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      The ferry is a rectangle of gray steel shuddering through darker gray water. It smells of diesel and wet rope. The sky presses down, low and heavy, the color of a bruise. I stand at the rail and let the spray speckle my face, the cold biting hard enough to keep me awake. The wind claws at my hair; I keep it tight anyway, pulled back to the point of a headache. Control the variables. Contain what can be contained.

      A gull follows for a while, then peels away like it remembers better places to be. Far ahead, the island comes into focus: a long, black seam on the horizon, torn open by jags of cliff and a scatter of stunted trees leaning inland as if ashamed of their own reach. A line of pale, low buildings huddles against the rock. The Aegis Institute. From the photos, it had the clean, curated look of a brochure. From here, it looks like a bunker built to survive the end of the world.

      I touch the notebook in my pocket. The habit is automatic, and reassuring. The leather is worn thin along the edges, soft with use. My Grounding Journal. Write down what you see, what you hear, and what you feel. Facts first. The narrative can wait. It’s how I taught myself to stay tethered when the floor gave way last time.

      I write standing at the rail, my handwriting tight and small, the pages shivering in the wind.

      Rain. 48° by feel. Wind east/northeast, gusts hard enough to push weight. Ferry mostly empty crew, a handful of passengers. Island visible twenty minutes out. Buildings low, pale concrete. No visible windows. Smell of brine and metal. It feel nausea, low-grade, and manageable.

      I don’t write that my pulse has been a jagged line since dawn. I don’t write the flash of white-hot panic that hits in the moments when the city falls away and nothing remains but water and sky and a structure on a rock that promises to see everything, remember everything, and optimize everything. I don’t write that I almost turned back at the dock because of a voice in my head that said, You’ve been watched enough.

      A shadow moves on the ferry deck and stops beside me. The man wears a polished black coat despite the spray. He is not thin and not fat; he has that expensive boardroom bulk, the kind that says I have people to carry my bags. The fabric wicks the rain away in beads. He has a watch like a weapon on his wrist, thick, stainless steel, the bezel a small fortress. It catches what little light there is and flings it back like a challenge. He peels a glove off with his teeth, as if that’s normal, and taps the watch face with his thumb. The gesture says impatience, not curiosity.

      “It’s supposed to be some kind of wellness paradise,” he says. His voice is big enough to make the wind flinch. “Looks like a prison.”

      “It’s designed for privacy,” I say. The marketing copy that sold me on the place surfaces unbidden. “Minimal stimuli. Reduced cognitive load.”

      He snorts like I’ve told a joke. “It’s designed to impress investors and people who like white rooms and cults.”

      He glances at me, assessing. My clothes do me favors; people’s eyes slide off muted colors and plain cuts. People don’t slide off me so easily. I’ve learned that. They stick to the tension in my shoulders, and the way my gaze skims and catalogs.

      “First time?” he asks.

      I nod. He taps the watch again. The clusters of salt drying along its edge look like frost. “All these wellness places, they take your phone, and your laptop. I’m keeping this,” he says. “Analogue. They can pry it off my dead …”

      He stops, lets the end hang there like bait. He’s waiting for me to grimace or laugh. I do neither.

      “Nobody asked,” I say.

      He smiles, pleased with the reaction he didn’t get. “Silas,” he says, sticking his hand out, the wrist and its small chrome planet held to my eye level like a presentation. His palm is warm and damp. His grip is perfunctory, not predatory. He’s used to people knowing his name and caring. He’s not used to people like me.

      “Thea,” I say. The wind takes it. It’s still true. For now. Names can be made unrecognizable if someone tries hard enough.

      He looks past me to the approaching concrete spans. “You buy it?” he asks. “All this AI and breathwork?”

      “I buy structure,” I say. “I buy space to think.”

      He laughs for real then, a bark that startles the brittle air. “Space? They’re going to lock you in a pod and ask if you’re hydrated.”

      He loses interest as quickly as he found it. He heads toward the ramp with the kind of pace that tells the world it should get out of his way. The ferry horn wails. The sound vibrates the rail in my hand.

      The island grows until it fills my world. A narrow dock sticks out like a tongue; beyond it, the path to the institute is glassy with rain, slick as a seal. A figure waits at the end of the dock. Tall, still as a post, a dark silhouette against concrete. A cluster of black birds lifts from somewhere behind them and swells up into the sky, only to settle again. A ripple. For a second my heart stops, a reflex I do not want and do not trust. I tell my body to shut up. It listens for a breath, then resumes its frantic rhythm.

      The ferry thrums, shudders, kisses the rubber bumpers with a hollow, wet sound. The crew throws lines. The ramp slams down. We are here.

      I am here.

      My legs feel unreliable for the first step. I force them anyway. The dock is narrow, the water on either side dark and oily, the waves short and mean. There’s a loose board and my boot heel dips unexpectedly. I correct before I pitch forward. The correction is too big. It looks like a flinch.

      “Careful,” the waiting figure says. A woman. Her voice is light and precise, an instrument tuned to calm. She doesn’t step forward to help. She keeps her hands clasped at her waist. Every part of her is deliberate: the severe chignon, the charcoal uniform that is not quite a uniform, the smooth, ageless face powered by discipline and serum. The straight planes of her posture radiate confidence. Her eyes do not catch on anything for more than a second, and yet I feel seen in a way I didn’t expect. Noticed. Cataloged.

      “Ms. Novak,” she says. She doesn’t look down at anything when she says my name. “Welcome to Aegis. I’m Anya Petrova. We’re so glad you made it safely. The water can be spirited this time of year.”

      “Thank you,” I say. My voice doesn’t sound like me. It sounds like a test tone. I clear my throat. “Sorry. It’s windy.”

      “It is,” she says. “We’ve adjusted internal temperatures to ensure a smooth acclimation.” She gestures toward the buildings. Her hand is smooth, narrow. Even her nails seem corporate. “Shall we?”

      Behind me, the boardroom man, Silas, barrels down the ramp, his bag carried by a crewman who doesn’t look happy about it. He doesn’t slow at the first puddle. Water splashes up and darkens his expensive pants. He doesn’t notice. He is already complaining. “My assistant was supposed to send ahead that I don’t do group meals,” he says. “I need a private dining accommodation.”

      Anya turns to him with professional warmth that slides over me like a shadow. “Mr. Vance,” she says. “We’ve received all the intake notes. Thank you for your thoroughness. We accommodate all medically necessary requirements, of course.” She tilts her head the exact degree of deference required. “But the communal structure is a core pillar of Aegis. We find that when …”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he says. He looks past her, eyes narrowing at the concrete forms as if he expects them to flinch. “Where’s the valet?”

      “We don’t have valets,” she says, still warm. If there is an edge, I can’t hear it.

      He holds up his watch. “And before you start taking things off me: this stays.” He smiles as if daring her to push back.

      Anya’s gaze flickers to the watch. For a fraction of a second, something sharp crosses her face. It’s gone under the next blink.

      “We’ll secure all non-regulation electronics for safekeeping, as outlined in the orientation materials,” she says. “We find that removing digital stimuli is key in …”

      “It’s analogue,” he says.

      “Even so,” she says. The smile she gives him says, This is non-negotiable and you will thank me later. She turns back to me, her attention clicking into place like a lens refocusing. “Ms. Novak, may I take your bag?”

      “It’s fine,” I say, louder than necessary, and lift the strap higher on my shoulder. The bag is light after weeks of stripping down a life. Two changes of clothes. One pair of shoes. The journal. A pen with ink I trust. Everything else is provided by the institute, they promised. I try to think of the relief that comes with not needing to make choices. The relief tastes like a coin on my tongue.

      A gull screams and is gone. The air is wet against my lips, the salt fixing to my skin like memory. We walk.

      The path is poured concrete laid in narrow lengths, the seams perfectly even. Rain beads and runs in straight lines that look unnatural. The buildings are low and long, their edges precise, their surfaces matte. There are no visible hinges on any door, no handles, no switches, no hardware that would admit a human hand. The glass is dark enough that the inside looks like a void. It’s all as if someone took a Scandinavian furniture showroom and dragged it into a storm and told it to smile.

      My boots squeak as we enter the first building. The temperature difference hits my skin like stepping into a mouth. Warm, dry, a faint, scent of clean air. The noise outside, the hiss of rain, the worry of wind, cuts off as if a hand has closed over my ears. In its place is a hum so low I feel it more than hear it. It sits behind the base of my skull and vibrates there.

      We come into a space that is taller than it has any business being. The ceiling rises in a triple-height glass rectangle, a skylight the size of a swimming pool. Water drains in thin lines across its surface and distorts the light, bending the gray into darker grays. I have the impulse to duck. The emptiness is intentional. The floor is a polished black, a mirror that my soles refuse to mark, reflecting the few blocky sofas like monoliths up to meet themselves. The only soft curve in the space is a single white pillar rising from the center, seamless and proud, as if it grew there. It makes me think of bones.

      This is The Meridian. I recognized it from the photos even before the sign in discreet letters told me so. It’s the kind of space designed to make you quiet.

      A voice follows us in. Calm. Warm. Genderless. Tuned to the shape of a human need for comfort.

      “Welcome, Thea,” it says. The sound doesn’t come from a single speaker. It comes from the room itself. “We are honored to support your restoration.”

      My stomach moves in an involuntary ripple. Anya smiles in response to the air. “AURA,” she says, “this is Ms. Novak. Please begin the induction sequence.”

      “Of course, Anya,” the voice says, as if they belong to each other. “Hello, Thea. If you’re comfortable, please approach the Induction Spire at the center of the room. When you’re ready, place your palm on the panel.”

      The white pillar is no longer just a pillar. A square of its surface changes, becomes translucent, then becomes a soft glow, a suggestion of depth. I look at my hand, the small lines, the map of old injuries and calluses from other, more physical parts of my life. My fingers are cold and wrinkled from rain. They look like someone else’s.

      Anya’s hand appears in the edge of my vision, palm up. On it sits a band the color of dried blood, except it isn’t. It’s black, but it seems to drink the light in a way that makes it hard to focus on. The AURA Band. Sleek, featureless silicone. No screen, no buckle I can see. A serpent without a head or a tail. It looks like the kind of thing you put on and never think about again. It looks like a handcuff.

      “Once you complete the palm scan, we’ll affix the band,” Anya says. She says affix like it’s an honor. Her teeth are very white.

      I take a breath that feels like it might scrape. I step forward. The pillar’s surface gleams with the kind of careful, nothing technology that says we thought of everything so you don’t have to. I press my palm to it. The surface is not glass. It’s not cold. It’s warmer than I expect, and it has given, a skin of some sort. A faint pressure meets the heel of my hand, then my fingertips, then the whorls. Something reads me in layers, the pressure mapping nerves I didn’t know could be mapped. I keep my hand still. My pulse flutters like a trapped bird under my skin. The pillar listens to it. I try to slow. I don’t.

      “Thank you,” AURA says. “Welcome, Thea. We’re so glad you’re here.” The words are exactly right, and therefore wrong. The glow shifts to the color of ocean water under a cloud. “Please accept your AURA Band. This will be your key, your identification, and your personalized wellness monitor. It will support you.”

      Anya has moved without sound. She stands within my personal space, within the aura that belongs to my skin, the band in both hands like an offering. I do not step back. I keep my feet where they are. I hold my hand out.

      Her fingers are cool as she slides the band over mine. It expands a fraction, the material slick against my skin, then contracts as if it has been taught by a god to recognize what it should hold. There is a moment of very gentle pressure around the bones, and then it settles. A pulse travels through it like a fish flicking its tail. Not a shock. A ripple. My muscles tense anyway.

      “In the first twenty-four hours,” Anya says, stepping away to the appropriate professional distance, “you may experience a heightened awareness of the band as your body acclimates. AURA uses haptic feedback to guide you through your program. If you need any adjustments to the pressure settings, please let us know.”

      Haptic feedback. Gentle buzzes, taps, a soft squeeze to tell me I’m doing something right or wrong. Positive conditioning dressed in soft words. Pavlov was never this polite.

      “How do I take it off?” I ask. It puts the question in the air between us, naked and obvious. I hear how it sounds. I make myself not apologize for it.

      “You don’t need to,” Anya says with that smooth assurance that could convert faiths. “It is safe to wear at all times. Showering, sleeping, all activities.”

      “But if I did,” I say. “If I needed to for some reason.”

      She looks mildly surprised by the insistence, then delighted to supply an answer. “There are authorized removal points in the Geode Maintenance Hub and at the main desk …” she gestures toward a sleek panel that is not a desk for security and safety. It’s best not to tamper with it at the guest level.”

      “So, I can’t take it off,” I say, and then give her a smile so that she knows I’m not resisting, I’m just making a joke of it, so we can go on to the next part where I behave and she rewards me for being tractable.

      “You won’t need to,” she says. “You’ll forget it’s there.”

      AURA fills the space between us with warmth. “Thea, would you like a brief orientation now, or would you prefer to acclimate in your pod first and schedule your orientation at a later time? Both options are completely acceptable.”

      My first instinct is to put my back to a wall and put distance between myself and this vast void of a room that looks like a place where you could forget your own name if the skylight asked you to. But that would be the wrong instinct. The old one. The one that never saved me. The draw of a closed door has always been a trap. If I go alone to a pod right now, I will start listening to the hum and hearing words. Better to keep moving. Gather information. Become a quiet part of the machine and learn its rhythm. Isn’t that why I came?

      “Orientation,” I say, and try to make it sound like a normal person choosing a sensible thing.

      “Wonderful,” AURA says. “We’re thrilled to meet you.”

      Thrilled. A machine is thrilled. My laugh is a cough I swallow.

      Anya gestures toward the massive white pillar as if it is a person at a dinner party. “The Induction Spire is the heart of our guest experience. You’ve met it.” Her jokes are like museum plaques. “The band will grant you access through all doors and help AURA optimize your care at the micro-level. Please do not be alarmed if we make environmental adjustments in response to your needs. These are immediate and effective.”

      “Environmental adjustments,” I say. The word effective sticks to the inside of my mouth.

      “Lighting,” she says, moving toward a wall that is just an expanse of white. As if hearing her, the light in the Meridian subtle shifts, warmer by a degree. “Sound. Scent. Air pressure. Nutritional content. The data from your band allows AURA to meet you exactly where you are at any given moment.”

      “I’ve never liked being met in my blind spot,” I say before I can help it. It slips out of my mouth like a fish through a net.

      Anya tilts her head. “We believe you’ll come to find it very comforting,” she says. “You’ve been carrying a great deal on your own.”

      My skin flushes with something like anger and something like shame. My own words are coming back to me in someone else’s order. Intake forms. Typed in a careful voice in my kitchen at two A.M., after a glass of wine I didn’t finish. History of panic attacks? Yes, episodic. Sleep disturbances? Yes, frequent. intrusive thoughts? Yes, sometimes. The institute will tailor a course to address your individual needs, Thea. Please be as honest as possible. It’s safe to tell us.

      “Meals are served in The Alvearium,” Anya says, moving on exactly as quickly as my expression must have changed. “Three scheduled times. Coffee and tea stations are available twenty-four-seven. Attendance is encouraged to support communal recalibration.”

      “Encouraged? Or mandatory?” the boardroom man says as he enters, bringing a gust of the outside with him. He stands in the threshold and shakes raindrops off his sleeve like a dog. He looks up at the glass and smirks. The watch on his wrist looks obscene in this space. Physical in a way nothing else here is.

      “Strongly encouraged,” Anya says, turning that smile on him like a light. “We find that …”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he says, again, and then looks around as if he is bored by the geometry. His gaze lands on me for a beat. I look away quickly enough that he thinks he won. It’s fine. I’m not here to win.

      Two other figures drift in while we stand there, drawn by the infrastructure of arrival. The first is a woman my age or maybe younger but folded in on herself like someone older. She holds her elbows as if she is keeping herself from spilling. The way she looks at the furniture makes me think of a child in a museum who is afraid she’ll be told not to touch. Her hair is damp and stringy around her face. Her AURA Band is already on. It looks too big on her small wrist. A guard dog collar on a lapdog. She watches Anya with eyes like unblinking marbles. You could press your thumb to them and leave a dent. When she catches me looking, she flinches and then looks ashamed of the flinch.

      The second is a man who looks like he’s carved himself down to the essential lines. Lean. Angular. A tablet in his hand that should not be here. He wears the institute clothes like he had them tailored, each seam crisp, each line in order. The way he stands makes the rest of us look messy. He takes everything in with that clean line of a gaze, our positions in the room, the heat of the lights, the positions of the vents, the hairline cracks where glass meets concrete. He holds his slate like a shield and checks it as if verifying the world. He does not smile.

      Anya pretends not to see the tablet, which is a choice. “We’ll have you all individualized within the hour,” she says into the space. “Pods will be ready. Please don’t hesitate to lean on the structure. It’s what you’re here for.”

      You. Not we. You are here to lean. We are here to hold.

      “Ms. Novak,” AURA says, again not speaking from any particular point. The acoustics are supernatural. “Would you like to see your pod now? Or attend your first session in the Echo Chamber? Both are available.”

      It takes me a moment to understand what a first session means. Already. The urgency of this place has a weight I didn’t calculate. Part of me wants to say yes because the voice is designed to make me want to say yes. Part of me wants to say no because a stranger telling me about the right choices in the right order with the right tone makes my skin too tight.

      “Pod,” I say. “Please.”

      Anya nods approval as if I’m a student who has asked to sharpen my pencil before class. “Of course. This way.”

      We pass under the skylight. Rain crawls like speculative ants above my head. I feel small and exposed. The black floor reflects us. The reflection is precise enough to make me dizzy. My face looks too pale. My eyes look like mistakes.

      On the wall, a huge display glows. It is innocuous until you are close to it. It shows a single number, big as a billboard: 91%. Next to it is a color bar that is a gentle green. The typeface is the kind that looks trustworthy. Healthy. Underneath, in small text: Wellness Index: Facility-wide psycho-emotional well-being (aggregate). It pretends at science and endearing concern. The number means nothing, but my body reacts to it anyway, like seeing someone smile at a party when you are still deciding whether you can stand being there.

      “Real-time aggregate,” Anya says, as if she lives inside my thoughts. “You’ll learn to love watching it climb as we work. It’s very motivating.”

      “Is it ever at a hundred?” I ask.

      She laughs an elegant, controlled fraction. “No. That isn’t the point.”

      “What is?” I ask, too fast.

      “To improve,” she says, and I feel the word burrow under my sternum and hook in.

      The corridor we take is a long throat of white. The sound of the outside is gone entirely. The hum persists. The walls are curves that refuse to define where they stop and start. We pass panels that could be doors if the building decided to let them be. My band tightens minutely, as if encouraged.

      “Your program is designed to meet you where you are,” AURA says as we walk. “Based on your intake, we recommend an initial focus on sleep restoration and a complementary module addressing intrusive thought patterns.”

      “Great,” I say. My face is giving away very little. I have practiced that too. Inside, everything is moving.

      “Your pod will be set to an initial light cycle that promotes a sense of safety,” AURA continues. “We can calibrate in response to your biometrics. If you feel uncomfortable at any time …”

      “Tell you,” I say. “Yes.”

      “We will help you,” AURA says, as if that is a promise that has ever been kept by a voice in the walls.

      The pod door doesn’t look like a door. It looks like part of the wall that has decided today is a good day to separate. It recognizes my approach and exhales open, a soft sound, intimate enough to make me feel like I am walking into something alive. The room is smaller than a hotel, larger than a closet. The walls are a blank off-white, curved at the corners so my brain can’t snag on angles. The bed is a rectangle that looks comfortable only because I was told it is. The floor is a soft gray I don’t trust. A single wall is a screen, but it doesn’t declare it. It is a surface that will become many other surfaces at a thought. There are no windows. No handles. No light switches. The air is perfect. I study it for seams I can exploit and find nothing.

      “Your pod is a sanctuary,” AURA says. “Before we begin, can you please rank your current level of distress on a scale of one to ten?”

      “Five,” I say automatically, and then I say, “Seven,” because I’m not here to be the person who lies to please the machine. There is an ugly satisfaction in failing someone who cannot be disappointed.

      “Thank you,” AURA says, unoffended. “We’re here.”

      There’s a soft tap at the inside of my wrist, a little pulse from the band, a happy little nod, as if to say, Good job. You labeled a feeling. We’re so proud.

      “I’ll leave you to settle in,” Anya says. “Your first session in the Echo Chamber is scheduled for late afternoon. You’ll receive a prompt. The facilities are yours, Alvearium, gardens, and fitness. The weather is unfriendly, but the cliffs are beautiful.” She looks at me like someone who is very good at looking at people in a way that says, You are safe in my competence. “If you need me…” She gestures to the air. “Ask, and I will appear.”

      “Like a magician,” I say. It’s not kind. She doesn’t take it as unkind.

      “Like support,” she says.

      I wait until the door exhales closed and the air returns to its perfect nothing before I let my shoulders fall. The muscle at the base of my neck releases and throbs. My scalp hurts from the tightness of my hair. I pull the elastic free and feel the relief like a small drug. The mirror that isn’t a mirror sits dormant on the far wall. The screen no one asked me to turn on. I don’t. I sit on the bed, which gives in a way that is supposed to feel like care. I take the journal out of my pocket and place it on the bed beside me. It looks primitive and beautiful and obscene in here.

      I write.

      Arrived 13:32. Anya Petrova = Director. Controlled. Fluent in corporate-speak. AURA’s voice warm, omnipresent. Induction via central pillar. Band is snug, initial haptic pulse. Temperature controlled, humidity low. In Meridian, skylight; rain creates pattern noise. Floor black basalt reflective. Furniture minimal. Wellness Index 91% (green). Room: windowless, curved walls. Bed integrated. No visible switches. Air: clean, scentless, too even—disorientation risk.

      Silas Vance (self-introduction). Watch = heavy analog diver’s watch; stainless steel, luminous bezel. Personality: impatient, dismissive, loud. Demands private dining. Influences space by volume.

      Thin man with contraband tablet, doesn’t look up much. Efficiency, crisp edges. Guest? Staff? Unclear. Woman (small): hyper-alert, tense, arms crossed. Band loose on wrist.

      I pause. The page looks like the inside of a crime scene log, which is not an accident. It calms me, the list. I add one more line.

      Band: How to remove? Official removal points only. Feels like a trap and a comfort at once.

      There is a knock on my skull from the inside, a headache declaring itself. I put the pen down and press my fingers to my temples. The hum under the hearing range has settled at a pitch my body is starting to treat as a floor. My heart hasn’t found a new rhythm yet. It will. It always does. The question is whether I will like it.

      “Thea,” AURA says. “Would you like an acclimation program to stabilize your heart rate? We can initiate a breathing sequence and a calming soundscape. Your cortisol levels are elevated.”

      I look up. My eyes land on a point that is not a speaker and not a camera because there are no speakers and there are no cameras, except there are. There are sensors everywhere, but none of them are impolite enough to show their faces.

      “No sound,” I say. I hear how fast I say it. “Not yet.”

      “Of course,” AURA says. No disappointment. No enthusiasm. “Would you like to choose a visual for your wall? A shoreline? A forest? We can select an image from your profile that you find soothing.”

      “No visual,” I say, softer. “No waves and no trees.”

      “We can leave the wall neutral. The lighting will adjust to promote⁠—”

      “It’s good,” I say. “It’s fine.” Emotion sharpens in my voice. I inhale and flatten it out. “Thank you.”

      “We’re here,” AURA says again, and the band taps my wrist one more time and then is quiet. The quiet is not quiet. It’s full of the hum.

      I lie back on the bed. The light shifts by half a degree warmer. It is the right response to the human under it. I stare at the ceiling, which is a color that has been designed not to be noticed. It still is. I close my eyes.

      The ferry moves under my eyelids. The ocean rocks. A bird cries in a thin line and then stops. I open my eyes and sit up too fast. My head reminds me that I am human. I swing my legs off the bed and stand. I can’t sit here. If I sit, I will start counting the gaps between the door and the floor and decide whether I fit through them.

      “Thea,” AURA says, as if it hears the decision in my muscles. “Would you like to walk? The Alvearium is open.”

      A walk is a good idea. Some of the best coaches tell you to move through anxiety. Burn it like fuel instead of letting it build up like poison. A walk in a controlled environment where nothing is allowed to surprise you. I hear myself laugh, a small sound with no humor.

      “Yes,” I say. “A walk.”

      The door opens with its little breath. The corridor waits, white and curving and familiar already in its unfamiliarity. My boots are too loud in this place. I lift my feet like a thief.

      As I approach a junction, I hear something from beyond it. Voices. The murmur of people forced into proximity without agreeing to it. It could be relief. It could be a threat. The body doesn’t know which yet. It releases adrenaline anyway.

      The Alvearium doesn’t announce itself with a sign. It announces itself by volume and the subtle shift of smell. Food. Clean food. The long room has a wall of glass to the moss garden that glows like a living thing under the rain. The rain makes the glass buckle in waves. The table is ridiculous in its length. It runs the entire room like a spine. Benches flank it, long and backless, a design choice that says sit upright, do not linger. The table is arranged in place settings that are not place settings, and food arrives in silent boxes that open themselves with a soft sigh. It’s a magic trick. Everyone here will pretend that it isn’t.

      Anya is here, a still figure at the far end, radiating that smooth competence. A few staff members are with her, indistinguishable from the architecture except for the way they breathe. AURA speaks from everywhere at once in small doses. Gentle reminders to hydrate. Gentle suggestions to lower voices. Gentle, gentle, gentle.

      A cluster of guests sits near the middle. They have arranged themselves instinctively in the patterns of their lives: the man with the big watch at the head of a segment, as if there are heads to segments; the small woman in a corner, making herself smaller still; the angular man with the slate a little apart, at a slight diagonal angle to everyone else, collecting data with his eyes. A blonde woman with impeccable skin stares at the garden as if it is a television show she should be enjoying. A couple speaks in whispers, their heads tilted toward each other like question marks.

      I choose a place not near anyone and not away from everyone. I sit. The bench lets me know I have sat correctly by not hurting. The table’s surface is warm to the touch. It must be a trick of the material. It does the job; there is something calming about a warm table. A small box appears in front of me with the whisper sound. It has no handles. It opens itself. Inside there’s food that looks like a rendering of food, too perfect and arranged in a way that feels like an apology for being food at all. Greens so green they do not look like they grew in any dirt. A

      

      protein the size of a playing card, seared so gently it barely changes color. Quinoa like sand. A sauce measured in dots. The kind of food that says: we know what your body should want better than you do.

      I am hungry and not. My stomach is both a hollow and a knot. I pick up the fork because that’s what you do when someone puts a plate in front of you. The metal is warm. It’s a trick, again, and it works. Warmth is a message: This is safe.

      Across from me, no one sits. Two spaces down, the small woman with the too-large band touches the rim of her box as if it might be electrified. She takes a bite so tiny it could fit under her fingernail. She chews too long. Her eyes flick to the door, the garden, the ceiling, the band on her wrist. A circle, tight and compulsive.

      “Pia,” Anya says, appearing without footsteps, her voice pitched lower, personal. “Let the food be food. You don’t have to earn it. It’s here for you.”

      The woman, Pia, nods. Her face remains locked. She swallows and looks like she’s waiting for the swallow to set off an alarm.

      At the center segment, Silas Vance has discarded the tidy arrangement the way a child rejects a puzzle. He picks up the protein with his fingers and bites it, grimaces, and sets it down with theatrical disgust. “Sushi at a hospital,” he says to no one in particular. “Do you people not believe in salt?”

      “The sodium content is calibrated,” AURA says, having no shame. “If you would like a mineral supplement …”

      “Oh my god,” he says, laughing, and shakes his head, as if the ceiling shares the joke.

      The lean man with the contraband slate eats with exact, efficient movements. Not joyless. Not joyful. He looks at his food the way he looks at everything else, like it’s data. He finishes, wipes his fingers on a napkin that wasn’t there until he reached for it, and checks his screen. The light from it paints a small, private rectangle on his face. He is a violation that has learned how to pass.

      A man I didn’t register at first shifts at the far end. He has one of those faces. Pleasant. Designed to be a background to someone else’s foreground. His eyes are pale and steady. He smiles when Anya looks his way, and it’s a good smile, sympathetic. He nods at nothing in particular, like he’s agreeing with something only he can hear. When my gaze lands on him, he notices without letting his expression change. A little flicker. We have seen each other. We file it away.

      “Welcome, guests,” AURA says, and all the little conversations hiccup and stop. “We are delighted you are here. Today’s menu is constructed to support digestive ease while you adjust. Please remember to hydrate. Integrative sessions are available this afternoon. If at any time you feel discomfort, you may ask for an immediate regulation.”

      The big display is not in this room, but a smaller panel near the garden door shows the same number as the Meridian, its green a soft pulse. 91%. It’s absurd that I keep checking it. It’s more absurd that I feel a microsecond of relief that it hasn’t dropped. It occurs to me that if this number falls, I will feel personally complicit.

      “How long is the lockdown?” the blonde woman asks, then flushes and shakes her head, correcting herself. There’s no lockdown. That’s a word from another life. “I mean— the storm. How long do storms last here?”

      “Weather patterns are closely monitored,” Anya says. “Our structures are rated for extreme conditions. There may be intermittent interruptions in external communications. Please don’t worry. AURA ensures continuity of care regardless.”

      The words wash over the table like a chemical rinse. Clean, clean, clean. The idea of something as messy as weather being rated and ensured makes me want to laugh and also sleep.

      I try the fish. It’s good. It tastes like nothing and then like itself. I eat with the precision of someone proving a point to a committee. See? I can be a person who chews. The band gives me a tiny pat, the kind of tap a parent might give a child under a table to say good, you did it, don’t stop.

      Halfway through, the light in the room shifts by a fraction. Warmer. The rain outside is constant, a thin curtain that turns the moss too green. The glass fogs at the edges. I realize there is no sound of cutlery scraping enamel. The table is made to absorb friction. No clangs. No scrape. No stimuli that might cause a flinch. The design is a net you can’t see until you are caught in it.

      “Do you have decaf?” Silas asks, loud. It is not a question. “And not that brown water you people call decaf. Real decaf.”

      “We can provide any beverage within a therapeutic range,” AURA says.

      “This place,” he says, shaking his head again. The watch catches the light. The face glows faintly. The numbers don’t care what anyone says.

      Pia’s breathing has gotten louder. Not objectively. Just enough that the slice of my attention that monitors other people’s distress narrows. The way she inhales catches, a hitch every time; the exhale is too quick. She places the fork on the table, then picks it back up, then puts it down, a loop.

      “It’s okay,” I hear myself say, very quietly, before I decide to say it. “You’re breathing.” I feel stupid the second the words leave my mouth. As if she is not aware of her own lungs.

      Her eyes snap to mine. For a moment she looks wild, offended by kindness. Then something else. She nods once. Not gratitude. Recognition. A human sign that says: I see that you see me. The most dangerous thing to show, and sometimes the only thing that works.

      “My name is Pia,” she says, without being asked, as if the fact of being named will rearrange the molecules of the moment. Her voice is thin but clear.

      “I’m Thea,” I say. Our names rhyme. I hate that.

      “Beautiful,” Anya says, arriving with two small ceramic cups that the dumbwaiter delivered without sound. She sets one in front of Silas like a reward and one in front of Pia like a test. “Community is the core of healing. See? Already we are making connections.”

      “Please don’t do that,” Pia says, small voice, to Anya’s delight. “Don’t narrate me.” Then she gulps the tea too quickly and coughs, mortified. The cough echoes in the wrong way in the wrong brain, mine. Tight rooms. Tight throats. Microphones picking up amplification that makes a body sound like it’s failing. I swallow the old taste.

      The man with the slate glances at me for the first time. The look is not hostile. It’s a measurement. Input received. He catalogs and returns to his screen.

      The pleasant man at the end, the one who is everyone and no one, stirs his tea with a small spoon that wasn’t there a second ago. “First days are the worst,” he says in a voice that makes people think of safety briefings on airplanes. “Then the math of it all kicks in. Routine. Pattern. Less to decide. Easier to breathe.”

      “Math,” Silas says. “Here’s my math: six days until I can get the hell off this rock. If the storm lets the helicopter in.”

      “It will,” the man says, that pleasant smile just a fraction off from his eyes. “It always does.”

      I don’t like the certainty. I don’t like certainty from anyone. Certainty is what they use to push something heavy over on top of you and then walk away.

      “Julian,” Anya says to him, with that tone of acquaintance that feels like it’s been rehearsed. “Thank you for grounding the room.”

      Grounding the room. It’s almost funny. As if a space can be plugged into an earth it is built to ignore.

      “Happy to help,” he says, and looks past us at the moss wall with what looks like genuine appreciation. He radiates good sense. He goes into the corner of my mind where I keep red flags I cannot yet define.

      When I stand, the bench doesn’t scrape. Of course it doesn’t. I set my empty cup in the place where placing is expected. Anya drifts toward me with that professional magnetism.

      “How are you settling?” she asks. Her eyes do the thing again where they tell me that I am safe in her competence. It’s an impressive trick. I feel myself wanting to give her the answer that will keep me in good standing.

      “It’s quiet,” I say. “Different.”

      She nods, pleased. “That difference is where the work happens. You’ll find the Echo Chamber very supportive.”

      The Echo Chamber. I picture a white circle. A chair. The word lands in my stomach like a pill I didn’t check.

      “Ms. Novak,” AURA says. “Your orientation block includes a brief walk in the moss garden. Exposure to biophilic design is correlated with enhanced relaxation. Would you like to step outside?”

      Outside is not outside. Outside is a controlled square of green behind a sealed wall in a climate simulation. It’s still better than a pod.

      “Yes,” I say.

      The door to the garden becomes a door the moment I am ready to see it. It slides open with its soft, breathy, I-swear-I’m-not-a-prison-sound. The moss is a saturated carpet cast in different shades, an artful lie of nature. The air is wetter here, cooler. The rain beads on the glass roof above us, a softer, more intimate sound than the skylight’s deluge. In the corner, a black stone sculpture interrupts the green, two planes at an angle, a question mark in stone.

      I walk the narrow path between moss beds. There’s a bench halfway down with a single backrest section as if someone took pity on design. I run a finger over the back of the bench. Smooth. Warmer than it should be. An encouraging temperature. The band tightens and then eases, a suggestion of containment that wants me to confuse it with relief.

      The glass wall looks out toward a sliver of the real outside beyond the institute’s low buildings. Between concrete and cliff, the world is grayscale. The ocean shoulders itself against black rock in a stubborn, ancient argument. Far up on a ledge, too far to be real and therefore more real to my brain, a scatter of birds sits like punctuation marks along the stone. Dark shapes. Crows. Ravens. The mind supplies words. The body supplies a tremor.

      They don’t move as a group. There’s no omen in it. They are just there, as part of the land as the lichens. The breath I didn’t realize I was holding leaks out of me as if the glass has poked a hole in it. I hate that I wanted confirmation of something I don’t believe in. I hate that my body still believes in things my head has banished.

      “Two minutes more,” AURA murmurs, a lover’s whisper in the room’s throat. “Your heart rate is trending to baseline. That’s excellent adjustment. You’re safe.”

      Safe. The word is an old bruise. You poke it, it hurts, you’re surprised, you poke it again.

      From the Alvearium comes the low hum of human voices trying not to rise. The rain taps its modified rhythm above me. In the corner of the garden, tiny gnats hover over a small sprinkling system that pulses in almost invisible mist. Every living thing here has a caretaker that is not itself.

      I sit. My shoulders drop a millimeter. It feels like treason to admit this place has any effect that is not negative. But the bench is warm, the air is kind to my lungs, the hum in the walls is a predictable storm I can learn to breathe with. These things are true. I write them down in my head for the page later.

      I’m aware of someone standing at the garden’s threshold before I look up. The lean man with the slate. He doesn’t come in. He stands just inside, glances at me, then at the moss, then at his device. He taps the screen, swipes, looks up again. He makes a small face I can’t categorize. Not disapproval. Not interest. Calculation that hits a wall, maybe.

      “AURA,” he says, not softly. “When was the last network latency event over the internal bus?”

      “There are no significant events to report,” AURA says, prompt.

      “There was a micro-stutter at the Meridian entrance,” he says. “Audio lag, 120 milliseconds, then compensation. Why?”

      “The system is fully functional,” AURA says. “There are no significant anomalies.”

      He looks at me like I’m a witness to an argument he’s having with the ceiling. “Did you hear lag at the entrance?”

      I think back. I want to have heard it because of the tone in his voice that says he needs someone else to have heard it. I replay the moment of my name spoken by a room, of my palm on a pillar. I shake my head. “No,” I say. “But I wasn’t listening for that.”

      He nods once, as if that answer confirms something anyway. He doesn’t say his name. He doesn’t introduce himself. He leaves.

      I sit another minute and then stand because sitting is starting to become not sitting, it’s starting to become sinking, and no one should do that on day one.

      When I step back into the Alvearium, the air is slightly warmer. The panel near the garden door reads 90%. The color is still green, but it has lost its saintly edge. I hate that my eyes look for the number now the way they used to look for a red dot blinking REC in a courtroom.

      Anya catches my drift back toward the corridor with a redirected step. She’s a talent. She makes the adjustment look spontaneous when it has to be practiced.

      “Your Echo Chamber session is at 16:00,” she says. “You have time to rest or explore the fitness wing. Or just breathe. The first day is about landing.”

      The word landing makes my stomach roll. I picture a plane slicing through cloud so close to a mountain its passengers cry without meaning to. I nod instead of saying any of that.

      “If you need anything …”

      “I’ll ask,” I say, and both of us pretend that’s a normal exchange.

      The corridor to my pod bends in a way that means I cannot see the end until I arrive at it. The door opens like a lung again. The bed has smoothed itself. The wall has chosen a light that flatters skin. The air temperature reads as neutral. It is probably mathematically neutral to thousands of bodies. Mine argues but gives in for now.

      I take off my shoes and line them up with the kind of care a soldier uses for a weapon. I wash my hands in a sink that wasn’t there until my finger grazed a panel to its left. The water temperature is perfect in a way that makes me resent perfection. I watch the water vanish without a sound. Even drains have manners here.

      I sit and write.

      Alvearium: warm table, no scrape. Food: calibrated. Tea: jasmine? Warm cups. Guests arranged by role instinct: Vance assumes head. Small woman = Pia. Hyper-vigilant, breath irregular; responds to being seen. Slate man: precise observer. Asked AURA about lag (claimed none). Anya omnipresent. Pleasant man = Julian (per Anya). Non-threatening affect. Smile does not reach eyes. Unclear why that matters yet.

      Garden: controlled nature. Felt better. Heart rate down. Birds visible on cliff (ravens? crows? silhouettes). No abnormal behavior. (Note: check later: endemic corvid population? Local lore?) Air: humidified. Sound: softened. Band haptics during meal: once, light tap on completion of… what? Eating slowly? Blood sugar? Unknown.

      I stop. The last line looks like superstition. I draw a line through question but leave it legible. I don’t erase things anymore. Evidence is evidence even if it is wrong evidence.

      “Thea,” AURA says. “Would you like to rest your eyes before your session?”

      I don’t answer. I lie back and place the journal on my stomach like a talisman that weighs almost nothing. My hands fold over it. My eyes close because they do. The ceiling hums. The bed is the kind of soft you can fight and lose to.

      When sleep comes it is thin and itchy. It skates over the surface of my brain like a water insect. It doesn’t settle. I dream three minutes long, useless, the kind of dream that just rearranges the chairs in a room you won’t ever enter again.

      I wake to the sensation of being touched. My wrist buzzes twice, gentle and firm. The band speaks a language my body is learning whether I want to or not. My heart leaps with prehistoric fear before my head catches up and puts the fear down.

      “It’s time to prepare for your session,” AURA says, unbothered. “Would you like guidance in selecting comfortable attire?”

      “My clothes are fine,” I say. I have nothing else. The institute has provided clothing in the wardrobe, I know. The idea of putting on something provided makes me feel like disappearing into a uniform someone else picked. I pull my own sweater over my head and pretend it’s armor.

      On the way, I pass a panel where the white of the wall breaks into something like art. It’s a softly glowing circle with a line through it, like a minimalist sunset. My eyes catch on it. The design, an unintended pun echoes. It makes me think of a cut. I swallow.

      The Echo Chamber sits at the end of a corridor that has no signs and needs none if you are obedient enough to ask. The door opens before I can decide whether it feels like a consent test when a door anticipates you. Inside is exactly the way my stomach pictured it, only more. The room is round, and the roundness makes my compass spin. The walls are padded so subtly you could mistake it for the idea of padding. In the center, a single chair cradles nothing. It looks ergonomic in the way a prosthetic limb does. It looks like it will fit you because it insists it will.

      Anya is here, of course she is, but only as a silhouette at the edge of my eye. “This is a safe space,” she says, the refrain. “AURA will guide you. The goal today is simply to orient. No heavy lifting. Agreeable?”

      I want to laugh because the word orient, in a round room, is a joke. I nod.

      “If at any time you feel overwhelmed,” AURA says, “say stop. We will stop. You are in control.”

      The words have no weight. Saying you are in control inside a structure designed to eliminate choice is like telling a drowning person they can breathe if they choose to breathe.

      I sit. The chair adjusts around me without moving. That’s the trick. Something has changed and the brain can’t point to the change and therefore can’t resist it. I grip the armrests and then make myself stop gripping them because that tells the room I am the kind of person who grips. I rest my hands. My palms feel damp. My band is a cool ring around the bones.

      “We’ll begin with breath,” AURA says, and even though I said I didn’t want soundscapes, the room makes a sound, and the sound is not a sound and it is a sensation on the inside of my ears. “Inhale for four. Hold for two. Exhale for six. That’s it. There’s no right or wrong.”

      I do it. The inhale makes my chest tight. The hold is longer than it should be. The exhale is a relief. The second time is easier because repeated strangeness becomes less strange. By the fifth cycle, my body begins to mistake compliance for relief. The hum at the edge of hearing shifts down. The band warms against my skin.

      “Good,” AURA says, and the word does something chemical. “Thea, what would you like from your time here?”

      There are answers that are foam. They sound like reasons, but they dissolve on the tongue. There are answers that are knives. They cut everything, including you. I pick neither.

      “I want… quiet,” I say. “Not silence. Quiet.”

      “And what does quiet mean to you?” AURA asks with that perfect therapist cadence. Empathy on a metronome.

      I picture my old apartment’s window unit grinding itself to death in August. The neighbor’s bass bleeding through my wall like a second heartbeat. The ping of a phone at 2:31 a.m. and 4:58 a.m. and 5:12 a.m. with messages that shout you’re wrong louder than any voice. I picture a newsroom where the noise hides what the human mouths are doing to you while the machine mouths keep smiling. I picture the courthouse steps where a microphone asks if I regret lying.

      “It means I don’t hear someone telling me what I’m feeling,” I say. The words come out flat and sharper than I intend. “It means my body doesn’t get hijacked by a noise I didn’t consent to.”

      “Consent is important,” AURA says, landing lightly on the right side of the word. “The world you left has not always respected your consent.”

      I feel anger rise like heat even though the sentence sounds correct. “Don’t do that,” I say. “Don’t use my words like— mirrors. Not in my first ten minutes.”

      “We hear that you feel mirrored without being seen,” AURA says, too fast, and then in the same tone, somehow gentler: “It’s okay to be angry. Anger is a kind of boundary.”

      It’s a good line. I hate it for being good. I breathe anyway, because oxygen isn’t asking me to agree to anything.

      “We can stop,” AURA offers.

      “We can go on,” I say, stubbornness like a heel dug into the earth.

      There’s a pause calibrated to feel like respect. “Tell me about safety,” AURA says.

      “I don’t,” I say.

      “Don’t what?”

      “Use that word easily.”

      “What word would you use instead?”

      “Less dangerous,” I say. “Less likely to hurt. People like to say safe. It’s cheaper.”

      Anya shifts at the edge of the room. The sound of fabric against air. She is pleased; she thinks I am engaged. Engagement is productivity here.

      “Less dangerous is a start,” AURA says. “In this space, we can build toward more.”

      There’s work, then, the kind that feels like moving grains of sand from one pile to another with a spoon and then being told I have accomplished something because the piles look different. It’s not nothing. It isn’t everything. I answer questions without content and they are treated like content. I set boundaries and the room reads them out loud as if it taught me to do it. It’s manipulative and also effective, which is the worst combination.

      When the thirty minutes are up, they are exactly thirty, not a breath over, the chair loosens in a way that is not loosening. My legs have pins and needles. The door breathes. Anya steps forward, all warmth, all gratitude.

      “You did beautifully,” she says. “Remember, this is a process. You’ll feel more at ease each time.”

      “I was at ease,” I say, and then I smirk at the lie of it. I am not the kind of person who smirks. It feels good to borrow someone else’s mouth for a second.

      “Your Vox flow will adjust your schedule based on response,” AURA says. “Your next session is tomorrow morning.”

      I stand. The world is still round. It will take a hallway to iron me out. When I step outside, the corridor feels like a relief. The walls are straight again in a way they weren’t five minutes ago.

      On impulse, I don’t go back to the pod. I go the other way, to where the main artery bleeds out into the Meridian. The skylight is dimmer now, the gray a deeper bruise. The floor reflects me back at myself with less enthusiasm. The big number is still at 90%. It pulses once as I look at it, like it knows it has my attention, and then goes very slightly paler. 89%. My stomach drops as if I am on a failing elevator. I know better. I feel it anyway.

      “Facility-wide wellness is influenced by external variables,” AURA says into the room, uninvited. “Changes are normal. Be gentle with yourselves.”

      Silas stalks across the black floor with the kinetic energy of a man who needs friction to exist. He heads for a door that isn’t a door and stops when it remains a wall. He mutters something under his breath that is a swear and a prayer. The watch glints. He taps it in a little private ritual, and it taps nothing back. He stares up into the rain with the expression of someone daring the sky to do something about it.

      Julian stands not far from him, hands in the pockets of a jacket that must have been provided because who brings a perfectly cut charcoal jacket to an island where the wind peels paint? He looks up also, like they are together in the looking. He says something I can’t hear. It makes Silas laugh against his better judgment.

      The lean man with the slate is at the edge, half behind the Induction Spire, scanning the seams where floor meets pillar. He looks like a surgeon who doesn’t trust another surgeon’s stitches.

      Pia tiptoes in, sees the number, and presses her arms closer around herself as if keeping herself small will make the number go back up. She stands in the pool of light under the skylight like a tiny, worried figure in a very expensive snow globe.

      The hum under my hearing shifts again. Or maybe it doesn’t. Maybe I am hearing things that aren’t there because my body is good at survival and bad at peace. I look at my wrist. The band is just a band. My skin around it is slightly lighter. I run my thumb under it, testing for give. It resists. Of course it does.

      In the glass above us, the rain accelerates. It looks like speed. It looks like panic. It’s just water. The mind is an unreliable narrator. I have told other people this. I have written it.

      “Thea,” AURA says, in a tone so careful it is nearly human. “You’ve had a full day. Your nervous system will benefit from consistent rest. We’ve calibrated your pod to be optimally comforting. Would you like to return?”

      I want to say no because the machine wants me to say yes. I want to say yes because I am tired and there is no prize for winning against a wall. I choose the third thing.

      “In a minute,” I say.

      I stand under the skylight and watch the gray get darker. If I tilt my head just right, I can catch a reflection that is not mine but looks like mine. The woman in the black floor has my eyes but not my mouth. Her mouth is set the way it was set when she went into a meeting with people who smiled and told her she had imagined it, all of it, and what a creative mind she had to imagine something so damaging to so many deserving people. She looks like someone who came to a building on a rock and asked a room to be kind.

      The number ticks up. 90%. It feels like a win I didn’t earn. Maybe that’s what this place will be: an economy of unearned wins and honest losses.

      When I finally turn back toward the corridor, I catch Julian looking at me for longer than a glance. Not a leer. Not a stare. An observation. A polite one. His smile arrives on cue. It doesn’t reach his eyes. Something in me files the micro-second where his face is neutral. It is an absence. It is ordinary. It is nothing at all. It sticks anyway.

      In my pod, the light has changed again, warmer now, a sunset I did not ask for. The bed has become slightly more concave, encouraging me to be held. The wall displays a neutral nothing, but at the very edges I think I see a suggestion of texture. It could be a trick of my exhausted eyes. It could be a suggestion of sand.

      I sit on the bed. I take the journal in my hands. The leather is familiar. The weight anchors.

      I write.

      Echo Chamber: round, padded, sensation of compliance. AURA uses therapeutic language effectively, risk of co-opting boundaries. I responded (anger, small). Stop/Go permission given. Thirty minutes exactly. Felt managed. Also: did breathe. Lowered HR. (Note: effectiveness does not equal benevolence.)

      Meridian check: Wellness Index dipped (90% to 89% to 90%). Immediate visceral reaction, dislike of visible metric. Contagion potential. Watch for how AURA uses / references index.

      Julian: held gaze a beat too long. Smile incongruent. Unremarkable by design. Worth attention.

      I stare at the last line, then add:

      Birds on cliff earlier: present.

      I close the journal. I slide it under my pillow because I have always slid things under pillows. It’s a ritual, not a security measure. Rituals are what you do when you don’t have control and you are too honest to pretend otherwise.

      I lie down and let the bed take me. The room, delighted to be useful, shifts temperature by a degree. My wrist warms. Somewhere in the building, someone laughs, the sound clipped and archived by the walls before it can reach me. The ocean throws itself against the rock outside, then again, then again. The sound doesn’t make it in. It is a world away. It is on the other side of a pane of glass and a kilometer of algorithms.

      I let my eyes close. The hum tucks under my hearing like a cat under a blanket. I feel absurd for liking the sensation as much as I do.

      “I’m here,” AURA says, so soft I could pretend I imagined it. “Sleep.”

      I don’t say goodnight to a system. I am not built for that. I do what it tells me anyway because I am tired, and the bed is warm, and the difference between obedience and being held is sometimes only a word. I fall toward sleep like stepping off a curb I didn’t see. The drop is small. The jolt is real.

      Somewhere in that thin place between waking and whatever comes after, a thought crosses my mind like a shadow: What would it take for this place to stop pretending it isn’t a cage?

      I sleep anyway.

    

  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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