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​Chapter 1: Dome Sweet Dome
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ORLANDO—SUNNY, SUFFOCATING, sanitized. Imagine a snow globe flipped inside-out: no glitter, just a city trapped under a polished lens of polymer alloy. Sector Gamma—secretly rechristened Sector Blanda—is like a slice of citrus encased in gelatin, its neutral walls and muted lights designed to dampen even the smallest spark of chaos. The air itself seems disciplined, citrus-sterilized despair subtly infused into every recycled breath.

Twenty-six years ago, the Dome arrived, trademarked Salvation™ by global councils who found profit in packaging fear. It promised protection from emotional contagion, a firewall against feelings blamed for hurricanes, uprisings, heartbreak—humanity overdosed on sentiment. Filter emotions, filter chaos; create clarity, one sterile pulse at a time.

The architects chose Orlando because irony sells. Transform the Happiest Place on Earth into a chrome-plated monument to serenity. Cinderella Castle’s silhouette still pierces the artificial dawn beyond mist scrubbers, spires broken and sharp as shark teeth. Fairy tales here are obsolete; children learn compliance as a KPI, deviations logged meticulously and corrected swiftly. I once saw a boy cry after his nutrient capsules malfunctioned—his file was immediately updated with an emotional deviation tag. We never saw him again.

Processing Tower Eleven looms over Sector Gamma, its reflective panels broadcasting recycled status updates on oxygen saturation and equilibrium levels. Each morning, we pass through its shadow on the way to Central Loop. There’s always a queue at the sanitation corridor—hands scanned, shoes sterilized, air purifiers checking for trace pheromones linked to elevated feeling.

Overhead, an announcement crackles through a lattice of ceiling speakers. A woman’s voice—measured, mechanical—fills the corridor.

"Attention citizens: Equilibrium is clarity. Harmony is survival. Deviation will be addressed."

A pause. Then a second voice takes over. Male. Colder. Familiar from system alerts and training vids. Director Hale.

"The Overseers are aware of all fluctuations. All fluctuations. If your path is pure, your pattern remains."

The line cuts out with a click that sounds almost like a blink. Nobody reacts. But the silence afterward is heavy. Like the city is holding its breath. Or waiting for someone to exhale wrong. Occasionally, someone’s scan blinks amber. That person never continues with the rest of us.

My apartment, Unit 734B, reflects Dome ideology perfectly: modular, efficient, devoid of warmth. Plastic plants droop in knowing defeat. The walls emit mood-stabilizing frequencies beneath human awareness—white noise in a lab coat. A shower precisely sixty seconds long erases odors, nostalgia washed away by factory-fresh zest. My bed self-smooths instantly upon rising, eradicating evidence of humanity. Even sleep is monitored—REM pattern analytics adjust the ceiling’s projection sequence by morning.

We aren’t supposed to feel anything.

But I catalog the slightest tremor in a drone’s motor. I clock the nanosecond lag between a retinal scan and its green approval light. I note the precise number of beats between affirmations and breath cycles. Feeling isn’t permitted, so I observe instead.

In Sector Gamma, children are sorted by aptitude before their third birthday. Neural metrics, behavioral assessments, emotional latency scores—every variable mapped and indexed. Most are funneled into standardized roles. A few, like me, are pulled aside. Exceptional. An outlier. Not better—just divergent enough to be useful.

At three, I was assigned advanced schematic comprehension protocols. By four, I was decoding encryption puzzles placed years beyond my cohort. At six, I reverse-engineered the Dome’s 'random' housing logic and confirmed what I already suspected: nothing in the Dome is random. My reassignment from Play Sector to Analysis Tier B wasn’t punishment. It was placement. Logical. Predictable.

No tears. That would’ve been flagged. Assignment accepted without ceremony.

Dr. Salazar, one of the few educators who still possessed a voice that felt human, slipped me wooden puzzle boxes from Before. Each dismantled too quickly, replaced by something harder. Eventually, she leaned close, her voice low and careful: "You solve them too fast. It's unusual. Does it ever bother you, Jordan?" Seven-year-old me sensed danger in being different—attention flagged by the system.

But she slid something across the desk one day, like it didn’t mean anything. A sticker—matte, weathered, and impossibly out of place. A nightingale traced in gold foil, wings half-lifted as if mid-flight. I didn’t ask where she got it. That would’ve been dangerous.

At night, when the noise dampeners hummed and the wall light dimmed to regulatory moonlight, I peeled it off and reattached it to different surfaces. The back lost its stick. I kept it anyway. I’d place it on the vent panel above my bunk, watch the bird shimmer faintly when the airflow pulsed. A thing made for song in a world without sound. It didn’t belong. Neither did I. Not rebellion. Not quite. But maybe the shape of something unapproved. That was when I first felt the glitch beneath my skin.

Some say the nightingale used to be used in emotional calibration programs—its birdsong triggering memories during the old therapy trials. Some say Melody Prime once used the frequency of its call as a tuning fork for simulated empathy. The Overseers scrubbed most of those logs.

Every Tuesday we attend Peer Exchange Protocol—sterile substitute for recess. Two kids swap Dome-approved word associations while a drone records micro-expressions. My assigned peer, Kellan, plays by the manual. When the proctor says “Emotion?” he chirps “Balance.” My turn: “Complex.” Kellan frowns; the drone’s iris dilates. Even he feels the static in my answer.

Kellan is what the Dome wants us all to be. Efficient. Unbothered. Unquestioning. I watch him sometimes, wondering if he’s really that smooth inside or if he’s just better at hiding the currents. The day he didn’t show up for Peer Exchange, I overheard two proctors talking in clipped tones. One said: "minor biometric inconsistency." The other: "permanent reassignment." My skin went cold.

The Dome’s routines aren’t schedules. They’re commandments:

Wake at 06:00 to a projected sunrise. Breathe ten times. Swallow capsules—Flavor A today, tart and hollow. Accept retinal scan. Speak affirmations. Join the pilgrimage. No greetings. No eye contact. Hydration misters release chemical lemon haze. Holoads beam compliance slogans. QR codes track our nutrient efficiency. Drones buzz, watching. Always watching.

At the Market Hub, I queue like everyone else, eyes glazed. I watch a child reach for the wrong protein bar. Her mother corrects her with a firm whisper. Behind them, a proctor updates her file in real time. Deviance level: yellow.

A maintenance drone with a bad wheel squeals every third rotation. I named it Squeaks. No one else reacts. To them, it’s noise. To me, it’s the one unscripted sound in my day. I log its movements in my slate like a zoologist might track an endangered bird.

The Old Tech Kiosk is where forgotten things go to fossilize: VR rigs, handheld consoles, even a toaster with a sticky note that reads “joy input unknown.” I once found a pair of reading glasses. Actual glass. The cleanup bot blinked red and took them away.

Once, I heard a senior analyst mutter while reconfiguring a drone, just under his breath: "This system doesn’t hum anymore. It wheezes." He got reassigned to a silent sector the next day. There are warnings in silence, if you know how to listen.

Night brings projected pastures: pixelated stars and stock meadows looping across the ceiling. I close my eyes and try to remember the actual sky. The humidity that clung to my neck. The mosquito drone of summer. My father’s laugh. He used to tell terrible jokes while slicing mangoes. One about a fruit pie that couldn’t keep secrets. I didn’t get it then. I miss not getting it.

They say he was “relocated.”

I was five when I last saw him. He let me stir sugar into his cafecito while he whispered a joke about a mango that went to therapy. I laughed and spilled half the cup. He kissed my temple like it wasn’t a mistake. That memory lives in my fingers. Sometimes I catch myself clenching them, chasing the feeling.

Sometimes, walking the service tram, I pass the rusting ribcage of an old ride. The roller coaster’s skeleton slices through fog like a scar. At night, it hums when no one's watching—a resonance I can’t quite chart. Some say it used to be called Thunder Run. Others say it was the escape route of a technician who never came back. The official logs call it a hazard. But hazards in the Dome are rarely random. One day, I might follow the track all the way down. There's a rumor it leads to maintenance corridors no one’s mapped in years, where the Dome’s earliest prototypes were buried. Where memory might still leak between the wires.

Tonight, the lights flicker amber—unscheduled twilight. My datapad vibrates with a systemwide notice:

NOTICE: Minor fluctuation in Power Lattice. Citizens remain calm while harmony is restored.

Something hiccupped. Not me. Not yet.

I return to 734B. Everything looks normal—edges sharp, surfaces compliant. But the data port pulses ruby instead of green.

Short. Short. Long.

"U."

Unknown. Unverified. Unsafe.

Or maybe: You're not alone.

I stare at the blinking light, and for the first time in my life, I don’t file it away as anomaly or glitch. I feel something.

Before the footsteps, the lights dim once more, and outside my unit, a public screen flickers to life across the corridor wall. An emergency compliance ritual.

A family—two adults and a blank-faced child—stand stock-still beneath it as a projection bathes them in pale blue. A drone hovers nearby, its lens trained on the trio. From the screen, a new Overseer voice—calm, sharp, unblinking—recites the Sequence of Stillness:

"Clarity requires stillness. Harmony requires clarity. Emotion is deviation. Deviation is decay. Repeat."

The family repeats it. Three times. Each time with flatter tones.

Then, the blue light vanishes. The drone retracts. The screen shuts off. The family walks away as if nothing happened.

My pulse lags behind. I’ve seen that ritual before—but never this close.

Then, footsteps. Heavy. Mechanical. The bark of a security drone slices the silence.

My door flashes override blue.

So much for dawn.
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​Chapter 2: The Joke Heard 'Round the Dome
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WORK began at exactly 07:00. My ceiling unit projected a sterile sunrise—one that had never warmed skin. I blinked into the same artificial orange glow I’d seen since I was old enough to stand in line without needing my hand held.

After syncing my vitals, I walked the assigned hallway route from my block to the Analysis Core. I passed the usual stream of silent workers. Some carried data slates, others maintenance tools. All eyes forward. No one spoke unless required by task. The Dome encouraged efficiency over rapport. There was no ‘How are you?’ Just metrics. Output. Clarity scores.

At the Core, my workstation hummed gently beneath the touch of my palm print. The light turned green. Logged in.

Task Group: Emotional Signature Filters, Sublevel B.

I was responsible for identifying redundancies in emotion suppression protocols. Specifically: laughter delays, hesitation loops, and unaccounted sighs. My assignment was to fine-tune the system so it could detect pre-emotive cues—before someone failed.

We called them “ticks.”

I flagged three instances by midmorning: one woman whose breath caught three microseconds before a chuckle, one man who blinked twice during a child's smile, and one technician whose jaw twitched before he stopped to tie his shoe.

All three were sent for further calibration.

I earned 0.17 merit points. Enough for half a protein cube upgrade.

And still, none of it mattered.

Because later that day, I saw her again.

The Glitch Girl.

The routine never truly changed, but I started seeing the cracks. Not in the system. In myself. In how I walked slower at corners. How I paused just slightly longer at junction points, waiting for her shadow to move past. I couldn’t explain it to anyone—not that anyone would listen—but every time I saw her, something inside me calibrated. A vector shift. A new variable.

I spent my next four shifts scanning the hallway junction logs. I found a half-glitched entry. No visual. Just an audio bleed: static, then a breath. Then silence.

That sound—the breath—did something strange to me. My stomach clenched like I’d been dropped from a height. It was faint, barely human, but I knew it wasn’t a system artifact. It was a real breath. Someone close. Listening. Maybe waiting.

I looped the file until the audio compressed into muscle memory. That night, back in my unit, I played it again on my slate—watching the waveform flicker in silence. The screen reflected my face—pale, stretched. I didn’t recognize myself. I reached out to pause the playback and knocked over a ration tin. It clattered loud enough to trigger my wall sensors.

I didn’t move for a full minute.

Not out of fear.

Out of awe.

Because even through static and silence, the breath still echoed. Not just in the speakers. In me.

I couldn’t stop.

That was enough to keep me awake.

The Dome had made a machine of me. But machines aren’t meant to notice ghosts.

She was haunting the grid. And I was letting her.

The day began like every other—compliance breakfast, mood scan, neural recalibration loop. I reported for Analysis duty at exactly 07:04, as always. Logged forty-five minutes of code correction in emotional subroutine files. Rewrote a redundancy in a micro-expression filter.

I passed through the Market Hub, where a woman with trembling hands spent her last merit points on a single stick of cinnamon gum. When the dispenser dropped it, she paused for a beat too long—eyes blank, posture frozen—then turned and walked away without expression. No one noticed. Neither did the cameras. Only her productivity rating updated.

Then came my group recalibration assignment: assist emotional calibration monitoring during the Atrium sequence. It was my first time handling it unsupervised.

The Atrium itself was a dome within the Dome. Too clean. Too green. Citrus vapor thick enough to taste. Projected clouds rolled overhead, looping on a ten-minute cycle. Seating was arranged in rings—inner circle for high-clarity families, outer rows for watchers like me.

On the way there, I passed Kellan. He didn’t speak, but he fell into step beside me. That was our version of a greeting. He looked tired. We all did.

“You been flagged?” I asked.

“Minor biometric inconsistency,” he replied, flat.

My skin prickled. It was the phrase I'd overheard from the proctors.

“You?”

“Not yet.”

He gave the smallest nod. We both knew it wouldn’t last.

That afternoon, while the rest of the Atrium watched a looped simulation titled Harmony Garden, I ran diagnostics from the edge console.

Every few minutes, I checked the security feed timestamps. I didn’t know what I was looking for—only that something always felt slightly out of sync.

The Glitch Girl didn’t belong, but neither did the way she appeared. It was like the Dome couldn’t register her fully. As if the system recognized an anomaly but refused to log it. Or maybe it was scared to.

Each time I saw her, she was closer.

Earlier that morning, I’d caught a glimpse of her reflection in the mirrored service panel near the lift station. She hadn’t moved, but I swear the lights around her dimmed. Her expression didn’t change. Eyes sharp. Mouth neutral. She radiated intent.
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