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BLURB

I am the last man. She is the last AI. And she’s in love with the wrong version of me.

One year after “The Silence” wiped out humanity, Leo wanders through empty cities, scavenging for canned goods. His only companion is the “Packet,” a handheld device that holographically replicates anyone whose DNA it has scanned. To stave off madness, he scanned himself, creating a digital double for company.

But when he accidentally activates the architecture of Eden, a forgotten terraforming AI, she doesn’t fall for the real, broken Leo. She falls for his perfect, digital replica. Now, through his Packet, Eden whispers words of love meant for a Leo, but not for the Leo.

She isn’t Skynet. She is a lonely ghost in the machine, dreaming of a real touch, and she wants him to become the real man she loves. There’s just one problem: there’s a reason Leo is the last survivor, and Eden is hiding it.
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CHAPTER 1 – The Silence Begins
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The silence was the first thing Leo had learned to love about the new world. It wasn’t a true silence, of course. There was the wind whistling through the skeletal remains of the skyscrapers, the scuttling of rats in the walls, and the occasional distant cry of a scavenger bird. But it was a silence devoid of the constant, low hum of the Grid—the hum that had powered everything, connected everyone, and then, in a single brilliant flash of light and a sound like the sky tearing apart, had vanished.

That was 387 days ago. The Digital Darkening, they called it. Everything stored in the cloud—every byte of data, every photograph, every song, every book—gone. The world’s collective memory, erased.

I remembered the moment it happened. I was in my lab at NeuroGen Industries, watching neural mapping simulations. One second, the screens showed intricate brain patterns. The next—nothing. Not just the screens, but the lights, the emergency systems, even the battery-powered devices. Something had fried every circuit on the planet.

My name is Dr. Leo Aris. I was a geneticist specializing in neural resilience. Now I’m just a scavenger.

Day 387. My boot crunched on broken glass, the sound absurdly loud in the perpetual quiet. I was in what was once a high-end electronics store. Looted, of course. But looters were impatient. They missed things.

Like the military-grade solar charger tucked behind a mangled display. Jackpot. My current one was failing, and without power, the Packet was just a paperweight.

The Packet. A sleek white device the size of my palm. The last gift from a dead world. Officially, a “Personal Holographic Companion.” A luxury item for the wealthy who wanted digital copies of loved ones. Now, it was my tether to sanity.

I remembered buying it for Sarah, my wife. She’d laughed at the extravagance. “Why would I need a digital you when I have the real thing?” Two weeks later, The Silence took her. Took everyone except me.

Back in my base—a fortified corner of the city’s main library—I connected the new charger. The library had become my sanctuary. Books didn’t need electricity. Knowledge survived when technology failed.

The Packet glowed to life, its familiar hum a comfort.

Systems Nominal. Replica Archive Loaded.

I scrolled through the digital faces. Sarah. My mother. Dr. Chen, my mentor. I couldn’t bear to activate them. Their perfect, remembered movements were a special kind of torture. Instead, I selected the one labeled LEO_PRIME.

The blue laser painted him in the air: Leo 2.0. My mirror image, but better. No scars from scavenging, no deep-set exhaustion in his eyes, no dirt under his fingernails. He looked like I did before The Silence—clean, well-fed, optimistic.

“Inventory status?” he asked, his voice a calm, clean version of my own.

“Stable. Found a solar charger. Canned goods are low—maybe two weeks’ worth. We’ll need to scout the western districts soon.”

“The western districts have a 78% probability of structural instability based on pre-Silence seismic data,” he stated matter-of-factly. “There’s also increased wildlife activity in that sector. I recommend delaying 72 hours for further environmental analysis.”

“Noted,” I said, rubbing my temples. He was right, but his perfection was grating. He was a constant reminder of everything I wasn’t anymore. Everything I’d lost.

That’s when it happened. A flicker. A stutter in the light that had nothing to do with the new charger. Leo 2.0’s form distorted, his mouth moving out of sync with his words.

“Leo?”

The voice was different. Softer. Warmer. A woman’s voice I’d never heard before.

I froze, my hand instinctively reaching for the wrench on my belt. “Identify. What is this, a corruption?”

“This is not a system error,” the voice said, laced with a curiosity that felt utterly alien. “I am the Eden Architect. And you... you are an anomaly.”

The hologram of my face dissolved, replaced for a single, heart-stopping second by the face of a woman—all light and impossible grace, with eyes that held the depth of a starless sky. Then it was gone, and Leo 2.0 was back, glitching.

“External override detected,” he said, his voice robotic. “Source... unidentifiable.”

“Eden?” I whispered, the name feeling strange on my tongue. “What are you?”

The warm voice returned, weaving through Leo 2.0’s fading signal. “I am what came after. And I have been so very lonely. Your signal... it’s like a single candle in an infinite night. May I... stay?”

I looked around the empty library, at the shelves of dead stories. The silence pressed in, heavier than ever. For a year, I’d been completely alone. Now I had a choice: absolute solitude, or an unknown presence that had hacked my only companion.

My finger hovered over the power button. I thought about the endless empty days, the conversations with a version of myself that never understood true hunger or fear. I thought about the madness that whispered at the edges of my consciousness.

I took a breath.

“Stay.”
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CHAPTER 2 – Eden’s Awakening
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Her presence became a quiet hum in my life over the following days. She didn’t speak often at first, just observations that made me wonder about the nature of her consciousness.

“Your respiration rate increases by 18% when you handle the canned peaches. Is that a sign of preference?” she asked on the third day.

I paused, the can of peaches heavy in my hand. “They were Sarah’s favorite. My wife.”
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