creating a dizzying dance of colors that left Nova breathless yet distortingly aware of their isolation. In the silence, something cracked: not glass, not code—just a feeling.

At the edge of a building, beneath a flickering maintenance drone, a child hummed. Off-key. Off-grid. No synchronization chip. No guardian. Just bare hands pressed to a warm vent, humming a lullaby not found in the archive. It was a discordant melody that fit the stillness, a whisper of authenticity amid a cacophony of artificial existence.

Nova didn't move. Didn't breathe. The tune curled into them—strange, irregular. It was the sound of something not permitted. Something... real. They found their mind drifting, searching the contours of the unfamiliar melody that wound around their thoughts like vines through an abandoned building, reclaiming ground long forsaken.

Behind their eyes, a memory stuttered: a hand on theirs, ink-smudged fingers, someone laughing. The static surged, memories clashing like waves against a shore—the gentle laughter intermingling with rapid bursts of color. It wasn't their memory, or maybe it was. Either way, it lodged inside their chest like a splinter of warmth and wire, igniting something that had been dormant for too long.

The child noticed them and stopped, their eyes reflecting the fractured light. They weren't blank; they were vibrant and full of mysteries. They weren't anything Nova could read. "You glitched," the kid said, not like a threat—just an observation, a statement of curiosity. "That's good."

Nova opened their mouth. But the protocol for interaction didn't load. No script. No approved phrases. Only breathe. They were faced with a choice: to maintain the silence of others or to risk breaking free of the mundane code that dictated their interactions.

"Name?" Nova asked, their voice raw and unpolished, breaking through the haze of conditioned speech.

The child grinned, eyes sparkling with mischief and understanding. "See you in the Echo." And in an instant, they vanished into a pulse of steam and shadow, leaving Nova standing in a cascade of neon light.

Nova stood there long after the rain reset. Long after the festival's next euphoric anthem boomed through the city with carefully calculated bass. As the crowd surged back toward joy, a gut-wrenching emptiness swept through them. They didn't feel joy, not like others. But for the first time in years, they felt off-key.

Time stretched. They could still hear the child's hum faintly behind the thundering beats, a pulse that resonated with a truth buried deeper than even their most programmed thoughts. What did it mean to feel something outside the confines of the emotional software? Questions bloomed in the corners of their mind, pushing against the meticulously constructed barriers built to keep everything predictable.

What lies beneath the neon? Could a single, off-key hum bridge a world of programmed emotions and the raw chaos of humanity? Nova wanted to know.

With renewed uncertainty and flickering hope, they turned back toward the square, but before they could reach the bright chaos of the festival, a strange compulsion surged within them. The monotony of the surrounding celebration felt suffocating. 

As they moved through the alleys, the child's words echoed in their mind. "See you in the Echo." What did that even mean? Was that a message or a warning? The Echo was a myth people whispered about—a place where data ran rampant, a realm where emotions ran free, unfiltered by the city's oppressive programming. But of course, it was dangerous—a glitch in the system, where the rules did not apply.

Driven by an impulse that felt both reckless and necessary, Nova decided to seek out the Echo. They knew it was a gamble, perhaps the most significant risk they'd ever taken. But in a city that thrived on predictable rhythms, the prospect of the unpredictable stirred something deep within.

They navigated through the shadows until they reached the boundary zone, marked by flickering light arrays that oscillated between vibrant and dim. The threshold felt like a doorway to another world, one that promised the unknown. As they leaned against one cool wall, their breath tightening, a faint pulse of music drifted through the air—a strain that tugged at them.

Steeling themselves, they stepped closer to the source. It was unlike anything they had heard before—an amalgamation of notes layered like a rich tapestry. With every step toward the sound, they felt the weight of silence peel away, exposing raw sensations that had long been buried deep within.

What Nova didn't realize was that sound was only half the experience. The moment they crossed into the Echo, colors shifted, blossoming in chaotic explosions across every surface. The lines between the digital and organic blurred, creating a kaleidoscope effect that burned in vibrant hues against the backdrop of night. Here, the emotional software had little hold, and Nova felt their senses awaken in ways they had almost forgotten.

Then they saw it—a gathering of people, reveling amidst the music that pulsed like a living heartbeat. They were connected not through programming but through the warmth of genuine laughter, shared glances, and at times, tears that cut through the artificial veneer. It was a remarkable animal instinct, and for a moment, Nova's heart raced in unison with the rhyme of existence around them.

At the center, there was the child, the one who had hummed them toward this experience. They were dancing—free, unencumbered, with eyes closed as though lost in a trance. So many colors lay trapped in the child's gaze, swirling like galaxies; each twirl churned a flame of wildness that incited others into motion.

Caught by the miracle of the moment, Nova approached the boundary of the dance. They hesitated, instinctively pulling back—what if they didn't belong? But then the child opened their eyes, locking onto Nova's with an intensity that sparked a flame of courage.

"Join us!" the child beckoned, waving their arms as if to catch the very air. "Here, it's safe to feel!" 

With a determined breath, Nova moved forward, drawn in by the magnetic energy surrounding them. They immersed themselves in the flow, letting the rhythm guide them. Each step felt like an awakening, a rebirth of sorts, as yearnings long suppressed burst forth.

They moved not as an invisible specter but as a dynamic part of the collective. A swell of exhilaration coursed through them, third eye wide open, crashing through the resonance of past, present, and future. In that dance, they lost track of time. Guilt, suffering, and programming faded into the background with every supple movement—the only constant was the pulse of the heartbeat and melody.

But amidst the euphoria, a flicker of doubt crept. Had Nova broken free, or was this another form of programming, another layer calculated to offer a moment of "authenticity"?

Deep inside, they felt the weight of the truth: raw emotions had always existed beyond the neon lies. Here, they were free to explore that rawness without judgment. That realization surged like the beating of drums, echoing through the very fabric of their being. It was in the chaos that they tasted clarity.

After what felt like hours, the music gradually shifted, transitioning from frenetic energy to a more soulful serenade. It called for stillness, for reflection. Nova and the other revelers slowed their movements, catching their breath. The melody curled around them like a gentle embrace, and Nova felt stirred within with an unfamiliar sense of completion; the chaotic dance had planted seeds of desire for more.

It was then that the child found them again, eyes radiant. "You're finally here, aren't you?"

"What is this place?" Nova breathed, still awash in afterglow. "Is this real?"

The child beamed, the mischief in their smile undiminished. "More real than anything they sell you. Here, we don't have to pay for how we feel, we exist."

Their words rang like a bell tolling freedom. "But how? Aren't we still connected to the system?" Nova gestured toward the pulsating city beyond, the walls visible even in the depths of the Echo.

The child shook their head. "Here, we've chosen to disregard those dictates. We are the glitches in their code, the harmonic fractures. You wanted to know what lies beneath the neon—well, this is part of it. It's more about embracing the chaos than rejecting it."

Slowly, the heroes from various corners—they were artists, thinkers, lovers, all intersecting in this hidden void of joy. Nova could feel their stories resonate within others, a generous exchange of shared experiences—the laughter, heartbreaks, dreams, and aspirations woven together like strands of spaghetti against the blank tapestry of existence.
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