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CHAPTER ONE: Static
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The first time Isla heard the new voice, it wasn’t a voice at all. It was static.

Like the hiss of an old cassette tape chewing itself to death in a dusty boombox.

She paused mid-step on the cracked pavement of Crossbury Street, the city humming around her like a living engine. Traffic lights blinked in a lazy rhythm. Pedestrians brushed past. Her grocery bag rustled against her thigh. The world moved forward.

But inside her head, something stopped.

The static wasn’t like the others.

"Tell me you heard that," she muttered aloud.

Nobody answered.

Not outside her mind.

Inside it, however, four voices stirred—familiar, embedded, echoing like the soundtrack of her life.

Jude, sarcastic and cutting: “Probably just the bag of grapes. They’re plotting a rebellion.”

Marla, soothing and maternal: “You haven’t eaten since noon. Could be dehydration again.”

Ty, paranoid and sharp: “It’s not new. It’s interference. Someone’s watching you.”

Eli, analytical and calm: “Run a test. Pattern recognition. Location. Time. Stimulus.”

But they seemed unsure.

Because the static didn’t fit, and then it spoke.

Just once.
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