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“When the Light Flickers”

You ever feel like a room is watching you?

Not the people in it. The room itself. Like the walls remember something about you that you forgot. Like the lightbulb above your head flickers not from power surge, but from judgment. Like the silence ain’t really silence—it’s listening.

That’s what the safehouse in West Philly had turned into. A room with ears. I kept switching the bulbs out, but the same one kept flickering back on. Like it knew something about me. Or maybe it was me trying to pretend something in this fucked-up world was still predictable.

The only consistent sound was the external hard drive humming next to my laptop, its little green light pulsing like a dying heartbeat. Dawson’s flash drive had been uploaded three times. I memorized the logs, scrubbed the audio, ran the metadata. But there was one file I hadn’t touched.

A corrupted tag buried in the last folder.

“04X: Mirrorframe.”

No context. No size. No preview.

Just a note in the comments section of the file:

“Site inactive since 2021. Frequency field still registering.”

Still registering.

I’d seen enough manipulation tech to know what that meant. A site being “shut down” didn’t mean shit. It just meant they stopped giving it a name. Mirrorframe wasn’t offline. It was hidden.

And things don’t stay hidden unless there’s something inside still breathing.

I grabbed my coat.

Didn’t pack much—just a clean burner, a field recorder, and the brass cross my grandma used to wear on Easter Sunday. She used to say, “If you’re gonna enter hell, bring a weapon the devil don’t recognize.”

I didn’t believe in much these days.

But I believed in ghosts.

And I believed they were following me.

The road to Delaware County was quiet.

Not peaceful quiet. Funeral quiet.

A mist hung low over the trees like smoke from a battlefield. Google Maps refused to even draw a route. Had to feed the coordinates manually into a rigged GPS Colin gave me back when we were tracking down Kyle’s original demo stems.

No signage. No markers. Just a long stretch of cracked asphalt that eventually became gravel. Then dirt. Then forest. And then...

There it was.

Mirrorframe.

A decommissioned research facility posing as a bankrupt tech startup. Three stories high. No visible security. But the moment I stepped out the car, my skin tightened like it had been slapped by static.

Frequency.

You couldn’t hear it, but your bones could. Like being inside a speaker with no music playing. Just the idea of sound.

The main doors were chained shut but rusted through.

A single kick and they gave way.

Inside:

Silence. Dust. But not abandonment.

No graffiti.

No glass shards.

No raccoon shit or moldy insulation.

Which meant somebody had been keeping this place clean.

I moved slow. Weapon drawn. Field recorder on.

Every footstep echoed louder than it should’ve.

The stairwell led me down to a basement level with no power, no windows. Just thick walls and pitch black. I killed the flashlight after a while—it made me feel too seen.

Used my phone screen instead.

Then I found it.

A room marked only by a plaque:

EMP01 / Node Zero

Inside were five soundproof booths. Small. Claustrophobic. The kind of space you couldn’t scream your way out of.

Inside each was a chair, a mic, and what looked like biometric feedback loops—heart rate monitors, brainwave trackers, electro-dermal sensors.

They weren’t recording vocals.

They were recording emotion.

Sam’s signature was etched across every graph on the main monitor. Even in the system logs, she wasn’t called by name. Just:

“Primary Resonance Model: SP.RZ-001”

Samantha Pellagra Ruiz.

This was where they tuned her like a violin. Hooked her up, read her pain, and converted it into numbers. Then into songs. Then into weapons.

And suddenly it hit me—

These weren’t recording booths.

These were altars.

I played the audio file attached to SP.RZ-001.

What came through the speakers wasn’t music.

It was a hum.

But not like Eli5’s.

This one was different—disjointed. Like it wanted to be a melody but couldn’t find the courage.

Underneath it, a voice whispered something in Spanish. The voice was hers. Sam’s. Younger. Softer. A girl still halfway between dream and obedience.

“Duele. Pero si lo usas, puedes matar sin tocar.”

(It hurts. But if you use it, you can kill without touching.)

I stopped the tape.

My hands were shaking.

There was a drawer under the console. Inside: a bundle of old photos, printed out on thermal paper.

Kyle. Sam. Irene.

Wearing lab coats.

Smiling like churchgoers on Resurrection Sunday.

In one of the photos, Kyle was staring at Sam while she stared into the lens. His hand reached toward her shoulder but never touched.

Even then, he couldn’t reach her.

Or maybe he wasn’t allowed.

Then came the hum.

Not from the speakers.

From the walls.

Low at first. Then rising.

And with it—a feeling in my chest like someone was stepping on it. Like sadness, but not mine. Like inherited grief.

I stumbled back, bracing against the console. Something was turning on. Some system reactivating, triggered by my presence.

The screen lit up again.

But this time, it wasn’t data.

It was live footage.

A room.

Somewhere else.

Cables hanging like vines. A glass tank in the center. And inside—

Sam.

Not moving.

Not dead.

Just... suspended.

Hair floating.

Eyes closed.

Monitors attached to her skull and chest.

A slow pulse reading in the corner:

LIVE LINK ACTIVE: Frequency Stabilized via SP.RZ-001

And next to her...

A second tank.

Empty.

Labeled: E5.

I staggered away from the screen. Nearly dropped the recorder.

This wasn’t just a cloning facility.

It was a farm.
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