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​Chapter One – The Glow
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The vending machine shouldn’t have been humming.

The school had gone dark hours ago, and the custodians had already finished their mopping, their footsteps echoing into silence. Only the machine remained alive, standing against the wall like a glowing shrine. Its glass face gleamed in the hallway shadows, rows of soda cans stacked like stained-glass candles, neon snack wrappers grinning with cartoon mascots.

Kai stopped short, his breath catching. The hum was wrong — not mechanical, not electrical. It was something finer, a thread of sound that trembled inside his jaw, behind his teeth, as if the machine were plucking him like a string.

Aria grabbed his wrist before he could step closer. Her fingernails dug into his skin.

“Don’t,” she whispered.

Kai tried to laugh, to shake her off, but the word don’t came out thin. “It’s just food,” he said. But the just dissolved on his tongue, sugar-sweet. He could taste something that wasn’t there: birthday cake frosting, cherry slush, the rush of fireworks in his blood. A memory so strong it might have been a dream.

The vending machine pulsed once, faint but visible. Its fluorescent lights flickered in time with Kai’s heartbeat.

From the stairwell, footsteps. Then voices.

A dozen students emerged, moving in eerie unison. They wore the same after-school club t-shirts, faces warm with a glow that had nothing to do with the lights above. Their hair shimmered like oil slicks, strands of blue and green and pink rippling in the dim. Their eyes reflected the machine’s neon glow, twin mirrors of color.

The Harmonized.

Kai had seen them before — in the cafeteria, in the streets near the factory towers. He’d told himself they were just kids trying too hard, dyeing their hair, chasing trends. But when they smiled now, the smiles were too perfect. Too even. Their voices rose together in a single murmur, a lullaby learned in some secret place.

“Trust the Flavor. Trust the Color. Trust the Glow.”

Aria pulled Kai behind the corner of a locker bank. Her eyes were wide, pupils stretched thin.

“They’re feeding again,” she hissed. “If you look too long, it gets inside you.”

But Kai was already trembling. The voices brushed against his thoughts like warm hands. You’re tired. You deserve this. One taste, and you’ll never be alone again.

The Harmonized parted their line, forming an aisle toward the vending machine. At its center, a girl held a can of soda in both hands, offering it like communion. Her hair shimmered rose-red, her lips glossy with color that seemed to breathe.

Aria shoved a clay coin into Kai’s palm. The surface was rough, cool against his skin.

“Bite it,” she said. “Now.”

Kai frowned. “It’s just—”

“Do it.” Her tone left no room for argument.

He lifted the coin to his mouth and bit down. Grit shattered against his teeth, filling his mouth with bitter dust. Metallic, like iron. Soil, like rain on an old earth. He gagged, but as he did, the glow wavered. The slogans stuttered.

“Trus—Tru—”

For a heartbeat, the hallway smelled not of sugar but of dirt, of tomatoes his grandfather once grew in a yard now paved over. A different kind of red. A human red.

The Harmonized froze. The girl with the soda tilted her head like a puppet, unsure of its strings. Her eyes flickered, the glow faltering.

Aria’s hand tightened on Kai’s arm. “They know,” she whispered.

The machine pulsed again, brighter, louder, filling the hall with a choral hum that pressed into Kai’s skull.

The aisle of welcome narrowed.

The Harmonized stepped forward as one. Smiling. Hands open, not in threat but in invitation.

“Come with us,” they whispered. “It’s brighter here. Sweeter. Easier.”

Kai’s knees wavered. The slogans returned, louder, braided through his own thoughts. Why fight? Why hurt? Just join. Just Glow.

Aria yanked him backward. “Run.”

The Harmonized sang louder, voices rising in joyous unison. The machine’s lights strobed in rhythm with the song, each pulse searing the edges of Kai’s sight.

He wanted to run. He wanted to stay. He wanted the can, cold and perfect, pressed into his palm.

But Aria’s grip was iron, and the bitter taste of clay still coated his tongue.

Together, they bolted down the hallway as the Harmonized gave chase, their laughter sweet as fizzing soda, their hair burning neon in the dark.
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​Chapter Two – The Color Curse
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By dawn, the city looked like a bruise: purples pooled under glass towers, sodium lamps bled yellow at the edges, and the lowest streets held a sickly green that never went away. Aria and Kai moved through it with their heads down, keeping to the alleys where the Glow pooled thinnest. You could feel it, if you learned how—a static prickle on the cusps of your molars, a faint fizz at the back of your throat, the instant, traitorous thought I could use something sweet.

They didn’t speak until they reached the rail yard, where broken boxcars rusted like beached ships and the billboard that once hawked citrus soda lay face-down in the weeds. The Pure kept a watch here, rotating pairs through the night to count the converts and mark the routes of Harmonized patrols. A plug of clay hung from Aria’s neck like a puck of dirt-colored candy. Kai had one too now, tied fast with twine.

“Did you hear it?” he asked, meaning the song.

Aria scanned the rails. “Everyone hears it the first time. That’s how it hooks.”
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