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Chapter 1
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The last sound of the city was the insult of an air brake, a rude bark from a truck that cut across their lane and vanished into the braided glare of late-day traffic. Then the exit appeared, exaggeratedly clean, the sort of green that comes from Photoshop and wealth: THE OAKS AT WILLOW CREEK. Mark pointed with the confidence of a man who wanted a sign to be an answer. “There,” he said, as if he had found it and the sign had only been waiting for him to name it.
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They rolled off the interstate and the noise fell away so fast Lena’s ears rang. Chloe hiccupped in her car seat and went quiet, big eyes flicking at the world as if something out there had leaned over her to listen. The two-lane road curved between berms shaved smooth as cheeks after a razor ad. The grass on the berms was an expensive green, not chlorophyll but curation. The silence wasn’t absence; it was a presence — polite, curated, the hush in a gallery where even dust is on retainer.

“Can you feel that?” Mark asked, almost reverent.

“What?”

“Peace.” He smiled, boyish and a little smug, the smile he used when he wanted her to agree so he could later say he’d been right all along.

The moving truck rumbled behind them, a patient beast that had followed their little hatchback cross-state like a loyal dog. The GPS guided them onto Willowick Lane, and the street revealed itself like a stage set just lit: a gallery of houses repeating the same idea in different fonts. White stone. Pale wood accents. Porches that suggested lemonade and neighborly waves. Driveways that gleamed. Windows tinted with a delicate amber smoke — the shade that cosmetic brands call “healthy glow.” Every lawn was clipped to identical perfection, blades of grass standing at near-military attention.

Lena told herself the sameness meant safety, but the longer she stared, the more it began to feel like choreography. Somewhere, she imagined, there must be a metronome keeping it all in time.

“Eleven twenty-seven,” Mark murmured, scanning neat brass numerals as she crept the car along at a respectful speed. “There.”

The house was handsome, too handsome. The porch had a swing already hung, the slatted kind that encouraged confessions. A smart black box flanked the door — an access unit, the realtor had called it, tied to their phones and the HOA portal. Instead of a mail slot, a silver sticker:

WELCOME NEW RESIDENTS!

PLEASE REGISTER YOUR MAILBOX WITH THE HOA PORTAL.

For Security and Community Consistency.

“Consistency,” Lena repeated softly. “Not safety. Not privacy.”

Mark laughed. “You’re already writing the exposé.”

He didn’t know how close that was to the truth. In her head, she was always drafting something — not a story, exactly, but a record. Evidence.

He killed the engine and blew out a breath. The quiet pressed against the windows like a soft face.

Chloe made a high vowel, the beginning of a tune that always ended in grief. “Almost inside,” Lena said, unbuckling. She braced one elbow against the door frame, her body still carrying the memory of fire alarms and stairwells.

The key the realtor had given them sat matte and weighty in her palm — a black rectangle engraved with an oak leaf. She held it to the panel, it clicked, and the door opened on a version of clean that bordered on sterile. Lavender polish laid over something harder: surgical steel wiped with honey.

Inside, the air felt smooth and strangely deliberate, like lobby air, hotel air. Filtered. Oxygen that had been through committee. The floors were pale oak, and warm under her shoes — not sun-warm, but powered.

Mark whistled, the noise bright as vandalism. “The photos didn’t do it justice,” he said.

The kitchen island could host surgery. Every window wore identical blinds, half-lowered, letting in the same amber light that seemed to hum faintly as it passed through the glass.

Lena thought of the word sterile and found herself imagining a heartbeat beneath it.

“Greenthumb,” Mark said suddenly. He had drifted to the thermostat — a white disk with a glowing oak leaf in its center. Greenthumb Energy Services.

“Greenthumb is landscaping,” she said.

“Apparently they’re everything — energy, air, water, the works. Closed loop. Look: ‘Circadian Alignment active.’ That’s got to be the light. ‘Particulate Neutralization engaged.’ We’ve got a guardian angel in the vents.”

“Or a warden.”

He gave her the kind smile of a man editing out his wife’s paranoia. She let him.

They unpacked until dusk, the baby monitor balanced on a box, its green light pulsing like a heartbeat that wasn’t quite theirs. The couch looked embarrassed in the pristine living room. Their chipped bowls and thrift-store mugs sat politely on quartz, waiting to be told what kind of family they belonged to now.

Outside, the street’s lights came alive one by one, precise as clockwork. The same amber hue. The same rhythm. Lena stood at the window holding Chloe, her daughter’s soft breath damp against her neck. The air had no smell.

A figure across the street waved.

“Hi! I’m Beatrice. You must be the Kensingtons!”

A woman in a floral dress approached with a Tupperware dish. Her hair was flawless, the color of wheat under perfect conditions. “Welcome to The Oaks! Potato salad — neighborhood tradition.”

The container was warm, not from hands but from within, as if alive.

“Thank you,” Lena said.

Beatrice’s eyes flicked toward their untinted windows. “Oh, your tint hasn’t been scheduled yet. You’ll want to do that soon — the light balance can be disorienting.”

Mark, ever polite, smiled. “Good to know.”

Beatrice leaned in conspiratorially. “It helps you sleep. And it helps them.”

“Them?” Lena asked, but Beatrice only laughed softly.

“Well — the little ones. Adjusts their rhythms. You’ll see. Oh, and the vents? Don’t close them. The system compensates automatically.”

She left before Lena could ask what system she meant.

That night, Lena dreamed of ducts like veins, pulsing softly through the walls. When she woke, the sound didn’t stop. It wasn’t a dream. A steady hum threaded the silence.

At 3:17, she rose to check the nursery. The vent above the crib exhaled a faint amber glow — a trick of the night-light, she told herself, but the slats were warm. When she placed her hand over them, the hum deepened as though it recognized her.

She shut the vent. The noise subsided — for a moment. Then it shifted, appearing somewhere behind her, inside the wall. Chloe sighed in her sleep.

By morning, the air tasted faintly metallic, like the inside of a battery.

They ate cereal at the island while a welcome email from the HOA dinged onto her phone.

THE OAKS: RULES FOR HARMONY

Cleanliness.

Compliance.

Light.

Air.

Community.

Correction.

For the health of the whole.

“Health of the whole,” Lena read aloud. “Like a body.”

Mark grinned. “Or a team.”

She smiled back but thought hive.

When the Greenthumb technician arrived later that morning, he moved like someone accustomed to quiet rooms. “Just calibrating your integration,” he said. “The house is syncing to the network.”

“Network?”

“The Hive — uh, the Hub,” he corrected. “Just our nickname.” He tapped the vent with a small sensor. “Perfect circulation. Excellent compliance.”

His eyes lingered on Chloe’s monitor. For a second she could have sworn the green light on it blinked in rhythm with the Greenthumb logo on his tablet.

When he left, the air smelled faintly of honey and copper.

By afternoon, the neighborhood had begun to choreograph itself again. Sprinklers hissed in synchronized arcs. Drones — tiny, leaf-shaped — passed overhead, misting what she assumed was fertilizer. When she asked Mark about them, he said, “Probably just pest control. Smart homes, smart lawns.”

She watched one settle briefly on their roofline, its wings quivering, and thought it looked less like a machine and more like something alive pretending.

At dusk, a new email: Tint appointment confirmed for Wednesday 9 AM. She hadn’t booked one.

The doorbell chimed — three tones that seemed to echo before fading, like something deciding whether to come in.

Arthur Holloway stood there, Beatrice’s husband, in a crisp polo and expressionless smile. “Evening. We like to keep things efficient,” he said. “The HOA arranged your tint service for you. We noticed you hadn’t yet. Less to worry about.”

He glanced past her into the living room, eyes flicking to the thermostat. “Ah, Greenthumb’s already connected. Good.”

“Do you— work for them?”

“I work for The Oaks,” he said simply.

Behind him, the street hummed. She realized the sound wasn’t distant machinery — it was resonance. Every house vibrating at a single frequency, so low you could only feel it in your ribs.

After he left, Lena found herself standing motionless at the door. She thought she could still feel the air where he had been, warmer by a degree.

That night, Mark fell asleep fast. She didn’t. She walked the house in darkness, feeling the faint static of the filtered air against her arms. The hum under the silence was louder now — not mechanical but... harmonic. Like a chord searching for resolution.

She pressed her ear to the wall and thought she heard whispers beneath it — voices speaking too fast to understand, but not random. Organized.

She told herself it was her pulse echoing. She told herself a lot of things.

In the nursery, the vent was half-open again. A damp circle stained the drywall below it. The stain had a shape — not distinct, but suggestive. Like wings.

She closed the vent, wiped her hand, and noticed faint golden dust clinging to her skin. It shimmered briefly, then melted away as if absorbed.

In bed, she lay awake listening to the walls breathe. The hum sank lower, until it wasn’t sound at all but sensation — a vibration in her teeth, the back of her eyes.

When she finally drifted off, she dreamed of a voice speaking through the vents. Not words — pulses. And yet she understood: welcome home.

She woke before dawn. The air had changed again, thicker, humid. The thermostat read a comfortable seventy-two, but she felt heat on her skin.

Outside, the amber lights dimmed as the real sun rose, the transition perfectly timed. Not one bulb flickered.

On her phone: a new message from Beatrice. Hope you slept well! Don’t worry if you hear adjustments tonight — the system takes a few days to learn your rhythms. It always knows best. A smiling leaf emoji followed.

Lena typed a reply — thanks — but the message auto-completed the rest without her input: for helping us grow together. She stared at the words for several seconds before deleting them.

Mark kissed her cheek before leaving for work. “You look pale,” he said.

“I didn’t sleep.”

“You will. This place feels... good.”

After the door shut, she stood in the silence and listened again. The hum was there — under everything, patient, waiting.

The Greenthumb logo pulsed faintly on the thermostat screen. When she looked closer, the oak leaf wasn’t solid anymore. It was made of thousands of smaller leaves, shifting in slow motion, as though breathing.

She turned away quickly. The coffee maker clicked on by itself, a smooth mechanical exhale. Steam rose, twisted, and drifted toward the nearest vent — where it disappeared, folding inward like smoke inhaled by an invisible mouth.

Lena watched until the last thread vanished.

The hum deepened slightly, pleased.

And she could not tell whether the house had exhaled — or she had.
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Chapter 2
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Morning came like a thought she didn’t want to finish.

The light through the blinds had changed — thicker, slower.

Amber poured across the floorboards like syrup, clinging to her skin when she stepped through it.

The thermostat glowed a steady seventy-two, yet her breath fogged faintly in the air.

Mark’s side of the bed was empty, the sheet still warm.

She heard the garage door open, the start of his car, the obedient retreat of tires down the perfect street.

The silence afterward felt engineered.

She sat up, still in yesterday’s shirt, and listened.

No birds.

No wind.

Only that low hum inside the walls, steady and indulgent, like a cat’s purr.

She went to the kitchen, made coffee, and tried not to think about how the machine had turned itself on the day before.

When the first hiss of steam escaped, she caught herself holding her breath — waiting for the air to move again, waiting for the vent to drink it.

It did.

The plume rose, folded inward, and vanished through the register with a faint wet sigh.

She whispered, “Good morning,” before she could stop herself.

The hum deepened, as if answering.

She opened her laptop, still half-buried in bubble wrap.

The HOA welcome email sat in her inbox again — unread, but already marked as “Acknowledged.”

She clicked it.

The PDF opened on The Oaks: Rules for Harmony.

Below the table of contents was a new section she didn’t remember.

7. CC&Rs – Covenants, Conditions & Reassurances.

She frowned. “Reassurances?”

When she clicked the link, the words rearranged themselves:

Covenants, Conditions & Restrictions.

The cursor blinked where “Reassurances” had been, the memory of the word somehow heavier than its absence.

Each rule began with language that sounded vaguely maternal:


We know change is difficult.

We know you want what’s best for your family.

Trust the systems you chose.



At the bottom, a line in smaller font:


For deviations, contact the Compliance Officer.



She scrolled further, but the page jumped back to the top, as if the rest wasn’t meant for her.

The baby monitor crackled.

Chloe’s soft breaths came through, then a faint second tone layered beneath — harmonic, like a tuning fork struck once and left vibrating.

She tapped the screen.

The sound cut off.

When she reached the nursery, Chloe was still asleep, fists curled near her cheeks.

The vent above the crib was open again.

She closed it, and the baby stirred, small brow creasing.

“Sorry,” Lena whispered. “I’m just—”

The air pulsed against her face, a brief exhale warm enough to raise gooseflesh.

She felt an odd urge to apologize to the vent instead.

After feeding Chloe, she decided to walk.

The stroller’s wheels whispered against the pristine sidewalk.

Every lawn exhaled moisture at the same rate, sprinklers rotating in mathematically perfect arcs.

She passed a man trimming hedges — not his, she realized, but Beatrice’s — and though he wore earbuds, he was humming.

It took her several steps to understand that the sound wasn’t music leaking from the headphones; it was the same tone she’d heard in the walls.

A low, steady hum, too clean to be human.

He stopped, straightened, smiled at her without removing the earbuds.

“Morning!”

His teeth were perfectly white, edges faintly translucent like glass.

She smiled back and kept walking.

Across the street, three women in identical sun hats stood in a triangle, chatting.

Their hands moved in synchronized gestures — adjusting brims, shifting weight, laughing in unison at something Lena couldn’t hear.

The laughter was delayed, like an echo fed through a speaker.

Chloe whimpered.

“Shh,” Lena said. “We’re just exploring.”

At the corner, a man in a tan uniform held a tablet and took photos of houses one by one.

When she approached, he smiled the way people do when they’ve practiced.

“Morning! Compliance check. Don’t mind me.”

She glanced at his badge: The Oaks – Environmental Coherence Division.

“Coherence?” she asked.

He angled the tablet toward her. A series of graphs scrolled upward — air quality, energy use, light levels. Each house was a line, each line converging toward a single point.

“Every home contributes to the pattern,” he said. “Too much deviation and the system gets... agitated.”

“Agitated,” she repeated.

He smiled wider. “You’re 1127, right? New arrivals always score high once they integrate. You’re already at ninety-two percent harmony. Congratulations!”

He turned the tablet back toward himself and swiped.

For an instant, she saw another screen — not graphs but faces.

Headshots.

A family of four, each marked with a red X.

When she blinked, it was gone.

By the time she returned home, the air inside the house was cooler, more compliant.

The thermostat pulsed green.

The Greenthumb logo looked different again — the oak leaf no longer static, now trembling subtly, veins expanding and contracting.

She placed the stroller in the foyer and froze.

The snake plant sat on the counter, leaves taller than yesterday.

The soil had cracked, dark lines radiating from the base like fractures.

When she leaned close, she saw the dirt move — a slow, almost invisible pulse, as though breathing.

The air above it shimmered faintly.

She fetched scissors from a drawer and snipped one leaf.

Amber fluid welled from the cut, thick and luminous.

It smelled like the vents.

She dabbed it with a paper towel. The towel browned instantly, edges curling from the heat.

The hum in the walls deepened, a faint bass note under her heartbeat.

She dropped the leaf into the trash.

The trash bag writhed for half a second, then went still.

At noon, the HOA portal chimed.

A new tab had appeared.

Resident Performance Metrics.

Her name was there — Lena Kensington (1127) — beside a bar marked Harmony Index: 92%.

Below it: Integration Pending.

She clicked the question mark icon.

A pop-up opened with a single line of text:


The Hive recognizes effort.



She closed the laptop so fast it nearly snapped.

Chloe cried from the nursery.

When Lena picked her up, the baby’s skin was warm, almost fevered.

She stripped her down to the diaper and carried her into the living room, pacing.

The house seemed to inhale around them. The air shifted, comforting but possessive.

Mark called at three.

“Everything good?”

“Fine,” she lied. “Just hot.”

“Yeah, system’s adjusting. They warned me about that. You got the tint appointment email, right?”

“I didn’t schedule that.”

“Sure you did,” he said lightly. “It was on your list yesterday.”

“No, Mark, I didn’t—”

“Don’t worry. It’s free. Just let them handle it.”

He hung up before she could argue.

By evening, the light through the untinted windows looked wrong — thicker, darker than sunset should be, as if the sun were behind amber glass.

Shadows clung longer than they should.

The hum in the walls became almost musical, rising and falling in measured intervals.

She poured a glass of water.

The water in the glass trembled to the rhythm of the hum.

She drank anyway.

It tasted faintly sweet.

After dinner, she checked the portal again, unable to resist.

A new message waited under “Community Updates.”

Welcome, Kensington Family!


We are delighted by your progress.

Please review your CC&Rs this evening to ensure continued alignment.

Remember: alignment is protection.



Below it, a clickable attachment: CORRECTIVE ACTIONS – ARCHIVE.

She hesitated. Then clicked.

The document loaded slowly, as though considering her credentials.

Rows of names appeared, most she didn’t recognize.

Some were grayed out.

Others struck through.

At the top: Status – RESOLVED.

Halfway down the list: Henderson Family (1129 Willowick).

Next to it: Failure to maintain coherence.

She turned toward the window.

The house next door stood perfectly still, blinds drawn tight.

The air above it shimmered like heat, though the evening was cool.

She zoomed in on the document. The final column, labeled Action Taken, was blank — except for a single flicker of text that appeared and vanished before she could read it.

Something behind the wall clicked softly, like a throat clearing.

She backed away from the desk, pulse thudding in her wrists.

The baby monitor came to life again — static, then the same harmonic tone, deeper now.

Through the speaker, she thought she heard a voice beneath the frequency.

Not a whisper.

A directive.

Maintain coherence.

The monitor light turned amber, pulsing in time with the hum in the walls.

Lena held her breath.

The air vents opened one by one with a soft sigh, exhaling the faint scent of honey and metal.

She ran to the thermostat, thumb hovering over the controls.

The screen read: Manual Override Disabled. System in Progress.

She whispered, “Stop,” though she didn’t know who she was speaking to.

The hum slowed, as if considering her.

Then, gently, it resumed — the same tone she’d heard outside, the same rhythm the workers had hummed, the same frequency in Chloe’s monitor.

The whole house breathing in unison.

She turned, and in the corner of the room, the snake plant unfurled a new leaf.

It rose visibly, an inch, then two, reaching toward the nearest vent.

The vent opened wider.

Warm air flowed down over it like approval.

Lena stepped back, holding Chloe tight, the child’s small heartbeat fluttering against her ribs.

She whispered, “We’re leaving tomorrow.”

But the walls were already vibrating in answer.

She set Chloe in her crib, packed the diaper bag, and sat by the window until the amber streetlights ignited one by one, perfectly synchronized.

At 9:03 p.m., her phone buzzed.

Reminder: Friday Block Party Attendance Confirmed.

Below it: We noticed you haven’t RSVP’d to the correction committee meeting. Please attend to ensure harmony.

She deleted the message, powered off the phone.

The hum persisted anyway.

Outside, a Greenthumb van idled in front of the Hendersons’ house, its headlights dimmed.

Two figures in pale green stepped out, carrying something that hissed softly, rhythmic as breathing.

They disappeared through the front door without knocking.

The house lights flickered once, then steadied.

Lena stood frozen at her own window, every cell in her body alert.

For a moment, she thought she saw movement behind her reflection — something on the inside of the glass, leaning closer.

When she turned, there was nothing.

Only the faint shimmer of air rising from the vent, shaped vaguely like a hand withdrawing.

The hum quieted to a purr.

She checked the portal one last time.

The Hendersons’ line was gone.

Her Harmony Index updated: 93%.

The note beneath it read:

The Hive appreciates compliance.

Lena closed the laptop, her reflection in the black screen blurred by the faint pulse of amber light behind her.

The air in the room seemed to lean closer, listening.

She whispered to no one, “You’ll have to kill me first.”

The walls, polite as ever, hummed their approval.
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Mark left before sunrise, a silhouette in the amber wash, the sort of departure that pretends to be quiet and is not. The garage door lifted with the soft courtesy of a hotel elevator. His taillights slid down the street like two small wounds and bled away at the bend where the berms hid the real world. The house accepted his absence without remark. The hum did not change.

Lena stood at the kitchen sink with both hands braced on the lip of the quartz, as if the counter were a rail on a ship and the sea roughening. The coffee machine started itself—a single click, a small sigh, the first thread of steam unspooling like silk. She watched it drift toward the nearest vent and fold inward, obedient as prayer. Outside, the neighborhood brightened on a dimmer switch: a careful shade lighter, then another, each porch bulb adjusting, each window recalling its assigned warmth. The street wore its morning face.

Chloe fussed in the monitor. The baby’s soft blip of a voice wound through the static, and beneath it, the harmonic tone threaded itself, faint enough to deny if you wanted to. Lena went to the nursery and found the vent above the crib half open again. She slid the lever down and felt the warm breath of the system kiss her knuckles, a small insistence. “Not for her,” she said to the grate, and the grate, which was not a mouth, exhaled a brief, disappointed heat.

By seven-thirteen, the app chimed: Drayton Film Solutions is on the way. She had not confirmed anything. The message’s second line felt like a hand on her elbow guiding her toward a chair. No need to be present; we have one-time HOA entry. She stared at the screen the way you stare at a plane window when you are suddenly aware of all the air between you and the ground. She typed do not enter with her thumb and watched the word received appear in gray below it as if that settled anything.

They arrived at seven twenty-one.

The van was white and unmarked except for the forensic neatness of its paint. Two men stepped out wearing khaki pants and polo shirts the color of the berm grass. Their faces were the sort that actors wear when they have been hired to play competence: strong jawlines, no jewelry, eyes behind sunglasses that turned the street into a pair of amber coins. The taller one lifted a hand in greeting that was also a small command to stay calm. The shorter one rolled open the van’s side door and revealed a careful geography—tubes of film like specimens, soft squeegees, a spray bottle filled with fluid the precise shade of honey when the light strikes the spoon.

“Morning, Ms. Kensington,” the tall one said, so cheerful his voice had edges. “We’re a little early so we can be out of your way. Two hours, tops. The HOA provided entry.”

“You don’t have it,” Lena said, blocking the walkway. Chloe breathed against her chest in the carrier, small lungs working. She shifted so the baby’s head was beneath her chin, as if skin could solve something systems had created.

He consulted a tablet. “We do have it,” he said with the tone of a man pointing to the sky to prove plainly that it existed. “But it’s no problem if you’d like to let us in yourself.”

“I don’t want the nursery touched,” she said. “Any room but that.”

“Of course,” he said, already waving the shorter man toward the porch. “We’ll start with common areas.”

They moved with the speed of men who hate explaining. Booties over shoes, drop cloths unfurled. A tool belt was hooked to the console table before she could ask them to put felt beneath it. The shorter one set the honey bottle on the island and the smell rose—sweet with a bitter seam, more like medicine than dessert. The tall one held up a roll of film to the morning and the amber through it deepened by a fraction, the way strong tea goes darker when you press the bag. The roll flexed in his hands not quite like plastic. It had a give to it that belonged to skin.

“What’s in the spray?” she asked.

“Neutral pH solution,” he said. “Moisture layer for application. No VOCs. No odor.” He smiled. “Relaxing.”

He misted the kitchen window and the spray bloomed on the glass, beads forming, fattening, joining one another until a single sheet of liquid slid down. Where it traveled, the view of the backyard became briefly sharper—as if the film of air itself had been cleaned—and then a wash of amber returned, more complete this time. He fed the edge of the tint to the sill and smoothed it with a rubber blade, expelling air in tiny burps that sounded like polite agreement.

The film wriggled minutely. It was not the breeze; there wasn’t one. The air in the house was as still as a drawn bath. The film moved as if it had noticed where it was and decided to settle differently.

“Do you... see that?” Lena said.

He didn’t look up. “Some movement is normal as it cures.”

Cures. The word landed like a medical prescription stamped approved.

In the living room, the shorter one had his own roll unspooling. He whispered to himself while he worked—not language, exactly, but a sound like someone remembering the melody but not the words. It matched the pitch that lived in the vents.

“You can take a break,” she said, surprising herself. “I don’t want you in here yet.”

He smiled without all of his mouth. “We’re already inside,” he said, and did not mean the room.

She stepped into the foyer and locked the door out of a habit that felt symbolic and foolish. Her phone buzzed. Beatrice: Morning! Iced tea? It’s helpful during tinting—there can be a little... dryness. A minute later, another chime: Neighborhood Outreach: You may notice brief adjustments to air quality during maintenance. This is normal. Please keep vents unobstructed. She glanced toward the hallway. The vent there was open a shade wider than it had been.

The iced tea arrived at seven thirty-five, a glass pitcher in Beatrice’s hands beading with condensation that wanted to be a commercial. “This will help,” Beatrice said, stepping one shoe over the threshold the way people do with casseroles and agendas. “The process can make some people lightheaded.” She poured without asking and set a wedge of lemon on the rim with a small ceremonial twist. The tea was the precise color of the tint film. Its sweetness hovered above the tongue and then sank, a weighty kindness. Lena put it down.

“Did you get our note about bed placement?” Beatrice asked, bright as a tour guide. “We recommend leaving three feet between furnishings and vents, just while the house is learning you. It breathes better with space.”

“It breathes,” Lena repeated.

“Well,” Beatrice said, and her eyes wandered—briefly, then back—toward the nursery. “Everything does, doesn’t it? We forget.”

She drifted toward the living room and watched the men smooth the film over glass already pretending to be something it wasn’t. “Don’t you love how it softens things?” she said, as if speaking about mascara. “It takes the edge off all that harshness.”

“It makes the outside look like another room,” Lena said before she could stop herself.

“Yes,” Beatrice said, delighted. “Exactly.”

The tall technician finished the first pane and tapped his squeegee lightly against the sill. The sound rang once through the room, and then again, softer, as if the house had caught it and repeated it back to itself. He tilted his head, listening—not to her, but to the echo the place made. “Perfect adherence,” he said, satisfied, and it felt like hearing a doctor pronounce a graft successful.

“Not the nursery,” Lena said again, sharp. “Do you hear me? Leave that room alone.”

“Of course,” Beatrice said, so agreeable it was a warning. “Mothers know.”

The tall man had moved to the stairs without her seeing. His booties whispering on the wood, he disappeared down the hall and into a room. Not the nursery, she told herself—her throat tightening—but the open door with its mobile and soft quilt told a different story. She was halfway up the stairs when the air changed: warmer by degrees, moist, sweet. The vents made a subtle sound like the start of rain.

“Stop,” she said, and the word snagged in the humidity. “I told you—”

“It’s important to balance the sleep environment,” he said. “Little ones respond beautifully to consistency.” He smiled over his shoulder. “It makes the whole house calmer.”

He sprayed the nursery window with the honey solution and the room brightened a notch, not dimming as she expected but intensifying—amber filled the space like a full breath. The mobile turned without moving. The film unrolled and lay against the glass the way a lid lowers onto a jar. Beneath it, the view softened: the narrow strip of lawn, the fence, the neighbor’s blank window looking back like an eye behind a lens. He smoothed the film upward with the squeegee and trapped within it a scatter of bubbles that didn’t look like bubbles at all but cells. They drifted, organized, and then—she saw it—aligned along invisible lines that must have been the grid of the pane. The alignment pleased the room. The vent exhaled.

Chloe, asleep seconds earlier, began to cry—the awful, heart-snagging cry of a baby who cannot find the edge of anything. Lena lifted her, felt the heat of the child’s skin through the cotton, felt the dampness at her hairline. “Get out,” she said, and her voice made the flowers on the wallpaper look briefly sharper. “You’re done here.”

“Almost finished,” he said, all courtesy. He pressed the last corner of film into place and ran the squeegee along the bottom with a sound like the edge of a word.

When he stepped back, the window held a slight sheen, as if it had grown a second eyelid. The light through it made Chloe’s tear tracks golden. The baby hiccupped, startled by her own shine.

Downstairs, the shorter man had begun the picture window. The film across that wide glass made a slow, tidal motion as it adjusted. It wasn’t possible. It did it anyway. When he lifted the edge to smooth a wrinkle, the film clung, resisting, a mouth reluctant to release a bite. He laughed under his breath. “Hungry, are we?” he said, not to the film but to the window, and Lena did not like the pronoun.

Beatrice sipped her tea and watched this new skin be fitted. “It’s always so soothing when it’s done,” she said, as if a salon appointment were ending. “You’ll see. It takes the sharpness out. People make fewer mistakes.” She lowered her voice confidentially, as if exchanging recipes. “We had one family try to resist. Nerves fray so easily when you don’t let the house help.”

“The Hendersons,” Lena said, and watched Beatrice’s mouth be a fraction of a second late to its practiced smile.

“Poor dears,” Beatrice said. “They had trouble keeping up. She was... high-strung. He was... private. Privacy can be so hard on a community.”

“What happened to them?” Lena asked. It was a reporter’s question and a mother’s, teeth beneath it.

“They moved,” Beatrice said lightly. “It wasn’t a good fit.”

The tall man descended the stairs, coiling spent film backing with the precision of a priest putting away vestments. “We’ll cure the film with warm air and then you’re all set,” he said. “There will be a brief period of acclimation. You might feel lightheaded. Drink fluids.” He glanced at the pitcher on the island with an approval that made Lena’s teeth ache.

“What does curing involve?” she asked.

“Circulation,” he said. “Alignment.” He gestured vaguely toward the vents. “The house knows what to do.”

The vents obliged. Warmth slid into the rooms, a palpable hand flattening cat hair, raising the hairs on her forearm. The snake plant in the office lifted another blade of itself toward the register and quivered, its leaf-skin catching the amber like lacquer. The honey smell thickened, edged with something antiseptic. Chloe burrowed into Lena’s collarbone and quieted—not comforted, but resigned.

The shorter man ran a soft glove along the edges of each pane as if testing for leaks. Where his fingers passed, a fine line appeared—so faint she would have missed it from a step further back. It had the look of something printed in the glass: a pattern like honeycomb, an overlay of geometry that had found a home and decided to stay. He made a small satisfied sound. “Integration,” he said. “You’ll get used to it.”

“When do we pay?” Lena asked, needing a mundane verb.

“Already handled,” he said. “The portal takes care of everything.” The way he said portal had the reverence of a man saying altar.

She followed them to the door because not following them felt like an inauguration. Beatrice handed the tall one a small wrapped something as if he were a child leaving a party; he tucked it into his pocket without looking at it. “Don’t worry about that nursery,” he said, as if reading her thought. “It’s the most important room. We take special care.” He rested his hand briefly against the wall beside the door—a casual pat—and in the wall, something answered with a barely audible click, like a small valve testing itself.

When the van pulled away, the sound it made was less than its size, as if the street muffled departures. Beatrice stood with her hands folded beneath her chest, the posture of a woman attending a baptism. “You’ll sleep so much better,” she said. “The house will, too.” She took the empty pitcher without asking and held Lena’s eyes for a fraction too long. “Block party tonight,” she said. “Don’t forget. It’s good to be seen.”

After the door closed, Lena turned in a slow circle and did not recognize the room. The light had thickened again. The edges of objects grew gentle, as if their moods had been smoothed. The corners of the room no longer held darkness; they held more of the same amber, the way a glass holds more of a drink poured into it. The picture window behaved like a large, patient eye. When she moved, her reflection moved a hair after, as if checking her work.

She raised a hand; the woman in the glass raised hers a fraction late. It was a delay so slight you could deny it and so intimate you could not. Lena took one step closer. The reflection’s mouth had a little more color, her eyes a little less. When Lena blinked, the other woman did not blink in perfect accord. She blinked twice, quick, like a person taking instructions.

Chloe coughed and Lena turned fast, and when she looked back, the reflection had caught up, perfectly obedient.

The vents kept their soft exhale, the sound a lullaby in a language you begin to understand against your better judgment. The amber in the nursery had changed the baby’s skin; Chloe looked varnished. When Lena lifted her toward the glass, the child stilled, mesmerized by her own gold. “Not for you,” Lena said, but the baby reached, clumsy hand on the cooled film, fingers splayed. For a second, the print remained: five petals, pale. Then the mark disappeared, not by drying but by absorption, as if the window had taken the child’s touch and used it for information.

She took her phone to photograph it, to make a boundary out of proof. The camera viewfinder found the pane and immediately broke into fractals—triangles within triangles, a hive of geometry that refused to resolve into a picture. She moved the phone a degree; the shapes reassembled, then scattered, then reformed along slightly altered lines. Within the pattern, something like a pulse traveled, a brightening that swept the screen and was gone. When she switched to video, the image steadied and showed her merely a window. When she lifted the phone away, the bare eye saw the shimmer again, like breath held just behind the glass.

By noon, the rooms had taken on a terrarium heat. The thermostat still read seventy-two. The app sent a friendly nod: Curing: Phase Two. Below it, a line: Do not obstruct light. She moved to draw the blinds out of reflex; the cord snagged and held, as if it had been looped through something heavier than a pulley. She tugged harder and felt the tiniest give, an eyelid’s shiver. She let go. Behind her, the snake plant made a sound plants do not make—a crisp, papery sigh—and unfurled another inch.

The afternoon passed in a list of small denials. A halo appeared around the edge of a glass on the counter and vanished when she got closer. The air above the couch wavered, and her scalp prickled as if someone had blown gently on her hair. The floorboards hummed very faintly in her bare feet, the way a cat’s throat does when it decides to love you. When she placed the back of her hand a half inch from the living room window, the heat increased just enough to tell nerves to pay attention. In the nursery, the light made the mobile’s animals look like studies in amber from a Victorian cabinet: moth, leaf, preserved breath.

At three, the HOA portal chimed again. A new tab: Resident Integration Timeline. The bar beneath it glowed, amber progressing toward amber. Stage 2: Visual Assimilation Complete. She looked for a question mark—something to click for mercy—and found instead a sentence in the tiniest type, shy at the bottom: Do not resist alignment. When she touched the screen, her fingertip came away with the slightest tack, a residue like the faintest edge of honey on a spoon. She wiped it on her jeans and watched the smudge vanish as if the fabric had been thirsty.

She told herself to find something to anchor the day. She opened a Word doc and titled it NOTES: WILLOWICK.The cursor blinked in a white field for a full minute while she listened to the house breathe. She typed: Beatrice’s tea. Technician said cures, circulates. Film moves. Hendersons. Portal says Stage 2. She typed hive and then hub and then hive again and sat back as if she had insulted something behind her and was waiting for the correction. The vents exhaled on cue, a hush.

She wasn’t aware of falling asleep until she was ripping out of it. The nap was the worst kind—a sudden absence and a punishing return. She had drifted on the couch with Chloe on her chest, the baby’s weight anchoring her to the world, and had woken to the sensation that both of them were being lifted. Her eyes opened on a room she didn’t recognize because it was not the room, not exactly. The light had altered again—deeper, thicker, the shadows eroded to an idea. The window held not a view but a version of outside more correct than the original. She had the ridiculous conviction they were underwater. The vents made a sound like air through reeds.

Chloe stirred, then smiled that reflex baby smile that is not for you but still feels like a hand on your heart. Her eyelashes glittered faintly. When Lena brushed one, her fingertip came away with dust—pollen, it looked like—so small it felt like temperature. She rubbed it away. It vanished without a smear.

The doorbell chimed. Three tones, each almost inaudible, elegant as a throat clearing in a theater. She stood, juggling the baby, and peered through the frosted glass. A man in a green jacket stood a pace back, his stance choreographed to combine deference and ownership. Clipboard pressed to chest. Clean, forgettable face, the kind that could be any official anywhere.

“Evening,” he said, though it wasn’t evening yet; it was simply amber enough to lie. “Neighborhood Outreach. Checking on your acclimation.”

“We’re fine,” Lena said through the door.

“You’ve completed Stage Two,” he said, eyes flicking toward the living room, where the picture window offered him back a softened portrait of himself. “We’ll need to verify visual integrity.”

“No.”

“Just a walk-through.” His tone suggested that those words carried no risk and no meaning. “We recommend early verification to avoid—” he glanced at his clipboard, though the word was obviously chosen already “—friction.”

She rested her hand on the deadbolt as if it were a shoulder. “Not tonight.”

A long beat. Then, gently, “It’s best not to obstruct light. The house prefers to finish what it starts.”

He smiled, and the air around the door grew warmer by a degree. “We’ll try again tomorrow. Don’t forget the block party. Community coherence is most effective when practiced.” He stepped back with the grace of a dancer reversing a combination and vanished from the frosted glass as if erased.

The hum resumed, a notch louder. She could feel it in the bones around her ears, the bones that feel pressure changes on planes. “Shh,” she told the house, and it did something like shushing back.

By the time the amber outside became official night, the neighborhood had become the kind of picture you see in a catalog where no one lives. The same porch lights. The same silhouettes moving behind the same softened panes. The street breathed slowly. Somewhere, a child laughed and the sound curdled into the same hum everything else made. Lena held Chloe under the window and told her a story she was making up about a bear that moved to a forest of friendly trees that all had the same leaves, and the baby listened and did not care about metaphor. When she carried her to the nursery, the vent above the crib opened a fraction with the polite intimacy of a parted mouth.

“No,” she said.

She slid the lever down. The metal was warmer than her skin. The hum lowered as if sulking.

On the way out, she glanced down. A moth—small, dun-colored, ordinary—lay on the windowsill. Its wings shone briefly in the amber like cheaply gilded coins. She reached to brush it into her palm to take it outside. It moved. Not a twitch—an unhurried folding, then unfolding. A ripple traveled through the soft powder of its wing where none should travel. It raised itself, tottered, and put its face to the thin seam where the film met the frame. The seam pulsed once, as if tasting. The moth’s proboscis extended delicately, as if sipping. The film dented, just barely, and then smoothed, pleased.

She shivered, not because of the moth but because of the politeness of that sip.

“Not for you either,” she whispered, and let it be. The moth folded itself and became indistinguishable from shadow.

She needed air that had not been approved. She cracked the back door and stood in the small rectangle of outside like a refugee at a border. The real evening—less amber, more honest—smelled faintly of hot bark and someone’s detergent. She took three breaths and could not tell if they were better. Over the fence, a Greenthumb van idled beside the Hendersons’ house again. The lights inside that house were on in the way of houses that are no longer homes. A shape moved past a window—a brief interruption of amber—and then nothing. The van’s engine made no sound. She could feel it anyway.

Her phone, abandoned on the island, lit itself. Resident Integration Timeline Updated. She did not cross the room. The screen shone the words at her from across the distance with the bright pushiness of a child reciting: Stage 2: Visual Assimilation—Complete. Stage 3: Airborne Sensory Cohesion—Initiated. Beneath it, smaller, intimately helpful: Adjust hydration. Avoid resisting alignment. The house is learning you.

She laughed once, an ugly sound that did not belong in the curated air. “The feeling is mutual,” she said. Her voice made the nearest vent hush briefly as if offended, then resume.

Chloe stirred; the monitor chorused the hum back a shade lower. Lena went to the kitchen, ran water, and watched it ribbon under the faucet with unnerving obedience. The steam rose a second and a half before it should have, anticipating her hands. She held her cup beneath and thought not of thirst but of surrender. She did not drink.

She sat on the floor with her back against the cabinet and drew her knees up and set the cup between them like a talisman. The floor hummed gently through the bone. The snake plant turned minutely toward the nearest register in motion you could only call patience. On the counter, a single flake of something pale—skin? film?—drifted, hovered as if deciding, and fell so slowly it forgot to land. She watched it until it did. When it touched the quartz, it did not lie flat. It curled. It looked like a shed eyelid.

Her phone pinged again. A calendar invitation popped up without origin: Block Party – Attendance Required. 7:00 p.m. A second notification followed as if layered behind it: Correction Committee—Orientation. 6:15 p.m. (Recommended). She swiped them off the screen like insects. They returned, patient.

In the living room, her reflection in the big window had taken on that small lag again—infinitesimal, undeniable. She rose and stood before it and studied the woman she was. The other woman studied back. Lena lifted her hand. The other lifted hers. Lena tilted her head right; the other went right, then right again a hair, as if trying to catch up to a version of the movement she preferred. When Lena stepped close, nose almost to glass, the woman opposite met her with equal intimacy. Her breath did not fog the film. It sank into it and left no trace.

“You’re not me,” Lena said to the woman, and the woman’s mouth shaped the same words a fraction after.

In the nursery, the moth left the seam and settled on the film itself, a pale leaf on a pale leaf. The vent opened a little more and exhaled a sweetness just this side of rot. The mobile turned again without moving. The patterns printed faintly in the tint—honeycomb if you wanted to be mean about it, lattice if you were trying to be kind—caught the light and for an instant made a crown above Chloe’s head.

Lena went to the hall closet and pulled the old duffel from behind a neat row of HOA-approved hangers. She put diapers in it, wipes, a pink blanket, a bottle, a onesie, her wallet, copies of the documents the realtor had pushed across a table. She added the binder because it offended her to leave it. She set the duffel by the door and rested her hand on the matte key with the little oak leaf. It was warm because of her, she told herself. She did not decide whether the thought made her feel better.

Night arranged itself. The amber haloes outside stabilized, no flicker, no apology. The street looked like a photograph a hotel might put on its website—comfort, cleanliness, conjugal promises. At some invisible signal, several front doors opened up and down the block; people in linen drifted out and said the things neighbors say to one another to illustrate how easy it is to live near other people. Laughter rose at the volume of a show’s studio audience. Someone wheeled a cart of food down the street—a curated potluck that had never met a spice. A Greenthumb representative in a collared shirt passed plates and accepted thanks.

Lena stood just inside the door with her hand on the duffel strap. The vent over the entryway breathed on her wrist. The air had the exact weight of a palm. The house hummed the way a throat does when it waits for the right moment to swallow. She told herself, We can go now. She told herself, We can walk to the car. We can drive. She told herself, The road out exists.

She opened the door.

The air on the porch felt a degree warmer than the air in the foyer, an unremarkable fact that still said: step carefully. The neighbors saw her and their smiles did what smiles do. “There she is!” Beatrice sang, as if Lena had been late to her own party. The iced tea pitcher glinted in her hand, full again, sweating. “We saved you a place.”

Across the street, the compliance officer lifted his tablet gently, as if adjusting a mirror. The graph lines on the screen gathered themselves at a point labeled Community Coherence. He pressed one button with his thumb. The porch light over Lena’s head brightened by the smallest fraction, and without looking up, she felt the change on the skin of her neck.

She stepped backward, into the foyer. The door clicked shut like the end of a sentence written in a small, tidy hand. The house exhaled in relief. Her phone chimed: We noticed you stepped away. We can help. The button beneath it waited: ACCEPT ASSISTANCE.

She did not press it. She set the duffel behind the console table and stood in the amber, praying in a language she had not needed since stairwells and smoke. “Not tonight,” she said.

In answer, the vents shivered with polite disapproval and then stilled. The hum sank to a lullaby again. The window held her reflection with its small, obedient delay. The snake plant breathed its papery breath. The moth slept on its pale new country.

The portal chimed one last time as if tucking her in: Integration proceeding. Beneath it, fresh text populated itself while she watched, letters arriving like insects landing on a pane:

Resident Integration Timeline:

Stage 1: Intake—Complete.

Stage 2: Visual Assimilation—Complete.

Stage 3: Airborne Sensory Cohesion—Active.

Stage 4: Nutritional Harmonization—Scheduled.

And then, as if the house had remembered its bedside manner, a line in small, careful font:

Do not resist alignment. The Hive learns best when you rest.

Lena powered off the phone. The screen went black and showed her face. For three full breaths, the other woman did not blink. Then, deliberately, she did. Once. Twice. It felt like a nod.

“Noted,” Lena told the dark glass, and lifted Chloe, warm as bread, into her arms.

The house purred, pleased, as if someone had finally done as they were told.
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Chapter 4
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The reminder slid across her phone like a hand over her eyes: Block Party – Attendance Required. 7:00 p.m. Beneath it, a new, smaller note nested like a whisper behind a curtain: Stage 4: Nutritional Harmonization – Scheduled.

She set the phone face-down on the island and listened. The house purred as if pleased she’d read it. The snake plant breathed its dry papery breath and angled one more degree toward the vent.

In the hour before sunset, the neighborhood performed tidiness. Folding tables unfolded themselves in driveways. Matching canopies sprang up in the road’s center like mushrooms after rain. A Bluetooth speaker was tested somewhere and then replaced with something subtler, a track that was barely music, mostly tone, the familiar low hum but sweetened, as if someone had stirred sugar into a headache. The amber outside thickened to its evening self with theatrical confidence. Chloe napped as if the light had been tailored for that exact purpose.

At 6:40, she carried the duffel to the door again and told herself, We’ll make an appearance, we’ll leave. The strap, heavy on her shoulder, felt like a good thought you carry until it bruises. She checked the nursery vent—closed. She checked the picture window; her reflection lagged by that thin half-millisecond, as if rehearsing her departure.

The door opened easily and the porch released heat as if it had been holding its breath. A breeze raised the hair on her forearms in a touch too precise for weather. Across the street, Beatrice saw her and performed delight. “There she is!” she called, like someone announcing a donor at a benefit. She was already holding a paper plate, already angling toward Lena with the relaxed authority of a hostess who knows the seating chart of your life.

“Just for a few minutes,” Lena said, mostly to herself. She shifted Chloe higher in the sling, the baby’s weight a small, convinced sun.

“It’s good for her to be seen,” Beatrice said, almost gently. “It calms their nervous systems to have the circle around them.”

“What circle,” Lena said, because she was tired of question marks that were ornamental. Beatrice laughed as if at herself and pressed the plate into Lena’s hand.

Trestle tables lined the curb between 1127 and 1129 as if bridging a gap that didn’t want bridging. On one, salads in identical glass bowls—potato, macaroni, something green sliced the same width throughout as if a mandolin had decided to be a law. On another, pale meats in thin slices, their edges glossy. A row of iced teas and lemonades, condensation staged, glasses stacked, tongs pointed toward hands. The smell—a composite of mayonnaise, yeast, faint dill, and something the vents had taught her to name honey-metal—hung evenly in the air like policy.

“Let me,” Beatrice said, using the voice strangers use when they reach for your baby. Her hands were open, palms clean. Lena stepped sideways—just enough to make a path for politeness and still block it.

“She’s content,” Lena said.

A woman she didn’t know materialized with napkins. “Oh, that smile,” the woman sang to the baby who had not smiled. “She knows she’s home.” Her lipstick matched the tint.

Arthur stood three feet away in a posture one degree less intimate than a family portrait. He wore a short-sleeve button-down that would have looked like a uniform if it had a patch, and it had the air of a uniform anyway. He unfolded a laminated list and checked something off with an elegant pen. “Kensingtons, present,” he said, without looking up.

Down the line, the Environmental Coherence man with the tablet—different shirt tonight, same calm—was angling the screen toward faces and giving them back graphs. Laughter rose on cue. A child moved in the slow jerks of boredom. On the table, the bowls of potato salad breathed; it was important to think that was a metaphor and equally important that it didn’t feel like one.

Mrs. Garcia appeared at Lena’s elbow as if grown from the evening. Her arm brushed Lena’s like a warning. “Small help,” she said without preface, and slid something into the pocket of the diaper bag: a white pharmacy bottle without label, lid taped shut. “For the night,” she said. “If they bring you something.” Her eyes flicked toward the iced tea, toward the bowls. “If you don’t take any of it, sometimes they take offense. If you do, this makes it leave.”

“What is it?” Lena whispered.

Mrs. Garcia’s smile was fixed enough to count as a mask. “The opposite,” she said, and then louder, with an artistry practiced in emergencies, “Chloe is getting so big!” She touched the baby’s foot and it was a benediction and a secret code. Then she was gone, dematerializing into the two women in sun hats who adjusted their hats in unison.

“First plate!” Beatrice sang, floating a new paper plate into Lena’s hand the way a dealer moves a card. Around them, the hum rose half a pitch, a choir tuning itself. “Start with something soft. The system likes a gentle introduction.” She pointed with a nail the color of ripe peaches at the potato salad. “Our emblem,” she said. “Our staple. It’s comfort without the heaviness. You’ll sleep.”

Lena’s hand made an obedient motion, scoop hovering, the muscle memory of a hundred picnics telling her how much is polite. The salad yielded with the texture of something extruded, perfect, unhappy about being disturbed. She brought the plate to her nose the way people pretend not to when they are suspicious. Close up, the smell shifted: not dill, not mustard—just that sweet medicalness that had begun to live at the back of her throat. Her tongue remembered scorched carpet from a hallway thick with smoke. She set the plate down.

“I’m good with bread,” she said, and tore a small piece from a roll. It was pale, sweet. It sat in her mouth like a story that didn’t want to be told. When she swallowed, the swallow went down happily but did not feel like hers. She took a sip of water. The water tasted of other people’s houses.

Beatrice’s gaze dropped to the plate like a hawk’s. “A little protein,” she suggested, words arranged as a compromise. “It keeps your blood sugar steady. New moms are so sensitive.” She lifted a tonged slice of meat as if showing a magician’s ribbon. “Turkey. So gentle.”

“I’m nursing,” Lena said, and the lie stood on its hind legs as if trained.

“Exactly,” Beatrice said, and laid the slice on the plate anyway. It shone. It held the light the way the windows did now. “And you—” she addressed Chloe, who stared past her at the table’s edge, enthralled by grain—“you get the benefits too.”

Across the lane, Arthur tapped his pen and a hush fell with the same grace as a power outage in a hospital. “Welcome, neighbors,” he said, the phrase like printed copy. “As always, gratitude for our coherence. A brief note before we begin: the Compliance Committee has updated language on Rule 4-B to reflect modern best practices for neurological alignment. The tint, as you know, has been shown to reduce reactivity by thirty-seven percent in postpartum households.”

Eyes politely drifted toward Lena then away, the careful not-looking of people good at not getting sued.

“In addition,” Arthur went on, “we are pleased to report that after last quarter’s adjustments, our Nutritional Harmonization program has entered its fourth iteration with excellent outcomes. Sleep, mood, and participation have improved metrics across the board. Our gratitude to Greenthumb Specialty for their stewardship. Tonight’s menu reflects those improvements.” The crowd murmured the way a congregation murmurs “amen” when the service is almost over and the pot roast is still hot. “Eat, enjoy, and remember: the systems are here to help. The systems are us.” He smiled the run-out smile of a man who has ended a line before. The hum eased.

Plates moved, forks lifted, mouths opened in a choreography that made the air seem thinner by a measurable notch. The sound of chewing is usually private; here it was communal, infinite small moues of compliance. Someone had brought wine and the amber tint turned it to rust. The iced tea refilled itself from pitchers that did not empty.

“Look,” the woman with the napkins said brightly. “Carson brought the salad.” She indicated a man with forearms tanned at a color chart’s middle and a grin easy as open houses. He spooned himself two generous mounds and ate them like love. Beatrice laughed. “He always has seconds,” she told Lena in a voice that said: you will too.

Lena made her hands the problem and drifted to the end of the table, pretending indecision. The Coherence man with the tablet had turned his attention to a folding cooler near the HOA banner. She watched him lift its lid and at first thought she saw nothing; then the angle caught and the contents glowed faintly gold—opaque, viscous, a dozen plastic bottles marked only with the oak leaf and the clean word BASE. He set one on the table, adjusted its cap, and tilted it with the care of someone decanting from a favorite cask. A thread of amber slid into a mixing pitcher. He topped it with water. He stirred once with a plastic spoon. Then he glanced up in a reflex so slow she could have stepped behind a tree. His eyes met hers and slid off—respectful, uninterested, like a cat deciding you are not worth the energy to intimidate.

She looked down the block at 1129. The Hendersons’ shades were down, their door placid. On the grass in front of their porch, the small metal sign the realtor had stabbed into the earth leaned an inch and corrected itself, as if embarrassed by physics.

Someone touched her elbow. “Eat,” said a voice so soft it could have been the breeze. The shorter Drayton man—the one who had cooed to the window film—stood at her shoulder with a small paper cup. “Just a sip. Settles the stomach.” The cup held iced tea, light behind the tint, the ice cubes rounded like river stones, their edges softened as if they had cured too. She didn’t remember him being invited. He didn’t need to be.

She was aware that there were decisions that mattered and decisions that let you keep feeling like you still had decisions. She put her mouth to the cup and did not drink. She let the liquid wash, tasted the sweet, and let her tongue be the proxy. A ghost of honey, a shadow of metal. She lowered the cup and said, “Thank you,” and handed it back. He set it on the table behind her without looking and it slid half an inch toward another cup, meeting it, the way things do when tables aren’t perfectly level. The surface was perfectly level.

A child—six? seven?—stood too close to the potato salad and watched with anthropological seriousness as a spoon rose and lowered and rose again in front of him. He said nothing. His mouth shone at the corners as if kissed with gloss. When Lena met his eyes, he blinked once, very slow. It felt less like a blink than like a lens closing and opening to take a better picture. His mother—sun hat number two—touched his shoulder lightly as if returning him to Earth.

There was music now, officially. Not the hum—strings, a playlist of songs missing their words: warm, mid-tempo, agreeable. Every fifth measure, a tone slid under it like a fin passing beneath a boat. People began to talk about weather and home improvement and work, their voices stacked into that easy domestic roar that makes anyone who grew up in chaos exhale. The tables were now mostly empty, mostly dirty, and the hum had faded to a satisfied purr. A system content with its input.

Lena shifted Chloe’s weight and felt the child go heavy in the language of impending sleep. The mobile in the nursery turned inside her head with slow, approving certainty. She needed fifteen minutes alone. Twenty to take a photograph of the BASE bottles. Ten to find the source of the hum.

She slipped away the way people slip away when they know every eye is trained to notice departures and pretend it didn’t. She walked past 1129. Up close, the Hendersons’ front door had the same oak-leaf keyplate as everyone’s. The varnish looked recently wet. The porch light brightened by a hair when she stepped on their welcome mat, the way sensor lights do. She stepped away. The light dimmed by the same hair. She pushed the corner of the mat with her toe and the mat pushed back.

Behind the model home at the bend, a small gate in the landscaping she had not seen yesterday held itself as if it had been placed by a film crew. Beyond it, a narrow path that pretended to be natural and wasn’t. She kept walking past it so as not to be seen walking toward it, then circled back when laughter rose at the table with theatrical volume. She slipped through the gate and the temperature changed by a unit you cannot measure except with skin: the warmth here was more like a mouth.

The path ran between tight rows of arborvitae that smelled like clean pencils and secrets. It opened onto a clearing with a low, windowless building set back and painted the color of leaves a week before they drop. Cables thick as infants’ arms ran from its sides and into the earth like veins tunneling toward a heart. A sign in clean font: GREENTHUMB ENERGY SERVICES—PRIVATE UTILITY SUBSTATION—AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. A second sign in smaller font: For Community Cohesion and Reliability.

The hum here was not sound but force. It stroked her sternum. Chloe’s breath changed in sleep—shallower, rhythm adjusted. Lena stood at the chain-link fence and placed her fingers through diamonds like someone visiting a relative in a visiting room. The honeycomb vents along the building’s side expelled breath at a temperature you would call body. A pale something—light? insect?—moved behind them like a hand in gauze.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” said a voice that had practiced the line. Arthur. He stepped from shade like a pop-up advertisement. He never seemed to walk so much as appear where your eyes were going next. He had a glass in his hand sweating apologetically. “Don’t worry. It’s very safe.”

“I’m not worried,” Lena said. Her mouth told the truth and her skin lied.

“We just like things to be stable. The old grid—so vulnerable. Squirrels, storms, a driver texting. We built this so we could promise what people are right to want.” He looked at Chloe with the benevolence of a philanthropist committing a check to an elementary school. “Sleep. Food. A little help with choices.”

“You mean control,” she said.

“I mean care,” he said, the way people mean and when they say or. “Walk back with me. It’s almost time for first toast.”

He led her toward the gate with the air of a docent recalling a visitor to the gift shop. When they came around the arborvitae, the block party had cohered into a circle. Plates held in laps like shallow sacrificial bowls. Beatrice near the center with the iced tea, refilling the glasses of those who had finished and those who had not. The Compliance man lifted a plastic fork: “To harmony.” He smiled because that is what people do when they are photographed. “To health.” He paused. “To those who learned the hard way,” he added, as if he couldn’t help himself, and several heads bowed in the direction of the Hendersons without turning.

“To those who learned,” Beatrice repeated, gentler. “To those who will.”

She turned and found Lena in the onlookers and brightened. “There you are. We saved you something.” She held up a small white plastic cup with a foil top. It looked like the kind you peel back at diners. The oak leaf on the foil was so charming it could have been embroidered. In green beneath: Supplement—Postnatal. Smaller: Oaks Integrated Wellness.

“No,” Lena said.

“It will make her sleep,” Beatrice said, and her head tilted toward Chloe without a movement.

“She doesn’t need it.”

“We all don’t need things. It helps,” Beatrice said. The tone was truly kind now. The kindness that believes you don’t understand how to help yourself and is patient while you learn.

Lena’s hand moved to her diaper bag. The white bottle Mrs. Garcia had slipped there earlier bumped her knuckles, the tape on its lid gritty like a warning.

“Open it,” Beatrice said. For the first time since Lena had met her, something like impatience threaded her voice. It made her prettier. “One sip. For the house,” she added in a tone that said: just say yes to the grandmother making you eat.

Arthur smiled the way an expensive lawyer does when settlement is going well. The hum under the party rose and the cups on the tables vibrated by a millimeter. The child with the glossy mouth watched with no expression at all.

Lena peeled the foil back half an inch. The smell that rushed up was innocent: vanilla, milk. Something before-bad, almost-good. When she tipped the cup, the surface tension held a convex lens. It trembled, obedient to the hum. If she poured it out, it would make a stain on the perfect asphalt that someone would remove with an approved solution before dawn. If she refused, the man with the tablet would make a note and pity would pass over the block like cloud.

She glanced over Beatrice’s shoulder. Mrs. Garcia stood at the margin of the circle, back against her own porch column, palms pressed the way people press when the moment will pass with or without their prayer. She gave one fractional shake of her head. Not yet. Or: not that one.

Lena set the cup down on the table beside the potato salad and said, breezy, “I’ll start with this.” She scooped a spoonful of the white, held it up, watched it hold together like a good story. Then she let it fall back to the bowl. “Oops,” she said. Her smile was a yard sale. “Too much.” Someone laughed politely.

Carson—of the forearms—was already chewing. “It’s so good tonight,” he said thickly. “Better every time.”

“Iterations,” Arthur said, pleased. “We’re getting the hang of it.”

Lena’s phone vibrated in her pocket against the slope of her hip. She slid it out with the stealth of a magician dropping a card. The screen lit itself without touch. Resident Integration Timeline Updated: Stage 4 Initiated. Beneath it, a line that might have been there earlier or might have written itself now: Stage 4 is gentle. Stage 4 is shared. Her mouth filled with a clean sweetness as if her teeth had been brushed in a pediatrician’s office with a flavor called cooperation.She swallowed even though she hadn’t taken anything and her throat took the swallow happily as if anchored to a different order.
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