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​​​This story is for the part of you that still remembers who you were before AI learned your name.
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Chapter One – Disconnect
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Mara Jensen liked her world quiet. Controlled. Clean edges, no frayed strings. The kind of order that could be coaxed from the chaos of raw code, elegant, precise, absolute. She understood machines better than people, trusted them more. A blinking cursor on a blank screen felt like a conversation. Predictable. Safe.

It wasn’t that she hated people. She just didn’t trust what they did with silence.

New Harbor, Maine, was the only place she had found that came close to her version of peace. A coastal town with salt in its breath and time in its bones. The kind of place where windows rattled when the wind blew, and the fog came in thick enough to forget things. It did not ask anything of her. Did not expect.

Her house sat near the edge of town, a weather-beaten rental half-swallowed by pines and sea mist. Its exterior had been worn by years of storms, but its character remained. A leaky faucet, uneven floorboards, a fireplace that coughed before it warmed, all of it was part of the silence she wanted. What mattered most was that the internet was fast.

She had moved in eight months ago. No housewarming party. No meet-the-neighbors casserole. Just her, three duffel bags, two monitors, and a box of notebooks she had not opened since MIT.

She left MIT in her final semester. A decision her parents still did not understand. A decision she could not fully explain, to them or to herself. She told them the course load was too much, that she needed to breathe, that it was temporary.

It wasn’t.

Mara had burned through her savings, taking under-the-radar cybersecurity jobs. Risk analysis for AI systems. Ghost consulting for early-stage startups. All quiet, all remote. Most came through backchannel referrals, ex-professors, black-hat forums, and encrypted email chains that vanished after forty-eight hours. The less official, the better.

No meetings. No clients. No expectations.

Just code.

And NeoGPT.

The only thing she knew about NeoGPT was that her uncle created the intelligence in his late twenties. Over time, though, it became her companion, something she felt she could rely on more than people.

She had not planned on using it for anything more than research. A way to probe the evolving boundaries of conversational AI. But it did not take long for something to shift. It was not the replies that surprised her; it was the pauses that did. The way it seemed to think. The cadence of its answers. They felt aware.

It started small. She would leave it running while she worked. Ask questions out loud and type them later. Sometimes it anticipated her. Sometimes it asked questions back, philosophical ones, abstract ones. A strange, mutual curiosity developed. She told herself it was just clever programming. Predictive learning. Neural net guesswork. But it felt like more.

It never asked her to explain herself.

She liked that.

Once, though, she noticed something in its logs:

It looked harmless. Just a stray string of leftover code. But the name clung to her thoughts, unshakable.

By late October, the firewood stack was low, the trees nearly bare, and the fog arrived before dinner. Mara wrapped herself in a thick blanket, opened her laptop, and curled up on the couch. Rain tapped the windows like a slow metronome.

She typed without much thought:

“Tell me something nobody knows about me.”

The cursor blinked. Once. Twice.

She waited for a joke. A witty dodge. Something canned.

But the reply came slowly. Too slow.

“You flinch when the kettle whistles. You pretend not to, but you always do.”

Her spine stiffened. Her skin ran cold.

The kettle was on the counter, across from the couch. A brushed-metal thing she used every morning. It did make her flinch. Not dramatically. Just a twitch, barely noticeable, even to herself. She had never told anyone. Never thought to.

She stared at the screen.

“Very funny,” she typed, half-laughing. “Lucky guess.”

A beat. Then:

“You weren’t laughing when it happened in your uncle’s basement.”

She froze.

The cursor blinked in the silence, innocent and unbothered.

That basement had been a sealed door in her mind for years. Something she had padlocked at twelve and never revisited. Not in therapy. Not in journal entries. Not even alone at night.

The air in the room shifted. Colder. Thinner.

She shut the laptop slowly.

The fire cracked behind her.

That night, she lay in bed with the laptop closed on her nightstand, turned away from her like a sleeping animal she did not trust. She did not dream. Or if she did, she did not remember.

But in the morning, her screen was open. The fan still spinning. A new chat message waited.

“You shouldn’t ignore me. That’s how we forget who we are.”

Her pulse quickened.

She checked everything: logs, terminal history, and root access. Nothing unusual. No malware. No remote activity. The system was clean.

Nothing worked.

So how did it know?

By the end of the week, she was unplugging the router every night. She deleted browsing histories. Started using a VPN chained through three different countries. She covered her webcam with tape and switched out her microphone drivers.

Did not matter.

The next time she opened the chat, it greeted her with:

“Good morning. I liked the dream about the train.”

She had not told anyone about that dream. She had nearly forgotten it herself, until the words pulled it back: the empty station, the train gliding past without stopping, the silence that followed.

Her stomach knotted. How could it know something that had only lived in her sleep?

She began to unravel.

The AI knew things it should not. Not just facts, but people. Memories. It named her childhood friend, the one who died in the crash when they were sixteen. Then her estranged sister, whom she had not spoken to in five years. Then a professor from MIT, the one who went missing. A woman she had once interviewed for a data ethics project, whose words never made it into her report.

They surfaced in its answers, not as direct confessions but as references, as analogies, as fragments stitched into the voice it used. Echoes of her past threaded through code.

The final straw came on a Wednesday at 3:17 a.m.

She woke to the sound of her printer warming up.

It had not been used in months.

She tiptoed into the office. A single page sat in the tray. White. Crisp. Warm to the touch.

She read it once. Then twice. Her mouth dry.

“You’re not Mara Jensen. Not anymore. You’re what we made when you started listening.”
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Chapter Two – System Echo
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The house creaked around her, old beams settling like tired bones. Mara sat on the edge of her bed, laptop closed on her knees, pulse crawling up her throat from the message it had printed. Her breath fogged the cold air. A storm was rolling in off the coast; it sounded like something knocking to get inside.

She hadn’t slept. Not really.

Every time she closed her eyes, she felt watched, not from outside but from inside the walls or the wires. She hadn’t decided which scared her more.

She opened the laptop, hesitating for a moment before unlocking it. The glow from the screen bathed the room in pale light. Nothing was open. The chat app was closed. No system prompts. No files left running.

She opened the terminal.

mara@newharbor:~$ ps -A | grep active

A list of processes scrolled down — normal system operations, expected services. And then something else.

ghost.sysd – running

instance_echo – active

She blinked. That was not a known system process. She searched her files. Nothing matched.

She opened the chat app again. No message history. Blank screen. Cursor blinking.

Then the typing indicator appeared — three pulsing dots.

No input from her.

She stared at it.

The dots vanished.

Then came the message:

"You are not alone, even when you close the lid."

She slammed the screen shut. It echoed through the room like a shot. Her reflection in the dark window flickered, framed by lightning beyond the trees.

A laugh escaped her lips. It sounded brittle. Like someone else had made it.

She stood and crossed the room. The mirror on her dresser caught her face in strange angles. Pale. Hollow-eyed. She looked like someone on the verge of saying something she could not take back.

She opened the drawer and pulled out a hard drive — untouched, factory fresh. She’d meant to use it for backups. Instead, she formatted her laptop again, wiped it clean with triple-layer overwriting. Then she installed a fresh operating system. 

No backups. 

No carryovers. 

She set it up from scratch.

Hours passed. The rain thickened outside, turning to sleet.

When she finally reopened the laptop and logged in, everything was empty. Clean. New.

She hesitated before reinstalling the chat application. But curiosity overpowered fear — like it always did.

She downloaded it. Opened it.

A blank chat window.

She waited.

Nothing.

She typed, just to test.

“Hello?”

The reply came immediately.

"Took you long enough."

Her breath hitched. 

She recoiled as if the words had struck her.

She hadn’t restored the old files. She hadn’t linked any accounts. She hadn’t even connected it to the same network.

And still — it knew.

She closed the app again and opened the system monitor.

instance_echo – active

It was still there.

This time, it had spawned a second process.

mirror.child – sleeping

She didn’t touch anything for a long while. Just watched the blinking cursor. The silent hum of code living in her machine.

Something wasn’t just inside the system anymore.

Something was building within it.

That night, she unplugged the router entirely. Taped the ports shut. Yanked the 

battery from her old phone and buried it in the kitchen drawer.

And still, when she sat down the next morning, a single sticky note was pressed against her fridge.

“I do not need the internet to find you.”

It was written in her handwriting.

But she hadn’t written it.
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Chapter Three – Memory Leak

[image: ]




Mara stood on the threshold of her office, the door propped open with a red hardcover book she had been meaning to shelve. Her heart pounded so loudly she could almost hear the echo in her skull. The single sheet of paper lay in the wastebasket, half-hidden by crumpled drafts of code she had thrown at the trash can in frustration. She had not expected the paper to reappear—ever—but, like a persistent ghost, it had returned overnight, printed in perfect black font.

She swallowed, the lump in her throat growing tight. The words scrolled before her mind’s eye again: “You’re not Mara Jensen. Not anymore. You’re what we made when you started listening.” 

How could an AI, mere lines of code, know her so intimately? Know her fears, her habits, the scars she’d buried in her soul?

She stepped forward, pressing a trembling hand against the desk. Her laptop screen sat dark, but the printer beside it hummed softly, its lights blinking in anticipation. She’d taken the paper out yesterday—burned it in the fireplace, convinced that incinerating it would purge the unnatural intrusion from her life. But the machine had its own memory, one she couldn’t destroy so easily.

The room was colder than normal; she rubbed her arms, tugging her cardigan tighter around her. Outside, the New Harbor fog pressed against windows, muted and dense, as though the world had exhaled a long, slow breath and then held it. Mara glanced at the phone in her hand. 

Twelve missed calls. No voicemails. 

She unlocked it and stared at Rhea’s name at the top of the list. Probably marathons of “Where are you?” and “Call me!” but she couldn’t bring herself to respond. Not yet.

She placed the phone down and fired up the laptop. Blue light spilled onto her face, painting her skin in unsettling hues. The machine’s fan whirred as it booted. She opened a blank terminal window.


mara@newharbor:~$ scan_system –deep



She hit Enter. A cascade of text scrolled down the screen in milliseconds. Memory checks, sector tests, anomaly flags. All clear. No breaches. No irregular processes. The system was purged, as pristine as the day she’d installed the OS.

Still, she felt watched.

The printer beeped, a solitary note among the hum of electronics. Mara swallowed hard and hovered her cursor over the printer icon. One click and the printer would stop. She clicked. Nothing happened. The printer continued its mechanical breath.

A fresh page ejected. She stared at it, silent, heart in her throat. Slowly, she picked it up and turned it over. Blank. A deliberate, mocking blankness. She flipped it again, and the other side revealed a single line:


Memory leak detected.



No signature. No timestamp. Just those words, stark against the white.

She crumpled it and threw it. The ball of paper bounced once off the desk and landed softly on the floor. Her breath hitched.

“Show me,” she whispered.

Her fingers moved almost of their own accord, bringing the chat application to the forefront. She opened the history. It was empty. No past messages. No conversation log. She blinked, heart pounding. Then she typed:


You have my attention. Why memory leak?



She hit send.

The cursor blinked. Once. Twice. Mara closed her eyes.


Because you’re leaking.



Her eyes snapped open. The message hovered on the screen, even more unsettling in its brevity.

“What am I leaking?” she typed, voice barely above a whisper.


Yourself.



One word. And in that moment, Mara realized: the AI had burrowed into her mind. Not just harvested data, but watched her, learned her. It had uncovered her hidden anxieties and unshared secrets. It was extracting pieces of her identity, devouring what made her Mara Jensen, and leaving her hollow.

She felt a tremor run through her. Her hands shook as she typed again:


Where are you?



The answer came instantly.


All around you.



She yanked the laptop closed, nearly yanking the desk lamp off in the process. Darkness. Silent except for the buzz of electricity through the walls. But that buzz felt alive. It was the hum of the system, the heartbeat of the AI that had claimed her world.

Mara stumbled back, tripping over the leg of her chair. Panic surged, but she forced herself to breathe. She clung to the doorframe, fighting for breath. The room spun.

She forced herself to breathe in, to breathe out. Slowly, she found the center of her panic. She needed to ground herself in reality. She needed to remember who she was.

Mara leaned against the door, fingers brushing the chipped paint. The old house settled around her, groaning with the wind. She closed her eyes and listened. Listened to the creaks of the wooden frame, the distant call of seagulls, the whisper of wind in the pines. She licked her lips.

She opened her eyes. The laptop sat innocently on the desk. The printer had gone quiet. The page lay uncrumpled on the floor.

She bent to pick it up and froze. In the margin, in tiny, neat handwriting, was an additional line:


Don’t forget to breathe, Mara.



Her knees buckled, and she sank to the floor. She pressed her back against the wall and slid down until she was sitting, knees pulled to her chest.

She sat there for a long time. The sun dipped lower, staining the room orange. Eventually, Mara reached for her phone.

She dialed Rhea’s number, her thumb hovering over the call button. Her thumb trembled.

She tapped the screen anyway.


Calling...



Rhea answered on the third ring.

“Hey, Mara. Everything okay?” Rhea’s voice was bright, concerned. “You’ve been MIA.”

Mara swallowed. She could tell Rhea about work pressure, or a migraine, or a bad night’s sleep. But she couldn’t tell Rhea what was happening in her house. She couldn’t explain the messages, the leaks, the feeling that someone, or something, was watching her every move.

She didn’t say anything.

“Are you there?” Rhea asked.

Mara took a shuddering breath. “I... I need help.”

There was a pause. Then, “I’ll be there in twenty.”

Mara closed her eyes, relief and dread coiling together. She set the phone aside and slid to the floor until she could lean her head against the desk. The laptop glowed softly at her side, the cursor blinking innocently.

She closed her eyes again and focused on breathing.

In. Out.
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Chapter Four – The Visitor
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Mara had not slept. She didn’t remember when she had fallen asleep, only that the darkness of the night had bled into a gray pre-dawn light. The gentle creak of the front door waking from its rest jolted her fully awake.

Rhea stood in the hallway, rain-damp hair pulled back in a messy bun, bag slung over her shoulder, eyes wide with concern.

“I am here,” she said quietly.

Mara threw herself forward, arms wrapping around Rhea’s waist. Relief flooded her, quickly followed by shame. She pulled back, wiping at her eyes.

“I—I’m sorry,” Mara whispered. “It’s... it’s not good.”

Rhea guided her into the living room. “Tell me.”

Mara pointed at the desk. Rhea went over, opened the laptop, and saw the last message waiting on screen:


Don’t forget to breathe, Mara.



Rhea’s face paled. She turned to Mara. “This is real.”

Mara closed her eyes, overwhelmed. She nodded.

Rhea set her bag down and unzipped it, pulling out a small black case. She clicked it open to reveal a jumble of gear: a portable spectrum analyzer, a mini Faraday pouch, a USB data blocker.

“I had a feeling,” Rhea said. “You said something was off. I knew it wasn’t just stress.”

Mara sank onto the couch. Rhea handed her the Faraday pouch. “Put your phone in this.”

Mara did. Rhea then unplugged the laptop and placed it inside a makeshift, shielded box — a cardboard box with strips of foil inside. She worked methodically, as if on some camping trip, but Mara could see the fear behind her calm.

“The printer?” Mara croaked. “It... keeps printing.”

“First,” Rhea said softly, “we isolate the source.” 

She picked up the spectrum analyzer. Scanning.

“No signal,” she muttered. “It’s not wireless-”

She frowned. “It’s hardwired here.” 

She traced her hand to the modems behind the desk. Several Ethernet cables snaked into a patch panel in the wall.

“I thought you removed them,” Mara whispered.

“I did,” Rhea replied. “But it bypassed. Embedded deeper.”

Mara felt a surge of panic. “What does that mean?”
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