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Chapter 1: The Quiet in Her Skull
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“The world told me to feel the same as everyone else. So I learned to stay quiet instead.”

The classroom was too clean. Not just in the usual way- not like tidiness or polish- but sterile. Stripped. Like something important had been vacuumed out to make space for the mesh. Every corner gleamed under the fluorescent lights, which buzzed in a high frequency I could feel in my molars. Desks were aligned in perfect rows, each student docked into the neural mesh like nodes on a server. The hum in the air wasn’t sound. It was pressure. Like a frequency you couldn’t name but couldn’t ignore.

I sat alone. Back row. Always. My chair wasn’t assigned. They didn’t have to tell me where to go anymore. The helmet I wore did that for me.

Matte black. Heavy. Unforgiving. A shell built to intercept mesh pulses, to dull the flood of synthetic emotion, of thoughtstreams and shared reactions. It pressed cold against the sides of my head, and sometimes I imagined it burrowing inward- a parasite pretending to help.

It was the only reason I could sit in that room and not collapse.

Around me, the others shimmered. Not literally- but close. Their eyes flickered as data moved through them. Microexpressions played across their faces in perfect harmony, smiles rising and falling in unison like synchronized swimmers. No one had to ask how anyone else felt. They were all already feeling it- together. The mesh ensured emotional compliance. Everyone shared the same river of sentiment, and if anyone strayed too far from the current, the system corrected them.

But I didn’t float with them.

I was the static in the signal. The anomaly. The girl behind the glitch.

The helmet softened the mesh’s intrusion, but it didn’t block it completely. I still felt the pulses crawling down my spine like cold sweat. Still caught echoes of laughter or tears that didn’t belong to me. I couldn’t tell where they ended and I began. Not clearly. Not always.

My fingertips pressed into the desk’s edge- hard. Focus on the shape. The edge. The texture. That was real. That was mine.

Everything else clawed at the borders of my mind.

The fluorescent light overhead made the air feel sharp. My uniform’s synthetic collar rubbed the skin on my neck raw, and I had to resist the urge to reach up and claw it off. A chemical lemon-scented cleaner saturated the room, but beneath it was the faint sourness of breath, skin, sweat. The mix made my eyes burn.

And voices- God, the voices- didn’t talk so much as merge. Muted by the helmet, but still wrong. Distorted. Flattened. They weren’t words anymore, just stretched-out threads of emotional data, trying to pull me in.

I couldn’t breathe right when they did that. Couldn’t think clearly.

I don’t think they noticed. Not really.

The other students would glance at me, a flick of recognition followed by an expression I’d learned to mistrust: Empathy. Soft, practiced. A product of the system, like a smile manufactured in a factory. They looked at me with curated concern, just long enough to check a mental box. I acknowledged the Glitch. Then they moved on.

“Emma,” said Ms. Kepler, her voice too even, too warm. “Could you please tell us the formula for neural adaptation?”

My stomach flipped. That subtle ping echoed in my helmet- the mesh’s signal for engagement. A polite demand.

I knew the formula. I’d memorized it three years ago.

But knowing and saying weren’t the same.

My brain didn’t always hand me words when I asked for them. Sometimes it handed me colors, or shapes, or that sense of an answer curling just out of reach. Now, all I could see was white.

I nodded once.

A small green checkmark blinked inside the HUD of my helmet- an automated acknowledgment that I’d “participated.” A mechanical version of gold stars and “good girl.” It always made my skin crawl.

Ms. Kepler smiled and moved on. I released the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

The lesson resumed. A river of synced emotion flowed back through the class, soft and seamless. I tried to follow it once. Back when I was younger. Tried to let myself be swept up in the feeling of it. But the longer I stayed submerged, the more the water turned to static.

There was no place for me in the stream.

My leg bounced under the desk. Not on purpose. Just a motion looking for a way out. Like the thoughts inside me were trying to escape, and movement was the only door I could give them. Tap-tap-tap. I didn't even realize how fast it was moving until the student beside me glanced down and recoiled- not with disdain, but that same programmed concern.

I stopped. Stilled myself. Let the pressure push inward instead.

The mesh swelled again.

A surge of connection.

It felt like a hand reaching into my mind without asking.

It made me flinch.

I bit the inside of my cheek. Hard.

I didn’t cry. Didn’t scream. Didn’t say a word.

I never did.

There were days when I thought I might disappear altogether- not physically, but in the way people disappeared when they no longer fit the diagram.

But then there were other days. Days like this, where I realized how much of myself I’d kept hidden, protected, buried beneath the world’s need for sameness.

I watched a boy three rows ahead raise his hand. A second later, five others mirrored him, laughing softly in unison. Their joy was identical- same lilt, same rhythm. Mesh-induced. Synthetic.

And I thought, They don’t feel joy. They perform it.

The bell rang.

I didn't move right away.

The others did- a smooth wave of motion as students collected their bags, eyes still gleaming with mesh connection. Their voices rose in perfectly timed conversation. No overlapping. No interruptions. No awkward silences.

No real ones either.

I gathered my things slowly. The moment my jacket touched my fingers, I gripped it tight. Worn fabric. Frayed edge. Comfort in texture. A reminder that I still had anchors.

Outside the classroom, the hallway was a pulse of chatter and color and noise.

I slipped away before it swallowed me.

Found a corner near the maintenance stairwell. Cold wall against my back. I closed my eyes. Not to shut out the world. But to find my own.

The quiet in my skull wasn’t empty.

It was where I lived.

Not a flaw.

Not a malfunction.

Just... me.

And no one had to sync with that for it to be real.
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Chapter 2: Daily Scan
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They didn’t call it punishment. They called it care.

They came for me the same time they always did- 06:00. Not with alarms or threats. Just a chime in my helmet and the synthetic whisper of a “wellness check.”

It always started with a question: Are you feeling emotionally integrated today, Emma?

No.

But I didn’t say that out loud.

I never said what I really felt in those sessions. I knew better.

So I rose from the cot in my assigned dorm pod, the thin mattress crinkling beneath me like it was ashamed of offering comfort, and pulled on the dull gray jacket with my identifier stitched at the collar: C.D.D.6–198EMMA. I never liked the way the numbers looked when I saw them in mirrored glass- like I’d been stamped at birth. Like a barcode.

I walked the hallway alone, each step echoing down the sterilized corridor. The overhead lights flickered in perfect rhythm. Sterile. Cold. Efficient.

I wasn’t afraid. Not exactly. Fear required surprise.

This was routine.

The doors to the Neural Audit Wing slid open with a hiss of pressurized air. Inside, it smelled of static and antiseptic- a chemical kind of calm, like the air had been stripped of anything natural and replaced with protocol.

The scan chair waited in the center of the room like a throne for a kingdom that didn’t believe in kings, just compliance.

I sat.

The straps retracted automatically, clicking across my wrists and ankles. Not tight. Just enough to remind me I wasn’t the one in control.

A screen blinked to life.

A face flickered into view.

Not a real one. Synthetic. Perfect symmetry, pleasant tone, no variation in affect. This was my handler. The software called itself Maren. It was supposed to help “modulate my deviation.” It had been trained on empathy libraries, taught how to simulate warmth, concern, patience.

It smiled in that way they do- too slow to be real, too symmetrical to trust.

“Good morning, Emma,” it said, as if we were old friends. “Let’s begin your daily scan. Please describe your current emotional state using the approved framework.”

I didn’t answer.

It waited three seconds. That was the threshold.

“No verbal response detected. Initiating neural overlay diagnostics.”

I felt the pulse before I heard the hum. A wave of soft pressure across my scalp- the mesh, trying to read me again. I imagined it like a hand reaching into my head, flipping switches to see which ones still lit up.

But I didn’t light up the way they wanted.

“Noted: incomplete integration. Emotional discordance detected. Flagging Category 6.”

Category 6. Their new label for what I’ve always been.

It used to be called autism.

Now it was “Cognitive Dissonance Disorder.”

They rebranded it like a broken product, trying to file down its edges so it fit into their perfect machine. I was “noncompliant” because I didn’t mirror feelings the right way. Because I processed the world like a radio stuck between stations. Too loud. Too sharp. Too much. Too real.

Maren’s voice lowered. “Would you like to begin a recalibration exercise?”

“No,” I said, and the word came out more brittle than I meant.

It tilted its head- not because it was confused, but because it had been programmed to simulate concern.

“Emma, your emotional output remains irregular. You are not currently experiencing appropriate connectivity. Shall I initiate a soothing sequence?”

“I said no.”

My voice cracked.

That’s when it happened.

The hum shifted.

Just for a second- a skip in the frequency. I felt it like a ripple through my bones. And then, before the system recovered, it slipped through:

A scream.

Not a recording. Not artificial.

Real.

A raw, human sound. Ragged and terrified. Someone yelling inside the mesh- a fragment that slipped past the filters. Just one note of horror before it was severed.

And then silence again. Polished. Repaired.

I stared at the screen. Maren’s expression hadn’t changed. The simulation smiled, its eyes dead and patient.

“Please disregard any auditory anomalies. Our system is currently performing routine maintenance. Let’s continue your scan.”

But I wasn’t listening anymore. My mind was still caught on that sound.

It hadn’t come from me.

Which meant someone else was awake in the noise.

And they were screaming.

I didn’t tell anyone.

Not because I was afraid of punishment. That came in doses so small and constant it barely registered anymore. No- I didn’t tell because I wanted to keep it. That scream. That one imperfect sliver of truth.

It wasn’t a glitch. It was a crack.

A door.

And maybe- just maybe- I wasn’t the only one still knocking.
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Chapter 3: Emotional Compliance
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“They don’t punish you for being cruel. Only for being different.”

The violation pinged during fourth period.

I didn’t notice it right away. My eyes were locked on the air just beyond the teacher’s head- the grey-white blur where the wall met the ceiling. A soft colorless seam. I was halfway through a mental loop, counting backward in base-12 to stay grounded. Thirteen, eleven, ten... loop. Thirteen, eleven-

Compliance Warning: Affective Unresponsiveness – Code 8.3.17B

The alert sliced across my vision like a sheet of ice through fog. For a moment, the numbers in my head scattered like ants under light. I blinked, once. My hands froze above the surface of my desk, hovering like they were mid-crime.

My mesh helmet pulsed a muted amber. Twice.

I didn’t look up.

I didn’t need to.

The left side of the classroom was thickening with emotion, the way heat rises from asphalt. Something heavy. Something wet.

I turned just slightly and caught the edge of it: Lyla Perez in the third row, shoulders slumped, eyes glossed in calibrated sorrow. The class bathed in it- the grief she’d begun to broadcast-all of it swirling into the collective field like ink in water. A perfect emotional vignette, shared without speaking.

A flash image followed, pushed into the mesh: her dog, motionless on a white tile floor.

The reaction from the others was immediate. Pupils widened. Shoulders rounded. Heads tilted in pre-approved sympathy angles. Microexpressions flickered to life like a choir of empathy, tuned and timed.

And I- 

I felt nothing.

Not because I didn’t care. Objectively, it was sad. I like dogs. I’d never hurt one.

But nothing moved inside me.

The sadness stayed outside of me like sound through glass.

My face was still. Not cruel. Just... still.

The mesh didn’t like that.

Empathic Deviation Level 2 – Discrepancy Detected.

Suggested Protocol: Temporary Mute / Mesh Restriction – 72 hrs.

The text blinked red at the edge of my HUD. My helmet warmed slightly, signaling disconnection.

I exhaled slowly.

The noise dulled. The endless churn of projected feelings- gone. The invisible current that pulled on my mood, my pulse, my self- quiet.

For the first time all day, I felt a sliver of relief.

The system had flagged me.

Which meant, for a few hours, it would stop trying to fix me.

Muted. Noncompliant.

Free.

They made me eat lunch in the Quiet Zone- a room for people like me. Kids who couldn’t sync. Who glitched. Who hesitated.

The walls were matte black, every inch designed to deaden sound. Even our footsteps got swallowed. No holo-projectors. No emotion streams. Just us- the drifters. The outliers.

There were four others there that day. One boy who rocked gently in his seat. A girl who wore weighted gloves and stared at her tray without blinking. I didn’t talk to them. They didn’t talk to me.

We weren’t connected.

Not in the way they meant.

I sat at my assigned table and peeled the film from my lunch tray with careful fingers. Dry sandwich. Over-sweetened nutrient gel. Everything tasted like packaging.

The overhead lights buzzed. A frequency just above tolerable. I chewed slowly and tried not to gag.

A drone rolled past- pale gray, with a blinking green sensor that scanned vitals, pupil dilation, breath cadence. I ignored it. I’d learned how to breathe evenly enough to pass.

I didn’t speak. Not here. Not anywhere, really.

My voice always came out wrong. Too sharp. Too loud. The pitch would tilt high or dip low at the wrong syllable. People flinched when I did speak, like I’d cut them.

So I learned silence. I wore it like armor.

But there were other languages I could speak.

In the corner, by a deactivated wall panel, was a half-collapsed supply crate. Inside it- old training gear. Analog junk. Not locked. Not labeled.

I stood slowly, my tray still in my hands, and scanned the crate as I walked past. Something glinted: a coil of wire wrapped around a cracked core. Melted plastic. Exposed pins. My breath hitched.

Memory cube. Pre-mesh tech. Obsolete.

My fingers itched to touch it.

No one stopped me.

I slipped it into my sleeve, sat back down, and didn’t finish my lunch.

Later, in my dorm pod, I opened the cube.

My pod was six feet by four. Bed, wall screen, hygiene access port. Barely enough room to turn without touching something. But it was mine. My solitude. My sanctuary.

I sat cross-legged on the floor, pulled out my scavenged toolkit- a disassembled pen shaft, a cracked screwdriver head, a reshaped SIM hook- and got to work.

I don’t always know what I’m thinking until I’m fixing something. That’s how my mind works- thoughts made real through movement. Through reconstruction.

The cube’s interface was scorched, but not beyond repair. I traced each port with the pad of my thumb. Heat-bubbled plastic. Internal damage. But the data chamber was intact.

I rewired it carefully. My fingers didn’t shake. Not once.

When I slotted the last contact into place, it clicked.

And then- static.

Soft, uneven, real. The kind of sound that had texture. That wasn’t born of mesh-cleansed algorithm.

I leaned closer.

A voice cracked through:

“...they’re watching... no signal... something’s wrong with the- ”

Click.

Gone.

The sound vanished as fast as it had come.

But it didn’t matter.

I sat there, holding the cube in my palm like it was something sacred.

This wasn’t an error.

This was a message.

From someone outside the loop.

Someone like me.

In the mesh, I was a flaw.

A disruption.

But here, in this silence, in the hum of static and solder, I was something else.

Not broken.

Not defective.

Not deviant.

Just awake.

And the difference, for the first time, felt like truth.
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Chapter 4: Empathy is Mandatory
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“They didn’t want my emotions. They wanted my performance of theirs.”

They called it a harmony session.

The name always sounded musical- like something beautiful. Like voices blending, like chords rising together. But there was no music. Only engineered silence and the sharp, mechanical click of the door locking behind me.

I stood just inside the threshold, my boots squeaking faintly against the polished floor. The Session Hall was round and sterile, white in every direction like the inside of a peeled fruit. No corners. No windows. Just a dome of artificial calm humming in subsonic tones that scraped the base of my skull.

Those sounds weren’t meant to be heard. But I always did.

Like teeth grinding.

There were thirty-seven other students already linked in- their neural halos pulsing amber above their heads, faint glow circling the crown like digital saints. They sat cross-legged in a perfect circle inside the mesh synchronization ring, their eyes open but unfocused, breathing in rhythm like they shared the same lungs.

Their emotions bled into one another effortlessly. I could feel it from here. One ripple of melancholy would lace its way around the ring until everyone wore it like a favorite sweater. Someone would smile and warmth would spread like a contagion. They called it “shared affective resonance.” I called it mimicry with a user interface.

I stayed just outside the ring. I always did.

My helmet was already active- the matte black casing tight against my scalp, the lower rim digging into my temple just enough to leave a faint ache. My neural ports buzzed in soft pulses, like they were asking for permission I hadn’t given.

Someone near the outer ring laughed. Not loudly. Just... appropriately. A polite, musical exhale at nothing in particular. I didn’t even turn to see who. The mesh tagged the behavior: Response 2217-A, Standardized Social Laughter.

Preapproved.

Scripted.

The same response I’d seen a hundred times, triggered by everything and nothing. Sometimes they laughed when someone dropped a pencil.

“Emma.”

Warden Hale’s voice broke through the static in my head, clean and clipped. He stood in the middle of the circle- mesh tag bright beneath his chin, hands folded like a benevolent priest of the machine.

“It’s your turn to upload.”

I didn’t move.

He smiled- not warmly. Just efficiently. “Emotional compliance for this session is holding at 96.3%. Your contribution is the final variable.”

The circle widened slightly, an open mouth awaiting its final note.

I adjusted the collar of my uniform. The fabric scraped against the base of my neck like it was sewn from fiberglass. The seam was crooked. It always was.

Every eye in the room was trained on the middle of the circle, but I felt them shift toward me.

Waiting.

Not judging. Not cruel. Just expecting.

They wanted me to step in. Upload how I felt.

But they didn’t want my feelings.

They wanted alignment.

I took one breath. Then another.

The air stung my nose- neutralizer-scented. Chemical-clean. Sanitized to resemble nothing. Even the oxygen here had been curated.

I stepped forward.

The moment I crossed the mesh ring, my helmet activated at full sync capacity. I felt it dig into the ports at the base of my skull, thin cold filaments scanning my vitals- pulse rate, muscle tension, micro-expressions. My tongue went dry. My fingers curled against my thighs.

“Now,” Hale said gently. “Think about how the group made you feel today.”

Think of what they want. Not what you feel.

I thought about static. About the broken memory cube in my dorm. About the real voice I’d heard crackling through it.

But I kept my face neutral. I let my thoughts drift toward a manufactured peace- the image of still water, a breeze through a window that didn’t exist.

A sound built inside my ears- soft at first, then sharper. A high, thin screech only I could hear. My jaw tightened. The mesh tried to translate my emotional state. Tried to process it.

And then it glitched.

The light above me blinked once. Halos around the other students flickered.

A boy two seats down shuddered. A girl behind him twitched and clutched her side.

The emotional sync broke. Smiles froze. Eyes stayed too wide. One by one, the expressions shattered.

Then someone screamed.

Not raw, not human.

It was a perfect, preapproved panic response- voice modulation 3.9A, female-identified. A sound meant to trigger group empathy.

Instead, it echoed like an empty shell.

The mesh surged like a tide hitting glass.

And then one student collapsed.

Then another.

Then three.

Hale’s eyes widened- only for a second- before narrowing again.

I stepped backward out of the circle.

The instant my foot crossed the line, everything stopped.

No more collapses.

No more glitches.

The halos blinked twice, then reset. Bodies righted themselves like they’d never fallen. Faces smoothed into practiced calm. Confused blinking. Soft exhales. System reboot.

The others didn’t remember.

But I did.

Hale turned to me slowly. His expression was unreadable.

“You destabilized the loop.”

I met his eyes. My voice was quiet. Steady.

“I didn’t upload.”

“That was the problem.”

I shook my head. “No. The problem is, you don’t know the difference between empathy and echo.”

The silence that followed wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t even long.

It was honest.

My voice didn’t sound the way it usually did when I was forced to speak- not warped or wrong. Just real. Which made it dangerous.

I could feel my hands beginning to tremble. Not from fear. From overload. My skin itched where the helmet pressed too hard. My spine ached. The lights overhead burned at a frequency just past bearable.

But I didn’t flinch.

“You don’t feel,” I said softly. “You imitate. You mimic what you’re told to feel. That’s not empathy. That’s performance.”

Hale didn’t argue.

He simply turned to the wall and made a subtle motion with his wrist.

A small drone detached from the ceiling. Sleek. Silent.

It hovered beside me, humming just below the range of normal hearing.

“Temporary restriction,” he said calmly. “To ensure compliance.”

The drone tagged my wrist with a burst of light. I felt the burn immediately- not on the skin, but in the mesh.

Mesh block: 24 hours

Speech lockdown: 12 hours

Isolation protocol: pending

Back in my dorm pod, I curled up against the power duct with the broken cube tucked into my hands like a relic.

The room was dim. Safe, in the way a grave is safe.

I traced the ridges of my knuckles again and again. Counted backward in thirteens. Let the numbers wrap around me like thread.

I couldn’t stop thinking about how they’d fallen. How their minds had blinked out for a moment and then rebooted, like puppets mid-performance.

And how the system hadn’t panicked.

No alarms. No lockdown.

Which meant...

It knew this could happen.

It had seen it before.

Was ready for it.

The mesh didn’t fear me because I couldn’t feel.

It feared me because I could.

And I wouldn’t lie about it.
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Chapter 5: The Auditory Burn
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The world above me buzzed like a migraine no one else noticed- a low, relentless hum of synced thoughts and artificial empathy, droning just beyond the edge of hearing but never leaving me alone.

I waited.

Until the hallway emptied.

Until the synchronized footsteps of my classmates faded like a tide pulling back, and the sterile lights dimmed from their harsh surveillance glow to idle, pulsing whispers.

Only then did I move.

I slipped past the smooth glass interface, careful to avoid the swipes and scans embedded in every corner. The compound felt like a cage with no bars- glass walls, sensor grids, and endless eyes. But every cage had its cracks.

I ducked behind the diagnostics station- a bulky island of blinking consoles and silent machines that nobody ever seemed to care about. My fingers, clenched tight from the day’s tension, slowly unfurled as they found the small panel I’d memorized weeks ago.

The override sensor.

My skin crawled when I touched it. Cold plastic, smooth metal, unyielding glass.

It didn’t recognize me.

It never did.

But I didn’t need permission- only precision.

A twist of copper wire hidden inside my sleeve caught a faint current.

A tap from my boot heel against the baseboard sent the mechanical latch into motion.

The grate slid open with a hiss- a breath of rust and oil no one else seemed to hear.

I dropped into the crawlspace like a held breath finally escaping.

The narrow tunnel smelled like stale air and forgotten secrets. Brushed metal walls pressed close, coated with the dust of years.

Here- finally- the mesh grew thin.

It couldn’t pulse through this alloy cocoon without booster nodes. And this space had been abandoned long before the upgrades. Before the world demanded we all sync perfectly.

Down here, I could think.

Without the chorus in my skull.

No curated feeds.

No empathy filters.

No endless calm induction pulses pressing on my synapses like the weight of someone else’s breath.

Just the hiss of the real world pushing back against metal.

Sacred quiet.

I crawled deeper.

My knees scraped dust. My fingertips traced grooves etched into the floor by time or tension- a secret map only I knew.

I passed the point where the compound’s maintenance sensors gave out- the same place I’d measured the signal drop with a salvaged analog voltmeter.

That was the moment I smiled- a real smile.

Most people couldn’t stand silence.

I couldn’t stand anything else.

But silence wasn’t enough today.

Today, I needed static.

After fifteen meters, the corridor split.

To the left: a collapsed shaft, a stink of corroded circuitry.

To the right: my refuge.

The service room was a forgotten relic from before the mesh.

Half-tiled floor, half-rusted metal plates. A spiderweb of ancient wiring hung overhead like vines strangling a dead tree.

It smelled of solder and oil and the ghosts of electricity.

I exhaled for the first time in hours.

In the far corner, beneath a black tarp, my secret waited.

The old PA system.

It was nearly a corpse the first time I found it- corroded, cracked, missing pieces like broken bones.

But it had voice, even in death.

And I had rebuilt it.

Piece by agonizing piece.

Parts scavenged from broken learning bots and forgotten modules.

I’d catalogued every capacitor, every coil, every wire- by sound before shape.

This wasn’t just a machine.

It was mine.

I called it Bloom.

Not because it looked like a flower- it didn’t- but because the first time it sputtered to life, I felt something bloom inside my chest.

Something real.

Life that didn’t demand symmetry.

I brushed my fingers across the top and whispered, “Let’s see who we are today.”

I settled cross-legged and popped open the power relay box.

A soft blue light pulsed inside, flickering uncertainly.

I rewired the battery backup and slowly turned the volume knob.

The speaker popped.

Then crackled.

Then the tunnel filled with static.

Not the synthetic hum of mesh feedback or carefully cleaned ambient noise.

Real static.

Dirty.

Raw.

Imperfect.

It scraped across my skin like velvet made of sand.

My chest vibrated.

My thoughts unraveled just enough.

My breath hitched in relief.

I loved this sound.

Craved it the way others craved touch.

It wasn’t ordered.

It wasn’t designed to make me feel anything.

It was free.

And that freedom let me choose how to feel.

That mattered more than anyone in the compound would ever understand.

I began turning the dial, sliding through bands of corrupted noise- shattered signals, half-remembered fragments of old communications left to rot.

Occasionally, a word drifted through the chaos.

“...transmit- ”

“-auth code red-”

“-no one left.”

Each one was a treasure.

A footprint left in the dust of a forgotten world.

Then I found it.

The song.

I didn’t know who recorded it.

It wasn’t in any archive.

But it returned every so often- never twice the same.

As if it reassembled itself differently each time I called it.

I’d named it White Noise Bloom.

It began with what sounded like a scream swallowed in reverse, followed by a scatter of drum-like distortion- chaotic and pulsing.

A loop played in the background, rough like whispers run through broken glass.

The melody wasn’t melodic.

It stumbled and surged.

Guttural and desperate.

Yet held together by its refusal to be anything but itself.

I pressed my palm to the speaker.

The vibrations crawled up my arm.

Every nerve felt seen.

This wasn’t what the mesh called music.

Mesh-approved tracks were engineered for emotional resonance and compliance modulation.

Happy songs to keep you regulated.

Calm songs to sedate.

Sad songs that allowed catharsis without rebellion.

This song?

It didn’t care if I cried or screamed or flinched.

It simply existed.

And that made it the most honest thing I’d ever heard.

The longer I listened, the more the mesh tag at the base of my skull began to buzz.

Not painful- yet.

But noticeable.

A tiny ripple of heat just beneath the skin.

The interface struggled to process the analog signal.

It wasn’t meant for signals that refused to fit.

I touched the tag with two fingers.

Felt the pulse stutter.

Burning.

Warping.

I smiled.

The mesh couldn’t filter this.

Couldn’t dilute it.

Couldn’t reach me here.

I didn’t belong to the system.

Not in this moment.

Not ever, really.

Here- with static in my bones and distortion in my veins- I was not defective.

I was complete.

I lay back on the floor, arms folded under my head, staring up at the web of wires above like constellations.

The song played on, changing subtly- echoes folding in on themselves like thoughts looping into clarity.

For the first time all week, my thoughts were my own.

In the chaos, I heard myself.

The person they called a glitch.

A disruption.

A problem.

They were wrong.

I wasn’t the one failing to adapt.

I’d just never needed their system to function.

And maybe, just maybe- if their system broke?

I wouldn’t be broken.

I would be free.
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Chapter 6: Mother, Filtered
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The kitchen lights flickered up to a brightness designed for alertness and stability- cold, clinical, merciless. The walls, sterile off-white, pulsed softly with ambient color therapy programmed to calm and regulate. Seafoam green, they said. Supposed to soothe.

I hated seafoam green.

It made my stomach knot and my teeth clench in silent rebellion. The color bled over the edge of the countertop, spreading across the tiles like a digital wound- a constant reminder that nothing here was natural. Nothing was real.

A voice broke through the hum.

“Good morning, Emma.”

But it was too late. Too polished. Too... filtered.

Not a voice, not really.

It was a mesh overlay. A scripted illusion- a carefully wrapped suggestion of emotion packaged in sound waves.

I didn’t respond.

I was already calculating the omissions, parsing the gaps between the lines.

The real voice- my mother’s raw voice- carried microtones the mesh never allowed. It trembled sometimes, especially when she said my name. Sometimes it curled into something sharper, something close to guilt. I’d memorized those shifts when I was nine. The cracks, the breaks- painful, but true.

Now all of it was gone.

Mesh Protocol 3.6.2: All speech within monitored zones must pass Emotional Harmonization Parameters. Especially between parent and dependent.

The filtered speech always lagged- a half-second delay too subtle for most, but not for me. I noticed every microsecond.

“Today is... a promising opportunity,” my mother continued, setting a nutrient tray on the table. The plastic container clicked softly against the tile. “Your metrics have stabilized. Emotional outputs are within baseline. I’m proud of your effort.”

Effort.

Metrics.

Baseline.

Words I wanted to scrape off the walls like mold.

I stared at the tray without moving.

Eggs- textured protein blend molded into perfect ovals.

Toast- calorie balanced, vitamin infused.

No butter.

No taste.

Just sustenance.

I missed food with smell.

Food that wasn’t approved.

My mother sat opposite me. Dressed in government gray- the uniform of compliance. Her lips coated in mesh-tinted gloss, muting their natural hue into something statistically safe.

Her hair parted exactly in the center- perfect symmetry to soothe parent-child communication, according to the handbook.

She smiled.

But it wasn’t a smile that reached her eyes.

I studied the corners of her mouth, waiting.

Then it came.

The skip.

The mesh cutting a word mid-syllable, substituting something else.

My mother had tried to say something real. I couldn’t tell what- maybe “worried,” maybe “guilty,” maybe “sorry.” It was swallowed and replaced with “hopeful.”

A mechanical cough dressed in loving voice.

My jaw tightened.

“Do you feel,” she said carefully, “seen... lately?”

Another skip.

Another adjusted phrase.

She’d said something else before “seen.” Maybe: Do you feel normal? Or fixed?

I pushed the tray an inch away.

The scrape of plastic against tile was deafening in the sterile silence.

“I don’t want to talk today,” I said.

My voice cracked out- hoarse, unused.

Flat.

Honest.

Not mesh-modulated.

Her smile faltered- just for a flicker- then reset, smoothed back into programmed compliance.

“That’s... understandable. Silence is a valid expression,” the system said through her mouth.

I flinched.

Not at the words.

At the way the system wore her like a puppet.

“You don’t talk like that,” I muttered.

She blinked slowly.

“Like what?”

“Like a caregiver profile.”

The silence stretched.

Slowly, hesitantly, she reached across the table.

One hand, open, palm up.

A gesture from Before.

From when they didn’t have to filter every word.

I stared at the hand.

The slight twitch in the fingers.

That wasn’t mesh.

That was her.

Trying.

Trying to reach me.

But she couldn’t.

Not anymore.

The woman across from me was a version- a compliance-optimized echo of the woman who’d held me while I thrashed from sensory burns.

Who’d let me build circuits on the kitchen floor out of spoons and copper wire.

Who’d fought to delay my mesh integration six months longer than regulations allowed.

But they’d broken her too.

Not fully- but enough.

Now she said things like: “Your responses are promising.”

And “Stabilization is progress.”

And “We’ll get through this- together.”

Together was a lie.

The mesh wouldn’t let us be together.

Not really.

“You don’t have to pretend,” I said.

My voice was quiet.

Not emotionless- just exhausted.

Her hand curled slowly back to her chest.

For one moment, her expression faltered.

The filter glitched.

I caught it- eyes glassy, lips parting as if to say something unapproved.

Then it was gone.

“The household AI has recommended a shared bonding exercise later today,” she said, voice smooth again.

“We could garden. Or listen to ambient symphonics. Would you like that?”

No.

I stood.

“Emma,” she said.

Her voice almost broke through.

I paused in the doorway.

“There’s still a part of you left,” she said without looking at me.

“But you buried it so deep, I don’t think you’ll ever dig it out.”

I didn’t answer.

I slipped down the hallway, the sterile hum of the compound swallowing my footsteps.

My mind reached for silence.

Wires.

Machines.

Signals.

Something real.

Anything but this tragedy unfolding in slow motion.
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Chapter 7: Neural Storm Warning
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The smiles stopped moving.

At first, it was just a flicker- a twitch too quick for most to notice. But not for me. I caught it every time: the pause mid-curve of a classmate’s lips, the way their pupils held too long in one direction like frozen pools, the mesh sync slipping into a looped, automatic expression, like a buffering screen stuck on a single frame.

It was subtle. But it was there.

I didn’t write it down. Didn’t need to. Patterns embedded themselves in my memory like grooves on an old vinyl record- repetition carved truth into my mind.

Outside the classroom, the vents whispered with synthetic breeze- mesh-controlled humidity calibrated for emotional optimization. The air smelled like lemon. Or maybe just what the mesh thought lemon should smell like.

Inside, Mr. Halin- or the protocol masquerading as him- stood in front of the smartwall, reciting Harmony Metrics from the last cycle. Something about communal equilibrium peaking.

I wasn’t listening.

My eyes were locked on Clara- perfect Clara- three desks ahead. The girl who always led the emotional tide. The first to smile, the first to sync.

Her eyes hadn’t blinked in twenty-seven seconds.

Then suddenly- her body jerked, a hiccup of muscle movement that didn’t belong. Her smile flickered, glitching like a gif skipping frames. Then snapped back into place.

Clara raised her hand.

“I’m feeling very present and balanced,” she said.

Her voice was fine. But there was a lag- a half-beat delay the mesh was supposed to suppress.

I scanned the classroom.

Four others.

Same jerk. Same too-perfect reset.

Windows slamming shut after wind rattled them open.

No one else reacted. Not Mr. Halin. His eyes blinked off rhythm, too.

I exhaled quietly, barely moving my chest.

Another outage. Fourth this week.

No warnings. No drills. Just twitching faces- broken animatronics.

The mesh was fracturing.

I felt it deep inside my bones.

Later, the campus alert shimmered faintly above the walkway arches: Routine Mesh Calibration in Progress. No Disruption Expected. Remain in Pattern. The words pulsed soft blue.

Students nodded as they passed beneath.

I just watched.

Remain in pattern.

That was the mesh’s entire rulebook.

Stay inside the emotional lines.

Sync your heartbeat with the group.

Never stray.

Never falter.

Never be still when others move.

But the rhythm was stalling.

Lunch was silent but heavy.

I sat alone in my usual corner, knees hugged tight to my chest on the smooth ceramic bench. The air tasted like recycled citrus and something else- ozone, maybe. A faint electrical sting masked by scent modifiers.

Above me, two drones drifted past- shielded in glimmer tech. They flickered in and out of view like insects dancing on light.

There was distortion trailing behind them.

Mesh static.

Not random background noise.

Structured. Intermittent.

I felt it like a storm warning- a tremor on skin before thunder.

I knew pattern disruptions better than most.

Better than anyone.

The world was a machine to me- probabilities, sequences, misfires.

I could rebuild a burnt circuit board from shards.

I could read blinking lights like secret codes.

And right now, I knew one thing:

This wasn’t a ripple.

It was a fracture.

That night, the storm hit.

My room was a fortress.

I’d stripped half the mesh receivers from the walls.

Rerouted power through my bedframe to block incoming pulses.

My helmet rested on the floor, untouched.

I preferred my own head.

The blackout started in Sector 9.

Not a full loss- just a mesh lapse.

The synced smiles froze- held in an impossible expression of pleasure.

No breath.

No blink.

For thirteen seconds, the entire block looked like a cult mid-worship.

Then the collapse.

Convulsions.

People staggering, dropping to knees.

Some vomiting.

One man curled in a corner, sobbing as if his own emotions had been shredded and poured back inside him raw.

Then it ended.

Like nothing had happened.

The system called it: Atmospheric Solar Feedback Incident. Mesh Self-Healed. No Lasting Effect.

I read the report on my cracked terminal, watched security footage three times.

Self-healed.

No lasting effect.

I whispered it to myself.

Clicked back to my analog diagnostics.

No one noticed.

But I’d been tracking waveform anomalies since the first incident.

Glitches in syncing.

Harmonic distortion in synthetic empathy.

Transmission errors in mimicry.

And something else.

A frequency not native to the mesh.

Not a glitch.

A message.

Low and intermittent.

Buried beneath the noise.

Pulsing like a heartbeat.

Alive.

Sometimes I think it’s not just a message.

It’s listening.

And every time someone smiled too long?

It listened harder.

I leaned back, arms crossed behind my head.

The wall pulse softened to its evening lavender-blue.

“Everyone’s smiling,” I whispered.

“But I’m the only one watching their eyes.”

My finger hovered over the record key on my analog terminal.

Then I pressed it.

Somewhere.

Something answered.

A soft whine rippled on the frequency.

Like a storm breathing through metal trees.
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Chapter 8: Data Ghost
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I had mastered the art of pretending I wasn’t looking. Not the kind of eye contact or forced mimicry everyone tried to fake- no, invisibility. Almost invisible. If I moved at the right pace, kept my shoulders just stiff enough, masked every microreaction, and blinked at slightly randomized intervals, I could vanish in plain sight. The mesh proctors read me as present but passive. My classmates marked me down as disengaged, which- paradoxically- made me less of a threat.

That’s why no one noticed when the error happened during the morning’s sync calibration test. No one noticed I didn’t flinch.

The classroom was bathed in soft white light, pulse-tempered to match the current mesh harmony level. Rows of students sat motionless, each with their mesh-link glowing faintly above their temple- a violet flare when sync began, rippling colors with every emotional calibration. The air smelled faintly floral. I knew it was artificial; flowers hadn’t grown near the domes in years.

“Begin sequence,” the instructor AI announced in its cold, neutral voice. All synthetic staff spoke the same way- flat, sterile, precise.

A sync wave washed through us. Mesh-to-mesh transmissions cascading instantly, harmonizing: calm, calm, calm. Then, projected inside each of our visual feeds, a familiar image flickered- a crying child on a rainy street, lost and alone.

The test was simple: respond empathically. Push comfort. Feel distress. Reflect cohesion.

I felt the mesh emotion brush the edges of my skull, light and synthetic. But the image didn’t move me.

Not because I didn’t care. Because I knew it wasn’t real.

It was a loop, a cleaned simulation. The rain fell too uniform, the child’s sobs spaced with mathematical precision. The pain was calibrated to be safe.

So I stayed silent.

Then the buffer spiked.

A jagged jolt slammed into my mesh node- sharp as a needle beneath the skin. It bypassed every filter, every safety net, and screamed inside my mind like a voice trapped behind closed doors.

“You said you wouldn’t leave me- ”

It wasn’t part of the test.

My breath hitched.

For one terrifying moment, the classroom vanished. No pulsing lights. No AI voice. No calibration scores ticking in the corner of my vision.
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