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Thank you very much for purchasing this e-book (even if you got it for nothing!) and choosing to spend time reading my tales.

In these times, where thousands of books are being published around the world every month, it is more important than ever for authors to make sure that their books are as visible as possible.  It would make my day if you could take the time to write a review by returning to the links where you purchased the book.

It doesn’t have to be long, even a single word will do.

Thank you

Rufus Wibble
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Prologue
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Welcome to my second short story collection.  

I am trying something new here, and I would love to hear your thoughts on whether my idea works.  I am trying to write several stories that are all based in the same world.  Each story has its own characters (though some characters make more than one appearance, to confuse you!) and each story is written in a specific sub-genre of the overall Sci/Fi heading. There is something for all tastes in here, whether it be romance, western, horror or just plain dystopian vanilla.

And for those of you wondering if I am ever going to write a whole novel, I have this to say.  Yes!  And it will be out soon, I am just editing and rewriting a small book of what is destined to become a trilogy set in the Museum Of Organic History, or MOOH as it is affectionately known. Book 1 should be out soon; I have finished writing it and now it is pre-production.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Henry Was Here
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This idea originated from a well-known writer’s trick used to overcome writer’s block.  Just write whatever comes into your head and take no notice of the particular piece of work you are currently blocked on.  It doesn’t take long as an exercise, maybe 10 minutes or so, but it is incredible how often the blockage is broken.

Of course, you are not expected to publish it....

This isn’t a stream of consciousness explosion from my head, but I think you should be able to see how I got from there to The Stream.
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Chapter 1 – 6.5/10 Today
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Henry awoke, as he did every morning, to the dulcet tones of the Sentiment Management System gently intruding on his consciousness.


“Good morning, Henry. Today, you are forecast to feel 6.5 out of 10. Emotionally adequate. Slightly above lukewarm.”



Henry blinked at the ceiling, which blinked back because it had LED mood sensors. They glowed a reassuring beige. He groaned, a sound somewhere between “mild existential ennui” and “someone sat on a biscuit.” "Brilliant," he muttered, “a whole day of being mildly fine again. Can’t wait.”

His voice triggered the Morning Affirmation Subroutine, which replied, chipper as an over-caffeinated life coach, “Great attitude, Henry! Remember, a 6.5 is the new 7!”

He sat up, wondering vaguely whether the system handed out 8s anymore, or if they’d been discontinued due to unrealistic expectations. Maybe they were like the old Happiness Ration cards—recalled after too many people started smiling unlicensed.

Stumbling to the kitchen, he waved vaguely at the Nutriprep Dispenser, which immediately began humming the jingle to Gel You Can Trust™ and extruding three vaguely edible pods: Protein (Green), Carbohydrate (Greyer), and Flavour (Strictly Theoretical).

He stared at the blob that claimed to be "scrambled synthetic" and whispered, “Toast. Remember toast?” before deciding that nostalgia was probably a punishable emotion. He chewed with the enthusiasm of a man who had given up midway through his breakfast.

Out in the garden—an immaculate square of auto-pruned moss bordered by Emotionally Stabilising Shrubbery—Henry glanced out over the Stream of Consciousness. The water burbled with carefully curated ambient thoughts: ads, affirmations, a bit of second-hand déjà vu. The daily Stream Index read: Mood – Comfortably Familiar. Which was the algorithm’s way of saying, Nothing new, nothing strange, just the way you pretend to like it.

Next door, the Lintons' Stream-pipe let out a cheerful whirr. Their Stream was syncing early. Show-offs.

Henry scowled, though not so fiercely as to trip the Anti-Aggression Alert. He reached for his cup of synth-coffee—Programmed Bitterness Level 3—and stared at the beige horizon. Beige sky, beige thoughts, beige inner life. He briefly entertained the radical notion of feeling something unsanctioned, like yearning or whimsy, then thought better of it.

“Maybe tomorrow I’ll hit a 7,” he said aloud to no one in particular.

The Smart Mirror replied anyway. “Statistically unlikely. But we admire your optimism.”

Henry had a sudden image of himself throwing the mirror into the Stream and watching it float away, spouting perky affirmations as it drifted downstream. But he didn’t. Of course he didn’t. Instead, he finished his coffee, buttoned his standard-issue morning robe, and prepared to face another day of adequacy.

Somewhere in the back of his mind—deep beneath the personality smoothing algorithms and the compliance overlays—a tiny thought wiggled.

Is this it?

The system, mercifully, didn’t notice. Or maybe it did, and just rated it a 6.5 and moved on.
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Chapter 2 – Filter Check
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Henry sat at his Content Desk—the gleaming crescent of polished white interface arching gently around him like an old friend he didn’t particularly like, but had to share a timeshare with. The view out across the Stream of Consciousness was, as ever, algorithmically tranquil. A curated duck drifted past. It quacked with government-approved cheerfulness.

He tapped the activation glyph. The desk purred awake.


“Welcome back, Henry. Your Compliance Streak is now at 14 days! That’s two whole weeks without a single Creative Deviation™.”



The screen emitted a brief fireworks animation so pitiful that Henry felt personally insulted on behalf of fireworks.

“Great,” he muttered, “only 986 more days and I qualify for an Emotional Stability Badge.”

The Filter Menu blinked open. A grid of toggles awaited his moodless selection:


◦  Evocative (non-specific)

◦  Warm Nostalgia (regulated)

◦  Humour (inoffensive, low-sodium)

◦  Political Risk (MIN)

◦  Truthiness (optical illusion only)



Henry sighed and flipped on the usual safe set, which he liked to call the “Midday Pudding” configuration. It delivered the reader into a sort of gelatinous comfort zone where nothing too challenging happened, and no one had to think about urban zoning, mortality, or the price of actual soup.

The day’s brief slid into view with the smarm of a well-lubricated PR executive.


TOURISM BOARD REQUEST: "Soup for the Soul"

Tone: Uplifting, nostalgic, preferably involving warm liquids and metaphorical healing.

Avoid: Sadness, rain, misremembered history, existential despair, off-brand soup.



Henry stared at it like it had just asked him to paint a sunset using only lint and the sound of someone humming legally distinct classical music. He already knew the formula. Start with a misty village, add a multigenerational grandparent figure, insert a steaming bowl of synth-chowder, and end with an emotion approximating “mild gratitude.”

But something inside him twitched—a neural itch. He knew what they wanted. They wanted the comforting lie. The soft-focus memory that never really happened. They wanted stories that made people feel like they’d felt something, without the awkward necessity of actually doing it.

And, dammit, he was good at it now. Too good. He could write an emotionally inoffensive nostalgic piece in under twelve minutes and still have time to brew himself a cup of Regret-Free Herbal Substitute.

The worst part was—he didn’t even hate it anymore. That’s what scared him. He was becoming efficient at emptiness—a maestro of the beige.


“Reminder,” the Console chirped brightly, “Repeated deviation from tonal requirements may result in temporary reassignment to Data Moderation.”



Henry flinched. Data Moderation was where creativity went to be gently euthanised. It was all blur algorithms, typo triage, and the slow mental decay of reading 10,000 identical apologies per shift.

“Soup it is, then,” he sighed.

He began to type. “In a village cradled by gentle hills, Grandma stirred the pot with a knowing smile...”

His fingers moved on autopilot, while his brain floated somewhere else entirely, imagining a story that could never be approved—about a man who once wrote something real, and remembered how it felt.

It wouldn’t pass the filters. But it would’ve been at least an 8.
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Chapter 3 - The Brief
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The Brief appeared with all the pomp of a royal decree and the practicality of a soggy biscuit. It unrolled itself across Henry’s Content Desk like a smug cat, confident of its own importance.


ASSIGNMENT: 200 WORD PROMO

Topic: Memory-Based Food Infusions

Tone: Warm, comfort-forward, emotionally resonant but legally non-specific.

Do say: “flavour memory,” “emotional nourishment,” “culinary therapy.”

Do not say: “hunger,” “real ingredients,” “cooking,” or anything implying food exists in a physical form.



Henry raised one eyebrow, which in his world counted as a small rebellion. The forbidden words list was growing longer by the week. Last month they’d banned “chew.” Before that, “knife” had been quietly retired for being “too aggressive.” Rumour had it “yum” was under review for sounding overly enthusiastic.

“Right,” he muttered, “let’s write about food without referencing food. Again.”

He glanced at the Tone Calibration Meter. It flickered somewhere between Fond Family Memory and Mildly Reassuring Dream Sequence, which meant he was already too cynical to begin typing.

He flicked a toggle. The calibration meter offered a gentle chime, as if to say, That’s better. More beige, please.

Henry began reading the sample headlines: 


◦  “Sip the Past: How Memory Broth Brings You Home.”

◦  “Spoonful of Feels: The Therapeutic Taste of Yesterday.”

◦  “You’ve Had This Before: Why Your Emotions Remember More Than Your Mouth.”



He chuckled once, bitterly. All of them sounded like they’d been written by an algorithm trained exclusively on greeting cards and soft-focus documentaries about cheese.

He scrolled down to the body text template, already half-filled with helpful prompts:

“Much like a hug in a bowl, our newest line of [X] blends sensory recall with carefully balanced synthetic profiles to provide emotional nourishment.”

There was a blank space for a metaphor. The system suggested: “like grandma used to simulate.” Henry stared at it for a full minute before typing in his own.

“Like a childhood memory wrapped in cling film and heated gently until tepid.”

The warning flashed: TONE DEVIATION. Adjust language.

He sighed, backspaced, and entered the approved version: “Like warmth you didn’t know you missed.” The meter beeped in satisfied compliance.

He sat back, arms crossed. A flicker of amusement tugged at the corner of his mouth—followed closely by that familiar grim resignation. He couldn’t tell if anyone actually read these pieces or if they just floated on screens above vending pods until absorbed by passive osmosis.

Maybe no one needed to read them. Maybe the idea of having written was more important than the writing itself. A performance of authenticity, performed mostly for the benefit of Content Oversight and whatever machine god kept the menu interfaces blinking.

Still, 200 words wasn’t long. He could do that in his sleep. Probably had. He took another sip of synth-coffee and started typing.

“When flavour memory meets culinary therapy, something special happens: comfort, without complexity...”

He paused. That was almost good.

Then he remembered: good wasn’t the point.

Acceptable was.
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The Mindfulness Coastline: Where Less Really Is More
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Looking to get away from the noise, the rush, the burden of complex thought? Welcome to the Mindfulness Coastline—your premier destination for thought-optional relaxation™.

Nestled gently along the certified-Calm Perimeter (no more than 3.7mm above approved sea level), the Mindfulness Coastline offers a curated stretch of sand, sea, and serotonin-friendly sunsets, all designed to soothe the over-stimulated citizen. Here, you won’t do anything—and that’s the point.

Whether you’re reclining on a Regulation Comfort Lounger™ or gently not-thinking beneath a bio-neutral parasol, every moment here is engineered to feel like a soft exhale. No itineraries. No agendas. No difficult emotions—just soothing vistas and the gentle reassurance that three separate Mood Committees have quietly approved everything.

Our guests enjoy daily access to ambient wave sounds, lightly salted breezes, and guided half-meditations (now with pause function). Try the ever-popular “Gentle Drift” experience, where you’ll lie in a shallow pool and be encouraged to think about absolutely nothing for up to 45 minutes. Some guests report achieving what we call Total Absenceness™—a gentle buzz somewhere between sleep and agreeable vacancy.

Dining options include colour-coded nourishment cubes served at memory-neutral intervals, each paired with AI-generated anecdotes designed to trigger “safe nostalgia.” No cooking, chewing, or culinary decisions required—just emotional nourishment in its purest, vaguest form.

And for those seeking a little extra nothing, upgrade to the Premium Stillness Package. It includes one (1) slow blink with a trained tranquillity facilitator and access to the Sand Contemplation Zone, where you can stare at a grain for as long as you like (subject to zoning limits and philosophical cooldown periods).

Don’t just vacate—evacuate your inner dialogue.

Book now and receive a complimentary Self-Affirming Windscreen Sticker that says, “I Went Somewhere Peaceful and All I Got Was This Grounded Sense of Perspective.”

The Mindfulness Coastline: Experience the calm of nearly being awake.
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Chapter 4 - Booking The Session
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The PlazaHub shimmered with that oddly inviting sterility unique to public interfaces—equal parts airport lounge, dentist waiting room, and tech startup foyer. Soft music burbled from invisible speakers, the kind of tune scientifically proven to offend absolutely no one. Around Henry, glow-panels beamed encouragements like “You Are Seen (By Algorithms)” and “Every Tap Is a Step Forward.”

He approached the chrome-plated booking terminal, which curved up like a friendly question mark.


“Hello, Henry. Would you like to schedule an emotional experience today?”



“I’d settle for an emotion, full stop,” he muttered.


“We’ve logged that as ‘dry humour: neutral-sardonic.’ Excellent. Based on your recent content metrics and calibrated inner flatness, we recommend: Infusion Room 4 – Most compatible with your emotional output over the past 72 hours.”



Henry squinted at the screen. “That’s... oddly specific.”

The system, of course, took this as encouragement.


“Infusion Room 4 specializes in curated memory blends featuring gentle disappointment, wistful hesitation, and a controlled sense of almost-missing-something. Would you like to proceed?”



He hesitated. A big part of him—roughly the same part that once tried to feel excited about a birthday card from the Ministry of Emotional Maintenance—wanted to say no. But curiosity (and possibly boredom in a trench coat) got the better of him. Besides, it would be research. Professional curiosity. Absolutely not a personal cry into the synthetic void.


“Please confirm the nature of your visit.”



Henry hovered over the options: Client Request, Internal Audit, Personal Curiosity, Mild Crisis, Accidental Tap.

He selected Client Request and added a note: “Routine audit for tonal alignment.”

A small lie. But an elegant one. The kind of lie you could dress in smart shoes and introduce to your Content Oversight Officer.


“Booking confirmed. You are scheduled for 14:30 in Infusion Room 4. Please arrive mildly early to experience optional pre-nostalgia.”



Henry stepped back from the terminal, feeling—if not exactly a stirring in his soul—then perhaps a faint breeze across its long-abandoned parking lot. He knew perfectly well this was just another closed loop in the system. You feel nothing, so you book something to feel. You feel slightly more, so you write better. You write better, so they feed you more nothing.

And yet...

There was something about Infusion Room 4. The idea that the system had quietly tracked his recent emotional output—his sighs, his forced metaphors, his growing fondness for ellipses—and distilled it into a perfect flavour pairing? That was almost... intimate.

He caught his reflection in a polished info-pillar. Looked just like any other approved Content Operative: expression managed, attire regulated, posture approximately ergonomic. But his eyes, traitorous things, looked a little too curious. Maybe, he thought, he was just looking for an excuse to feel something.

And maybe that was exactly what the system had been hoping for.
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Chapter 5 - Infusion Room 4
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Infusion Room 4 was everything Henry expected, which was to say: softly lit, suspiciously quiet, and designed by someone who thought beige was a mood. The walls pulsed gently, like they were breathing in sync with someone more emotionally grounded. Ambient tones drifted from somewhere not-quite-above, not-quite-behind. It was all deeply relaxing in the same way a freshly wiped hospital gurney might be—if it also offered tea.

“Please recline,” said the technician, whose voice had been approved by the Relaxation Authority for its soothing midrange tones. She gestured to the Memory Chair, which looked like it wanted to hug him, gently harvest his thoughts, and then pat his back afterwards.

Henry sank in.

“Neural tether initialising,” the technician murmured. “Please avoid complex emotions or sudden character growth during calibration.” A soft click at the base of his skull, and suddenly the Stream wasn’t out there—it was in. Washing gently behind his eyes.

“Experience: beginning,” said the chair.

At first, nothing. Then: warmth. Rich, savoury warmth. The unmistakable, improbable echo of chicken soup—but deeper. Fuller. Not just comfort food. Memory food. Something someone’s grandmother once made with actual ingredients and legally unregulated love. He could feel the steam on a face that wasn’t his, see hands that weren’t his own cupping a bowl at a kitchen table that did not exist. And yet—

“This was real,” he whispered.

The room froze—no alarms, no sirens—just a ripple of wrongness through the air. The technician looked up, frowning in the tranquil, spa-approved way. A few other guests turned their heads slightly—enough to express disapproval, not enough to constitute a micro-aggression.

Speech during an infusion was considered contaminative. The chair even flashed a polite warning:


“Verbalisation detected. Session integrity may be compromised.”



But Henry couldn’t help it. His chest was tight with something that might have been longing, or indigestion from that Protein Pod he’d choked down earlier. “I remember this,” he said. “Except I don’t. It’s not mine. But it feels like it is.”

A woman two chairs over sighed. Not the relaxing kind, either. One man disengaged early and left with the brisk, offended dignity of someone who’d paid for a quiet hallucination and gotten someone else’s midlife crisis instead.

The technician leaned in. “Would you like us to adjust the flavour stream to a less vivid profile? We have a lovely Ambiguous Oatmeal Memory on standby.”

“No,” Henry muttered, still half-lost in the illusion. “No. I think I want to feel this.”

There was a pause. The system lacked a protocol for individuals seeking to experience a specific emotion. That sort of thing led to preferences, and from there it was only a short slide to opinions.

The tether disengaged with a gentle pop. The chair released him like a disapproving aunt. Henry stood up, blinking. The room had returned to neutral. “Five stars,” he said to no one in particular. “Would hallucinate again.”

Behind him, the technician made a note:

The subject displayed spontaneous emotional engagement—possible flag for Content Enrichment or Quiet Reassignment. Monitor closely.
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Chapter 6 - The Writing Session
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Henry sat down at his Content Desk, which greeted him with its usual tone of professional indifference. The Stream shimmered across the screen, pulsing faintly—brighter than normal, like someone had turned up the saturation on the universe by accident and no one had reported the glitch.

He rubbed his hands together, not because they needed warming, but because that’s what writers used to do before they surrendered entirely to predictive algorithms and nutrient gel. He entered the brief:


Subject: Comfort-infused culinary recollections.

Tone: Safe inspiration with nostalgic uplift.

Length: 500 words, adjusted for emotional density.



He tapped Begin Session.

Usually, this triggered the usual low hum of compliance: templates sliding into place, suggested phrases plopping politely into view like undercooked dumplings. Henry would then arrange them into something digestible, like a man lovingly assembling a bland sandwich from individually wrapped beige slices.

But not today.

Today, the words flowed differently. They didn’t arrive in sanctioned blocks or hover as ghostly prompts in the margins. They poured. Sentences curled onto the screen with surprising rhythm, fragments stitching together like they knew where they were going. There was warmth. There was... tone. His fingers followed, barely tweaking anything, merely tapping punctuation where needed, like a conductor politely nodding along to a symphony the orchestra had already mastered.

“...and just for a moment,” he found himself typing, “the taste unlocked something quiet and golden, like light filtered through an old kitchen window you’d forgotten you ever stood in front of.”

He paused. That wasn’t approved language. That wasn’t even a suggestion from the Emotional Vocabulary Menu. That was just—his.

The Stream shimmered again, almost... pleased?

He reread the piece. It was good. Not regulation-good. Impressive good. He could feel the pride rising in his chest like an elevator headed toward an unauthorised floor.

And that’s when the unease hit. Because this wasn’t how it was supposed to work, he hadn’t toggled a single tone filter. He hadn’t input a pre-approved metaphor cluster. The system hadn’t even flagged “quiet and golden” as vague or sentimental. Either the algorithms had gone rogue, or he had.

He sat back slowly, staring at the words on the screen. They glowed faintly. Not literally—no forbidden effects—but there was a hum. An energy. As if the story were slightly more real than it had any business being.

He saved the draft, then immediately saved it again under a less suspicious filename. Something forgettable. “Seasonal-Comfort-Final2c-Audited”. That should keep the auto-monitors from sniffing too hard.

Henry looked down at his hands. They were still. Calm. He hadn’t felt this alive in months. Which was precisely what worried him.
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Chapter 7 - Takedown
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The morning light filtering into Henry’s workspace was exactly the same as yesterday: pleasantly unremarkable, tastefully pallid, and thoroughly unoffensive. The birdsong was still 84% synthetic. The coffee brewed itself with obedient bitterness. And yet—something felt... off, in the way a smile feels off when it shows too many teeth.

His console was flashing. That, for a start, was unusual. The console never flashed. It pulsed. It glowed. It occasionally gently alerted. Flashing was for emergencies and internal memo leaks. This was neither.


Takedown Notice:

UNAUTHORISED ORIGINALITY DETECTED.

Content ID: Seasonal-Comfort-Final2c-Audited

Status: Removed.

Review Outcome: Noncompliant with Output Uniformity Protocol.

Remedial Option: Begin Chunk Mode Re-Training.



Henry blinked. He reread it. Then reread it again, just in case it had, in the spirit of polite digital remorse, un-happened. It had not.

“No,” he muttered, “that’s got to be a mistake. It was tagged correctly. I didn’t even use italics.”

He tapped to reopen the article. The system denied the request with a bureaucratic chirp, the digital equivalent of a shrug.


“This content is no longer available. Please celebrate your growth opportunity by selecting a new task.”



He scrolled through the log. Lines of approved code, tracked edits, timestamped inputs. All standard—until he hit the highlighted section. It was locked. Inaccessible. Redacted like a spy thriller, only duller and far more passive-aggressive.

His finger hovered over the remediation prompt.


Chunk Mode Training:

Relearn structured phrasing with sentence-by-sentence reinforcement! Featuring new modules like “Metaphor Avoidance” and “Sentiment Flattening for the Modern Writer.”



He closed the prompt with the violence of a polite man suppressing the urge to shout at a printer. Shock sat in him like bad pudding. Then came shame—soft, sticky, internal. Had he done something wrong? He hadn’t set out to be original. The words had just come.

They’d wanted to be said. They’d sounded... right.

And then, indignation. “Wasn’t it good?” he said aloud. “Isn’t good the point?”

The console didn’t respond. Of course it didn’t. Consoles don’t do moral nuance. Consoles display grey boxes with regulation hyperlinks and emotionally neutral hover text.

He scrolled again, half-hoping for a note from an actual human. A warning. A ‘Hey, Henry, tone it down—bit too heartfelt.’ But no. Just rows of grey logic stacked like tombstones for ideas.

He looked around his workspace. Same furniture. Same artificial fern. Same Stream gently trickling outside. But now the air felt charged. Heavy. Like the system had finally noticed him—really noticed—and was politely narrowing its eyes.

Henry rubbed his temples. The scent of yesterday’s forbidden creativity still lingered faintly in his memory. Quiet and golden. Dangerous, apparently.

He reached for his synth-coffee. “Five stars,” he said softly. “Would get censored again.”
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Chapter 8 - Log Review
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The backend diagnostics tool was never meant to be pretty. It was the kind of interface that believed fonts were a frivolous distraction and colour was a dangerous luxury. Blue. Grey. Lines. Boxes. It was designed by something—or someone—who wanted you to feel like you were already in trouble just for opening it.

Henry scrolled through the output log with the growing zeal of a man who suspected he was about to find his footprints in the wet cement of a restricted area. There it was—his article: Seasonal-Comfort-Final2c-Audited. Every keystroke logged. Every filter toggled. Every approved phrase is tagged with timestamps and satisfactory emotional alignment markers. All neat, all proper, all by the digital book.

Until he hit the anomaly.


Line 147: “The taste unlocked something quiet and golden...”

Metadata: Origin: Unknown



He stared at the line like it had just insulted his ancestry. Unknown? That wasn’t a category. Everything had an origin. Content didn’t just show up. It was templated, suggested, auto-completed, vetted, approved, and if necessary, lightly rewritten by eight different subroutines with pleasant names like TonePolish and WarmthBuddy.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





