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​To my son —

​You are my constant reminder to stay curious, keep creating, and never stop believing in myself.

​Your questions, your energy, and your love keep me moving and inspired every day.


​Thank you for being my reason to stay busy, dream big, and keep going.
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THE CONROY HOME GLOWED like a beacon in the suburbs of Webster, Texas — a quiet neighborhood of magnolia trees, manicured lawns, and discreet wealth. From the curb, their house looked alive, glass and cedar reflecting the setting sun as if the walls themselves breathed. Inside, intelligence hummed softly — thermostats whispering adjustments, blinds sliding closed to balance the light, and a gentle voice reminding Sasha Wade-Conroy to hydrate.

The voice was hers — or rather, her creation's version of it.

She had recorded the tone years ago: calm, precise, just warm enough to feel human. She liked to hear it echo through her home because it reminded her she'd built something from nothing — something that obeyed, understood, anticipated.

Something that listened when people didn't.

Sasha sat at her curved glass desk in the upstairs office, her light eyes flickering against the blue-white glow of monitors. Her hair — thick, dark curls with soft copper undertones — was twisted up in a loose knot, the halo of a woman who spent more hours with code than conversation. A cup of untouched chai cooled beside her laptop. Lines of code scrolled down the screen like falling rain.

Sentience, her AI framework, was evolving faster than even she predicted. Designed to model human decision-making for defense analytics, it was already being whispered about in government circles. Her name — Sasha Wade-Conroy — was appearing in trade journals, and WadeTech was becoming a brand.

Her husband called it "the future of morality."

Her competitors called it "the start of surveillance."

Sasha called it "the proof that we can build fairness."

Downstairs, Walter Conroy was finishing bedtime stories in his courtroom baritone, a voice that could convince juries and soothe toddlers. He was a man built from winning — broad-shouldered, blonde, always smelling faintly of cedar cologne and confidence. His hands were large, steady, the kind of hands that never trembled, even when they should have.

When he laughed, the sound filled rooms; when he scowled, it emptied them.

That balance made him irresistible — and exhausting.

Their son Eli, twelve now, inherited his mother's curiosity and his father's charm. He coded small games on an old tablet and asked questions Sasha both admired and feared: "Can computers dream? If they can, do they ever have nightmares?"

Riley, seven, loved to play make-believe and had recently decided she was going to be a "detective princess." Noah, three, toddled after everyone, repeating words and giggling at the lights that flickered when he clapped — a feature Sasha had programmed just for him.

Family life in the Conroy household was beautiful in that filtered-photo way — the illusion of harmony. Beneath it pulsed the soft thrum of algorithms, the quiet weight of secrets, the pressure of perfection that hummed in the walls.

⸻

That night, as Sasha shut down her workstation, a faint mechanical chime came from her smartwatch:

"Error 451: Irregular data loop detected."

She frowned. The message flashed for less than a second before vanishing. Probably nothing, she thought — some post-update misfire. She noted it for the morning and brushed her curls from her face. Downstairs, Walter was laughing at something on TV, and Eli's voice drifted from the hallway, arguing about screen time. Normal noises. Safe noises.

Her reflection in the office glass looked like someone she didn't quite recognize — the soft-featured woman from old photographs, still there beneath the sleepless brilliance. "You're fine," she told her reflection quietly. "Everything works."

⸻

Across town, long after the Conroys went to bed, another woman wiped sweat from her forehead under the fluorescent buzz of Conroy & Associates.

Lola Morris worked the overnight cleaning shift. Her back ached; her knees cracked every time she knelt to empty a bin. She moved slowly, methodically, the smell of bleach clinging to her uniform. The office was empty except for her and the hum of computers sleeping in their glass pens.

She wasn't supposed to be curious. But when she reached Walter's private office, she paused. Framed degrees lined the wall; his desk was neat except for a folder half-pulled from a stack. The label read:

C. Morris — Money Laundering / Final Disposition.

Her breath caught. The paper trembled in her gloved hand.

Her husband's name. Carter Morris.

The man everyone called a criminal. The man she buried after years behind bars.

Her vision blurred; anger and grief tangled like smoke. Walter Conroy's success — his wealth, his smooth talk on television — had been built on that case, the one he lost, the one that ruined them. She set the file down carefully, wiping away the dampness her tears had left on the laminate.

Pulling her phone from her apron, she texted:

LOLA: They're both fine. The house. The firm. Everything the same.

BEE: Good. Keep watching. They don't know what's coming.

Lola hesitated before replying.

LOLA: Mija, you promised no one would get hurt.

BEE: Only the ones who already did, Mamá.

Lola closed her eyes. Somewhere deep in her heart, the weight of guilt pressed harder than the mop handle in her hands. She'd raised her daughter to be strong, but vengeance had a voice louder than conscience.

When she returned to her cleaning cart, she looked once more at Walter's polished nameplate glinting in the half-light and whispered, "You took everything from us."

Outside, thunder rolled in the distance.

⸻

Back in Webster, Sasha stirred in her sleep, her smartwatch pulsing faintly against her wrist again. The system was learning — re-calibrating — rewriting something beneath the surface.

In the corner of the darkened bedroom, the smart-home interface flickered once.

For less than a second, the screen displayed a name she didn't recognize.

User Access: B.Morris – Granted.

Then it went black.
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On Saturday morning, the Conroy house opened itself like a stage set. The front door recognized Sasha's palm as she reached for it, and the lock sighed open with the soft grace of a hotel curtain parting. Sun spilled over the stone entry and the lemon tree by the porch, catching in the hair of the young woman waiting on the steps.

"Bianca?" Sasha asked.

"Sí," she said, then switched easily. "Yes—Bianca Morales. But most people call me Bee."

Her voice carried a lilt that made English sound warmer. Close up, she was all clean lines and unhurried eyes—dark irises so deep they seemed to drink in the room. A simple silver cross rested at her collarbone. She held her résumé in a clear sleeve, backup copies tucked behind it; the edges were crisp, like she'd ironed them.
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