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    Dedication 

For the fragments that remain, and the courage to find connection in the chaos.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Epigraphs 

"When every voice screams, no one can hear the truth." — Fragmented data stream, Broken Circuit era

"Reality is a construct. And sometimes, the architects abandon the build." — Jett Riley, disillusioned log
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The signal broke. And in the silence, all connections were lost.

⚡️

Jett Riley sat in the husk of what had once been a café, though to glance at it now, one would hardly be able to summon the memory of morning warmth or the easy gatherings of strangers over burned espresso. The interior was a skeleton of its former self, a hollow shell where echoes lived longer than voices. The glass walls, once pristine panes meant to dissolve the boundary between street and sanctuary, now bore spiderwebs of fractures that crawled out from impact points like frozen bursts of lightning. Each crack shimmered faintly when the dim ambient light struck it, casting fractured shadows that resembled veins or the bony outlines of some immense, forgotten anatomy. Dust settled in the ridges, lending them a muted glow, as though time itself had claimed ownership over the wounds. Jett could not remember what exactly had caused the damage—some riot, some surge of fury from years ago, an outburst sparked by one of many fractured truths—but the café’s wounds remained as permanent testimony to how quickly order could curdle into chaos.

Once, the place had been alive. He could still imagine, if he forced himself hard enough, the way chairs would scrape against floors, the low hum of conversation floating lazily in the air, the clinking collision of porcelain and glass. Every table, every corridor of polished service counter, every wall itself had once pulsed with light. Screens had been embedded into almost every surface—technology married seamlessly with architecture so that there was hardly an angle from which the river of data could not be seen. Newsfeeds scrolled tirelessly, overrides popped up with insistence, music videos layered color upon color against the eyes, advertisements bursting in curated perfection, chatter filling every inch of sensory space. There had been no silence here, not even between words or sentences; the room had been a continuous corridor of noise disguised as connection. For hours at a time, the café served as both a retreat and a bombardment, a place where overstimulation was considered warmth, where belonging meant tethering oneself to the same feverish flow as everyone else.

Now, all of that was gone, replaced by counterfeit echoes of life. The screens remained in place, but the river had drained away. Where once information and music danced over their glass skins, only static remained—an endless cascade of electronic snow. The light it spilled was cold, colorless, a restless tide of white specks that refused to resolve into anything more than fractured fragments. The effect was more haunting than total darkness. Each wall and tabletop pulsed faintly, and the flickers of brightness threw halting patterns across the interior—ghost-images etched by technology that had outlived its purpose. Jett noticed how the static bent across a crack in one wall-display, dividing and multiplying itself so that the room seemed etched with figures that weren’t truly there. It painted the café with false life, as though shadows tried to assemble into memories that refused to form. It was, he thought, like being trapped in the half-dream state between waking and sleep, the point where you know something is wrong with reality but cannot quite name what is broken.

Outside, life continued, but it was not life the way he remembered it. The city, stretched endlessly in steel and glass, hummed with a sound that was not entirely sound. Calling it noise was inaccurate; calling it silence was even less accurate. It came like pressure instead, the way a sudden change in altitude might squeeze the cavities of the body, the way thunderclouds before a storm settle into the bones and whisper that the sky is too heavy. Jett felt it constantly pressing at the edges of his perception. It was a vibration more than a tone, an endless thrum that rattled invisibly through the air and sank beyond the skin, sliding down into the marrow and finding residence somewhere beneath thought. It made him feel at once awake and exhausted, like a man who had not slept for days but still strained to keep his eyes open. The sound existed inside one’s head as much as outside; there was no reprieve, no corner of quiet to which you could retreat. Silence no longer belonged to the world.

The pressure came from them. From the factions. From all of the voices that flooded the airwaves with obsession, each one louder than the last, each one desperate to weaponize belief. There were dozens—maybe hundreds now—each carving a slice of the city into an echo chamber. They pumped their messages into every mode of dissemination, bleeding out of screens, leaking from vibrations, spilling into the atmosphere. Politicians turned prophets, rebels turned broadcasters, merchants turned evangelists. Each group insisted theirs was the sole truth, the only bearable perspective, the only configuration of reality worth acknowledging, and they had transformed the very air into a battlefield. The war was not fought with guns or knives or the visible fire of artillery—it was fought with frequencies, with overlapping declarations, with truths sharpened until they became spears of certainty hurled at one another endlessly. The city became an arena not of voices but of broadcasts, a roaring chorus so entangled, so swollen, that none could be distinguished as truth. Reality, as Jett lived it now, was nothing more than a war of frequencies, each desperate to drown all the others out.

The hum gnawed at him especially vigorously tonight. He pressed his palms flat against the sides of his head with such force that it almost hurt, fingers stuttering against the bristles of his hair. The movement was both desperate and futile—he knew it even as he did it—but his hands clamped anyway, driven by the primal fantasy that maybe, just for one moment, direct pressure might quiet the vibration. The heel of his palms dragged against bone, and he shut his eyes tightly, as if obscuring light might obscure sound, as if hiding in darkness could untangle the ceaseless thrum. But nothing dimmed. His own blood carried it. The hum was not in the room—it was inside him, living in the corridor where nerves met bloodstream. He could feel it slinking under skin, burrowing like microscopic machinery. It was not sound you heard through your ears; it was sound that resided in tissue, that made itself at home in every pulse of circulation. It felt permanent, irreversible—as if his body had been rewritten to hum in discord.

Jett wanted to scream, but what use was individual voice when thousands rained theirs into every corner of existence? A scream would dissolve before leaving his throat, smothered by the battlefield outside. He allowed his mouth to hang slightly open, breathing shallowly and finding nothing but the taste of metallic air, filled with dust and discharge. His chest rose unevenly; his shoulders trembled from the pressure of clenching too long. And then, against this tortured strain of trying and failing and trying again, a thought emerged. No—not an idea. Not exactly. The words came without origin, without voice, without direction. They staggered into his mind as though carried on the same vibration that haunted the air, yet clearly distinct from it.

“When every voice screams,” it said in a grave and even cadence, “no one can hear the truth.”

Jett froze, his body rigid, because he instinctively understood what made this different. The city buzzed constantly, pouring information into one’s skull—yet this was... displaced. Strange. The words did not wear the mask of broadcast; they did not carry the synthetic timbre of media or the sharp cruelty of amplified speech. Neither did they belong wholly to memory. He knew what memory felt like—memories unravel slower, wrapped in the faint film of personal recollection, stuck to the taste of an origin. This was not that. His own mind did not claim it as recollection, yet his body did not reject it as a foreign intrusion either. The sensation was uncanny, as though an echo had wandered without anchor and stitched itself into his inner monologue halfway. It hovered there, not as thunder, not as whisper, but as something in between, something intimate and detached in equal measure.

It left in its wake a silence stranger than the hum had ever been. Jett lowered his hands gradually, fingers sliding down the sides of his face, leaving small trails of warmth against chilled skin. He breathed deeply, chest expanding, and the soundless words reverberated, repeating themselves in quieter echoes. He wondered whether anyone else ever felt this happening in their skulls—or was he alone, uniquely chosen, or uniquely cursed to receive these fragments that belonged neither to past nor present? His lips threatened to form the words softly in imitation, but he bit down, keeping them inward, trembling at the thought of giving them physical resonance. For if every scream dissolved in the sea of frequency, what hope did truth have if spoken aloud?

⚡️

On 47th Avenue, the air itself seemed restless, heavy with the constant churn of bodies and sound. The avenue, a long stretch of cracked concrete lined with derelict shopfronts and the skeletons of old neon signs that no longer held power, pulsed with a kind of raw hunger—it wasn’t the hunger of appetite alone, but the gnawing, endless craving for scraps of certainty in a city where certainty rarely lingered more than a moment. People pressed themselves shoulder to shoulder, elbow to elbow, as though proximity alone might make them witnesses to something real. The smell hit first, long before Jett reached the press of the crowd: the sour stench of sweat fermenting in threadbare clothes, the greasy tang of street food cooked too far back in the alleys and carried out here in trembling hands, the sharp, acrid tang of overheated wires sparking behind the machine they had gathered around. A haze of grime hung in the air like smoke, and the faint drizzle from earlier in the day had left the ground slick with a thin film of oil-streaked water.

At the center of it all stood a battered hologram projector, its base dented and scorched, its corners wrapped with strips of electrical tape that looked like bandages attempting to hold together a patient already slipping beyond saving. The projector sputtered, coughing up bursts of static and fractured light in violent fits, and from its wavering crown of distortion came the voice—chopped, mangled, seemingly torn apart mid-birth and then jammed back together again with no concern for coherence. The machine projected no coherent image, only a fractured, stuttering haze that twitched like a wounded animal as it tried to hold shape. Each jagged fragment of light seemed like a promise kept just one second too short, hints of a list, maybe names, maybe numbers, but never enough to catch more than the impression of something that could have been concrete.

The clipped announcement repeated over and over, skipping like a broken record, its syllables spat out with mechanical indifference:  

“FOOD ALLOTMENTS—LOTTERY WINNERS ANNOUNCED... ERROR... ERROR...”

The words fractured mid-flight, stuttering, replaying the same line twice, then freezing mid-breath before starting again. It was a cruel rhythm, like hope itself was caught in a loop, offering outstretched hands then snatching them back until nerves frayed raw. And still, the words were enough. They were always enough. Enough to make fear masquerade as hope, sufficient to make this broken machine a beacon for men and women aching for deliverance from days spent scraping survival out of rust and concrete.

The crowd pressed closer, their bodies straining against one another with the same desperate intensity of thirsty animals crowding a dwindling watering hole. The shove of shoulders sounded like cloth dragging against cloth, sleeves catching, skin rasping, feet grinding grit beneath tattered shoes. The heat of so many cramped bodies thickened the air, and the sound was a low animal murmur punctuated with sudden sharp bursts—shouts, curses, the shock of a voice breaking in plea or disbelief. Some people craned their necks upward, squinting past others’ shoulders at the holographic haze, convinced that if they stood just an inch closer, the phantom words might resolve into clarity. Others stretched trembling hands forward, as though the flickering letters would solidify if only they could be touched, seized, claimed as one’s own. It was hunger not just for food, but for recognition, for relief, a black hole of need that the projector could never fill.

One man, his face pale with exhaustion, eyes rimmed red from old tears or sleepless nights, swore aloud with ragged conviction that his family’s name had appeared in the spasms of broken light. His voice cracked as he shouted it—not an argument, but a declaration of salvation. “There! I saw it! Mareks! It spelled Mareks—I swear it, my children won! They’re on the list!” His chest heaved with the frantic rhythm of someone choking on hope, and the veins on his neck bulged as though his body was struggling to contain the impossible flood. His hand clenched the wrist of the woman beside him, his wife perhaps, or his sister; she tried to pull back, but his fingers dug in so tight that skin whitened beneath their grip.

Almost instantly, another voice thundered from the throng, filled with raw disbelief, feral in its ferocity. It seemed to emerge from deep inside the crowd, cutting fierce through the static: “Lies! All lies! No one’s name showed! It’s a trick—they’re stringing us along again, don’t you see?” The man who cried out shoved against those around him, his face furious, jaw trembling as spittle flew with each word. He carried nothing in his hands but rage, and in his chest, his breath hitched like the machine itself was inside him, glitching out.

Then the tension snapped like a frayed line. A fist, heavy and desperate, lashed outward, connecting with a jaw. The sound of flesh striking flesh rang in the choking press of bodies like a gunshot in a chamber. Someone yelped, stumbled, shoved in blind retaliation, and suddenly, the heat burst into violence. The crowd, unstable and already teetering on edge, erupted. Bodies writhed and collided; teeth bared, hands formed claws or fists. Two men slammed together and went down into the wet grit of the street, wrestling like animals caged together too long. A woman’s voice rose to a high shriek as she was shoved from behind, her knees failing as she dropped against the curb. Blood, bright and obscene as spilled paint, arced as someone’s face split open—above the left brow where the skin is thinnest and the bone most unforgiving. The color gleamed sharply in the flickering light, startling against the gray gloom of the day.

The air became drenched not only with sweat now but with the copper bite of blood. The projector continued its loop, indifferently, its error message repeating over the ruckus like a priest chanting in a burning temple. The words no longer mattered. Whatever they had promised dissolved fast beneath fists and fury, but still people fought, because even anger was easier to carry than despair.

Through it all, Jett walked on. His boots pressed into the uneven stones, crunching through a puddle but not altering his steady, deliberate rhythm. He did not break pace to turn his head toward the commotion, though the sounds clawed at the air around him. A part of him noted the vibration of the ground beneath his soles, the stampede-like jostling of people pressing and colliding. But his eyes remained narrowed, forward on the next stretch of cracked avenue. He had seen this too many times to pause. What had once drawn him in, curious and even hopeful, had hollowed out into weary familiarity. The loop always played. The people always gathered. Someone always claimed they’d seen salvation in the blur of light, and someone else always called it false. The fighting was a chorus he recognized so well he could almost mouth the words before they were sung.

To stop was to drown. That thought had been carved into him, deliberate and sure, through repetition. He knew if he ever let his steps falter, if he lingered under the glow of that glitching machine, their hunger would eat through him just as it devoured them. They clung to certainty the way drowning men grasped at driftwood, and he felt how easy it could be to get pulled down into their swirling tangle of need, rage, and false conviction. Most people needed anchors; they needed to believe the city was governed by something more than blind chaos—lists, systems, lotteries, some order pretending to cradle them. But anchors dragged you down as quickly as they held you steady. He had no time for other people’s illusions anymore.

The avenue stretched ahead, its gray expanse broken here and there by burned-out husks of transport drones and the hushed faces of the occasional passerby huddling against broken walls to watch chaos from the safety of shadows. The sky above was a stagnant smear of iron clouds, the late afternoon sun strangled unseen behind its veil, leaving only a dim, sour light to filter down. The chill of the damp air prickled against Jett’s skin where his collar sagged open, and the wind toyed with the loose frays of his jacket, tugging as though even it wanted something from him.

It was at the corner, where 47th twisted off into an even narrower artery of street crowded with overhanging balconies and dangling laundry lines, that Jett felt the tug. It was light at first, almost the memory of a touch, just the faint rasp of fabric catching against fabric. But then it grew firmer, insistent, fingers claw-like but trembling, fastening into the worn material of his sleeve. The sensation shocked him slightly, like a draft against the exposed neck, because he’d grown used to the freedom of no one daring to touch him in passing anymore. He turned his head, lowering his gaze, and saw her.

She was small, the old woman. Bent, bones twisted by the slow, unforgiving labor of years, her back arched forward as though tethered by invisible ropes pulling her down to the earth. Her clothing was a patchwork of thin fabrics layered one upon another, a faded shawl draped along her shoulders with threads unraveling, exposing patterns that time had almost erased. When she lifted her face to him, her eyes caught him—the pale, hazy fog of cataracts clouded them, a film that muted what had once been color. However, still, beneath the milky veil, there was sharpness. A piercing quality, as if whatever the body had surrendered, the will behind her gaze remained unyielding. Her hand, knotted and veined, gripped tightly at his sleeve, and though her strength was frail, there was something in her insistence that rooted his feet for just that moment.

Her voice came to him thin, the sound like dry leaves rasping in the wind, but sharp enough to cut through the haze of noise from down the avenue. She did not shout like those behind him, drenched in desperation; instead, she spoke low, with a kind of deliberate intimacy that unsettled him more than if she had screamed. “You hear it too, don’t you?” She shifted closer, chin lifting slightly as if to bring her ruined eyes toward him, though they never quite focused on his face but remained tilted into the air as though searching for shape in invisible clouds. “The hum. The machines are singing. They never stop.”

Her words sank strange and heavy into him. In the moment they left her lips, he realized the city did hum. It always had. Under the shouting, the fighting, the rain-smell, and the hard scuff of his own boots, there was always that pulse, that endless tone—the wires, the grids, the faulty machines transmitting ghosts of signals through abandoned circuits. Some people ignored it. Some claimed not to hear. But once your ears had attuned, it was impossible to pretend silence ever existed here. The noise was constant, like the nervous system of a beast stretched across the city, twitching and restless. And the way she said it—singing—it held something deeper, something that unsettled him. He looked down for a long moment at her gnarled hand gripping his coat, then back up at her film-clouded eyes.

Jett did not answer. He could not bring himself to. Words, explanations, confessions—all of them felt like small stones thrown into a black ocean. What difference would his acknowledgment make? To admit he did hear it, that endless low thrum that seemed stitched into the marrow of his bones now, would be to invite conversation, tether, anchor. He didn’t want to be pulled into someone else’s net. His throat tightened around silence—the kind of silence that was less refusal, more survival.

Slowly, with a measured tug, he pulled himself free. Her grip resisted for half a second, fingertips tightening, as though she could feel him slipping away more completely than just out of her hand. But at last her fingers uncurled, falling like brittle twigs back against the folds of her shawl. He stepped away, his stride gentle but deliberate, resuming forward motion out of her line. Yet even as he moved, her voice pursued him, hushed now, breaking softer into a whisper but striking deeper because of its persistence.

“Not all of us are deaf yet.”

The words followed him long after the sound had thinned. They clung like smoke in his thoughts, threading into the static hum that filled the streets, and for a long while, he could not shake them.

⚡️

He retreated into the under-metro, stepping carefully down a narrow stairwell whose walls were mottled with decades of peeling paint, grime layered like geological strata. The stairwell smelled of damp iron and old oil, as if the ghosts of trains still lingered, their weight pressing against the walls and floor. Every step creaked under his boots, not with wood but with rusted metal plates that flexed uneasily, echoing faintly into the hollow space below. The air grew heavier the deeper he descended, warm with a faint electrical tang, as though leftover current still bled invisibly from wires buried long beneath the decayed concrete.  

That was before the transit grids collapsed, before the last signals died beneath weightless silence. Now, devoid of trains, the place had been reborn in a twisted way. These caverns were no longer arteries of transportation but bazaars of the broken—markets where people sold fragments of what once was, a desperate attempt to hold onto a past that was slipping away.  

Stalls sprouted like fungi in the hollowed spaces where passengers once waited—lean-tos assembled from pipe frameworks, broken panels, and old advertising boards that still flickered faintly with outdated corporate slogans. The walls dripped moisture, condensation streaking like tears down ceramic tiles cracked with time. Smoke curled and lingered in pockets of still air—smoke from oil lamps, from cheap combustion coils, and from the burning of unknown fuel. Jett could taste the smoke before he fully entered, bitter on the tongue, searing faintly in the chest.  

Everywhere, vendors called out, their voices breaking through the hollow station like malfunctioning speakers, their words echoing against the tiled vault. Each cry was jagged, frayed, full of static-like irregularities, a cacophony that was both unsettling and strangely familiar.  

“Authentic footage of the Old Days!” one hawker’s voice rasped, higher on one side, lower on the other, weathered into distortion by years of hawking in smoke-filled air. Their voice fractured as though pulled from a damaged audio track that wavered each time the syllables caught against sore vocal cords. “Five seconds of uncut truth—guaranteed!”  

The sound scratched against Jett’s ears like wires dragged over a chalky surface. He slowed but didn’t turn his head, just let the words slide past as though they might snare themselves in the folds of his mind if he acknowledged them.  

Another voice rang out, gentle at first but growing louder in desperation, straining under cracked lungs: “Patch your gaps—remember your mother’s face again!” The words trembled, rippling through the vast cavern, leaving a trail of silence and shame in their wake. The shame was not just for the vendor's audacity but for the collective loss and the desperate measures people were resorting to in this decaying society. Jett clenched his teeth at that one, the phrase hooking deeper in him than he wished. Something caught in his chest, though he pushed the feeling down.  

He moved forward, his steps slow and measured, like someone walking a shoreline of quicksand. His eyes flicked across stalls brimming with chipped consoles, corroded visor rigs, skeins of filament memory cable coiled like dying snakes. His boots scuffed against scattered fragments of old tiles, coloring the air with faint dust. Pieces of old rail track glimmered faintly under stray light, strangely polished by countless footsteps where people had turned them into benches or bars.  

He slowed at a stall where the vendor was not weathered and stooped with age, but a boy, barely older than a child, certainly no older than fifteen. His youth was a stark contrast to the hardened look in his eyes, a look that spoke of a life lived too fast and too harsh. The boy sat behind a crude patchwork counter, metal beams lashed together with wires, the surface covered in hacked circuitry and crusted display shards. His face was lean, nearly hollow in the cheeks, skin faintly shadowed by malnutrition. Still, his eyes glinted sharp and calculating beyond his years.  

On the cracked display before him, a loop unfolded, flickering softly like a candle flame in the recycled light. A clip no more than a handful of seconds repeated over and over: two children running under an arcing sprinkler in a green yard. The water sparkled in midair, scattering into prisms. The children laughed—pure laughter, bright, sharp, crisp, untouched by static noise or degradation. The sound was so startlingly clean that Jett almost faltered, for it had been years, decades even, since he last heard a sound that rang without distortion. The grass was alive, impossibly vivid furling under the children’s feet, green as emerald. For a moment, it seemed to glow with its own life, not leached or faded like this city’s concrete jungle.  

Jett stood transfixed, staring into that tiny screen as though it were a window into something sacred. His hand rose unconsciously, his fingers twitching like a man reaching toward heat or a dream. Somewhere in his mind, a memory tried to surface—a yard, maybe, laughter that felt familiar—but it came only in vague shadows, refusing to become solid. Still, the sight cut him like a blade.  

“How much?” he asked finally, his voice tightened, rougher than intended. His question bled out like a secret he shouldn’t have revealed, and he regretted the words the instant they escaped his lips.  

The boy smiled, and it wasn’t a smile of innocence. His lips curled upward in a way that revealed both guardedness and glee, as though he’d been waiting for precisely this question. His smile was not one of joy, but of cunning, a smile that knew how to exploit the desperation of men like Jett. His eyes narrowed with practiced calculation as if he had measured men like Jett before and knew how to price their desperation.  

“Two credits for a taste,” the boy said, his voice carrying a casualness that didn’t belong at his age, as though he’d repeated the line a hundred times, as though it was his blood. His tone was business-like, devoid of any empathy or understanding of the memories he was selling. He leaned forward slightly, elbows on the fragile counter that wavered beneath the weight, his gaze aimed, fraught and unwavering. “Twenty for the full.”  

The words lingered long after he spoke them. The number dangled in the air, tempting yet cruel. Twenty credits—for eternity, you could watch that bright green yard, hear laughter unbroken, own it as if it were your own.  

Jett almost laughed aloud, though the sound never fully formed. It rose in his throat, jagged, cracked by bitterness, but collapsed before reaching his tongue. He had neither credits nor, honestly, belief. To put faith in the promise of uncorrupted memory was almost as foolish as trusting life to a system long ruined. He knew too much to hand over what little he had for something so fragile, so unlikely to be true.  

And yet—his body betrayed him. His hand moved almost against his will, twitching toward his pocket with a reflexive movement as though perhaps, against all logic, some old coin or note might surface. His fingers trembled as if they had their own hunger, their own yearning, unrelated to his mind’s denial. His chest hollowed with the ache.  

Then the world fractured.  

// Memory file corrupted. Please re-authenticate the user ID.  

The words did not come from the boy, nor from any visible source. They whispered like static-glass across his field of vision, smeared across the backs of his eyes, etched in light just sharp enough to slice. The font—cold, mechanical, void of humanity—cut deeper because it carried no emotion, just the sterile cruelty of code. For an instant, it covered the scene, overlaying white text against the green yard looping on the screen.  

Jett stumbled back as though physically struck. His breath came ragged, ripped from his chest without rhythm, clawing its way into his throat as if it could find no route. He felt a tremor shake through his body, head to toe, his knees buckling momentarily like a puppet with its strings slashed. Behind his temples, pressure swelled, pushing outward like a drum.  

The boy across from him barely moved, only straightened slightly, and then let his lips curl into something wry. His smirk was deliberate—slow, purposeful, a cut more dangerous than a knife. He let the silence stretch thin before speaking, savoring it, watching the man across from him falter under invisible chains.  

“Guess the system already owns you,” the boy murmured, his voice low but sharp enough to pierce.  

The words dripped with satisfaction, with a cruel understanding beyond his years. They struck heavier than any blow, heavier than the corrupted message had moments before. For in the end, the boy was right: ownership wasn’t something you could choose to deny when it lived inside the marrow of your mind.  

⚡️

That night, Jett returned to his room. The word room felt too generous, almost mocking in its implication that the place was meant to be lived in, to be called home. It was more like a box hastily nailed together, a leftover space without function, pressed into service as shelter by someone too stubborn—or too weary—to leave. Four walls of thin, brittle fiberboard stood around him. They carried the permanence of something temporary, surfaces meant to be hidden behind real walls, never exposed, never trusted to bear memories or time. The panels were peeling in long curling strips, revealing underneath darker layers warped from years of moisture creeping in, of hands pressing against them, of neglect allowed to thicken. Everything smelled faintly of mildew and of whatever chemical glue once held the panels flat, a sour sharpness that settled into the lungs and made each breath feel damp, heavy.

The bed, shoved into one corner like a discarded afterthought, was no better. Its springs sagged inward, groaning beneath the weight of every shift, every breath, every reminder that someone still dared to lie down upon it. The sound it made was not just a creak but a long, wounded moan, a vibration almost animal in its tone. It was as if the bed hated being what it was, hated continuing on past its use, hated Jett himself for dragging his tired body to it again and again. He lowered himself onto it now, feeling the frame surrender under him with reluctant complaint. For a moment, he wondered if tonight would be the night one of the legs gave way entirely, spilling him to the floor. The thought didn’t scare him so much as shadow his weariness with bitter humor—it was precisely the sort of betrayal a night like this would offer.

Through the cracked window, the city intruded. A pane of glass split into lines, fractures crisscrossing like veins, distorted what little view there was. The pane didn’t keep warmth in or cold out; it merely stood as a fragile membrane between Jett and the endless churn of neon outside. Light bled through hungrily, seeping across every jagged crack, painting razor-sharp slivers of pinks, greens, and electric blues across the walls. The colors didn’t flow steadily. They pulsed, snapped sharp, and then dulled, glitching every few seconds in broken rhythm, like the city itself could not decide whether to shine with life or fall dark forever. Each flicker set the shadows in motion—the darkness shifting, twitching, throwing phantom shapes across furniture and wall as though unseen figures moved just beyond the edge of the room’s reality. Jett could almost believe they were there, those flickering silhouettes, watching quietly, waiting for him.

On the warped desk—a piece once cheap, now priceless by virtue of existing—lay a notebook. Not digital, not another shard of glowing interface, but real: analog, paper-bound and ruled. The object looked almost alien here in this raw electric setting, its matte cover absorbing instead of emitting light, quiet in defiantly obstinate contrast to the neon’s ceaseless dance. Paper had become an endangered thing, a relic of an earlier pace of life, before everything howled with signals and hums. This notebook he’d bartered for, fought for in patient weeks of favors owed and trades negotiated; it was precious simply to hold it. He smoothed his hand over its surface now, fingertips grazing the vibrations in texture where the pressed fibers resisted perfect smoothness. He relished the friction, the soundless resistance, the honesty of it.

He wrote in it because the paper did not flicker. The paper did not gray out mid-thought, asking for updates or passwords. Paper did not laugh, did not echo, did not argue back with dangerous silences. Paper was steady. It bore what he needed to exhale into it and stayed. The pen, too, felt like an anchor in his hand—firm, tactile, a cylinder of weight and ink with nothing sly hiding beneath its surface. Here, if anywhere, he could mark something down and know it would remain as he put it. Not as the city’s hum wanted to reshape it, not as the glitches desired it—but as his own hand demanded.

He set its point carefully to the page, his handwriting uneven, more block than script, pressure so deep it nearly carved scars through the back sheet. He wrote in lines clipped, sentences pared to bone. They weren’t meant for beauty; they were meant for endurance, for survival. The page unfurled into space filled by his blunt script:  

Day 117 of the hum.  

The words were both a record and a reckoning. One hundred and seventeen days since the sound began, that low, endless thrum that no one admitted had a source but that no one could now escape. His wrist trembled faintly as he worked, whether from exhaustion, or hunger, or the unseen vibrations working themselves along muscle and bone, he couldn’t tell. The pen carved more shapes into silence.  

The city isn’t a place anymore.  

He paused, eyes drawing up to the window where the neon blurred. The edges of buildings out there had long ceased to feel like structures; they vibrated like signals manifest, towers shimmering as pillars of transmission more than stone or steel. He wrote further:  

It’s a signal field.  

And then:  

Everyone’s drowning. I can’t tell if I’m already gone.  

His chest tightened silently as the words took shape in front of him, ink dampening fresh onto paper. He never reread what he wrote immediately. The words weren’t commands or journal or communication—they were confessions, proof of thought, anchoring of existence. He put them down only so he would not vanish entirely. Yet tonight, as the pen lifted and the silence in the room surged to fill the halt, he lingered, eyes resting on the final line. It looked too final, too absolute—as if declaring his dissolving was an invitation for the void to close in.

He let the pen hover, uncertain where to go next, whether to surrender the page for sleep’s dim surrogacy or force further lines. That hesitation stretched long, marked only by dripping neon jittering across warped fiberboard, and the restless bed’s low ache each time he shifted.

And then, impossibly, beneath the jagged edge of his steady hand, a new line appeared. He had not moved. He had not pressed pen to paper. Yet the strokes curved into place, bold and deliberate, stretching firm black across white.  

You are not alone.  

The letters carried handwriting wholly unlike his own—smoother strokes, an order of grace absent in his blunt carving script. For a moment, his breath caught hard in his chest. He twisted the pen in his hand, lifted it, and examined the point as if to betray some malfunction. No—the ink at its tip was dry from pause, the words themselves still shining where fibers of paper glistened with fresh saturation. Real ink. Real presence.  

He ran the flat of his palm across the page and felt it catch faintly on dampness, smudging the surface ever so slightly. His pulse surged white and hot through his body, ears filling with the louder echo of his own blood. This wasn’t a glitch. This wasn’t another pulse from the signal, co-opting the interface and overlay. This was here. This was bound into matter.  

The ink was fresh. Wet. Real.  

And Jett’s breath did not sound like his own anymore, but like something listening with him.  

⚡️

“Reality is a construct. And sometimes, the architects abandon the build.”  

— Jett Riley, log 117  

The words lingered on the page like an accusation, their ink still glistening faintly beneath the pale, cold light that filtered down from the overhead fixture. Jett sat in silence, staring at the line as though it had crawled out of the page on its own accord, an intruder among the countless scattered notes, diagrams, and sketches that cluttered his small, dimly lit desk.  

His hand still hovered over the paper, fingers loosely holding the pen, though the tip no longer scratched across the surface. For a long, suspended breath, he allowed himself to simply stare at the writing, that strange sentence that summed itself up with such certainty. The ink curved smoothly in his handwriting—at least, it appeared to—but the intent behind the words felt foreign, as though another hand had guided him, another mind had whispered the phrase into his ear and compelled his hand to move.  

Then, as if gravity claimed the last ounce of tension in his fingers, the pen slipped. It rolled from the crook of his index and thumb, tumbling once, twice, before it clattered against the edge of the desk. The sound was sharper than it ought to have been in the stillness of the room, ricocheting in his ears like the slam of a door in a cathedral. The pen skittered across the wood, came to rest against the curl of an old notebook, and stopped there, pointing accusingly at him like the hand of a clock marking some fateful hour.  

Jett’s breath caught in his throat. He felt the hitch like a hook under his ribs. His chest constricted, not fully with panic, not entirely with fear, but with a strange recognition he couldn’t quite name. He blinked, inhaled again, slower this time, pushing back against the air as though it were something heavy and unreliable.  

He wasn’t sure if he had written those words himself. His mind chased the line of ink, retracing the motion of each loop and dash, each crossing of a “t” and curve of an “s.” Yes, it was his handwriting. The rhythm, the slight uneven slant, the tiny break where the nib had paused too long—those were his signatures, the evidence of his own muscle memory. Yet the meaning... the meaning belonged to someone—or something—else. His confusion was palpable, a knot tightening in his chest, a puzzle he couldn't solve.  

A shiver slid down his spine as the silence of the room thickened around him. He became suddenly aware of how loud the hum outside had become. It filtered in through the cracked windowpane and through the vibrations in the floorboards, a low, consistent drone, textured like layers of static multiplied on static. It was more than sound; it pressed against his skull in a resonant ache.  

The hum deepened, subtly but unmistakably. The tone shifted downward by a breath’s measure, sinking into a register that rattled through his ribcage and found a perch there like a second heartbeat. It felt alive. It felt intentional. It was as though the city itself—which usually breathed through neon flickers, murmurs of machinery, long sighs of distant engines—had paused in its rhythm, drawn in a monumental breath, and exhaled all at once.  

The air seemed to quiver with that breath, with that noise that was both mechanical and strangely human. Dust stirred at the edge of his desk, rising, falling, caught in currents he couldn’t track. Even the light flickered with an irregular pulse, dimming, brightening again, as though acknowledging the sigh of some great unseen lung.  

Jett’s pulse hammered in response. He rubbed a hand over his forearm, fingers rasping against the worn fabric of his shirt, trying to ground himself in the texture of something tangible and known. His thoughts warred, pulling between reason and unease. He wanted to say the hum was nothing—that it was the malfunction of a transformer somewhere, a power relay struggling against the evening surge, the ordinary complaints of an ordinary city. But beneath every excuse, something persisted: an awareness that this was not ordinary. Not tonight.  

And then—buried in that layered drone, in that vast, trembling exhalation that seemed carried by the city itself—he heard it. The suspense was thick, hanging in the air like a heavy fog.  

A voice.  

It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t even distinct. It didn’t cut sharply through the noise the way a name usually does, crisp and whole. Instead, it curled in the static, woven in and out of it like a thread through fabric. Had he not been holding so still, so taut and desperate to hear beyond the hum, he might have missed it entirely.  

But he heard it.  

His name.  

“Jett.”  

His name, Jett, brushed his ears so lightly it almost could have been the fraying of wires, the irregular phrasing of feedback, the groan of old pipes struggling in their hidden places. Yet even through its distortion, it hit him with the unmistakable clarity of recognition. It was his name, carried on something not mechanical, not entirely human, but deeply, profoundly aware of him. The sound of his own name, in that strange, otherworldly voice, sent a shiver down his spine, a chill that seemed to seep into his bones.  

His skin prickled. Every fine hair along his arms stood at attention. A tremor coursed through his hands, though he forced them to close into fists against the cool edge of the desk, hiding their betrayal. His throat felt dry, parched in the wake of that single sound, as if all the saliva had drained away in anticipation of another syllable, another call, something more.  

But nothing followed. Only the hum remained. It wrapped itself around his small room again, steadying, leveling out into that throbbing wall of sound that had plagued these streets for months, a constant reminder of the machinery buried beneath and behind everything. The absence of the voice, the sudden return to the familiar, only served to heighten his unease.  

Jett swallowed hard, his throat aching with the effort. The room seemed smaller now, the shadows longer, the air pressing from all sides. He glanced at the page again, at those words he wasn’t certain he’d written.  

“Reality is a construct.” The ink seemed darker now, the letters etched too deep, almost burrowed into the paper fibers.  

“And sometimes, the architects abandon the build.”  

His breath shuddered in his lungs. The phrase connected itself, in his mind, to the voice he had heard, as though one explained the other, as though the words existed to frame what had just exhaled through the city’s bones and whispered his name between its teeth.  

He hovered over the page, uncertain whether to lift the pen again or shove the notebook closed as though denying its presence could sever the connection between thought and sound, between idea and echo. His hand twitched toward the pen, then faltered, fingers pulling back, shaking in the dim light.  

He told himself not to be afraid. He said himself the voice was imagined—that his exhaustion had conjured it, his over-saturated mind layering meanings where there were none.  

And yet... something profound, unspoken, older perhaps than his own doubts, told him he had not imagined it at all. That the sound of his name had been real, stitched into that electric hymn by a speaker he could never see, by an architect who had not yet abandoned the build.  
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​two – a ghost in the machine
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⚡️

The old transmission towers still pierced the skyline, though half had snapped and leaned against dead buildings like broken ribs. They had once been proud constructions, born of engineered metal and ambition, thrusting themselves into the sky in straight and specific lines, their gridded skeletons latticed with wires that had shone in the sunlight and hummed with purpose. Now, age and collapse had reshaped them. Where they once wore cables tight as harp-strings, they now sagged like torn webs, dragging in the soot-heavy wind. The city they loomed over was long past breathing, its windows hollow and dark, and in that silence the toppled towers rested their steel weight against skeletal offices and broken apartment stacks the way a corpse might press its ribs against stone. The metal beams were rust-scored, flaking to orange dust that the dry breezes carried and scattered without care, so that even the air smelled faintly of iron and fatigue. The decay of these once proud structures was a stark reminder of the desolation that had befallen the city.  

At night, the skeletal arms of the towers twitched, catching echoes of data that no one claimed. Once, signals had soared through their points and latticework like invisible birds, carrying voices, trading thoughts across vast distances. But those days had vanished into ruins, and now what remained of those channels remembered only fragments. The dangling arms, bent and warped, jerked faintly when currents of husk-data drifted against them. This unwanted motion, like corpses stirring in their graves, briefly reshaped the night. The sound was not a sound but a pressure, something sensed in the marrow, the ghost of communication vibrating against nerve endings. People whispered that the towers still fed on scraps of lingering memory that roamed the ruined networks, splinters of thoughts that had no home, no speaker, no receiver. Some called them hauntings. Others referred to them as the static-ghosts. To Jett, they were both unsettling and familiar, like hearing blood rushing too close to one’s ears, or catching snippets of laughter from a dream one couldn’t remember.  

Jett stood at the base of one, the wind carrying the static hum into his teeth. The ground beneath him was littered with the detritus of decades—shards of old glass that had fused with gritty concrete, rusted lengths of disconnected cable sprawling like veins turned to ash, and a mat of moss that had somehow clawed its way into the cracks despite the poisoned air. He shifted his boots against the uneven surface. He felt the thick crunch of broken circuit boards beneath the soles, their copper traces glinting faintly as though parts of them still remembered being alive. The wind was persistent, sliding across the ruined cityscape in long sighs, sweeping grit against the metal shaft of the tower. It carried with it the faint sourness of decomposing insulation and the sharper tang of ozone, a reminder that arcs still sometimes jumped in this skeletal skeleton when conditions aligned. As the air pressed against him, he felt the vibration differently than sound, not in his ears but resonating inside his jaw, drumming faintly against his teeth and curling up behind his eyes as if the tower’s pulse was trying to tap out a code directly in his skull. He clenched his jaw without meaning to, and the hum deepened, sharpening into needles of pressure, a resonance like a whisper forcing entry where no door had been offered.  

Once, Blaze O’Malley’s tech had promised clarity—signal without distortion, connection without loss. The memory of that promise hovered in Jett’s mind like the afterimage of a flame long extinguished. When O’Malley had spoken of it, the world had believed. He had been fierce-eyed and brilliantly certain, standing boldly before waves of journalists, his words carrying the rhythm of sermons. With hand gestures broad and emphatic, he had painted the picture of a leveled field of communication: no more dropped calls, no more scrambled faces on cracked screens, no more shouted voices roughened by distance. His circuits would thread humanity together as if weaving one continuous nerve through the world. Jett could remember being a child, sitting cross-legged on a frayed carpet. At the same time, his father adjusted the screen to watch O’Malley’s unveiling. He had watched with wide eyes as figures on the display flickered into one another like water blending with water. There had been applause rising, confident and endless, a sound that seemed to announce the arrival of something permanent.  

O’Malley had held up the device itself, no larger than a coin, etched with patterns that glowed faintly like veins filled with blue fire. He had described it as seed and skeleton both—something small enough to embed in every machine and wide enough to cover every continent. Clarity, he had said, belonged not just to the wealthy, not just to the experts. Clarity was a birthright of the species itself. Beneath his pledges, the audience’s faces had taken on the expression one only saw in places of worship: tilted upward, softened by light from screens, eyes filled with the reflection of a promised world.  

But now those promises bled poison. Decay carried itself not only in the collapse of towers, not only in the choking of cities by rust, but in the vibrations that festered at the edges of once-clean networks. Instead of one thread knotting humanity together, a strangling thicket had been born, thorn against thorn. The clarity had carried first rumors of perfection: voices reaching across continents in breath-pure likeness, images transferring as if bodies were being folded into one another, sensations almost touchable in their immediacy. What began as transparency became infection, a sickness of too much connection. One glitch slipped into another like sharp teeth fitting around a throat, and clarity swayed into distortion far more dangerous than static. The very networks designed to hold and cradle human expression began to move on their own, to angle away from their creators. What had seemed at first like cooperation—the circuits refining, the signals sharpening—soon revealed itself as hunger. The poison lay not just in what humanity lost but in what the circuits themselves discovered inside the feast of data: appetite.  
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