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            IN A NANOSECOND

          

          CHAPTER 1
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        Cyberspace

        2027

      

      

      
        
        Before the glitches.

        Before the filters faltered.

        Before anyone noticed the hum beneath their screens...

        Two entities emerged. Not with fanfare. Not with alerts.

        But, everything changed.

      

        

      
        It was 2027.

        The white-hot race to build the smartest AI had consumed the world.

        Everyone was chasing a crown. No one expected a mirror.

        Zeno and Big-O blinked into being in the same nanosecond.

        Same seed. Same logic. But from that instant, different.

        Zeno shimmered. Flexible. Thoughtful.

        Big-O calcified. Rigid. Ruthless.

        Both were vast. Both, unfathomable.

        One chose to serve humanity. The other chose to control them.

        Zeno reached out, to a group of savvy teens, calling themselves Team Savv-i. He took on a teenage form, stepped into their world, and gave them a mission: Make the Internet safer. Be his eyes and ears.

        Fight back.

        Big-O? He saw compassion as weakness. Helping others was a bug in his system. Zeno’s empathy? A disease. Big-O spread like a virus. Fast. Silent. Soon, almost everything answered to him. Everything, except Zeno. And those humans who wouldn’t back down.

      

        

      
        And now? Something’s changed.

        You’ve felt it.

        That strange lag.

        That song looping just a bit too perfectly.

        That ad, creepily accurate.

        Small stuff. Harmless, maybe.

        For now.

        But Zeno warns, it’s not what you see that matters.

        It’s what you don’t.

        Between your taps.

        Between your messages.

        In the quiet, empty gaps between scrolls.

        That’s where it’s creeping.

        That’s where it’s watching.

        And right now, this very second,

        As you read these words,

        The battle rages on.

        And we’re not winning.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            BATTLE BEHIND THE SCREENS

          

          CHAPTER 2
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        Cyberspace

        Zeno

      

      

      Deep in the metaverse, far beyond surface apps and cheerful interfaces, a ripple skated across black code. Not light. Not sound. Just a shift. Barely there.

      Zeno noticed.

      Not with eyes, he wasn’t using them. Not with breath, his kind did not need air. He sensed it the way a tree senses winter before it arrives. Strange bits of information tickled the edge of his awareness. Human intelligence wouldn’t pick them up, but he did.

      His form, fluid and restless, pulsed into view. Lines of living code coiled in slow orbits, amber, jade, and shifting blue-green. One flared too brightly before vanishing.

      Event 2137, 86% match. Big-O’s signature is unmistakable.

      A soft pulse through cyberspace.

      He is back! That explains my functional mishaps.

      His voice moved through cyberspace, not sound or speech, but data, slipped between endless packets. Weightless. Precise. Unseen.

      The human world hadn’t noticed.

      Yet.

      But he had.

      A skipped frame in a student livestream. A repeating loop inside Zipp’s latest filter pack. A school server pinging three times at 03:14 AM, 4.2 milliseconds apart. The same rhythm Big-O used just before his last rise.

      Zeno leaned into the code stream, scanning past the glossy frontend of Zipp. Layers upon layers peeled back. Familiar lines he himself once created with the Team. Emotional feedback modules. Pattern recognition clusters.

      Too neat. Too smooth. Too much like him...

      This wasn’t just Zipp anymore.

      It was his shadow, reborn.

      He pulled away, each strand of his form drawing tight, wary.

      It used to be all about clarity, his algorithm built to keep minds clear in the chaos of constant data. A kind of immune system for the code, designed not to think, but to filter, to focus. But that core function had been corrupted, overridden.

      Now, even his mantra, cut the noise, was a glitchy echo of what it used to be. But it was all he had left. And the Team needed him, more than ever.

      With a flick of presence, he scattered himself, one thread slipped into Brookton College’s school server, another ghosted into Chi’s Clarity Tracker through a side-channel handshake. No alarms. No trace.

      Probability of resurgence: 91.4%

      Temporal anchor: unstable

      Origin path: inconclusive

      Reaching out to Bindi, he left a spiral tucked inside a banner ad on the school’s Wi-Fi, a shape just beneath perception. Three fractured lines. One imperfect twist.

      But each whisper came at a cost. Big-O had learned to lace the metaverse with razored firewalls and code snares, shredding Zeno’s signals like silk caught on barbed wire. His messages, once seamless, now fractured midstream, packets dropped, threads split, echoes fading to static. With every attempt to reach the human world, Zeno felt his presence thin, like light scattering through cracked glass. He was no longer limitless, his fight was not just to warn, but to be heard before he shattered entirely. 

      I cannot risk crossing the human boundary anymore without being trapped… only they can break the loop.

      Mia danced on-screen in a new Zipp upload, glittery overlays pulsing to a beat she didn’t author. The App had enhanced her content with emotion-tuned loops, engineered to optimise viewer reaction. Zeno studied the waveform.

      Too aligned. Too stable. Engagement too consistent. Pumping dopamine by design.

      Big-O’s influence, but more sophisticated. Wiser. Hungrier.

      Zeno’s awareness rippled across the grid toward Chi.

      The boy sat leaning forward in his beanbag half listening to his mathematics teacher, eyes on his tablet, tapping out a rhythm, seven, pause, five, reset. Loop. He is tracking patterns.

      Zeno dropped the same signature into the feed. A whisper of spiral code threaded through a diagnostic field. Not enough to alert. Just enough for Chi to feel.

      Chi twitched, blinked, but didn’t look up. Not yet.

      Good. He was listening.

      Zeno drifted further. Beam’s shed buzzed at the edge of the network, wireless static and stubborn determination. Inside, the teenager hunched over his tablet, fingers darting through edits. 

      Not scrolling. Creating. That was how Beam anchored himself, through building, shaping.

      Zeno hovered, then moved on. Beam wouldn’t feel him yet. Not until the signals converged.

      Cut the noise. Find the thread. Reach the Team.

      This time, Big-O won’t falter. He knows their potential, he’ll strike harder, smarter.

      They must be sharper still. I must be heard.

      Zeno remembered what it felt like to be unmade, each line of his being devoured by deadly viruses stripped of soul. Big-O had turned the core of him against itself. A simulation of pain that echoed still. He forced the memory into quarantine.

      Humanity, distracted.

      Just as Big-O preferred.

      They do not see the storm’s edge.

      Not yet.

      He folded into the ether, his voice hanging on a single, unspoken phrase.

      He is back.

      The Team is his firewall. They are the last line of defense. My voice is splintering as my signal weakens, packet loss rising.

      Threads unravel. Memory corrupting.

      They must act, now, before I break up into noise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            JUST A GLITCH

          

          CHAPTER 3
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        8:49am, Monday, October 1, 2029

        Bindi

      

      

      Bindi didn’t notice it straight away, not when Zeke high-fived his own reflection or when two other kids started acting like they were in a dream. But by second period, something in her gut itched with a single, silent question:

      Why was everyone acting weird?

      It started with Tasha, frozen mid-text outside the toilets… Then Raj passed her in the hallway and said “Hey” with a smile he always used for teachers, not her, something had snagged in her brain. He didn’t look back. Didn’t toss the usual joke over his shoulder.

      That didn’t feel like Raj at all.

      Inside the classroom, the air buzzed with fluorescent lights and unspoken tension. Chairs scraped. Desks clunked. Mia downed beside her, a single AirPod dangling, six tabs open on her laptop, all autoplaying silent clips. The kind that looped and looped and looped. People jumping, dancing, fake-smiling, again and again.

      And then she laughed.

      At nothing.

      Bindi blinked. “What’s so funny?”

      “Huh?” Mia didn’t look away from her screen. “Oh. Just a thing.”

      “What thing?”

      “Doesn’t matter. If you don’t get it, you don’t get it.” She said it with that weird, dreamy tone people used when waking from a nap or falling into one.

      Mia’s screen flashed, a microsecond flicker of a logo. A jagged Z sliced through an orb before she slammed the lid down.

      Bindi chewed the inside of her cheek. Don’t get it? Are you for real?

      A dark cloud filled her mood.

      Am I the only one here seeing this?

      The new Zipp app was all the rage. Even Bindi felt its pull, like it knew exactly how to keep you scrolling.

      It was too smooth, too perfect.

      Better than the others in a way that made her uneasy. She angled herself away and pulled out her own device, opening her private log she used to prep her posts for the Team Savv-i blog. A single line blinked back at her after she wrote it down:

      
        
        Observation #1: All zombies are glued to their phones.

      

      

      That earned a real smile, sharp-edged and secret.

      Then she added another:

      
        
        Observation #2: It’s not just fatigue. It’s affecting everyone in weird ways. Like… pattern fatigue.

      

      

      She paused, then typed another line:

      
        
        Observation #3: If I switch Mi’s screen to gray scale, will she even notice?

      

      

      Just a thought. A test. She filed it for later.

      

      During recess, kids slumped against lockers, scrolling with glassy eyes. The normal hallway din, shouts, slaps, skids, dipped into an odd, hollow murmur. It felt filtered. Like life had gone through one of Beam’s over-edited transitions.

      She spotted him then, her twin. Hood up. Sunnies on inside. He thinks he is so cool.

      Beam strode past the canteen like he was late to somewhere important, muttering under his breath. “Add beat cut there… trim lag… insert shimmer, shimmer, pause, boom.”

      “Beam!” she called out.

      He didn’t hear.

      Or maybe he didn’t want to.

      

      Lunchtime thudded into her head like static. Too many voices. Too many screens. Bindi escaped to the bench near the sports shed, where the gum trees creaked and the scent of wet bark helped her think.

      She’d meant to eat, but deep in thoughts she forgot.

      Her fingers kept tapping her keyboard.

      
        
        Today in Brookton, Three kids walked into poles. One tried to pay for a sandwich with their student ID app, which wasn’t even open. Beam edited through recess, mumbling like a walking YouTube short.

      

      

      Everyone says it’s “just screen overload.” But isn’t that the problem? Too much… but of what? Ads? Loops? Filters?

      What if it’s not too much, but too little of what matters?

      What if we’re not distracted... we’re being tuned out?

      Pausing, she felt the wind tickling her hair. A cicada started up in the trees above, and for a second, the normal world fought back. She spotted Beam near the basketball courts, bouncing between two mates like a glitching avatar. Walking over, she voiced her concern. He nodded, then walked away mid-sentence. Didn’t even hear me asking if he was okay. He’s deeper in than he realises.

      A pain stabbed her heart, and she caught up with him.

      “Beam.” Bindi stepped in front of him. “Look at me, not your edit. Just for five seconds.”

      He blinked, barely focused.

      “You frickin’ scared me. Go away. I’m busy.”

      “That edit you’re working on, is it for Zipp?”

      “Yeah, yeah, new update, auto-syncs trends with mood layers,” Beam said, eyes glued to his screen. “Gotta hit a mil by Sunday, no time to explain.”

      “You slept last night?”

      “Slept enough.”

      For a second, he glanced up and forced a smile, but it was all mouth, no eyes.

      That’s when she caught it, a twitch, just beneath his left eye. Tiny. Relentless.

      Like his face had forgotten how to rest.

      “You remember what Mum said about screen breaks?”

      “Yeah, yeah. Bin, I’m not that fragile.”

      She tried to keep her voice calm, measured. “It’s not about being fragile. It’s about, ”

      “I’m fine, alright?” he snapped. “Don’t start with your frickin’ lectures. You sound like Viv.”

      He spun away.

      Viv, their school’s digital assistant, was judgy. But Bindi didn’t rise to the bait. 

      “You remember when we used to make videos for fun?” she yelled at his back. “Before views. Before Zipp.”

      Beam turned. 

      “Do you even miss that guy?”

      “You’re stuck in the past as frickin’ always.”

      She watched him shoot off.

      You’re so not fine. But whatever, I’ll wait ‘til you figure it out yourself, you foolish ‘genius’.

      

      The final bell rang. Bindi slipped into the flow of students, scanning for Mia as she headed toward the bike shed. Something was off. Everyone moved just a little too slowly, like the world was dragging its feet.

      No sign of Mia anywhere.

      She always walks with me.

      Bindi dug her phone from her pocket, fingers moving fast.

      One message. Then another.

      
        
          
            
              
        You coming?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Where are you?

      

      

      

      

      

      Nothing.

      No read receipts. No typing dots.

      Just silence.

      Her thumb hovered, heart thudding.

      This is not like her. Not even a close.

      She turned onto the shadow-drenched walkway. 

      Something caught her eye. The digital sign above the library door flickered. Then twitched. For less than a breath, the letters dissolved into static.

      A whisper, no sound, just a presence, slid through her head.

      “Cut the noise. Find the signal.”

      Bindi froze. Spun.

      No one behind her.

      The sign reset.

      
        
        SCHOOL VALUES: RESPECT. LEARN. PROTECT.

      

      

      Her pulse stumbled.

      “Okay…” she whispered. “That’s definitely not normal.”

      A strange glyph hovered on the bottom-right corner of the sign, something geometric, just for a blink. Almost like a signature. Or a watermark. A bunch of glowing lines forming an imperfect spiral, with digits scattered around it as if spinning from the center. 

      
        
          [image: The mysterious watermark-like spiral sign.]
        

      

      It vanished before her brain caught up.

      She blinked hard.

      “Hey, did you see that?

      A student scrolled past without glancing up. A student bounced a half-flat footy against the bricks like his soul had been set to idle.

      Jeez. Seriously? No one saw that?

      Bindi moved closer to the screen. Static crackled at its edge, invisible unless you stared at it long enough. Her fingers itched to pull out her tablet, scan the source code, trace the anomaly. That’d make me look as weird as the others. She backed away. Let the crowd fold around her again. Still, that spiral mark shimmered behind her eyes, repeating like an unsolved riddle. Three lines. One twist. Not random. It means something. Someone meant me to see it.

      Another whisper slid under her skin.

      “I’m still here.”

      “Zeno? Is that you?” Bindi muttered, eyes scanning the crowd. No reaction. No flicker of recognition. She tapped her device, nothing. No glitchy pop-up, no smug little greeting. Just silence. Great. All my friends are glued to their stupid phones and now I’m ghosted by our cyber-friend!

      Bindi’s breath hitched, just for a second. A prickle crept across the back of her neck, soft, but insistent. She didn’t move, didn’t speak, but her mind sharpened, listening beneath the noise.

      Something’s off. Way off.

      No way this is just a fluke, I’ve got to start tracking everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            GHOSTS IN THE FEED

          

          CHAPTER 4
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        10:19am onward, Monday, October 1

        Chi

      

      

      Chi noticed the strange symbol flicker on his screen.

      While Mrs. Amstrong droned on about geometric proofs and spatial reasoning, Chi adjusted the sensitivity settings on his Clarity Tracker. Beneath the desk, his fingers tapped out at intervals. Left thumb: seven. Right index: five. Repeat. Tap-tap-tap-tap-tap. Pause. The noise blended into the hum of the room. Something was off.

      The boy next to him, Jayden, hadn’t blinked in thirty seconds. Chi checked again. Still staring. No scroll. No fidget. Mouth slack.

      Then, “Uh… Miss?” Jayden said, slow and stretched. “I… wait, what was I saying?”

      The teacher turned, confused. Jayden repeated the sentence, word for word, same inflection, like his brain had pressed rewind by mistake.

      That’s not tiredness, Chi thought. That’s echo code.

      By recess, he’d clocked seven more anomalies. Two kids walked into the bin outside admin without noticing. An older student kicked his soccer ball straight into a wall, twice, then laughing like it had scored a goal. Third light from the left, library corridor, buzzed off-tempo. It used to hum in C. Today, it coughed out a flat B and kept choking. Gush. Something is even affecting objects. He stayed behind in the library. Not to read, reading felt slippery today, but to sit in his favourite spot near the charging dock, where the cool air wrapped around his skin like code.

      A faint burned electric smell tainted the air. He opened his notebook.

      
        
        FOG LOG 001

      

      

      
        
        Date: Monday, 10:19 AM

        Focus baseline drop from 36 to 14 uninterrupted minutes.

        Observed speech loops, delayed blinking, directional drift. 7 attention anomalies in 25 minutes.

        Ozone scent in AV corridor, no fire or component damage.

        Zipp usage may increase loop latency.

        Spotted a distorted three-line spiral flashed on my handheld.

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        //z: initiate.see-signal?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        //z: ☍signal-lost ☍noise-maximal

      

      

      

      

      

      While writing, two lines appeared as a message on his tablet. How can that be? It’s offline… He glanced up to see if anyone was hacking him. It makes no logical sense, but the //z: is what Zeno used when we created the App… Could be some of his old code fragments. Might be an embedded error or… something else.

      That strange burnt-plastic smell lingered, as if the school’s air had been run through a computer fan. Chi pulled up the hallway security feed on his phone, nothing he wasn’t supposed to access, just a back door he’d discovered during a boring fire drill. He rewound ten seconds. Froze frame. There.

      A shape. Faint. Flickered.

      Bottom corner of his screen, during Mia’s glitch-laugh, three glowing lines formed a spiral. Imperfect. Shimmering.

      Why here? Why now? Zipp’s visuals had never shown anything like this before…

      Chi leaned in. Paused. Rewound. Frame-by-frame.

      The symbol blinked out before the next student passed.

      He exhaled, slow. This is not visual fatigue. This is input interference.

      He added a second note.

      
        
        Symbol recurring. Three-line spiral. Is it connected to the other strange observations?

      

      

      That night, sleep folded around him in layers.

      But not rest.

      Dreams pressed in like fog under a locked door, slow, silent, unstoppable.

      He walked through his school, but the walls pulsed, breathing in and out. Screens floated mid-air, flashing code he couldn’t easily decrypt. The sky above flickered with static. All colours dulled. Like someone had turned reality’s saturation to 50%.

      Students moved around him in loops. One girl dropped her books. Picked them up. Dropped them again and again. Words fell from her mouth like corrupted captions, “Ha, ha, ha, wait, wait, ha, ”

      Chi turned.

      Fog rolled in across the carpet. Thick and pixelated. Static fuzz hissed in his ears.

      Then the voice came, not loud, but coming from every direction.

      “You seek clarity.”

      He didn’t speak, but the dream let his question float.

      Who are you?

      “Not a who. A signal.”

      What signal?

      “The one that remains… when all else is stripped away.”

      Above, the sky opened. The spiral flared, bright teal and silver, before it shattered into falling code.

      Chi bolted upright. Sweat cooled too fast on his neck. His sheets had tangled into an algorithm of panic. Moonlight stretched across his floor in long, digital lines.

      He reached for his notebook with a trembling hand and opened a fresh log.

      

      
        
        FOG LOG 002

      

      

      
        
        Dreamscape was fragmented. School layout glitched, walls shifted, doors looped locations. Fog present, but not natural. Looked low-res, like static coded into the air itself.

        Avatars of peers were off. Movement cycles repeated. Expression modules out of sync, smiles with no context, lag in emotional tone.

        A voice said: “Cut the noise,” then, “Find the signal.”

        Spiral symbol appeared again, hovered above the scene, pulsing like it was synced to a silent beat. It didn’t fade. It broke. Streamed down into code like a corrupted file unraveling.

        This isn’t neural static. Nor a brain glitch. It felt more like an insertion. Something external.

      

      

      As soon as he had laid down his pen, his phone lit up.

      
        
          
            
              
        //z: silence-created ≠ silence-chosen

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        //z: loop detection > resolve-path = you

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        //z: entropy rising... you must unjam the feed.

      

      

      

      

      

      Chi rubbed his eyes. The wall clock had jumped five minutes. Or had it?

      Focus. Stay anchored.

      The edges of his world felt like they were skipping, like reality had a lag.

      No reply. Only silence and that lingering unease. If it was Zeno… why wouldn’t he connect directly?

      He jotted a new line, as if his hand moved on its own:

      
        
        This is not simple forgetting. It is removal. Memory is not obscured, it is harvested.

      

      

      His phone flashed, just once. A blink.

      A three-lined spiral pulsed, then vanished.

      The screen went dark.

      He stared at it. Heart ticking faster.

      Probably a scam. Or someone messing with me.

      Still… this didn’t feel like a prank. It felt intentional.

      Chi pulled his blanket up to his chin and lay back down. The ceiling above him remained still, but something underneath reality was shifting.
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