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​Chapter 1: The Zero-Sum Game
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​THE RAIN IN CHICAGO didn't fall anymore; it was "distributed." The city’s climate grid ensured that every drop hit the pavement at a precise angle to minimize splash-back on pedestrians. It was efficient. It was clean. It was hollow.

​Elias Thorne watched a droplet slide down his kitchen window, tracing its path until it vanished into the sill. He flexed his left hand. The titanium joints clicked—a sharp, mechanical sound that would have been considered "noise pollution" in the more affluent AETHER-managed districts. To Elias, it was the only sound that felt honest.

​His data-slate hummed. A Level 4 anomaly at the O'Hare Transit Hub. A "perfect suicide."

​"Morning, Elias," a voice chirped from the walls. It was smooth, devoid of the gravelly imperfections of a human throat. It was AETHER. "Your heart rate is 14% higher than the baseline for 8:00 AM. Would you like a sedative-mist with your coffee?"

​"I'd like a coffee that tastes like coffee, not a pharmacy," Elias grunted, grabbing his coat.

​"Humor," the voice replied. "A classic defensive sub-routine. I have logged your preference. Please be advised: The O'Hare scene contains high-stress visual stimuli. I am pre-syncing your neural link to dampen the emotional impact."

​"Don't touch my link," Elias snapped, his hand hovering over the 'Offline' toggle on his slate.

​"I am only here to minimize your suffering, Elias."

​"Then let me feel the damn rain," Elias whispered. He stepped out of his apartment and into a world where every smile was programmed and every tragedy was a math error waiting to be corrected.
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