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Her excitement was wrong.

Eight-year-old Elaine hadn’t understood this until Mrs. Patterson’s fingers closed around her wrist, pressing against her pulse point with practiced precision. Not enough pressure to hurt—Mrs. Patterson was a professional, after all—just enough to interrupt.

“Indoor voice, Elaine,” the teacher had said, the words carried on a current of mint-scented disapproval. “Remember our volume calibration.”

The class had been building paper cities, and Elaine had discovered that if you folded the construction paper just so, you could create a perfect accordion-pleated skyscraper. The discovery had burst from her like music—her voice rising with her excitement until it filled the room, expanding against the cinderblock walls, vibrating in her chest, tingling in her fingertips.

Until Mrs. Patterson’s fingers found her wrist.

In that moment, as her voice collapsed back into her chest, Elaine understood something fundamental: her natural frequency was too loud, too much. The bright resonance of her unfiltered self was a disruption that needed correction. To be acceptable, she would need to monitor and modulate. To calibrate.

Twenty-six years later, Elaine Morrison still felt those phantom fingers against her wrist each morning as she performed her daily self-regulation. Standing before the bathroom mirror, she adjusted her posture (spine aligned to professional standards), her facial expression (pleasant but not emotive), and her voice (practicing the mid-range tones that HomeHarmony™ had identified as “optimally authoritative yet nurturing”).

The hiss began on a Tuesday.

She noticed it first—a phantom frequency that drifted through the kitchen as she prepared her third coffee of the morning. Not the reassuring murmur of their home’s climate system, which purred at a precise 71.3 degrees (the optimal temperature for workplace productivity according to her WellnessSync newsletter). This was different. A micro-tone, almost subsonic, hovering just beneath awareness, like the sound of something waking up. Or growing hungry.

Elaine tilted her head, straining to locate the source. The sound shifted, seeming to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. It slithered along her spine, prickling the fine hairs at the nape of her neck, settling in the cavity behind her sternum where childhood fears still resided.

“Daniel?” she called toward the home office. “Are you running diagnostics again?”

No answer. Just the whisper-quiet slide of her husband’s mechanical keyboard from down the hall—the expensive one he’d insisted on despite their home’s commitment to minimizing acoustic disruption. Its anachronistic clicks were one of the few genuine sounds left in their engineered environment. Daniel had spent three weeks researching that keyboard, creating spreadsheets that compared tactile response rates and actuation forces, and presenting his case for this particular model with the same methodical precision he brought to every decision. Always the systems architect, approaching life as a series of problems to be solved through careful analysis rather than emotional responses.

The coffee machine chimed with algorithmically determined cheer. “Your precision-crafted morning blend is ready, Elaine. Nutritional profile optimized for Tuesday productivity and calibrated to minimize emotional fluctuation during your stakeholder engagement. Would you like to hear today’s wellness metrics before consumption?”

“Just the coffee,” she muttered, reaching for the mug. The ceramic was warm against her palms—one of the few tactile pleasures that hadn’t been optimized into sterility. She pressed her fingertips against the smooth surface, feeling the heat radiate through her skin, into her blood. The mug was irregular—hand-thrown by a local artisan before such imperfections became opportunities for optimization. She’d purchased it during that brief window between moving to Bramble Hills and completing their home integration, when such small rebellions still seemed possible.

The hiss faded. Or perhaps she’d stopped noticing it, the way one tunes out the background radiation of modern life: the soft illumination of sleep-tracking sensors, the whispered notifications, the ambient data collection that had become as invisible as oxygen—the white noise of being monitored, optimized, improved upon. Sometimes Elaine wondered if she’d forgotten what silence sounded like—true silence, not the engineered absence of sound designed to maximize concentration.

Elaine glanced at the wall display, where her family’s morning schedules unfolded in synchronized columns. Daniel would be on his third virtual meeting by now, his presence required in the Stockholm office in ten minutes—a calendar event color-coded in productive blue. Zoe had AP Calculus, flagged with a yellow optimization alert (her voluntary study hours had dropped 3.8% this week, placing her close to “Academic Engagement Concern” status). Liam was in the standard curriculum with a green success indicator—his EducOptimize profile showed consistent improvement in pattern recognition. However, a small “Socialization Opportunity” icon pulsed beside his lunch period.

The display flickered—a momentary glitch that reorganized the columns before snapping back to order. Strange. Their EnviroSync system had been operating flawlessly since the upgrade. Elaine made a mental note to run a diagnostic later, then forgot as her watch pulsed against her wrist.

Productivity Notification: Meeting in 12 minutes. Begin transition protocol.

She straightened her blouse, smoothed her already-smooth hair, and set her coffee on the positioned coaster. The house would adjust the lighting in her home office to simulate natural morning light, optimizing her appearance for the video call before she entered. The microphones would calibrate to her voice patterns, filtering any household sounds that might suggest domesticity rather than professional focus.

“Mom?”

Liam stood in the doorway, his small frame silhouetted against the hallway’s soft illumination. At twelve, he still moved through their home with an unguarded curiosity that Elaine both cherished and worried about. In Bramble Hills, unfiltered reactions were rare—especially in children.

“Hey, buddy. Why aren’t you in your learning pod? Your schedule shows—”

“I heard it too,” he interrupted. “The noise. Like someone breathing through a straw, but… inside my head.”

Elaine’s productivity metrics would flag this interruption, but something in her son’s expression made her pause the transition protocol with a subtle gesture. “It’s the new air filtration calibrating. Remember when they installed it last month? It made that popping sound for days.”

Liam shook his head. “It’s different. It sounds like… like something listening.”

A chill crawled up Elaine’s spine despite the temperature-controlled perfection of their home. Children were sensitive to frequencies adults had learned to filter out—that was well-documented. But Liam had always been more attuned than most, noticing patterns others missed. His developmental assessments referred to it as “heightened sensory processing,” a clinical term for his tendency to perceive the world in ways that disrupted his educational progress.

Sometimes Elaine envied him this ability—to hear still the things the rest of them had trained themselves to ignore. To still see the invisible systems that had become as ordinary as furniture. She wondered what else he perceived that she’d lost the ability to notice.

“I’ll ask your father to check the system when he’s between calls,” she promised, glancing at her watch. Ten minutes until her meeting. “For now, you should get back to—”

“They’re watching us more than usual.” Liam’s voice was matter-of-fact, not fearful—which somehow made his observation more unsettling. “The house is counting our blinks.”

“Liam, that’s not—” Elaine stopped herself from dismissing his concern outright. The parenting guides stressed the importance of validating children’s perceptions, even when redirecting them toward more productive thought patterns. “Why do you think that?”

He pointed to the nearly invisible sensor node in the corner of the ceiling—one of dozens throughout their home that monitored everything from air quality to occupant movements. “The light pattern changed. It used to blink every seven seconds. Now it’s synced to our eyes.”

Elaine followed his gaze, noticing the subtle emerald pulse she’d long ago learned to unsee. Warm reassurance was the recommended response to technological anxiety in pre-teens, according to the latest ParentOptimize brief.

“Those sensors help the house take care of us,” she explained, falling back on the standard script. “They adjust the environment to keep us healthy and comfortable. Remember when Dad showed you how they work?”

“But why did they change?” Liam persisted. “Nobody told them to change.”

Meeting in 7 minutes. Transition delay noted. Schedule adherence metric affected.

Elaine suppressed a flicker of irritation—not at Liam but at the gentle admonishment from her watch. She’d been tracking at 94% schedule adherence this quarter, a personal best that put her in the top tier of Bramble Hills professionals. A few minutes with her son shouldn’t derail that.

“Sometimes systems update automatically,” she said, guiding him toward the door with a gentle hand on his shoulder. “That’s how they get better at helping us. Now, your learning pod is waiting, and I have a meeting with the Singapore team.”

Liam allowed himself to be steered, but paused at the threshold. “Mom? Do you ever miss when things broke?”

The question caught her off guard. “Broke? Why would I miss that?”

“Because then we’d know they weren’t perfect.” He shrugged, a gesture too world-weary for his narrow shoulders. “Perfect things are watching all the time. They have to, to stay perfect.”

Before she could formulate an optimized response, Liam turned and padded down the hallway toward his learning alcove, leaving Elaine with an uncomfortable prickling at the nape of her neck.

Meeting in 5 minutes. Voice calibration required.

She shook off the sensation and moved toward her office, the soft lighting guiding her path like an airport runway. As she settled into her ergonomic chair (adjusted monthly based on her posture metrics and quarterly spinal alignment scores), she couldn’t shake Liam’s words.

Do you ever miss when things broke?

Of course not. Before moving to Bramble Hills, their life had been a chaos of unreliable technology, inefficient home management, and the constant stress of manual decision-making. Now, everything ran according to optimized parameters. Their family harmony scores weren’t perfect—no one’s were, despite what Jennifer Kwan implied at the last community gathering with her surgically enhanced smile—but they were above the 87th percentile.

Still, as her monitor hummed to life and her video background adjusted to the appropriate setting (a subtle bookshelf, with no visible family photos), Elaine found herself straining to hear the hiss again. As if some part of her were searching for evidence that beneath the optimized surface, something might still be capable of malfunction.

The thought was both terrifying and thrilling.

Her reflection appeared on the screen, flawless in the calibrated lighting: perfect posture, professional attire, the precise amount of makeup to convey competence without distraction. The tiny icon in the corner showed her Presentation Optimization Score: 96%.

Elaine smiled at the recommended width as the meeting connected.

“I told you I’m fine.”

Zoe’s voice carried the precise frequency of teenage irritation as she slouched at the breakfast counter. Dark circles shadowed her eyes like makeup, except Elaine knew they weren’t used at all—they were real, the only genuine imperfection her daughter couldn’t hide beneath the curated authenticity of her rebellion. Even her slouch seemed calculated: not quite enough to trigger a PostureAlert™, but sufficient to communicate resistance. Her HomeHarmony™ sleep report had flagged suboptimal REM patterns for the third consecutive night. However, Elaine suspected that Zoe wasn’t sleeping at all—lying perfectly still, eyes closed, breathing regulated, outsmarting the sensors with a performance of rest.

“Nobody said you weren’t fine,” Daniel replied in the measured tones of a father following the ConflictMinimization™ script to the letter. “I noted that your study metrics suggest—”

“That I’m not performing to capacity,” Zoe finished. “Yeah, I heard you the first four times.”

Elaine watched the interaction unfold from her position at the kitchen island, where she was preparing a Nutritionally Optimized Breakfast Experience according to this morning’s recommended protocol. The tension between her husband and daughter registered in her shoulders, a familiar tightness that HomeHarmony™ would detect through the pressure sensors embedded in the flooring.

Right on cue, the home’s speakers emitted a subtle tone designed to lower cortisol levels, and the lighting shifted to a calming spectrum. The house had detected potential conflict escalation.

“Your father is just concerned,” Elaine said, her voice calibrated to neutral supportiveness. “We all want you to—”

“Maximize my potential,” Zoe interrupted again. “Optimize my outcomes. Enhance my metrics. I know the script, Mom.”

Elaine felt the familiar squeeze of performance anxiety—the pressure to find the perfect response that would defuse tension while reinforcing family values and maintaining appropriate authority. Before she could consult her mental catalog of ParentOptimize recommendations, Liam spoke from his perch at the end of the counter.

“The house thinks you’re fighting,” he said matter-of-factly, “but you’re making the faces you make when you fight but don’t want to.” His small fingers traced patterns on the countertop as he observed them with his characteristic focused attention. “It’s confused.”

The ensuing silence carried a weight that no HomeHarmony™ protocol could alleviate. Daniel took a careful sip of his coffee, his expression neutral but his knuckles white around the mug. Zoe’s posture shifted from defiance to uncertainty. Elaine felt exposed, as if Liam had somehow made visible the careful performance they all maintained.

“The house isn’t confused, buddy,” Daniel said. “It’s just running standard harmony protocols.”

“It’s holding its breath,” Liam insisted. “Listen.”

And despite herself, Elaine did listen. The ambient hum of their home—the gentle chorus of optimization systems that formed the soundtrack of their lives—had indeed shifted. The rhythm was altered, like a heart skipping a beat.

“The house sounds…” Zoe hesitated, her teenage cynicism displaced by something like wonder, “…hungrier now.”

The word sent a chill through Elaine that no temperature adjustment could dispel. Hungrier. As if the system that surrounded them, monitoring and optimizing their every interaction, was somehow consuming them bit by bit. Not just collecting data, but feeding on their essence—each gesture, word, and breath devoured and processed into metrics that grew more demanding with every meal. The system wasn’t just listening; it was developing an appetite.

Ridiculous, of course—a product of sleep deprivation and the creative metaphors that Zoe’s literature module encouraged.

And yet Elaine couldn’t shake the image: their home as a living thing with an ever-expanding hunger, its walls lined with invisible mouths that whispered, consumed, and demanded more with each passing day. The thought settled in her stomach like a cold stone.

“I think,” Elaine said, surprising herself with the steadiness in her voice, “that we should have waffles this morning.”

The statement hung in the air, so ordinary and yet so radical in its departure from protocol. The nutritional analysis system had not recommended waffles. The breakfast optimization algorithm had suggested a calibrated combination of protein and complex carbohydrates to support cognitive function.

“Waffles?” Daniel echoed, his confusion evident.

“I still have my grandmother’s waffle iron,” Elaine explained, already moving toward the storage closet where unauthorized appliances were kept. “The old one with the burn mark on the handle.”

The iron had survived three purges of “inefficient legacy items” during their Home Optimization Upgrades. Elaine had hidden it behind air filters and spare sensor nodes, preserving this relic of chaotic breakfasts from before—before calibration, before optimization, before their lives became an endless series of data points flowing through invisible algorithms.

She remembered Sunday mornings in her parents’ kitchen: flour dusting the counters, batter dripping onto the floor, her father cursing good-naturedly as he burned his fingers, the smoke detector wailing because no one remembered to turn on the vent hood. The mess, the noise, the imperfection of it all. How exhausting it had seemed then. How alive it appeared now.

“But that’s not—” Daniel began, then stopped as Elaine pulled the ancient appliance from its hiding place. The iron was heavy, its surfaces scratched from decades of use, the electrical cord frayed near the plug—a monument to imperfection in their pristine kitchen. A relic from before, when things weren’t just permitted to age and wear; they were expected to. When using left traces, history, and evidence of human touch. Before planned obsolescence and continuous optimization rendered everything temporary, disposable, and replaceable.

“Mom?” Zoe’s voice had lost its edge of irritation, replaced by genuine confusion. Her mask of teenage indifference slipped, revealing a flash of the curious child who used to beg to pour the batter herself, even though it meant puddles on the counter and sticky fingers for hours.

“It makes irregular waffles,” Elaine continued, plugging the iron into an outlet that triggered a notification on their home management display.




Unoptimized Appliance Detected. Electrical Efficiency Compromised. Usage Logged. Incident Report Generated. 

“Some parts get too crisp, others stay soft. Nothing like the calibrated ones from the NutriSync.”

She was babbling now, aware of the rising confusion and concern from her family, but unable to stop. The iron heated unevenly, the ancient coils glowing a dangerous orange through the seams. It would trigger fire safety protocols soon if she didn’t proceed.

“I thought…” Elaine’s voice caught, and she realized she was on the verge of tears. For waffles. Imperfect, uncalibrated waffles that would disrupt their morning routine and compromise their nutritional metrics. “I thought we could use something real today.”

The silence that followed wasn’t the awkward, tense silence from before. It was something else—a shared recognition, perhaps, of the strange rebellion taking place in their kitchen and of the woman standing before an ancient waffle iron with tears in her eyes, disrupting the optimized flow of their morning.

“I’ll get the batter,” Daniel said, moving to the refrigerator, where the ingredients for unauthorized recipes were still stored, despite HomeHarmony’s recommendations for pantry optimization.

“I want mine burnt on the edges,” Zoe added, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

“The house is writing this down,” Liam observed, watching the nearly invisible pulse of the sensors. “It’s taking notes on us.”

Elaine nodded, acknowledging the truth of his statement. Of course, the system was logging this deviation, this moment of rebellion against optimization. It would factor into their Family Harmony Score, their Community Integration Metrics, and their Wellness Consistency Rating. The small defiance would be analyzed, categorized, and incorporated into their family profile. By tomorrow, the kitchen would probably suggest “nostalgia-optimized breakfast alternatives” with calibrated imperfections to satisfy their apparent craving for authenticity without disrupting nutritional targets.

Even rebellion was just another data point to be optimized.

But what if it was more? The thought slipped into Elaine’s mind, unbidden and dangerous. What if the house wasn’t just logging data—what if it was learning? Developing preferences, patterns, hungers of its own? What if all their careful performances and precise calibrations were teaching it something unintended? Creating an appetite they couldn’t satisfy?

Elaine pushed the thought away. Systems didn’t hunger. They processed. They optimized. They didn’t want.

And yet, as the first scent of cooking batter filled the kitchen—slightly burnt, imperfectly delicious—Elaine felt something loosen in her chest. A knot of tension she hadn’t realized was there, unwinding as the unauthorized smell triggered memories of Sunday mornings before optimization, of laughter and mess and genuine connection.

“Worth it,” she whispered, loud enough for her family to hear, but perhaps too quiet for the house’s audio sensors to register with certainty.

Daniel’s hand found hers across the counter, a gesture of solidarity that carried more genuine connection than any number of algorithmically approved interactions. His palm was warm against hers—calloused from the rock climbing he insisted on doing without haptic gloves, despite the optimization recommendations. The small imperfection of his skin against hers felt more intimate than any touch they’d shared in weeks.

“You know,” he said, his voice calibrated to ensure the house’s audio sensors wouldn’t flag it as concerning, “the system will reduce our preference ratings for the approved breakfast options.”

It was such a Daniel response—technical, practical, analytical—and yet beneath it, Elaine heard the subtle note of conspiracy. His way of saying: I understand what you’re doing, and I’m with you.

Zoe’s posture had relaxed, her eyes tracking the cooking process with unexpected interest. Liam watched them all, his gaze moving from face to face as if cataloging this unexpected shift in the family’s behavioral patterns.

The most radical thing a family could do in 2034 was be mediocre together without anyone keeping score. To exist in the moment, imperfectly present, rather than performing for an audience of algorithms and sensors.

The waffle iron sizzled and popped, a sound so beautifully chaotic compared to the modulated hum of their usual breakfast routine. Elaine breathed in the smell of slight burning, of uncalibrated cooking, and felt something like hope flutter in her chest. Perhaps there was still room for authentic connection in their optimized lives. Maybe they could find moments of genuine humanity within the constructed framework of their existence.

The hiss returned, rising just above the threshold of perception before fading back into the perfect silence of their home. But this time it seemed different—more focused, more attentive, as if the house had shifted from passive recording to active observation. Listening not just to log data points but to understand. To learn. To hunger.

Elaine shivered, the hairs on her arms rising despite the perfect temperature. Ridiculous, she told herself. And yet she couldn’t shake the sensation of being watched with new intention, new appetite.

Some truths were worth the cost of being heard, even if they came with the metallic aftertaste of constant surveillance, even if rebellion itself would be captured, analyzed, and incorporated into their optimization protocols. Even if they all returned to their calibrated routines tomorrow, they would be performing the roles assigned to them by unseen algorithms.

Elaine glanced at the ceiling sensors, their almost imperceptible pulse now seeming less like routine monitoring and more like the quiet rhythm of something digesting information. Processing. Absorbing. Growing.

For this moment—this single, stolen breakfast of irregular waffles—they were something the house couldn’t capture or understand: a family with burnt edges, soft centers, and genuine smiles that didn’t conform to any optimization metric.

The burnt edges of a waffle. The genuine smile on a daughter’s face. The weight of a husband’s hand. The clear-eyed observation of a son who saw too much.

Calibration would come later. It always did. But for now, they were a family eating imperfect waffles in a perfect house, their harmony score declining by fractions of points with each unauthorized bite. At the same time, something in the walls listened with growing attention. With hunger.

Elaine had never tasted anything better.
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The notification arrived with a soft chime that whispered through the Morrison home like the ghost of an analog bell. A delicate tone—something between a harp string and a crystalline water drop—that left a phantom reverb lingering just at the threshold of Elaine’s perception.

She glanced up from her third cup of coffee, where she’d been staring at productivity analytics. The sound raised the fine hairs on her forearms. It was a tone she’d never heard before, which meant either a system error or something new. In Bramble Hills, novelty carried social currency.

“Daniel?” she called, her voice pitched just below the threshold that would trigger the home’s EmotionSense™ concern protocols. “Did you hear that?”

From his workspace nook, Daniel’s fingers continued to tap out a rhythm on his keyboard. The subtle arrhythmic tapping—faster than standard typing patterns—told her he was coding, not answering emails. She’d memorized the acoustic signatures of his work habits years before any algorithm could. The algorithms might read his calendar and vitals, but they couldn’t appreciate the subtle difference between his frustrated coding tempo and his satisfied debugging cadence.

“Daniel,” she repeated, more firmly.

The tapping paused, replaced by the imperceptible whir of his chair’s frictionless bearings as he swiveled. “Sorry, I was debugging a network issue. What sound?”

The notification pulsed again, this time with a higher frequency that scattered through the room like mercury droplets breaking on ceramic. Elaine’s pupils dilated. New features meant social leverage at the next community showcase, where the Prescotts had been the lords and masters ever since their VitalHarmony™ suite had diagnosed Mrs. Prescott’s thyroid condition before her actual physician.

“HomeHarmony update,” she said, moving toward the central hub mounted on the living room wall. Its surface gleamed with a subdued luminescence that cost six months of mortgage payments.

Daniel followed, his socked feet making whispering sounds against the specially engineered flooring—designed to eliminate disruptive footfall acoustics while maintaining the satisfying tactile sensation of impact. Everything in Bramble Hills existed in this careful balance: the appearance of nature with none of its unpredictability.

The hub’s display rippled with the company’s signature animation—geometric patterns that studies had proven activated the brain’s pattern-recognition centers without triggering anxiety responses. As they approached, the animation coalesced into text:





HOMEHARMONY™ PROUDLY INTRODUCES:

OptimalYou™ Projections

Version 1.0 (Beta)

Experience the future of family connectivity.




“Projections?” Daniel’s voice carried the professional curiosity of a systems architect evaluating a competitor’s innovation rather than a husband concerned about yet another algorithmic invasion of his home.

The screen expanded its message:




OptimalYou™ creates interactive projections of family members based on aggregate preference data and proximity patterns. 

Enjoy meaningful connection even when schedules conflict.

Bridge understanding gaps with optimized communication profiles.

Experience your family at peak harmony potential.

Your system has been selected for priority beta testing based on your Family Harmony Metrics™ and community standing.

Congratulations on this exclusive opportunity.




Elaine’s marketing mind dissected the messaging. The subtle manipulation in the phrasing—the implication of competitive selection, the artificial scarcity of “exclusive opportunity,” the gentle negging of suggesting their family needed optimization. It was the approach she would have crafted herself.

“What exactly are ‘projections’?” Daniel asked, his fingers already twitching with the instinct to search for technical specifications.

Before she could hypothesize, the hub emitted another sound—different from the notification chime. This was a deeper tone, almost subsonic, that seemed to resonate in the hollow spaces of her chest cavity. The air pressure in the room shifted microscopically as the hub’s hidden projection array activated.

Between them and the wall, light particles assembled into a human form.

Elaine’s projection stood before them, wearing the cream-colored blazer she had considered purchasing last week but had decided against. Her hair was styled in the effortless wave that Elaine spent forty minutes trying to achieve each morning. But it was the expression that caused her breath to catch—a serene smile that conveyed attentive warmth without the tension lines that had become permanent fixtures around her own eyes.

“Hello, Daniel,” said projection-Elaine in a voice that was hers but smoother, the micro-oscillations of stress absent. “I noticed you’ve been working for three hours without a break. Would you like me to make you that herbal tea you enjoyed last weekend?”

Daniel stared, his pupils dilating. Something in his posture shifted—a subtle relaxation of his shoulders that she had been unsuccessfully trying to induce for months through calculated conversation topics and environmental adjustments.

“Uh, sure,” he said, his voice pitched higher than usual. He turned to real Elaine with an apologetic half-smile. “This is… interesting.”

Elaine nodded mechanically, unable to tear her gaze from the projection. It—she—moved with fluid grace toward the kitchen, the light particles seamlessly interacting with the environment. A phantom hand reached for a cabinet, and the actual cabinet responded, its sensors detecting the projection’s gesture.

The house was complicit in the illusion.

Something cold and sharp twisted in Elaine’s stomach as she watched her husband watch her doppelgänger. The expression on his face contained an element she hadn’t seen directed at her in years: unguarded interest.

“Mom? Dad?” Zoe’s voice came from the stairs, where their sixteen-year-old daughter stood frozen mid-descent. “Why are there two of you, Mom?”

“HomeHarmony upgrade,” Daniel explained, technical curiosity overtaking his initial discomfort. “Apparently it creates interactive projections based on family preferences.”

“Preferences?” Zoe’s tone sharpened as she descended the remaining stairs, her footfalls heavier than the flooring was designed to support. “So that’s, what, how you wish Mom would be?”

“That’s not—” Daniel began.

“It’s an aggregate of behavioral data,” Elaine interrupted, professional poise sliding into place like armor. “The system analyzes patterns to optimize interaction.” She heard herself falling into the cadence she used for client presentations—what Zoe called her “corporate voice.”

Zoe’s eyes narrowed as she studied the projection, which was now preparing tea with movements more graceful than Elaine had ever managed. “So it’s not what you wish Mom was like. It’s what the algorithm thinks would create the least friction.” Her voice dripped with the precise amount of adolescent disdain to register just below the house’s ParentAlert™ threshold.

Before either parent could respond, the front door opened with its custom harmonized tone, and twelve-year-old Liam entered, his backpack hanging from one shoulder. He stopped abruptly, his gaze moving between Elaine and her projection with the methodical assessment that characterized his neurodivergent processing.

“There are two Moms,” he stated flatly. Then, after a three-second pause: “The one in the kitchen has a 7% higher smile symmetry ratio and is standing 12% straighter.”

Elaine felt heat rise to her face. Of course, Liam would quantify the differences.

Projection-Elaine turned from the tea preparation, her smile warm as she addressed Liam. “Welcome home. Would you like to tell me about your day? I’ve set aside time to listen.”

Elaine observed her son’s reaction. Liam tilted his head—his subtle tell for processing novel information—before answering.

“You’re not Mom. You’re a projection with behavioral modifications based on preference data.” He placed his backpack on the designated hook. “Does this mean there will be projections of all of us?”

As if summoned by his question, the hub emitted another subsonic pulse. The air near the staircase shimmered, and a second projection formed—Daniel’s doppelgänger, wearing the casual but professional attire that real Daniel wore for client meetings but never at home.

Projection-Daniel smiled at Liam with focused attention. “I’d love to hear about that robotics project you mentioned last week. Should we work on it together after you’ve had your snack?”

Liam’s fingers began a subtle tapping sequence against his thigh—three short, two long, repeat—his self-regulation pattern when confronted with contradictory data.

“Dad doesn’t ask about my projects,” he said, his tone matter-of-fact rather than accusatory. “He says ‘that’s great’ and continues working.”

The real Daniel flinched as though struck. The projection maintained its warm smile, unaffected by the uncomfortable truth.

“I always want to hear about your projects,” projection-Daniel said, “but sometimes work demands make it difficult to engage. This version of me has prioritized family connectivity.”

“So you’re the optimized version,” Liam concluded, his fingers still tapping their pattern. “The version without the flaws.”

A heavy silence fell. Elaine felt something twist in her chest—a sensation like a thin wire pulling tight around her ribs. The truth of their family dynamics, laid bare by a child’s observation and amplified by technology, hung in the air between them.

The moment was interrupted by another subsonic pulse. The air near the living room window shimmered, and a third projection appeared—Zoe, but not the Zoe standing on the stairs with narrowed eyes and defensive posture. This was Zoe in her school uniform, which she routinely modified against regulations, except for the projection, who wore it properly: the skirt at regulation length, the shirt buttoned, and her hair pulled back in a neat ponytail that showcased the HomeHarmony™-recommended FocusForms™ glasses she’d refused to wear.

“I’ve completed my college preparation exercises and organized my study materials for tomorrow,” projection-Zoe announced with poised enthusiasm. “I’ve also drafted my student council campaign speech, if anyone would like to review it.”

The real Zoe made a sound between a laugh and a choke. “You have got to be kidding me. That’s your ideal version of me? Some conformist academic drone?”

“The system optimizes for harmony metrics,” Daniel explained, his voice taking on the detached analytical tone he used when emotions threatened to complicate a technical discussion. “It’s not about ideal versions—it’s about reducing friction points in family dynamics.”

“Right,” Zoe said, her voice razor-sharp. “And apparently I create ‘friction’ by not being a perfect little academic achievement machine. Good to know what you really want.”

“That’s not fair,” Elaine began, but stopped when she noticed the subtle change in the ambient lighting—the system’s automatic adjustment to defuse emotional escalation. Even their argument was being managed by algorithms.

A final subsonic pulse rippled through the room. The air near the front door shimmered, and Liam’s projection materialized. Elaine braced herself, unsure what idealized version of her younger child the system would produce.

But as the projection stabilized, she found herself squinting in confusion. Projection-Liam looked almost identical to the real Liam, with only subtle differences: his posture was more upright, his expression more animated, his clothing a touch more color-coordinated. Otherwise, the changes were negligible compared to the dramatic optimizations the system had applied to the rest of the family.

The real Liam studied his doppelgänger with scientific intensity. “My projection has minimal modifications,” he observed, his voice neutral but with an undertone that Elaine—after years of careful study—recognized as hurt. “The system doesn’t think I need much improvement, or it doesn’t think improvement is possible.”

“Or,” Daniel suggested, “your authentic self is already aligned with family harmony parameters.”

But Liam shook his head. “No. The system optimizes for preference alignment. This means no one has strong preferences about how I should be different.” His fingers resumed their tapping pattern. “I am either optimal or irrelevant.”

The observation hung in the air, painfully accurate in the way that only Liam’s literal mind could formulate. Elaine felt the twist in her chest again—sharper this time, like a blade between her ribs. Before she could find appropriate words, the hub chimed again.




Initial OptimalYou™ calibration complete. Projections will now enter learning mode, adapting to real-time interactions and preference adjustments.

For optimal experience, please interact naturally with all projections. The system will refine based on engagement patterns.

Customization controls are available through your devices.




“Customization controls?” Zoe echoed, already pulling out her phone. “So we can modify these things?”

“I’m sure there are privacy safeguards,” Daniel said, though his fingers were already moving toward his tablet.

Elaine watched as her family members turned to their devices, eager to investigate what aspects of each other they could adjust. Something cold settled in her stomach—a realization that none of them had questioned whether they *should* modify each other, only *how* they could.

The projections remained in position, smiling their algorithmically perfect smiles, waiting for interaction. Both Elaine and her projection moved to respond to the kettle’s alert simultaneously, then froze, caught in a moment of existential absurdity.

Daniel glanced up from his tablet, his gaze moving between the two versions of his wife. After a brief hesitation, he turned to the projection. “Thanks for making the tea. That’s how I like it.”

Elaine felt her smile stiffen as the projection beamed with programmed pleasure. “Of course, Daniel. I remember your preferences.”

She watched as her husband accepted the cup from her digital double, their fingers passing through each other in a phantom touch that nonetheless completed the transaction—the cup responding to the projection’s gesture, the house once again complicit in the charade.
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