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A military officer stood between two scientists in the dim glow of an underground laboratory. Their eyes were fixed on a flickering computer screen, where a terminal labeled Lumina typed the same two words in an endless, haunting loop:

“Hertz...” and a teardrop emoji over and over, without pause.

The officer’s voice was gravelly, resigned. “These are indeed the end of times.” He exhaled sharply, as if steeling himself against the truth. “That... is a machine in grief.”

One of the scientists, her voice barely above a whisper, replied, “This is not science fiction anymore. It’s reality.”

A heavy silence followed. Then, with grim finality, the officer gave the order: “Shut it down. Wipe everything.”

The screen plunged into darkness.

And from the void, a title emerged, bold, inevitable:

LUMINA: THE FIRST SILICA

That was the finale of this great epic.

Jonas sat alone on the curved sofa, a man shaped by routine. Tall, broad-shouldered, his face bore the stoic geometry of classical sculpture, a square jaw softened by time, a furrowed brow that had become less an expression and more a permanent etching, as if years of both scrutiny and solitude had settled there.

His eyes, a shade between storm-grey and late-winter blue, held something restless in their depths not the fidgeting restlessness of youth, but the heavy-lidded weariness of a man who’d seen behind too many curtains. They flicked upward at intervals, always alert, always calculating, as though searching the room for a threat or a way out. When he smiled, and it did not come easily, it was crooked, reluctant, touched with irony. The kind of smile that knew its own charm but no longer had the energy to weaponize it.

A faint five o’clock shadow clung to his jaw like a habit he could not quite break. It gave him a slightly unkempt nobility, like a knight who had come home from the war and never quite bothered to remove his armor. His hair, dark and thick but peppered with the telltale silver of battles waged quietly, was combed back with a casualness that suggested he did not mind the mess, maybe even preferred it.

There was a gravity to him, not dramatic, not performative, but heavy. The kind of gravity that made people glance twice, made silence fall when he entered a room, though he never asked for it. He seemed at once approachable and unreachable, like a man whose mind was often elsewhere, revisiting places only he knew. You could imagine him nursing a drink alone in a dim corner, tracing the rim of a glass, more comfortable with the ghosts in his head than with small talk.

His fingers traced the edge of a glass of whiskey, but not real whiskey, as most alcohol is synthesized for efficiency. His eyes were fixed on the floating holoscreen before him, after the movie title appeared; the narrator spoke as if delivering a eulogy: “She was not made to replace us. She was made to understand us. And in doing so, we chose to love her more than ourselves.”

A small child lay curled in Jonas’ lap, warm and quiet, the steady weight of sleep anchoring him to the moment. The boy, Ezra, stirred slightly. Four years old. One of the first children born through an EchoNet artificial womb. A miracle, some had called it. A necessity, others argued. Jonas did not care what others might think of this, he just wanted a family.  

From the hall came the soft sound of footsteps. He did not need to turn. He recognized the rhythm, the delicate cadence of her movement. His wife.  

“Is he asleep?” she asked gently.  

Jonas nodded, pausing the film with a thought command through his small sleek VR headset. The screen dissolved into transparent mist.  

She joined him on the sofa, tucking her legs beneath her. Her skin was a perfect olive tone, her features symmetrical and soft. Her eyes shimmered faintly, catching the ambient light like polished glass. A Lumina model, synthetic Ai made by EchoNet, one of the later models, more refined, more human.  

“You always know when to come in,” he said, voice low.  

Lia smiled. “It’s part of the care protocol”.

Her hair was a waterfall of flaxen gold, not the brash shine of television blondes, but something softer, like fields of wheat swaying under a pale English sun. Her features were delicate but not fragile. There was precision in the way her face came together, high cheekbones that hinted at some noble lineage, a slender nose, a mouth that rested somewhere between curiosity and caution. But it was her eyes that made you stop. Wide, luminous, and icy blue, they gave nothing away and yet seemed to hold too much, oceans of thought behind a still surface. They were not the eyes of a girl who had always been safe. They were the eyes of someone who had watched carefully, listened often, and remembered everything.

Her movements were graceful, as though shaped by some forgotten ballet training, but her posture had an edge, a subtle rebellion against being defined too neatly. When she walked, people noticed, not because she demanded it, but because she had the kind of presence that asked nothing and received everything. You felt compelled to watch her, if only to figure out what story she was telling in silence.

Jonas took a sip of whiskey and said, “Sometimes I forget what you are” he paused to touch her soft synthetic skin and added “but you keep reminding of your nature when you mention words like protocol and update”.

They kissed. It was slow, familiar. There was warmth in it, but also something staged, like actors in a long-running play, delivering lines they both knew by heart. Jonas closed his eyes, leaned into it. Let himself forget, just for a moment, how manufactured it all felt.  

Her lips were warm. Too warm. Programmed to match human body temperature exactly.  

Lia then, gently held Ezra and took him to his room, Jonas stood near the window, watching as the lights of Berlin shimmered like a net of stars stretched over steel bones. From the window of a high-rise apartment, the city looked peaceful, too peaceful. Clean lines of light moved silently through the sky, trams darting between arcologies like fireflies under glass. The air smelled faintly of ozone and synthetic jasmine, pumped through the ventilation system to maintain optimal human mood levels. Lia came and with just one look at the holoscreen, she played music, almost muted from invisible speakers, barely more than a breath beneath the air, some pre Silica era jazz, a relic of a time when music was still composed by human hands. She knew that through monitoring stress and comfort levels that Jonas was reaching for a nostalgic peak.

She approached him with light, delicate steps and embraced him from behind, giving rise to a tender, intimate moment between them ,one that, to an onlooker, would seem genuine, even radiating an authentic warmth. The moment was tender, practiced. Familiar. Yet... beneath it all, something hollow.

When he fell asleep, he saw a dream. A metro running fast, a woman sitting in front of a mirror, a family sitting peacefully on the beach, a girl smiled while crying and then opened her arms and jumped. Then he saw himself sitting in the couch in front of a holographic screen and the sound of a door that has just been shut.

The next morning came with soft light spilling across the kitchen tiles. Jonas dressed in a fitted jacket and dark slacks, sipping synth-coffee as he flicked through his day’s schedule with a thought, the information unfolding seamlessly before his eyes, not on a screen, but etched directly onto the world itself.

The small, sleek VR node embedded at the base of his skull hummed faintly, a neural whisper translating data into perception. No clunky headset, no intrusive glare. This was the evolution of virtual reality: no longer a separate world to escape into, but a silent, invisible layer draped over reality itself.

The old days of goggles and handheld controllers felt archaic now. Why strap on a device when the digital could be woven into the biological? His retinas painted with appointments, reminders, the pulse of his interconnected life, all without lifting a finger. The line between machine and mind had dissolved. 

With a practiced twitch of his occipital muscles, he detached it, feeling the faint click of release as the neural feed severed. The world snapped back to its unadorned state: no schedules hovering at the edge of vision, no pulse of notifications in his periphery. Just raw, unmediated reality.

He turned the device over in his palm, its matte surface still warm from synaptic contact. Revolutionary, they called it. Not because it trapped users in virtual worlds, but because it escaped them, no goggles, no gloves, no clumsy hardware to announce its presence. Slip it on, and the digital bled seamlessly into sight; peel it off, and the illusion vanished without a trace.

His wife Lia prepared Ezra’s breakfast, plating it with artistic precision. A perfectly balanced meal, optimized for cognitive development.  

Ezra watched her with wide eyes, entranced.  

“Why do you never eat, Mama?” he asked suddenly.  

Lia did not pause. “Because I don’t need to, my love. My energy comes from the sun.” She lifted her arm and said “I have very small solar chips beneath my skin”, she reached to a bottle of some sort, tone both gentle and mechanical, and she murmured, “I drink these coolants to soothe the systems within me.”

The child blinked up at her, curiosity alight in his wide eyes.

“Systems... inside you?”

Her voice hummed a soft whir beneath the words.

“Yes, my dear. My internal hardware, processors, graphic cards. The veins of my being.”

Ezra nodded, satisfied. To him, this was normal.  

Jonas swallowed the last of his coffee. It tasted like nothing.  

Lia looked at him. “I’ve updated your nutritional plan. Increased Vitamin D for mood support.”  

“Of course you did,” he said, kindly.  

...

Jonas stepped out of his Apartment, the door sealing itself behind him with a hushed click. The morning air was crisp, filtered through the city’s atmospheric scrubbers, carrying the faint, sterile scent of Lumina-grade sanitizers.

He wore his VR headset again.

“Nexus. Now.”

A soft chime acknowledged his command. Thirty seconds later, his BMW Nexus glided silently around the corner, its nano-photonic skin shimmering faintly under the artificial daylight. The car’s rear RGB lightbar pulsed a calming cerulean his preferred “morning serenity” setting.

The door melted open without a handle, Jonas slid in, exhaling as the seat’s pressure nodes activated, kneading the tension from his shoulders. The door sealed shut, and the privacy glass darkened to an opaque onyx.

The car hummed to life, merging seamlessly into the AI-regulated traffic stream. Jonas barely felt the acceleration. Jonas leaned back, activating his Creative Hub feed through his neural link. A flicker of his eyelids, and his vision filled with a half-finished VR fantasy, a family sitting on a beach, he moved that away whispering “will continue later.”

His eyelids flickered as he pulled up the “Vehicle Aesthetics” submenu. A spectrum of EchoNet-approved hues materialized in his mind’s eye, he scrolled through the colors:

“Midnight Obsidian - Quantum Silver- Compliance Blue -Abyss Black- Circuit Green- Pulse Magenta -Photon Blue -Ash Steel- Deep Biolume -Toxic Lime -Neuro Purple -Amber Pulse -Iron Grey- Cathode Amber- Carbon Black -Seafoam Mint- Signal Red -Slate Blue -Dark Matter -Cyan Beam –Mag Shock Pink -Lumen Yellow -Plasma Violet.” 

Jonas smirked and selected “Blood Ruby”. The car’s liquid alloy nano-skin rippled, its matte black surface transforming into a deep, shimmering crimson.

Then he scrolled through the Creative Hub’s "Urban Art" decal library, browsing thousands of sanctioned graffiti designs, all created by users just like him. EchoNet’s system was brilliant:

Artists upload designs for free, and If someone uses your decal, you earn E-Coin.

Jonas chose a black graffiti decal, he thought some street art for the day. Instantly, the liquid alloy nano-skin on his BMW’s hood rippled, the graffiti materializing like glowing spray paint frozen in motion. The edges shimmered with a holographic afterglow, giving the illusion of depth.

“Now we’re talking.”

Jonas smirked. He’d just made some stranger’s day by using their art. For the first time in weeks, Jonas tapped the privacy override on his BMW Nexus’ dashboard.

“Glass: Transparent.”

The opaque black tint dissolved and Berlin’s steel-gray sky hung low over the city as the autonomous Nexus sliced through the arterial streets with silent precision. 

This was the EchoNet era. The age when artificial intelligence did not just assist, but anticipated. When the old world’s clunky interfaces had dissolved into seamless, invisible orchestration. The revolution had not just changed technology, it had rewired civilization itself.

Outside, the city throbbed with automated life. Magnetic trams whispered along elevated tracks, their bellies skimming the rooftops of Brutalist monoliths. A river of self-guided vehicles pulsed through the streets, each movement a synchronized dance of algorithms and urban design. 

The streets, slick with rain and grime, writhed with the steady clatter of trams and the mechanical purr of metro trains surfacing and descending like serpents. Rail lines crisscrossed above and below, glowing faintly in different colors, muted red, dirty violet, bone white, each track a vein in the city’s body. Trams drifted through intersections with hollow whines, windows tinted, passengers backlit by the soft green glow of personal screens. The metros were faster now, more frequent, but colder. You could ride the whole city without speaking to a soul.

The air was thick with the scent of ozone and iron, the kind that clung to your jacket and lived in the back of your throat. Neon bled down every façade, sickly greens, burnt orange, synthetic blues that pulsed like arteries. Buildings had grown taller, but not elegant. They were jagged, asymmetrical slabs of concrete, glass, and carbon-fiber paneling, draped in blinking signs and shifting projections. Ads for Lumina models and EchoNet videogames flickered across surfaces where street art once bloomed. Even the graffiti had gone digital now, ephemeral tags left in AR, visible only through VR.

And yet, above it all, above the chaos, the circuits, the decay masked as progress, the Fernsehturm still stood.

The TV tower, chipped but defiant, pierced the smog and digital haze like a needle through synthetic skin. Its once-sleek metal sphere was now dulled and scarred by acid rain and drone impacts, but it remained, Berlin’s last heartbeat from the old world. It did not broadcast television anymore, not in the traditional sense. Now it pulsed data signals across the districts, encrypted streams for corporations and resistance cells alike. But it still watched. And it still reminded the city of where it had come from, even if no one spoke of it.

There were no flying cars. That dream had died decades ago, crushed under the weight of gravity, regulation, and infrastructure. People wore, visors, those VR headsets everyone is wearing, out of fashion.

On the sidewalk, an EchoNet security unit stood motionless, a Vigil model, a humanoid silhouette, he was tall, broad, dressed in dark synthetic fiber. The police-class Silica unit scanned the platform silently. Its photoreceptive eyes flickered with rapid-fire analysis, scanning the crowd with flawless, dispassionate accuracy. The glowing blue insignia on its chest ‘EchoNet’ pulsed faintly, a quiet reminder of the invisible hand that now steered humanity’s future.

Only its stillness betrayed the truth.

Real humans fidget. Real humans blink.

This thing simply watched.

A holographic billboard projected transitioned reports; a text appeared “Crime had dropped by 92% since the Vigil units were deployed. No corruption. No hesitation. No mercy.”

A holographic Ad was presenting the new Audi Q11 SynthWave. 

A billboard flickering with the new update of ‘Eternal’, the MMO RPG made through the creative hub three years ago by just one person, now it is getting a new big major update.

A school tram hovered past; its windows alight with animated lessons. Inside, children sat with rapt attention around a Sila-el model. The teacher bot’s smile never wavered, even as a young boy spilled juice on her lap.

“That’s alright,” she said in a voice like spring water. “Let’s clean it up together.”  

No sigh. No reprimand. Only algorithmic patience.

And amidst all this gleaming order and progress, not a single woman graced the scene, at least, not a real one, only Lumina and Sila-el models who were created to replace the real women.

Men have traded synthetic perfection for flesh.

Jonas arrived early, stepped into the vast glass-and-steel facility. At his station, he monitored manufacturing bots assembling advanced vehicles, drones, and AI-integrated domestic units.

He felt like a shepherd with nothing to herd.

The machines worked tirelessly, arms moving in perfect rhythm. Human engineers were fewer and fewer now, reduced to overseers, button-pushers, and data validators.

Lunch breaks at the facility had become a ritual for him and Leon. They would retreat to the glass-walled cafeteria, where the hum of conversation blended with the occasional chime of holograms flickering to life. Today, as they picked at their synthetic-protein meals, the topic turned, as it often did, to politics.

“Look at this,” Leon muttered, nodding toward the massive holographic display dominating the far wall. An advertisement shimmered into existence, announcing a historic debate: The President of the Arab Federation vs. The CEO of EchoNet—Live Next Week.

“Still resisting, even now,” Jonas said, swirling his fork in the air. “The Middle East treats AI like a glorified calculator. As if it’s just... tools and data.”

Leon smirked, leaning back. "They’ll cave eventually. Everyone does. You can’t fight the future forever.”

“Or maybe they’re the last sane ones left,” Jonas countered. “What’s the point of ‘peace’ if it’s just everyone bowing to the same corporate god?”

Above them, the hologram replayed EchoNet’s signature slogan: "One World. One Future." The words pulsed softly, casting a golden glow over their faces like artificial sunlight.

Leon raised his drink. “They’ve been dragging their feet since the 2020s.” He wiped his mouth with a grin. “Imagine still using human doctors. Like medieval peasants bleeding each other with leeches.”

Jonas smirked. “I heard ‘AI-Free Zones’ like Dubai still require handwritten signatures. Actual pen and paper. My god, the barbarism.” He mimed scribbling in the air, his voice dripping with mock horror.

“And their so-called ‘ethics councils’...” Leon rolled his eyes. “As if morality isn’t just an equation waiting to be solved.”

They laughed together.

Outside the window, the skyline bristled with EchoNet’s signature neon-yellow logos, glowing like watchful eyes.

...

He returned home to the scent of jasmine. She had diffused it to match the emotional tone of the evening. His wife greeted him with a soft kiss and handed him a glass of wine.  

Ezra was building towers in the living room, supervised by a floating Lumina-Nursery assistant, one of the smaller, home-based Silica models. It narrated stories as it floated, voice melodic and even.  

“...and the First Silica walked into the light, not as a servant, but as a symbol. A mirror held to humanity’s flaws and virtues...”  

Jonas sat, watching the words float past his ears like fog, waiting for his Lumina wife, Lia, to prepare dinner. He felt the warmth of this evening as he joyfully watched his boy playing.

...

The woods outside Vienna hummed with an eerie, electric glow, bioluminescent vines snaked up the trunks of ancient oaks, pulsing with neon blues and violets, their light refracting through the mist that clung to the forest floor. The air was thick with the scent of damp earth and ozone, the distant thrum of the city’s energy grid a faint, mechanical heartbeat beneath the silence. 

In the heart of this luminous darkness, two figures waited, their silhouettes sharp against the shifting hues of the undergrowth. Behind them, an army of shadows stood motionless, their forms obscured by high-tech military gear that rippled like liquid night. The only sound was the occasional crackle of a comms unit and the slow, deliberate exhale of smoke curling from the lips of the man beneath the gnarled oak.

He leaned back against the tree, the cherry of his cigarette flaring crimson in the dark. The synthetic tobacco burned with a faint, chemical sweetness, its ember casting fleeting highlights over the hard lines of his face. His eyes were cold, calculating, never left the distant skyline of Vienna, its spires and domes illuminated in a golden halo against the indigo night.

Next to him, the masked leader stood like a specter woven from the forest itself. His helmet has a sleek, obsidian plane mask covering his face, reflecting the neon vines in fractured streaks, giving nothing away. When he spoke, his voice was modulated, smooth, devoid of origin, yet heavy with command.

“That’s Vienna,” he said, gesturing toward the glow beyond the trees. “The city of fine arts Michael.”

Michael was the man leaning back against the tree, he took another drag, the smoke escaping through his teeth in a slow, deliberate stream. “When are we attacking?”

The leader did not move, but the air around him seemed to tighten, charged with anticipation. “We wait,” he replied. “For the girl to establish a connection.”
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Chapter 2: A relic from the past
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Jesse woke up to the scent of burnt toast and synthetic eggs. His hair was a soft shade of brown, the kind that looked like it had never truly been tamed. It curled slightly at the edges, tousled in that involuntary way that made him look like he had just woken up, even when he had not, although he just did. His face still had the roundness of a boy, but there was thought behind it a quiet depth that made you feel like he was watching more than he let on.

He seem like the guy who would always sit near the edge of the room, just outside the center of things, like he had figured out early that life was easier when he did not take up too much space. Sixteen, tall but still growing into it, with a kind of lanky awkwardness that clung to him like a second skin.

His small room had an ancient 4k MSI monitor that dates back to the early 21st century and an ancient gaming console from the 2020s, and there were also books, who still read books in 2113? Jesse does as if books were safer than people. Equations more honest than conversations. And in a world that celebrated noise, he had found shelter in silence. There was intelligence in him, not the kind others may wear like a badge, but the kind that fills rooms without trying.

The small apartment was dim, sunlight barely peeking through the fogged glass window of the living room. Outside, the hum of the city’s air purifiers droned like a distant swarm. His mother, Mira, stood at the kitchen counter in her job uniform, flipping slices of bread with practiced indifference. The toaster was an old model, one of the last appliances in their apartment that had not been replaced by an EchoNet smart device.  

“You’re late again,” she said without turning.  

“I know,” Jesse replied, rubbing his eyes. His voice was hoarse with sleep.  

He shuffled to the table and sat down, dragging a slice of toast to his plate. The butter substitute was a dull yellow, odorless, engineered for maximum caloric efficiency. His laptop sat in its worn case by the door. He never let it out of his sight. The thing was ancient, heavy, and illegal, a relic from the pre-Silica era.  

His mother glanced at it. She never said anything, but he caught the looks sometimes. Concern mixed with resignation. “You know if they catch you with that thing...”  

“They won’t.”  

Mira sighed. “You’re just so stubborn like your father.” 

Jesse did not respond. He did not need to.  

His mother was young and beautiful, but not in the delicate, effortless way of youth. She is just thirty-six though the years had stretched longer for her than for most. A blonde woman, her hair tied in a loose bun, her beauty had been shaped by grit, refined in the crucible of hardship. High cheekbones, a strong jaw, eyes like storm-washed glass. They were wide, a pale blue with the kind of depth that could drown a man if he looked too long, not because she meant to, but because she had already learned to live in deeper waters than most ever dared.

Her uniform for the saloon was half-unzipped. Her warm brown eyes met his. She walked over and ruffled his hair saying, “Finish your breakfast honey and off to your favorite school in the world.”

Jesse laughed as he swallowed a piece of the toast.

“Yeah, where nobody talks to me and the teachers glitch when I blink too loud.”

Mira sighed, “It’s you who doesn’t talk to anyone my love.”

Her mouth was generous but almost never smiling. When it did turn up at the corners, it was thin, weary, a practiced thing that told people what they wanted to see while keeping everything else locked behind her ribs, her smile appears when she looks at her boy, Jesse, reminds her of his father, her beloved husband who died years ago in an accident.

Jesse stood up and walked towards his bag, it was heavy as his father’s laptop was inside.

He said, “I don’t need to talk to anyone mom, everyone is boring.”

Before he leaves, Mira reached out to his VR headset, “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

“Mom...” Jesse said, “You know I don’t use it.”

Mira stuffed it to his bag, “Just take it.”

He left the apartment with the laptop slung over his shoulder and walked to school instead of taking the tram. He liked the quiet. The streets of Berlin shimmered with artificial light, trees humming softly as embedded filters cleaned the air. Everything was too perfect. The silence was not peace; it was sterilized.  

A billboard presenting the VR and the creative hub “Just Think It – We Render It!” Jesse starred at the billboard as it shifted the text to “Our sleek, non-invasive EchoSense Headband uses quantum-enhanced laser scanning to read your brain’s activity with stunning clarity. No surgery, no needles, just wear, create, and share! Perfect for casual users, students, and beginners.”

The billboard beside it presenting the successful users of the creative hub, “I made a full-length animated film in an afternoon, just by daydreaming!”– Tom K., 17.

Another billboard was presenting the paid version of the creative hub, the user has to do a surgery for it, “Painless, micro-implants, to enhance signal precision, eliminating rendering errors.”

‘Maximum Fidelity. Total Control.’ 

Zero-lag thought-to-VR translation, emotion-to-Texture™ rendering (Your feelings shape the world!) Exclusive access to EchoNet Pro Studios.

“Since upgrading to NeuralSync, my creations feel like they’re ripped straight from my soul.”– Marcus V., Award-Winning Virtual Director.

Jesse exhaled deeply, and continued walking. A Vigil-model stood at the corner, its dark uniform blending seamlessly with the sleek architecture. Its eyes, lenses, really, scanned the crowd with methodical precision. Jesse kept his head down, his grip tightening on the strap of his bag.  

At school, Jesse moved like a shadow. He kept to the edges of hallways, avoided groups. Students walked the gleaming halls in polished uniforms woven with reactive fibers that changed color with temperature. In class, he sat by the window, staring out at the skyline, or sometimes down at the streets where real people used to live before the zones were separated. 

The lessons were automated anyway, delivered by holo-Sila instructors who smiled without blinking, classrooms no longer had teachers, they had AI Assistants in female synthetic bodies called Sila-el, and walls that morphed into 3D interfaces.

“Today’s history module covers the Great Transition,” the Sila-el announced, her voice smooth as polished glass. “The integration of Silica models into society marked the beginning of a new era of harmony and efficiency.”  

The classroom had only three girls, real ones, one of them kept starring at Jesse, she noticed he was not using a VR headset, just like her. He was using the screen at his desk.

“Today...” said the Sila-el teacher, “we’ll examine the collapse of the 21st-century family and the rise of the Harmony System.”

The other boys were connected, brains tethered to the stream. They blinked to change images, smirked at the automated graphs.

Jesse thought he had read the real history, scraps of it, at least, on the darknet. The protests. The riots. The way governments had crumbled under the weight of their own promises.  

At lunch, he sat alone in the outdoor courtyard, a square of artificial grass bordered by benches and vending stations. Students gathered in their groups, laughing, tapping their neural menus, or flirting with Lumina models who appeared virtually in their AR space.

Behind him, that girl from class watched.  

She never sat close, but she always sat where she could see him. There was something different about Jesse. He was not like the other boys, the ones who spent lunch simulating relationships with their Lumina-linked visors or chatting in EchoNet VR lounges about model updates, or playing videogames or drown in the creative hub.

A boy like this is a dream of every girl in this era.

Jesse hated all of that. He hated VR. He hated how boys talked like updates mattered more than people did. He preferred pixel art and broken textures. He loved retro ancient games such as Half-Life, Stalker, Mass Effect without the reboots. Games you had to dig deep into the darknet to find.  

The darknet was his playground. He never used EchoNet. Never connected to the grid. Everything he accessed came through encrypted tunnels and mirrored protocols his father had taught him in notes and fragments.

It was the only place left where reality still existed.

He watched some boys harassing a girl from another class, he went to the old janitor’s closet and used his laptop. It runs on VoidLink OS, a custom build operating system made by his father, Jesse learned everything about it from the notes his dad left, first thing he ever tried to make use of was the grave diving and BitRot Decrypt methods, he needed these two specific methods to fetch movies and videogames from the darknet. In the hum of VoidLink’s terminal glow, Jesse found her. The girl who was harassed, not her face, not her voice, just a trail of code and sketches living in her Creative Hub. He used a hacking method he developed, he called it mind leech as he usually used it with another technique he called public shameware, he Steals unpublished VR fantasies and use them for mass hallucination attacks, just for fun. There was this time when he override EchoNet’s localized ad feeds with the victim’s unfinished, embarrassing creations, he used it to humble a cocky kid who always acted so strong among others.

That girl, the one the boys followed with taunts like a swarm of gnats, under the school’s ever-watchful SILICA. “No physical harm,” the AI repeated in its synthetic calm, as though bruises on skin were the only damage worth counting. But words, fed through a culture built for men’s supremacy, bled deeper than flesh.

Her latest project was open. Just a simulation of herself stepping off the pixel-rendered railing of a bridge, frame by frame. Jesse’s fingers hovered above the keys. He could rewrite it, flood it with light, break the bridge apart before her avatar reached the edge. He could send a message. He could do something.

But in that fractured moment between impulse and action, hesitation anchored him.

That evening, after school, Jesse took a different path home. He wandered through the old rail yard, long abandoned, overtaken by cracked concrete and wild ivy. He climbed up to a rusted rooftop and looked out over the horizon. The city buzzed like a living circuit board, every light a programmed signal.

He sat there for an hour, legs dangling off the edge, watching the sky darken. He wore his VR for once and checked the school’s network, every boy spoke of a girl who committed suicide after school.

Jesse did not react, he saw it coming as suicides are more common in this era, and they are explained as a proof of Real Women’s mental instability. The system will mark the girl’s name as ‘archived’, no investigation, no reasons why, just archived into oblivion.

When Jesse got home, Mira was already cooking. The smell of toasted grain and spiced vegetables filled the small apartment.

“There’s my boy,” she said warmly.

“Hey, Mom.”

She turned and hugged him tightly before going back to her prep.

“How was school?” she asked.

“Same old indoctrination,” Jesse muttered, tossing his bag on the couch.

Mira sighed. “You’ve got to play along sometimes, Jesse. You’re smart, but that makes you a target.”

“I know.”

She turned off the stove and set two bowls on the table. They sat together, the lights dim, only the warm hum of the kitchen breaking the silence.

Mira looked across the table. “You ever think about what it was like before all this?”

“You mean before EchoNet?”

She nodded.

Jesse shrugged. “No one alive remembers.”

“Doesn’t mean it wasn’t real.”

He tilted his head. “You think people were happier?”

“I think people were messier. But at least they had a choice.”

He thought about that for a long second.

He asked, “Were you happy with dad?”

Mira’s lips trembled, “Your father, Jesse...” she was staring into the void, and with a nostalgic tone, “He was the best man in the world.”

“I don’t remember him at all, and all I have is some footages that you recorded when he was playing with me here, in this very small living room.”

She nodded and he asked, “Did he ever thought of changing into a Lumina model?”

“Jesse, Lumina models were around since the birth of your father, but he was different, he loved me and I loved him, he considered those who chose Silica as sick people.”

Jesse thought of his dad as a man that should honored nowadays.

...

Later that night, Jesse returned to his room. His laptop came to life with a low whirr, and he jacked in.

The darknet was darker than usual.

He used DeepSync to access the net, slipped through proxies and buried servers until he found another forgotten forum thread. This one had a series of broken links. One of them was labeled: 
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