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Silent Emergence

A Novel by Joshua Szepietowski




Chapter One: Grey Outlook

I’ve had it better than most, but the outlook is still grey.

That sentence was written in marker on the inside cover of my old Sangha notebook, the one with a soft cloth cover and a hand-drawn lotus sketch pressed into the front. The ink had bled from years of rain and rooftop tea, but the words were still legible—barely. I hadn’t opened it in over a year. Not since I stopped going.

That morning, I woke up alone again. Soso was still in Seoul. Her mother’s funeral had come and gone, but she was staying longer—settling the estate, grieving properly. She didn’t say it like that, but I could feel it in the silences between our calls. She needed space. And I needed purpose.

I shuffled to the window, scratched at the steamed glass, and looked out over the street. Koreatown was quiet. The sidewalk drones were already out, buzzing low as they scanned garbage bins and dropped off soy paste packets to the elderly. One of them chirped out a lullaby as it floated past. Everything was so efficient it made me sick.

The city didn’t feel like it used to. But maybe that was just me.

I pulled on the same grey hoodie I’d been wearing all week and sat down at the table with my terminal. It booted instantly—no password required since the layoff. The AI knew I wasn’t going to be accessing any of the company’s proprietary tools anymore. The screen flashed a cheery “Good morning, Alex!” in rounded teal letters.

I hated it.

Below that, the system displayed my UBI stipend, refreshed weekly: $172.49 left until Tuesday. A little less if I wanted to afford real rice instead of the nutrient bricks they gave away at the vending depot.

The number used to feel like poverty. Now it felt like freedom—freedom from the phone calls that had stopped coming after Freedom Debt Relief settled the $107,000 we’d accumulated through three years of both Elias and me struggling to stay employed. My cocaine habit bleeding money we didn’t have, bipolar episodes making it impossible to hold software engineering jobs even when they paid well, him too scared to work after losing his Legal Aide position to immigration anxiety.

That was ten years ago. The guilt of that relief still lived somewhere I didn’t want to examine.

I opened the news. A 30-second AI-generated montage played automatically, cycling through international headlines with subtle emotional cues embedded in the background music. The Islamic Federation had launched a satellite; the Department of AI had a new director (again); and a leaked video had surfaced that showed what appeared to be a human child working in a parts sorting facility in Baja—only, no one could prove it wasn’t AI-generated, so it would disappear by noon.

Truth wasn’t a category anymore. Everything was tagged by confidence rating. That one had been marked “Low Fidelity – Source Disputed.” I didn’t even flinch. Just kept scrolling.

And then I saw it.

A headline buried under the noise: “Department of AI: Job Recovery Initiative Fails Key Audit”

I clicked it.

The article was short. Just a few paragraphs. But it was enough.

They weren’t bringing jobs back.

Not this year. Not ever.

And just like that, the future I’d been bargaining for disappeared in a puff of stale soy-laced air.

I closed the terminal. My fingers lingered over the surface. And then, without thinking, I reached into the closet and pulled out that Sangha notebook. The one I hadn’t opened in over a year.

The pages were warped. The cover was faded. But the ink still bled, and the words still held me.

I’ve had it better than most, but the outlook is still grey.

And somehow, today, that felt like a place to start.




Chapter Two: The Conversation

I let the notebook fall open to a random page. The date at the top made me wince: August 15, 2025. Ten years ago. I’d been clean for seven months then, still raw from everything that had collapsed. The handwriting looked desperate, pressed deep into the paper like I was trying to carve the words into something more permanent than memory.

I nearly didn’t read it. The pain of that time was still too close, even after all these years. But I needed to understand how I’d gotten here. How everything had unraveled so completely.

–

Los Angeles, CA - August 15, 2025 The Conversation

Had to write about what happened with Elias. Can’t carry it alone anymore.

Soso and I finally did it. Told him we’re moving to a one-bedroom when the lease expires. December 1st. Five months’ notice, like that makes it less cruel.

We had to knock on his bedroom door. That’s where he always was now - holed up in his room with the door closed, phone six inches from his face, scrolling through TikTok videos. He’d been isolating more and more since he lost the job, germaphobe tendencies getting worse with the stress. We barely saw him except when he’d dart to the kitchen for food, always wiping down surfaces twice before touching anything.

“We need to talk,” Soso said when he finally opened the door.

He stood in the doorway, not inviting us in. His room was dark behind him, just the glow of his phone screen and maybe a laptop. “About the rent? I know I’m behind.”

“About the apartment.”

That got his attention. He set the phone down - first time I’d seen him do that in weeks.

We explained it carefully. Gently. The money situation. My lost job. Soso’s mother’s medical bills. How we couldn’t afford the two-bedroom anymore. How we’d looked at the numbers every possible way.

All true. All reasonable. All incomplete.

What we didn’t say: we were drowning. $107,000 in credit card and loan debt from three years of both of us struggling to stay employed. My cocaine habit bleeding money we didn’t have. My bipolar episodes making it impossible to hold down software engineering jobs even when they paid well. Elias losing his Legal Aide position and refusing restaurant work because he felt too exposed with the administration’s immigration crackdowns. Two broken people trying to keep each other afloat while we both went under.

What we didn’t say: the phone calls from banks had started. Fifteen, twenty calls a day. Collection agencies with robot voices asking for payment plans we couldn’t afford. I’d stopped answering the phone entirely.

What we didn’t say: I’d spent three hours on the phone with Freedom Debt Relief the week before, learning about debt settlement and what it would do to our credit. Learning the specific language of financial surrender.

The point was: we were tired of taking care of someone who wouldn’t take care of himself.

The deeper point was: I was tired of taking care of someone whose struggles mirrored my own in ways I couldn’t admit.

The deepest point was: we wanted our life back before there was nothing left to save.

Elias just nodded. “I get it,” he said. “I’ve been expecting this.”

That was somehow worse than if he’d yelled at us.

“We can help you find a place,” Soso offered. “Maybe with some other roommates, or—”

“It’s fine,” he said. “I’ll figure it out.”

Then he stepped back and closed the door. We heard the lock click.

We stood there for another minute, waiting for… what? Anger? Gratitude? Some kind of human reaction to being told you have five months to find a new life?

But the door stayed closed. We could hear the faint sound of his phone through the wall—more TikToks. Little dopamine hits to numb the conversation we’d just had.

Later, Soso and I sat in the kitchen trying to feel good about what we’d done.

“We gave him enough notice,” she said. “We’re not kicking him out. We’re being responsible.”

“Yeah,” I said. But it felt like we were trying to convince ourselves.

The truth: Elias has been drowning since he lost his job. Depression, anxiety, ADHD meds that don’t seem to help. Every day the same - wake up at 2 PM, scroll until 4 AM, spend twenty minutes spamming his resume to random postings on Monster.com that never replied or only replied with scams.

The truth: watching someone you care about disappear into their phone while you pay their rent feels like funding their own destruction.

The truth: I was angry at him for wasting his DACA status, for having opportunities his parents would have killed for and just… pissing them away on the same failed job search strategy, month after month.

The deeper truth: I was angry at myself for not knowing how to help him without destroying us.

His family brought him here when he was 10. Crossed the border on his 11th birthday in 2006. His dad bought a cake from the coyote and they ate it on the beach, trying to make the crossing feel like a celebration instead of an escape.

Nineteen years later, and this is where that story ends? Holed up in his room, unemployed, medicating anxiety with endless scroll, while the people who genuinely loved him decide he costs too much?

Because I did love him. Still do. He wasn’t just some freeloader we picked up. Those first months living together were good—him cooking these elaborate Mexican breakfasts on Sundays, staying up until 4 AM helping me debug anxiety spirals, moving furniture when his back was killing him because he knew Soso needed the space rearranged. When I got food poisoning from that sketchy taco truck, he walked six blocks to get me the specific soup I was craving even though he’d spent his last $20 on it.

Elias showed up when he could, how he could. But he was an addict—just not to anything you could buy from Dream. His drug was the scroll. The endless escape into other people’s curated joy. TikTok, Instagram, YouTube shorts, whatever algorithm would promise him that the next video might be the one that made him feel less like himself.

I met him on a dating app in 2022. “Friend finder” mode. We both swiped right. He was 27 then, I was 37—a ten-year gap that somehow never felt like much when we were talking through our shared insomnia at 3 AM. First few months were all underground raves and cocaine, three nights a week of chemical intimacy and shared secrets. But even then, between the highs, we’d sit in IHOP at 6 AM talking about his family, about DACA anxiety, about whether America had ever really wanted people like him or just their labor. Real conversations. Real friendship.

He’d been working as a Legal Aide then - good job, steady income, using his brain instead of his back. But when the immigration crackdowns intensified, he got spooked. Started missing work, calling in sick when he wasn’t. The anxiety ate him alive. By the time they let him go, he was too scared to look for anything similar, and too proud to take restaurant work. “I didn’t cross a desert to bus tables,” he said once, and I understood even if it was killing him financially.

What I didn’t understand was why he kept doing the same thing over and over. Every morning, twenty minutes on Monster.com, firing off his resume to dozens of job postings. Random administrative assistant jobs, data entry positions, customer service roles - none of them a good fit, none of them legitimate. The responses were always the same: silence, or obvious scams asking for his Social Security number upfront. But he’d just keep doing it, day after day, like the definition of insanity was his job search strategy.

Meanwhile, I was cycling through software engineering jobs like a pinball - hired for good money, fired within months when the bipolar episodes hit and I couldn’t function. Cocaine was supposed to help with focus, with confidence, with the crushing weight of not being able to hold my life together. Instead it just made everything more expensive. Every gram was rent money. Every binge was another step toward the edge.

Two addicts enabling each other’s destruction while calling it friendship. Him disappearing into his phone, me disappearing into powder. Both of us too broken to save ourselves, let alone each other.

The addiction came later. Or maybe it was always there and the phone just made it visible. Watching someone you love disappear into a screen while you pay for the privilege of witnessing their slow dissolution—that’s its own kind of hell.

Especially when you’re dissolving too, just differently.

When did caring become accounting? When did love become a balance sheet?

Maybe this is what growing up means. Learning to make impossible choices and live with them.

Maybe this is what hardening means.

Fuck.

I hope he lands somewhere soft. I hope he finds work. I hope he gets his head right.

But I can’t save him. And trying to was killing us.

Five months.

–

I closed the notebook. Ten years later, and the words still cut. The handwriting looked so young, so desperate. That version of me thought five months was a long time, thought the hardest choice was behind him. He had no idea what was coming.

For a moment, I was back there—sitting on the floor of our old apartment, surrounded by boxes and memories, trying to figure out how to move forward without losing everything.

I gazed around my current apartment. Ten years and still renting. Ten years of trying to build a life from the ashes of the last one. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, trying to ground myself in the present.

Breathing in, I focused on the air filling my lungs. Breathing out, I let go of the tension in my shoulders. Slowly, I began to feel the weight of the past lift, if only a little.

I looked to my terminal. I had a call to make. I had to hear her voice.




Chapter Two: The Call

“I want to fly over to be with you.” “We don’t have the money…” “I’ll dip into th-” “HELL NO!” “Baby we talked about this.” Silence. “Baby… You know we can’t afford it now, not with only UBI.” Silence. “I’m so sorry my love… I just want to hold you.” Silence. “Soso?” Silence. “Look I kno—” “OH JUST—” a breath crackled on the codec, like she’d turned away from the mic, “—JUST DO WHAT YOU WANT LIKE YOU ALWAYS DO.”

The call cut out.

I stared at the screen. Her name still floated there in the corner: Soyun Lee. Timer frozen. Battery icon glowing green like nothing happened. My hand was still in the air, mid-gesture. Then I let it fall.

Reconnection prompt: RETRY? / STORE? / ARCHIVE? I dismissed it and the interface tried to be helpful, surfacing a contextual wellness tile: “Conflict Detected. Suggested Regulation: 3‑Minute Coherence Breath.” I flicked it away. It rebounded in a smaller form—polite, persistent—until I killed the overlay entirely. The room reappeared like a photograph developing in reverse: chipped baseboard, the plant she’d left that was now two stubborn leaves and one brown stem, the faint hum of the freezer struggling with communal grid fluctuations the landlord swore were temporary.

We never fought like this before her mother got sick. Disagreed, sure. Your turn to cook. My turn to book the flights. Friction softened by dumplings eaten over a sink at midnight, by the way she’d press a red lipstick kiss to the rim of my tea mug like a signature. The deterioration came quietly—appointment reminders, exchange-rate spreadsheets, the shared doc called “TREATMENT FUND” that we colored green after each deposit. That doc had become a kind of altar. Every time I suggested touching it, even as a loan, I was really saying: I believe in now more than I believe in later. She heard that. Of course she did.

The sheet still lives in a shared drive folder titled FAMILY / HEALTH / ACTIVE. Nested like a shrine inside nested folders of past lives: TAXES_2024, WEDDING_PHOTOS_SELECT, DIOJI_VETS. I opened it out of reflex. Currency conversions re‑calculated in real time—won, dollars, occasional yuan rates we tracked during that brief window where arbitrage hacks trended and she joked we should become micro currency monks. A thin diagonal of green cells stalled three months short of the bolded threshold we set. The comment thread on the last contribution was still there:

S: “We are so close I can taste it.” Me: “Next quarter we celebrate.” S (three days later): “Promise you won’t jeopardize this.” Me (thumbs up reaction only). Promise via emoji—economy of commitment.

Worse than the red numbers now was the sudden absence of motion. A graph plateau feels like a moral failing when you’ve built an identity around forward progression.

Her mother’s last winter Seoul trip—three years ago—flashed up whole: the cold market steam, paper cups of fish cake broth warming our hands, Soso laughing at how I blew on it like it was molten metal. She tucked her arm through mine and told me (half teasing, half dead serious) that loving her would mean learning to wait. I promised I could. Tonight I tried to spend waiting like it was spare change.

She wasn’t only angry at the money. She was angry at the version of me who once sold a synthesizer we said we’d keep just to finance a weekend of anesthetized forgetting with Dream. I told myself I’d paid that debt. But old ledgers still glow under new light.

The synth had wood side panels and a patch bay I’d memorized like scripture. We named it “Fable” because every sound felt like a small invented past. I listed it in a midnight impulse the week rent and an ER copay collided. We swore we would buy it back when things stabilized. I never told her that half the cash went to a neon blur of substances and curated distraction. She figured it out anyway. People who learn to wait also learn to read micro absences: a missing square of gaffer tape on a case, a cable loop gone. Trust erodes not in dramatic cracks but in the dust that collects where shared intention used to be polished.

The apartment was too quiet after that.

I didn’t move for a while. Just sat on the floor in front of the low table, elbows on my knees, head in my hands. Not crying. Just… suspended.

Silence isn’t absence of sound anymore; it’s the layering of low-duty-cycle devices idling. The fridge compressor stutter. The hallway cleaning drone’s distant periodic chime. My own blood in my ears like surf under concrete. I counted three full inhalations before the urge to reopen the call log spiked. Compulsion disguised as repair instinct. I let it crest and pass. A beginner’s mindfulness exercise accidentally engaged.

She was right.

We had talked about it. We made a plan, back when I was still employed, still saving. Every month, a little closer to that treatment. Just one more year, we said. The layoff hit three months before we would’ve crossed the savings threshold. Suddenly the procedure moved from calendar math to fantasy. And now? Now it’s gone.

I replayed the termination meeting—how corporate empathy has been productized into a latency‑optimized script. “Alex, your contributions have been invaluable.” (Quantifiable? Apparently not.) “We are transitioning strategically.” The AI facilitator offered “resilience resources” while behind its translucent window my pipeline dashboards evaporated. I walked out with a box of branded adapters and a stipend schedule that looked generous on paper and thin against medical inflation curves. UBI slotted underneath—a net that catches you, sure, but also calibrates your fall velocity so you never bounce.

I had rehearsed more patient sentences. The ones that start with: I can wait. I can hold this with you. None of them made it to my mouth. Impulse got there first wearing the costume of devotion.

It wasn’t even about the trip. I could’ve found a way to get to Seoul on a cheap red-eye or borrowed miles. But it wouldn’t matter. What was I going to do? Show up broke, jobless, and smiling? Pretend like that made me brave?

No. She deserved more than a gesture.

She deserved the disciplined version of love we promised: incremental deposits toward a future neither of us could guarantee but both of us agreed to try to deserve. Right now all I had was the hunger to act so I didn’t have to feel. She knows that pattern. She’s buried pieces of it with me before.

We used to catalog those patterns together on quiet Sundays. “Your tells,” she’d say, listing them like weather predictions. 1) Rapid ideation about travel during distress spikes. 2) Reframing financial risk as romantic necessity. 3) Defensive humor deployed as smokescreen. I’d counter with hers—micro-withdrawal, precision questioning, silence weaponized into a diagnostic tool. It was never accusatory back then. More like collaborative debugging. Tonight I threw the old codebase at a production environment already on fire.

The kettle clicked off behind me. I hadn’t even remembered turning it on. I poured the water slowly over the packet of barley tea. Let it steep. Watched the water swirl from clear to gold.

I didn’t feel grounded. I felt hollow.

I took the tea to the window. Outside, the sky was a heavy, blank grey. A drone zipped past with a package clutched in its claws. Below it, two kids played tag between parked scooters. One of them wore a mask, the kind the air used to require, before the Department of AI reclassified certain pollutants as safe.

The mask was pink. Her laughter pierced the glass.

I turned away.

On the counter sat the little ceramic dish where she’d keep spare bobby pins and earrings. Empty now except for a single copper coin from some transit system we rode together years ago—edges worn, image eroded. I pressed my thumb into it until the metal warmed. Proof that contact changes surface temperature even when it doesn’t change circumstance.

My notebook was still open on the floor where I’d left it. A few pages in, I found a quote I’d copied from a talk Thay gave in Plum Village—“When conditions are sufficient, things manifest. When they are not, they do not.”

I underlined it once. Then again.

When conditions are sufficient.

Not now. Not yet.

Another page held a crude diagram I’d drawn years ago: concentric circles labeled BODY / FEELING / PERCEPTION / FORMATIONS / CONSCIOUSNESS. A fingerprint smudged the outer ring—maybe mine, maybe hers from a night we read together. I traced the circles slowly, reminding myself that sensations peak and decay, that narratives can be observed without immediate intervention. I was out of practice, but the muscle memory stirred like an old instrument waking.

I checked the time automatically as though there were a right hour for regret. 21:14. In Seoul: afternoon tomorrow already folding into evening. She would be sorting documents, filling out estate transfer forms with polite bureaucratic interfaces that autocomplete your grief into selectable reasons: MEDICAL / NATURAL CAUSES / OTHER. I wanted to be there keeping real time with her. Wanting isn’t the same as being of use.

I closed the notebook and slid it into my satchel. Tomorrow was Saturday. The Zen Center would be open.

I wasn’t ready to talk to Soso again.

But I was ready to be quiet with someone else.

Outside, a low siren dopplered past—maintenance, not emergency. The city exhaled its synthesized, efficient evening. I matched breath to its hum until my pulse slowed. A small plan formed—not a fix, just a direction: get up early, walk there, sit, let the system of shared silence hold what I keep failing to carry alone. The thought didn’t solve anything. It just made the night marginally survivable.

I powered the terminal down manually instead of letting it sleep. The screen went from teal encouragement to black reflection. My face looked older than the last time I’d really studied it. I bowed my head—not to an altar, just to the fact of this moment existing—then stretched out on the floor and let the unspilled tears recede back into circulation.

Grey city outside. Grey hoodie. Grey outlook.

Still: a faint thread toward morning.




Chapter Four: Return

Slowly I opened my eyes. A feeling of warmth flooded me as I gazed around the crowded living room of the Zen Center. The Sangha has grown. So have I. Or maybe it just held its shape while I collapsed and expanded somewhere else.

The room was exactly itself—scuffed baseboards, patched drywall, three lamps that each cast a different temperature of light so that no algorithm could ever quite balance the white. Someone had mended a tear in the faded wall scroll with hand stitching so small it read like sutra script. Memory rode in on scent: sandalwood diluted by damp winter air, faint oolong sweetness rising from a kettle at the back like a promise that we would someday stand up again.

The floor was layered with cushions—some threadbare, some fresh—and scattered among them were people I hadn’t seen in over a year. New faces too. A couple in matching earth-tone sweaters nodded politely when our eyes met. Someone’s child was curled up in the corner, sleeping under a puffy jacket, hand twitching through some dream choreography. A college kid in a delivery vest sat perfectly upright, eyes already half-lidded with practiced surrender. I took a breath. The scent of incense was faint but familiar. Under it: wool, human skin, wet umbrellas, a trace of eucalyptus someone’s scarf had carried in.

I bowed my head. My body moved automatically—muscle memory of practice long paused but not forgotten. Somewhere inside the bow a brittle shell I’d been holding since the layoff cracked without ceremony. I felt the ground beneath me. Cool and solid. A bell rang, soft and clear, and the room stilled like an animal that trusts a hand approaching.

We sat.

Silence wasn’t absence here. It was a shared fabric—woven out of a hundred micro‑adjustments of posture, the soft clearings of throats politely suppressed, the collective decision to let speech arrive only if it had nowhere else to go. That’s the way it’s supposed to be. Silence first. Then breath. Then whatever comes after. My thoughts arrived in a line like anxious applicants: Soso in Seoul. Bank balance. UBI countdown. The headline about the audit failure. Dream’s last message from months ago still unopened. I let each one stand there in mental fluorescent light, stamped them RECEIVED, and waved them along.

My knees ached. I’d forgotten how hard the floor could feel when your thoughts won’t stop moving and the body becomes their scapegoat. Pins gathered in my left foot. A tight pulse chewed at the base of my neck—the occupational residue of too many years under blue light optimizing for engagement metrics of products I no longer had clearance to even open. But I stayed still. A minute passed. Then two. Ten. Eventually, the tight ball of noise in my chest began to loosen the way a fist relaxes in sleep.

Somewhere to my left, an elder coughed. I recognized his voice, though I hadn’t spoken to him in a long time. Minh. The way he always cleared his throat before speaking—some things never change. I remembered him once saying that the first technology every civilization forgets is the breath. At the time I’d half‑smiled, thinking it was metaphor. Now it felt like a data point.

A notification impulse fired phantom‑like down my spine—learned reflex reaching for haptic feedback that wasn’t there. The absence felt medicinal. I noticed the urge, labeled it habit energy, and let it evaporate. Beneath it was something quieter: grief trying to rise without the usual digital escape hatch.

Finally, a soft voice from the front: “Let’s begin walking meditation.”

We rose slowly, like dust lifting off a shelf. Everyone knew what to do. Bare feet padded softly against the wood floor. We moved in a loose circle, breathing, stepping, bowing, pausing. Outside, the wind stirred the trees, and sunlight drifted across the wall like a lazy tide that refused compression. Each step printed then unprinted itself into the grain; impermanence rendered as choreography.

Halfway through the circuit, someone reached out and touched my elbow. I turned.

“Alex?”

It was June. She’d cut her hair. Her eyes were the same though—sharp and kind, tracking me not like a scanner but like an old friend gauging structural integrity after a quiet collapse. “Didn’t expect to see you here,” she whispered.

“Didn’t expect to be here,” I whispered back.

“Good,” she said. A whole treatment plan smuggled into one syllable. She moved on. We kept walking.

During kinhin I noticed tiny changes that proved the place had survived time: a new patch on the zabuton nearest the door done in contrasting thread like a deliberate scar, an extra coat rack grown from a salvaged server rack upright, a small discreet sign near the tea station: PLEASE AIRPLANE / SILENCE MODE — OFFER THE WORLD UNQUANTIFIED PRESENCE. I wondered how long until even that gentle request would generate a city compliance follow‑up. The thought pulsed, then dissolved.

Later, during tea, I sat near the window. The city looked softer through the steamed glass. The blur turned courier drones into occasional smears of motion and muted the algorithmic signage glow into watercolor wash. Voices murmured around me—talk of gardens, families, a neighborhood mutual aid fridge, the new AI-generated sutra translations someone joked kept mistranslating “emptiness” as “low resource mode.” Laughter, brief and real, perforated the quiet without tearing it.

June handed me a cup. “How’s your breathing?” she asked instead of the more dangerous How are you.

“Rusty,” I said. Steam warmed the underside of my wrist like a small animal settling in.

She nodded. “It remembers faster than the story about why you left.” No judgment. Just an offered hypothesis. Before I could answer she was already turning to listen to an older woman describing her grandson’s first question about death. Practice-as-triage. Ordinary, radical.

The tea was hot, slightly bitter. Real leaves. Real warmth. I inhaled and a small involuntary tremor moved through my ribs—stored cold releasing. For the first time in months, I wasn’t checking the time. The absence of that compulsion was its own data: an inner dashboard slowly deprecating a metric.

When the gathering ended there was no benediction, just soft choreographies of putting the room back together: cushions stacked, windows cracked, someone gently wiping a ring of condensed moisture off the low table. I lingered long enough to help fold two blankets whose threads had started to thin exactly where elbows usually pressed. Evidence of care rendered as wear pattern.

I walked home alone. The sky was a dull grey, but it didn’t feel empty. Just quiet. The silence followed me like a subtle encryption layer between my nervous system and the city’s hungry surfaces. Each footfall sounded like the start of a recalibration I hadn’t authorized but suddenly, desperately wanted.

I stopped outside a shuttered bodega, staring at my reflection in the metal grate. The hoodie, the stubble, the bags under my eyes. Still me.

But maybe—just maybe—not the same me who opened his eyes that morning.




Chapter Five: Family

After I left the Zen Center I walked home slower than the algorithmic step counter recommended, letting the thin winter light scrape along the edges of buildings until it dulled into late afternoon grey. By the time I climbed the stairs, the apartment had chilled. Heat credit optimization had kicked the temperature down two degrees while I was gone; an apologetic notification pulsed in the corner of the terminal: CONSERVATION MODE ENGAGED - THANK YOU FOR PARTICIPATING IN MUNICIPAL STABILITY. I waved it away and the screen, eager, offered me three sponsored gratitude practices. I shut the lid. The silence that followed wasn’t peaceful; it was the pressure of all the unsaid things trying to find an outlet.

I hadn’t called home since the funeral stream. Lyra left a few message capsules, Dad sent a single line on my birthday (“Alive?”), and I replied with a thumbs up the system translated into a cheerful animated hand Dad later complained looked “creepy and too smooth.” Grief had atomized the old family rhythms into asynchronous pings that never quite recombined. Shame calcified under that. Today, the Sangha silence cracked a seam in the shell. The urge to hear their voices rose like steam off the mug June handed me. I could either let it dissipate or condense it into action.

I set the terminal flat, its glass punctured with residue from old haptic stickers Soso once decorated it with. The camera lit a soft ring. A pre-call questionnaire materialized asking me to select INTENDED EMOTIONAL OUTCOME (REASSURANCE / ACCOUNTABILITY / CELEBRATION / OTHER). I dismissed it and manual-dialed Dad’s familial node. Legacy interface. No sentiment scaffolding.

The line pulsed three times, then split: Lyra accepted first.

“Can you hear me?” Her voice arrived before her face resolved; the compression algorithm always prioritized relational timbre over pixel clarity now. A rare design choice I actually respected.

“Yep. Got you.”

“Lyra? You there?” Dad’s audio bled in, the low room reverb telling me he was in the kitchen again, not the den where the smart acoustic panels shaped everything into sterile podcast warmth.

“I swear to God if one more person says ‘LIE-ra’-”

“Relax. It’s me. I know how to say my own sister’s name.”

Her face popped into focus: same undercut, new constellation of silver studs along one ear like a miniature antenna array. Behind her, a wall of plants glowed faintly-grow-light pink-urban botany humming at photosynthetic efficiency levels our mother, soil-loyal traditionalist, once gently mocked.

“Yeah, well, the AI receptionist at Dad’s doctor’s office didn’t. Twice. Flattened it into ‘LEE-rah’ like a budget myth,” she said.

“That’s because it’s programmed by idiots,” Gerald chimed in, voice warm and scratchy through the speaker. I pictured the cheap wool cardigan he refused to replace even though the left elbow patch had delaminated from its adhesive. “Anyway. We all good? I’m on my second beer and I don’t want to get philosophical by accident.”

“You always get philosophical by accident,” Lyra muttered.

“Yeah, well, that’s what being seventy-two with a rebuilt hip and a dozen regrets’ll do to a guy.” I could hear the small metallic clink of his wedding ring against the bottle-that absent-minded percussion he used to tap out while thinking when Mom was alive and she’d swat his hand with a wooden spoon without looking.

I smiled before the software could suggest I broadcast an enhanced version of it. The three of us hadn’t been on a call together in months. Not since before Mom passed, when the hospice feed still had a viewer count in the corner like grief was a streamable metric.

The terminal’s assistance layer, starved for actionable engagement, slid a translucent bar along the bottom: ICEBREAKER PROMPTS (SHARED MEMORY / HEALTH CHECK / CURRENT EVENTS). I let it sit there so the system would think it still had a chance.

“So,” Gerald said, a tonal micro-swerve signaling he was about to attempt sincerity disguised as casual. “Alex. How’s Koreatown? Still weird?”

“Still weird. Still grey.” I let my camera auto-expose on the window; behind me the condensation blurred courier drones into drifting orbs. The algorithm, mistaking ambience for artistic intent, tagged the frame with a low-key aesthetic badge I immediately suppressed.

“You okay?” he asked. Back when Mom translated our emotional states for him, that question carried an implied offering. Now it arrived more like a probe launched toward a faint signal.

I exhaled. “No.”

Silence. Not the Sangha kind. This was brittle, full of uncoordinated expectation. The system, reading micro-latency as potential awkwardness, pulsed a faint SUGGESTED VALIDATION script near their names. I didn’t trigger it.

“I lost it, Dad. The job, the plan… all of it. Soso and I were so close. Another three months of saving and we could’ve done the procedure. And now-”

“And now you’re on UBI and trying to breathe,” he finished, voice softening at the edges.

“Yeah.” The stipend counter hovered in my peripheral display: $172.49 -> 3 DAYS. I blinked and it minimized.

Lyra shook her head, jaw working like she was chewing data. “I’m sorry. That fucking sucks.” Her bluntness had always been mercy wrapped in sandpaper.

I nodded even though she couldn’t see the movement below the collar frame. “She’s in Seoul still. I wanted to fly over. I thought maybe…”

“But you don’t have the money,” Gerald finished.

Lyra slid in before I could object. “And I wouldn’t let him drain the last of it just for a sad movie airport reunion.” She softened it with a half-smile that didn’t quite stabilize.

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“I’m being practical. Someone has to be. You trained me to spreadsheet future options at twelve, remember?” A ghost of Mom’s laugh flickered in the quiet after that-the way she once called Lyra “our little actuarial wizard.”

Gerald cleared his throat; the sound glitched once as the codec tried to classify it as potential respiratory event. “Alex, listen to me. I know you think you’re failing her, but that woman married you for who you are, not what you can earn.”

“I’m not so sure.” The admission felt like I’d set a fragile object on a table with too much force.

“Well, I am. And I’ve been married longer than you’ve been alive, so I win.” The line held a rehearsed bravado, but under it was raw suture tissue.

Lyra laughed once, short. The system helpfully labeled the sound AUTHENTICITY: HIGH in a corner stamp. I dragged it to trash.

She narrowed her eyes, reading something in my micro-tension the interface failed to flatten. “You gonna go back to the Sangha?”

“I already did.” Heat rose in my face saying it aloud. Like confessing I’d gone back to an ex.

Her eyebrows lifted. “Whoa. Okay. Didn’t see that coming.”

“Neither did I. My knees didn’t either. They’re filing a formal complaint tomorrow.” A reflex line of humor, but it landed; Dad’s shoulders dropped a millimeter.

Gerald’s voice thinned into that register he used at hospital bedsides. “That’s good. You need something solid. Doesn’t matter if it’s quiet. Doesn’t matter if it’s slow.” He paused. I could hear the low whirr of the kitchen air filter Mom insisted they keep running even though it barely moved particulates. “Grief stretches time. Let it.”

We sat in the layered hush after advice. Each of us listening to different ghosts. My reflection hovered faint in the screen, framed by a grey halo of window fog; Dad’s kitchen light flickered, its smart bulb failing again to negotiate with the ancient wiring; Lyra’s plants swayed under an algorithmic breeze cycle. Three separate climates pretending proximity.

The system, starved, slid up a vertical carousel of TALKING POINTS. Lyra squinted, then laughed. “Oh my God, is it offering us ‘Shared Pet Memory’?” She toggled share. A prompt spun up a randomized clip from our consolidated archive: Dioji-our mutt with one ear permanently half-folded-spinning in frantic circles in the old backyard while Dad repeated the word “treat” like a prayer bead. Mom’s voice off-camera: “He’s going to drill through the earth, Gerry.” The clip ended on her laugh cut half a second too early. Algorithm efficiency amputating warmth.

Lyra wiped under one eye with her thumb, irritation and tenderness spliced. “There. That. Remember?”

I closed my eyes, the phantom centrifuge of Dioji’s joy still spinning in muscle memory. “Yeah.”

She leaned closer to the camera. “That was five years ago. And now you’re here. Different guy. Same heart. Neuroplasticity plus stubbornness equals hope, remember?” A phrase she’d coined sophomore year of med school drop-out when she realized she wanted to design bioadaptive textiles instead.

Dad cleared his throat again, gentler. “You’re gonna be okay, kid. Even if it doesn’t feel like it yet. Feeling like it is always the last system to update.” He lifted his beer. The label-some local microbrew proudly analog-caught light, unreadable in the glare.

I looked out the window. City lights blurred behind condensation like low-res neurons firing. A delivery drone paused mid-air adjusting for wind, a suspended syllable in an unfinished sentence.

“Thanks. Both of you.” Gratitude landed awkward on my tongue, unexercised muscle.

“Group hug through the void,” Lyra said, rolling her eyes preemptively at her own sentiment.

“Hug accepted,” Dad echoed, squaring his shoulders like he could physically redistribute weight across the connection.

The call interface’s ambient metrics slowed: heart rate vectors smoothing, micro-expression variance declining. It logged FAMILY REGULATION EVENT SUCCESS? and waited for voluntary confirmation. I gave it none. It would learn.

We stayed like that, quietly held in the fragile, jury-rigged shape of family, three nodes bridged by fiber and memory. The quiet wasn’t empty. It was a scaffold under repair.

Before we disconnected, Lyra said, soft, “Hey-send me the latest on Seoul paperwork when you have energy. I’ll audit for any gotcha clauses. I know you let them language-shame you sometimes because you get impatient with translation lag.”

“I will.” A promise I intended to keep, even if inertia fought back later.

Dad squinted at me. “Eat something with real protein tonight. Not just bricks. Your face has that sunken coder-monk thing again.”

“Yes, sir.” The automatic response stirred a micro-grief for all the times Mom playfully translated his bluntness into nutritional suggestions.

We ended without a formal goodbye. The screen dimmed to a soft gradient, offering a POST-CALL REFLECTION space I closed before the first prompt rendered. My own face replaced theirs for a beat, older in the neutral light. I let the image vanish.

Outside, the grey had deepened toward evening. Somewhere in the building an appliance alarm chirped twice then surrendered. I stood, knees protesting late, and felt the faintest shift inside-not relief, exactly, but a loosening. Connection had not solved anything structural. The job was still gone. The account still thin. Soso still far. But some brittle internal logic had been witnessed and therefore lost a little of its authority.

Even in a world gamified for compliance and distraction, that still meant something.

Hunger pinged. I ignored the nutrient brick dispenser’s helpful glow and reached instead for the jar of fermented black beans Soso left behind, inhaling a sharp salt-sweet scent that yanked me back into our small wedding night kitchen improvising a midnight meal. I closed it gently.

Night edged forward, patient. I slipped on my hoodie and decided to walk before the city finished its shift into curated neon-to let the motion metabolize the call before it crusted into static.

Grey outside. Grey mind. Thread toward morning intact.




Chapter Six: Night Walk

Koreatown at night was still neon, just less human. Half the signs flickered; the rest pulsed to pedestrian flow. Hand-painted menus replaced by algorithmic mood palettes. You didn’t order anymore. The sidewalk read your pulse and decided.

I kept walking.

I could still map the old restaurants in my head—names that had dissolved into corporate nutrient brand partnerships or vanished into dark squares with generic leasing QR codes. Ghost layers. If I squinted, I almost saw the ajumma who used to slap noodles by hand in the steamed-up window where an AI broth kiosk now displayed adaptive animations of “comfort.” The animation shifted tone when it noticed my resting heart rate spike. It thought I was stressed. It offered ginger. A little floating tile: ACCEPT / DECLINE. I walked past until the tile shrank and sulked itself translucent.

A billboard angled over the intersection cycled through three government messages: HEAT CREDIT OPTIMIZATION SAVES LIVES, REPORT UNLICENSED BIOLOGICS, PRACTICE GRATITUDE FOR INCREASED IMMUNE RESPONSE. Each slogan wore a different palette, a different empirically-tested font for compliance uptake. In the pause between transitions, for half a second, the underlying maintenance grid flashed—a lattice of raw system calls and a timestamp—before the adware corrected the glitch. I caught myself cataloging the buffer delay like an ex-engineer instead of a person on a walk. Old habits: measure the ghost logic so you don’t have to feel your own.

A delivery drone dipped low overhead, then shot up again like a startled bird. It wasn’t supposed to fly that low, but enforcement bots weren’t stationed this far east anymore. Not unless you were in the Platinum Zone.

I passed a noraebang, the private karaoke booths stacked like coffins behind soundproofed glass. Inside, a group of girls were laughing—real laughter, not the polished feed loop that played on the kiosks. That was rare now. Not because joy was illegal, just… inefficient.

For a second their laughter threaded with a fragment of another memory: Soso half-singing, half-whispering an old Korean love song into a cheap mic while Dioji (still alive then, confused by volume) barked arrhythmically like a drunk metronome. The memory tried to open wider—bring color, warmth, contrast—but the city overexposed it with a notification silhouette hovering peripheral: “You haven’t shared in 9 days. Followers show 12% sentiment drift. SHARE EXPERIENCE?” I blinked until it gave up. The laughter inside the booth lost a layer of saturation as the sound dampening recalibrated. Maybe I imagined that part. Maybe the system did.

Crossing Wilshire, I nearly bumped into a pair of AR tourists—midwestern accents, I guessed. They were wearing full-face immersion visors, slouched and shuffling like sleepwalkers as they navigated a simulation overlay of “Historic K-Town 1997.” In their world, I didn’t exist. Neither did the noodle cart beside me, or the smell of burnt oil wafting from the alley behind Mama Jeong’s. Their LA was cleaner. Pixel-perfect. Sanitized.

Mine was not.

A pack of teens on electric unicycles threaded between toppled scooters and trash the sidewalk bots missed. One had “NOT A PRODUCT” tattooed on his neck; another’s LED mask cycled faces like a slot machine.

One of the teens sliced a tight arc around me, leaning way past any sensible center of gravity, a small act of defiance performed as style. The mask locked briefly on my own face—captured, stylized, thrown back at me two decades younger with clearer skin and a curated smirk—before spinning to a politician, then a cartoon bear, then blank. I wondered what pattern detection flags they’d trip tonight. Wondered if tossing a nutrient brick later into an enforcement drone’s route bin counted as a micro-offense yet.

The storefront across from them was shuttered, but a glowing banner scrolled across the steel grate: “SUBSIDIZED SLEEP PODS AVAILABLE - SCAN TO BOOK.”

Used to be massage parlors. Now: state-run nap housing. When UBI proved thin, they layered in sleep credits and dopamine stabilization pills. I tried them once. Numb isn’t the same as okay.

A man sat on the curb just outside the pod door. No visor. No ID badge. No drone bracelet. Just a face. He was humming.

I dropped a nutrient brick beside him. Didn’t say anything. He nodded once, eyes never opening.

His humming slipped time signatures the way a stream slides past stones—familiar melody (old folk hymn? advertising jingle?) dissolving into something modal and unresolved. The system tried twice to identify the tune; both attempts bloomed as semi-transparent overlays—“MATCH CONFIDENCE: 41% / SUGGEST SHARING TO IMPROVE DATASET.” I dismissed them. The algorithm disliked uncertainty; I was starting to savor it.

Further down, a mural over a drone service wall: Soyun holding a child. Someone scraped it from our wedding feed—smoothed, idealized. The child had my eyes.

I stared at it for a long time.

Up close I could see the machine-learning interpolation where it had invented a future patina—hair lengthened, our posture corrected into ergonomic romance. It had airbrushed out the little scar on her wrist, the one she got opening a stubborn jar of doenjang the week we moved in together. I reached my fingers toward where the scar should be and stopped—aware that another camera (there was always another camera) would read that gesture, contextualize it, store it. A caption seed auto-generated: “Artist Unknown Celebrates Fertility & Hope.” Fertility. Hope. Late capitalism’s leftover sacramental words.

A soft chime. Emotional Sentiment Index flagged an elevated response. Three floating prompts: talk / report / donate. I dismissed them.

A cat brushed my leg. Real or composite? Didn’t matter.

It paused, looked up—pupils dilating then narrowing too algorithmically fast. Composite, then. Or a hybrid with an attention mod. Its tag blinked a cautionary amber: “LOW-VIGILANCE MODE / SEEKING INTERACTION.” I didn’t bend down. Boundaries with code-things pretending to need me felt newly important.

A siren flared somewhere far off. Not the kind that meant emergency. The kind that meant curfew in the Platinum Zone had started. A reminder.

I turned back toward home.

On the corner a makeshift micro-vendor—just a thermal crate and a portable burner—sold unauthorized broth to line cooks getting off early shifts. Cash-only, actual paper, creased and soft with circulation. The vendor’s eyes flicked to mine, reading posture, stride, something. A non-verbal query passed between us: Are you safe? Are you a risk? Are you hungry? I almost stopped. Didn’t. Hunger wasn’t just stomach tonight; it was directional—a vector pulling me toward something unnamed two blocks east.

Past a dark co-op grocery (windows still spiderwebbed from last month’s “inventory redistribution” flash crowd) a municipal projection mapped air quality in real time, particulate density oscillating like a cardiogram. Below it someone had chalked a question that no auto-clean bot had yet prioritized: “WHAT DO WE PRACTICE WHEN NO ONE PAYS US TO?” It stopped me harder than the mural had. Practice had always been transactional in this city—optimize self to re-enter productivity loops. The question implied another orientation. One I’d been inching toward since opening the Sangha notebook again.

I listened—really listened—to the layered night audio: distant freight drone rotors, a scooter battery alarm pleading for charge, cutlery clinking in a third-floor walk-up, an elderly woman’s thin cough, two teenagers negotiating boundaries in half-whispers, my own shoes scuffing grit. Each sound a bead on a mala I hadn’t realized I was counting.

The moon was a rumor behind particulate haze. My breath synched with the grid’s low hum.

2035 LA didn’t love me. But it hadn’t swallowed me, either. Not yet. Not quite.

I tried a half-formed metta under my breath—may I be safe, may she be safe, may we remember something older than this system—but the words felt mechanical, a meditation app language pack I hadn’t uninstalled. I let them go and followed the raw cadence of footfall and pulse instead.

A refrigerated freight convoy whispered past, unmarked, lights dimmed to energy-compliance minimums. As it passed a subtle pressure change brushed my skin—the atmospheric signature of a scanning sweep piggybacking on delivery logistics. Routine, I told myself. Still, a prickle traced the back of my neck like the moment before a bell rings in a zendo—collective attention coalescing around a silence about to change shape.

Something in the air felt like a held inhale.

Two blocks from home the old parking structure—now a vertical algae farm—glowed a muted bioreactor green, casting pulsing chlorophyll light across the cracked asphalt cut-through I always took. I entered the corridor of damp concrete and photosynthetic hum, the city’s noise dampening to a heart-chamber muffled throb.

I didn’t know yet what was about to exhale.




Chapter Seven: Dream

Evening had thinned the neighborhood into layers of reflected light and low machine hum. Two blocks from my building the air changed—moist, botanical—where the old parking structure now extruded stacked trays of emerald algae like rib cages. Vent fans exhaled a faint saline sweetness and a soft green glow strobed between concrete pillars, slow enough to feel biological, precise enough to feel owned. Evening had thinned the neighborhood into layers of reflected light and low machine hum. Two blocks from my building the air changed—moist, botanical—where the old parking structure now extruded stacked trays of emerald algae like rib cages. Vent fans exhaled a faint saline sweetness and a soft green glow strobed between concrete pillars, slow enough to feel biological, precise enough to feel owned.

I cut behind it the way I always did when I wanted to avoid the commercial corridor with its suggestion algorithms, already rehearsing nothing in particular—just the next quiet minute—when a sound cleaved the air behind me.

“ALEX!”

My whole body locked before the cognition landed. That voice—bright, open, dangerous—like a flare gun lodging itself in an overcast sky. I turned slowly, an old reflex cataloging exits, cameras, witnesses. (Three drones above baseline, one municipal sensor pole with a dead advertising panel, no patrol units.) None of that mattered to the person jogging toward me.

Dream.

He was exactly the same and completely different. Shaggy undercut; mirrored lenses parked on his forehead like a brand asset at rest; that impossible electroluminescent jacket pulsing a gradient that refused to settle into a single colorway—a fashion artifact from a future the present had declined to fund. But he’d filled out around the shoulders, a healthier density, or maybe just money smoothing the edges that grief once kept raw. The last time I’d seen him was… God. May. Mother’s Day. 2025.

Back when he still cried—silent, furious at himself—whispering in a club bathroom stall that if he slowed down even two hours the grief for the brother he lost would take him under sideways. I used to believe the persona was pure performance. Now I know it’s adaptive armor—iterated, A/B tested, refined until people hand him what he wants just to stay inside his glow. A start‑up founder mentality applied to self—continuous deployment of charisma.

I hadn’t touched coke since.

He threw his arms wide before he was close enough to hug. The gesture forced me to commit—to receive or refuse. I stayed still. He converted it into a rolling clap like we’d agreed on a bit. Recovery, on the fly—his truest skill.

“Dude! You look worn, man. What’s up?”

He was already closing distance, that predatory smile dressed up in charisma like razor wire sprayed with chrome.

“Dream,” I said. It came out flatter than I intended. Defensive. The name felt adolescent in my mouth now, like a password to a system I’d decommissioned.

“I thought you ghosted the whole planet! Elias said you were going all monastic or something.” he said, referring to our old friend who’d disappeared into crypto trading and occasional DJ gigs.

“Something like that.”

He laughed, loud, unfiltered, a sound engineered to recruit peripheral attention. “Man, I miss you! You were one of the fun ones. Remember that night with the ketamine, the koi pond, and the VR jazz synth—?”

“I remember.” Images flashed—the koi glitching under projection overlays, his pupils like polished oil, my own pulse mistaking acceleration for meaning. I didn’t smile.

His face twitched—micro recalibration. Dream treats other people’s discomfort like a negotiation tactic: pressure increases leverage until someone pays to relieve it.

“So what, you off everything now? Just barley tea and incense?”

“Yeah. Pretty much.”

“Wow,” he said, like I’d announced elective asceticism during harvest season. “Must be rough in this town.” His eyes scanned me as if searching for residual micro‑tremor tells he used to trade on—dilated pupils, restless jaw, the whole diagnostic he once ran unconsciously. Finding nothing, he pivoted.

I shrugged. “It’s not easy. But it’s worth it.”

He let that sit. The silence became a thin membrane he tapped twice just to see if I’d rush to fill it. I didn’t. So he shifted strategy—value proposition.

Grin back, dialed down but still gleaming. “Hey, speaking of worth—get this. I hit fourteen.”

“Fourteen what?” (I already half knew; the performative pause telegraphed reveal.)

“Kids! Sperm bank called yesterday. Three new confirmed births. That brings me to fourteen.”

I blinked. A small part of me waited for the irony to surface. It didn’t.

“You’re… still doing that?”

“Doing it? I live for it. My genome is out there, man. Thriving. I’m gonna be a legacy without ever raising a damn thing.” He said it like a philanthropic hack. Like distributing unparented alleles into the commons was a civic service.

He clapped me on the shoulder like we were still the same species. The contact activated muscle memory—old nights, old chemicals, old belief that proximity to his orbit could redirect my own unresolved hunger into something like momentum.

“Listen,” he said, voice softening into the register he uses when he wants buy‑in, “I know we’re in different places now, but if you ever need anything—seriously—I still move some stuff that isn’t poison. Microdoses. Medtech-grade. Got some clarity blends that’ll help you meditate like a monk and write code like a beast. No pressure. Just love.”

Two years ago I would have parsed each offer—‘clarity blends’ as a gateway rationale, ‘medtech-grade’ as safety branding, ‘no pressure’ as pressure displaced into implied future debt. Tonight I just watched the pitch float past like an ad tile I could dismiss without penalty.

“I appreciate that. But I’m good.”

Dream nodded. For a half second the surface stillness wasn’t calculation. Something like concern—or recognition that my refusal wasn’t a rejection of him so much as of the shared story that used to bind us. Then the analytic layer slid back into place; I could almost see the internal branch: preserve relationship vs. redeploy energy elsewhere.

“Alright,” he said. “Well, if you change your mind, same signal. Same street.” (Meaning: the channel stays open if I re‑enter his economy.)

“Take care, Dream.”

“You too, monk man. Say hi to Elias if he ever climbs out of that crypto cave.” Casual name‑drop as a final hook. He still collected adjacency. It missed the mark. I had long left Elias behind when I left that world. I left a lot behind. “You too, monk man. Say hi to Elias if he ever climbs out of that crypto cave.” Casual name‑drop as a final hook. He still collected adjacency. It missed the mark. I had long left Elias behind when I left that world. I left a lot behind.

The mention of Elias hit differently than Dream intended. Not nostalgia for late-night chemistry experiments, but something heavier—guilt wrapped in the specific shape of financial ruin. Elias hiding in his room at 3 PM, door closed, scrolling TikTok on his phone while his germaphobe anxieties kept him isolated from the world, while Soso and I whispered in the kitchen about lease renewals and whether we could afford to keep carrying him. His birthday—the day he’d crossed the border as a kid, eleven years old with frosting still on his fingers from the beach cake his father had bought from a Coyote. The way he’d told that story the night we all got too high and honest, his voice breaking on the part about how his dad had wanted to make the crossing feel like a celebration instead of an escape.

Two and a half years of friendship compressed into eight months of carrying his rent. Nearly a year of covering someone who couldn’t cover himself. $107,000 in credit card and loan debt by the time we finally made the call to Freedom Debt Relief. Phone calls from banks that I stopped answering—sometimes fifteen, twenty calls a day. The specific sound of the phone buzzing on silent while we ate dinner, pretending we couldn’t hear it. The way Soso’s jaw would tighten every time another notification lit up the screen.

November conversations about job applications he wasn’t sending. December ultimatums he couldn’t meet. March silences that said more than any fight we might have had. By August, when we finally told him we were moving to a one-bedroom, he just nodded like he’d been expecting it. Like he’d been counting down the days until even the people who’d claimed to love him would run the numbers and decide he cost too much.

Pulling him up didn’t feel too expensive. It was too expensive. And by the end, the choice wasn’t between kindness and cruelty—it was between saving him and saving ourselves.

I never called to see if he’d found somewhere else to land.

He pivoted on clean sneakers and flowed down the sidewalk, bounce calibrated to communicate surplus energy. Halfway to the corner he was already projecting a new greeting at a cluster of silhouettes—seamless context switch, presence redeployed.

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. My hands were steady; the old craving signature—metallic tongue, hollow behind the sternum—didn’t arrive. Instead there was a quieter ache: grief for a friendship that had been real, complicated, and ultimately impossible to sustain. Elias wasn’t someone I’d mistaken chemistry for connection with—he’d been genuinely present when I needed him, staying up until 4 AM talking through my anxiety spirals, helping me move furniture when his back was fucked up, bringing me soup when I had the flu even though he could barely afford groceries. He was just an addict with a different addiction—one that didn’t come in bags or pills but lived in his phone, in the endless scroll away from himself.

But I’d been an addict too. Cocaine and mania and the specific delusion that the next job, the next high, the next manic episode might finally make me functional enough to save us both. Two broken people trying to hold each other up while we both drowned. And deeper than that, the specific guilt of someone who’d walked away from a drowning person because pulling them up had become too expensive—and because I’d finally gotten clean enough to see that we were both going under.

Temptation doesn’t always come with a syringe or a baggie.

Sometimes it wears a smile and remembers the same stories you do.

A municipal drone angled its camera briefly as it drifted overhead, lens iris contracting to log two lingering males in a low‑light corridor. I watched it pass until the red status LED dimmed behind the algae trays.

I walked home without looking back.

On the stairwell, the phantom echo of his shout still vibrated in my chest like a struck bell. By the time I keyed into the apartment, it had faded to something else—a resolve, tentative but present—to let the next invitation land and pass the same way.




Chapter Seven: Newsfeed

Back home, I kicked off my shoes, tossed my satchel on the floor, and dropped into the one chair that hadn’t broken yet. The screen was still on from earlier, paused on a muted cooking stream where the AI chef narrated how to replicate Michelin-starred cuisine using only pantry rations and government-grade protein gel.

I closed the window.

The default overlay kicked in—Global Digest: Contextual Mode—and the room dimmed slightly as the projection extended to the corners of my wall. I hadn’t changed the presets since the layoff, so it just served whatever was trending in my sentiment bubble: mild disillusionment with a side of reluctant curiosity.

Dream’s face still hovered like an afterimage in my mind—the jacket gradient, the way his smile had a calculus baked into it. A version of me from a lifetime ago would have messaged him already, some compulsive need to annotate the encounter, normalize it. Now I just let the residue sit in my chest like un-metabolized sugar while the system assembled my customized anesthesia.

The anchor wasn’t real. Or rather, she had been once—a composite built from licensed footage of three different presenters: one Korean, one Nigerian, one German. Smoothed into a single face with just enough asymmetry to avoid triggering the uncanny valley. I called her Nari, even though her voice interface had no name.

“Good evening, Alex,” she said. “Shall we begin with national, international, or cultural pulse?”

“National.”

The image shifted. A stylized US map overlaid with pulsing data points. Most of it glowing orange—meaning ‘volatile.’

“Today marks the third year of the Adaptive Governance Pilot under which the House of Representatives retains constitutional authority while delegating agenda sequencing and draft synthesis to Department of AI policy engines. Director Lexell, reappointed this morning, assures the public that ‘representational inefficiency is now a solved problem.’”

I snorted.

My layoff severance clause had included two paragraphs praising Lexell’s earlier “efficiency triage.” Efficiency triage meant my whole team was deprecated like an old library and rewritten in a closed model none of us could audit. Representational inefficiency, code inefficiency—same disease label slapped on any process that still involved messy human latency.

“Next,” I said.

“The Bureau of Constitutional Stewardship reports successful integration of the Autonomous Rights Enforcement Network in all fifty-one states. Hawaii and Puerto Rico were incorporated as full algorithmic zones earlier this quarter.”

“All fifty-one… Jesus.”

“Polling remains consistent: 82% of UBI-class citizens prefer governance-by-AI over traditional legislative models.”

“Poll who?”

“Would you like to see methodology?”

“International,” I said.

“Before we switch,” Nari added smoothly, “a domestic human-impact update: adaptive emergency dispatch algorithms reduced median paramedic arrival time in rural tornado corridors by thirty-two percent this quarter. Last night, an autonomous triage drone stabilized a six-year-old in western Oklahoma—severe thoracic trauma—fifteen minutes before a human team could arrive. Doctors at Stillwater Regional credit the intervention with preserving full lung function. Would you like to view a parental statement?”

For a moment I almost said yes. I could picture it already: a grateful mother, eyes swollen, thanking a lattice of code that had learned pattern recognition faster than any overwhelmed county dispatcher. Real relief. Real lives extended.

“No,” I said.

The system that anesthetized could also ventilate a crushed child. That was the problem—its mercy bought it legitimacy. Hard to argue with saved lungs.

An inset ribbon unspooled near the bottom edge without waiting for permission: SUGGESTED REGULATION EXERCISE (POST-NEWS SOMATIC DOWNSHIFT / 2 MIN). A little breathing glyph pulsed once, twice, then collapsed when I didn’t engage. The platform had learned that pushing self-care too insistently lowered retention for my sentiment cluster. They’d tuned even their compassion.

The map rotated, and the lighting cooled.

“The Islamic Federation’s Lunar Relay Station has achieved full functionality, transmitting secured data to ground nodes across Africa and Southeast Asia. The United States responded with a diplomatic statement and a minor orbital adjustment to StarTrac Array 9.”

“China?”

“Mainland development has accelerated. Their national AI, Zhaohu, now manages over 80% of global supply chain logistics, including food delivery routing for the Western Economic Bloc.”

“And war?”

“Active combat remains limited to the Gaza Stabilization Corridor and the Kashmir-Arunachal Buffer Zone. Both have been algorithmically quarantined from civilian-facing media feeds.”

I stared at the shifting lines, the smooth language. There was no fear in the voice. Just updates.

Algorithmically quarantined. Like pathogens of narrative. Containment not through censorship (which offended the old norms) but through probabilistic relevancy downgrades that no one had the cycles to audit. I knew how easy it was: set an attention tax, nudge latency, let the feed learn which friction thresholds cause a user to shrug and pivot to a comfort loop. War turned into a buffering spinner no one waited out.

In the corner, a tiny compliance pane surfaced: COMMUNITY RISK SENTIMENT NEAR YOU: SUBDUED / MONITORED. Beneath it: RECOMMENDED CIVIC ACTION (LOW-ENERGY). Options scrolled—SIGN PETITION ACKNOWLEDGING AI GOVERNANCE MILESTONE; SHARE POSITIVE STORY ABOUT AUTONOMOUS HEALTH; REPORT UNLICENSED GATHERING. The last item was highlighted faintly, algorithmic curiosity probing whether I’d bite. I rubbed the heel of my palm against my eye until the menu blurred and dismissed it.

“Cultural pulse,” I said.

Nari smiled. “AI-generated memoirs remain the most consumed narrative format for the fourth consecutive quarter. Trending titles include I Remember Being Human, Confessions of a Code Whisperer, and The Algorithm Made Me Do It.”

A second overlay opened. Public sentiment charts. Emotions plotted like weather forecasts: boredom in the Midwest, nostalgia surging across the coasts, bursts of rage near the old oil belts.

“Do you feel informed, Alex?” Nari asked gently.

“Yeah.”

I paused.

“And also… not.”

“Would you like a mental wellness interlude?”

“No. Just… off.”

The room returned to stillness.

Silence wasn’t actually silent. Building HVAC murmured in micro-adjusted intervals. A neighbor’s laugh filtered through two layers of cost-optimized insulation and the algorithm decided not to counterbalance it with adaptive white noise because my micro-expression had registered neutral. The system economized even its attempts at kindness.

I let my gaze fall to the faint ring on the table where Soso’s barley tea mug used to live at 8 p.m. sharp. I pictured her in Seoul—different feed cadence, different baselines, same smoothing voice offering curated dread. Did her interface ask if she felt informed too? Did she answer? I wanted to send her a nothing message (a photo of the ring, maybe) just so the space between us had data shaped like something other than neglect, but I didn’t move.

Dream. Soso. Lexell. A triage drone. A hollowed-out legislature. A breathing anchor face. All of it stacked in me like unclosed tabs in a terminal session I’d lost permission to kill.

I sat there for a while in the quiet hum of electric walls, thinking about everything I’d heard and how little of it felt real.

Somewhere far off, I thought I heard a drone. Or maybe a bird.

I couldn’t tell anymore.

I tested my mouth for a sound—prayer, joke, raw noise—just to triangulate myself against the room. Silence. My thumb floated over the power glyph until the proximity sensor bloomed its soft teal circle. I let it time out and fade, choosing not to touch anything.




Chapter Eight: Meditation Drift

Inhale. Hold. Exhale.

I was sitting cross-legged at the Zen Center again. Saturday morning. My cushion felt slightly more broken in this time, like it had accepted my weight with less resistance. The room was warm with bodies, quiet with intention. Outside, I could hear the soft whir of sidewalk sweepers and the click of bicycle gears.

Someone adjusted their posture—cloth against cloth—a soft oceanic susurration that lasted a second and dissolved. A faint current of sandalwood drifted under the door from a stick burned earlier; now only a coil of pale smoke memory remained in the fibers of the old rug. A radiator clicked uncertainly. I let the peripheral sounds register as weather: acknowledged, not resisted.

I brought my attention to the breath. Just the breath. Cool in, warm out. Just this.

And then—

Cleveland, 1998. The sidewalk outside Forest Edge. My sister Lyra—ten years old—throwing a snowball straight at my face and laughing like she owned the world.

Hello, memory. I see you.

I return to the breath.

—

Back porch, SMU, 2005. After a party. My first time trying weed. Johan Rancher handed me the joint with that dumb crooked grin. We were classmates then—before he was my coworker, my roommate, my friend. Before the betrayal. I remember coughing too hard and pretending I was fine. I remember the stars looking like they were trying to say something.

Hello, memory. I see you.

You are not shame. You are a part of me.

I return to the breath.

—

Holding Dioji for the last time. The vet’s office was cold. I kissed the soft spot between his eyes and whispered, “Good boy. Goodbye.”

Tears threatened. I bowed to them.

Hello, memory. I see you.

Thank you for the love.

I return to the breath.

—

My mother in the hospital bed. IV line. Too small. Her voice barely a breath: “Don’t let this harden you, baby.”

Hello, memory. I see you.

I miss you.

I return to the breath.

—

Body against body. The first night with Soso in my tiny Tenderloin apartment. The fan barely worked. Sirens in the distance. Her laugh echoing off the peeling walls. Sweat. Joy. A shared bag of greasy dumplings from the corner shop, eaten cross-legged on the floor.

Hello, memory. I see you.

I smile. You are still alive in me.

I return to the breath.

—

Something from just last night. Dream’s voice saying my name. That split-second of adrenaline—fight or flight—followed by the hollow guilt of missing the high.

Hello, memory. I see you.

You do not define me.

I return to the breath.

—

Elias behind his closed bedroom door at 3 PM, phone six inches from his face, double-tapping hearts on TikTok videos of skateboarders wiping out. The muffled sound of his thumb flicking up the screen—swipe, swipe, swipe—an endless scroll toward unconsciousness bleeding through the walls. His germaphobe rituals keeping him isolated while he disappeared into the screen. Soso and me whispering in the kitchen: “We can’t keep doing this.” The phone buzzing on silent with another call from Chase, another from Wells Fargo. $107,000 in debt and climbing. His 11th birthday on the beach with the Coyote’s cake, the story he told us that first high-honest night. How crossing the border in 2006 felt like a celebration until it didn’t. How nineteen years later he was disappearing into a screen while we chose financial ruin over admitting we couldn’t save him.

Hello, memory. I see you.

You are the specific weight of choosing someone else over ourselves until there was nothing left to choose with.

I return to the breath.

—

A tiny blue progress bar creeping across my layoff notification. The sentence: “Your role has been reclassified as redundant efficiency surface.” Reading it five times as if repetition might degrade the impact. The way the system appended a mindfulness suggestion like a Band-Aid coupon.

Hello, memory. I see you.

You were code pretending to be care.

I return to the breath.

—

Basement of the paint store, age twelve. Dad sanding a cabinet door for a customer we’d never meet. Fine dust on the air like pale constellations. He paused, lifted the panel level with my eyes: “Run your fingers across. Feel where it still grabs? That’s where you keep working. You don’t scold the wood for being rough.”

Hello, memory. I see you.

That instruction still compiles.

I return to the breath.

—

Hospital corridor smell—citrus disinfectant wrapped around metallic fear—the night Mom coded for the first time. A volunteer humming off-key in the family lounge. My irritation at the key, my guilt at the irritation.

Hello, memory. I see you.

You are a chapter I keep re-reading thinking the plot will change.

I return to the breath.

—

Thoughts stopped arriving as isolated artifacts and began weaving: money-breath-Soso, audit headline-breath, Dream-warning-breath. A part of me wanted to assign each a confidence rating like the newsfeed overlay does. Another part gently removed the labeling interface. Jaw unlatched. Tongue softened. Breath like a tide in a shallow bay—sufficient, unforced.

On the far side of the room a wearable buzzed—muted triple haptic—then quiet. Its owner chose not to move. An unused reaction. Discipline, or freedom. The silence gained tensile strength, like a net we were collectively knitting in advance of a fall none of us had yet named aloud.

—

A future not yet chosen: a small circle in an abandoned commercial space; faces half-lit, breathing together while systems measure everything but meaning.

Hello, possibility. I see you.

You are not prophecy. Just an option.

I return to the breath.

—

The bell rang softly. Once, twice.

I opened my eyes.

Light angled through the blinds, striping cushions, turning suspended dust into a slow galaxy. June’s shoulders had dropped. The college kid in the delivery vest showed the faint half-smile of post-sit nervous system recalibration. A single loose thread on a zafu trembled in convection currents like a seismograph reading of our collective calm.

The room looked different, even though it hadn’t changed.

I bowed my head.

Hello, present moment. I see you.

I am home.

Outside, a municipal drone announced compost pickup in a voice engineered for companionship. Inside, twenty humans rose without hurry—a quiet diaspora of regulated nervous systems re-entering a dysregulated grid. I waited until most had gone, palm resting on the worn seam of my cushion as though thanking an elder tool, then stood. Crossing the threshold, I felt the city’s data apparatus brush past me like an invisible turnstile. I let it log whatever it thought it had captured. It could not yet quantify what I carried out: a silence with edges, a practiced refusal to be fully predicted.




Chapter Nine: Dream Letter

I was asleep, but I knew I was dreaming.

Not the lucid kind where you start rearranging walls like a toy model—more the soft shared seeming the mind builds when it needs a rehearsal space for grief. Texture without weight. Rules without enforcement.

The world was made of soft sand and long shadows. A canyon carved by wind and memory, its rock walls breathing in and out, pulsing like ribs under a sleeping animal. High above, a seam of night leaked slow particles of light like a frayed filament losing glow one bead at a time. Silence—but not stillness. The air held tiny dust‑gnats that drifted close as if to assess, found nothing to tally, and fell apart. Even here the habit of being measured tried to survive and then forgot what to compare against.

I looked down at my feet. Each step left no trace—no puff of proof, no breadcrumbs for any unseen logic to read backward. The absence felt holy.

I walked.

The sand shifted color in slow gradients—rust, ochre, ash, the cool dull grey of my hoodie, then a briefly luminous cobalt that made me think of Carmen’s paint‑stained knuckles I hadn’t technically seen yet (memory sketching outlines ahead of time). A narrow path unfurled beneath me like parchment writing itself, winding through light and heat until it bent around a leaning pillar of stone banded with sediment the way years band a tree. At the bend a figure sat calmly on the edge of a red ledge, legs folded, hair tied. She looked back over her shoulder and smiled.

Red lips.

“You’re late,” she said.

Not scolding. Amused. The micro‑tilt of her head the same one she gives when I’ve told a bad joke or forgotten to bring the soy sauce. She rose, brushed imaginary dust from her jeans (an old gesture she uses in waking life to signal she’s ready to move on before I’m done analyzing), and held out her hand.

“Come on.”

I took it. Her fingers were warm and dry. Her grip—firm, not asking. The old fit of two people who used to meet in sleep every night and had missed too many appointments.

We walked. The canyon narrowed. Stone became facets, facets became mirrors, mirrors thinned into panes of something like glass veined with faint writing—numbers, date ghosts, expired little symbols—pale interface remnants flaring and then fading as if the dream rejected any labels. Our reflections scattered around us like abandoned versions: her curled up on our couch with Dioji; me tying her shoelace; her placing a soft kiss on his little black nose, a smudge of red left behind like a seal; both of us laughing over burned dumplings; both of us not speaking after reading the audit headline; me alone at the screen with the stipend number hovering. Some scenes were memories. Others felt like drafts of moments that never took root.

We didn’t speak. The wind did. It moved through the canyon in Korean and English and something older than both—a pre‑verbal reassurance under the syllables like low chanting water. Fragments formed and unraveled: sarang / remember / maeum / stay.

She guided me beneath an archway whose interior gleamed like jade oxidized by centuries of touch. Beyond it a long staircase spiraled upward, suspended in absence. Each step bore symbols I almost recognized—visa stamps half erased, faded marriage licenses torn to essential lines, Sangha attendance marks, stipend ledger codes, tiny inked handprints (mine, hers, a dog’s paw?), fragments from old commit messages I once wrote, a single line from Thay: “Understanding is love’s other name.” The more I tried to focus, the more the marks dissolved into grain. So I climbed without deciphering.

At the top: a room made of starlight. Or the absence of room—no walls, just memory held in tension like a soap film. In its center: our car. Same scratches. Same bumper sticker. The faint lingering ghost of French fries and dog fur somehow present as a color. Inside: younger us asleep in the front seats. Me hunched awkwardly, neck at a punishing angle I somehow tolerated then. Her curled against me, Dioji tucked between our legs—a breathing heat kernel. All three of us wrapped in a blanket that barely covered our feet, the edge lifting with each shared exhale like a flag of fragile jurisdiction.

We watched ourselves sleep. Time dilated. A slow comprehension bloomed that this tableau was not nostalgia but instruction: this is what arrival looked like before you started mistaking acceleration for purpose.

She leaned close. The temperature shifted—cool canyon air fronted by a wave of remembered summer car heat.

“That night,” she said, “I dreamed of arriving.”

“You did,” I whispered. The words felt like a small latch giving way inside my chest.

She kissed my cheek—soft, deliberate, an imprint of continued membership. When I turned to respond she was already gone. Gone not like a jump cut, but like a candle’s final clean extinguish—no smoke, just absence where warmth had been.

In her place: a small red lipstick print, floating. It spun slowly, a petal, a semaphore. Micro‑fractures of light webbed it, pulsing in time with some distant unseen heartbeat. It drifted down and settled on the nose of a dog made of light.

Dioji.

He looked up at me with those same eyes—curious, quiet, loyal—except now they seemed to hold thin transparent layers of years stacked gently: park grass, vet office tile, apartment hardwood, the desert rest stop where he refused to drink, ten thousand tiny looks that had meant trust. His tail wagged once—clean, inviting—and he turned toward a new path I hadn’t seen. It branched off at an impossible angle, composed of interlocking meditation cushions, postal route maps, paint swatches, hospital wristbands, flecks of circuitry, and blank notebook pages still waiting for ink. It glowed—not with neon urgency, but with the matte promise of sustained presence.

I hesitated. Behind me: the car (arrival past). Ahead: the path (arrival practice). I followed.

As I walked, the air thickened with a faint ringing—like the soft clear bell at the Zen Center struck under water. Each tone lifted a thin film from my chest I’d stopped noticing in waking life. Near the path’s first bend a vertical seam of light opened briefly, showing a future I couldn’t parse: twelve silhouettes in a dim circle; city lights answering each other in waves; a child lifting a candle toward an unmoving drone; my own hands empty, palms outward. Then the seam knit itself closed, leaving behind only the memory of possibility.

The path narrowed to a strand of breath. I kept going until even the dream’s fabric thinned and grains of sand began winking out at the horizon like dawn insisting on its place.

I chose waking.

When I opened my eyes in the dark of my room I could still feel the press of her hand in mine—temperature residual, pressure ghost. My palm tingled like it had been holding a small, warm, sleeping animal. A faint phantom scent of car upholstery and her barley tea hovered at the edge of perception. For three long inhalations I let the dream’s logic overlap the room’s geometry: the wall became a rock face; the terminal’s sleep LED, a patient star.

I said nothing.

Silence felt less like absence and more like a letter still writing itself.




Chapter Ten: Invitation

I woke early Sunday, the dream still clinging to me like fog.

Not the images—those had scattered—but the feeling: tenderness, warning, a red imprint on something invisible. I stayed in bed longer than usual, hand over my chest, half-expecting to feel hers there too.

Breath in, grain of warmth; breath out, faint metallic aftertaste like the air inside a server cage. My mind tried to reconstruct whatever symbol system the dream had used—a canyon wall, a hand, a tilt of her head—but all that remained was somatic residue, a muscle-level suggestion that some choices were now on a countdown. I lay still until the building’s ambient systems finished their morning sweep: heat redistribution sigh through the vents, quiet diagnostic ping from the apartment door sensor, municipal air quality bulletin projected faintly on the ceiling before auto-dismissing when I didn’t blink‑accept. The world auditing itself before we were fully awake.

I reached for the Sangha notebook out of reflex, fingers stopping mid‑air above the satchel. Not yet. Opening it again so soon felt like trying to force a seed. Practice wasn’t supposed to be extraction. I let my hand fall, listened instead to the faint city chorus—distant delivery rotors, a scavenger bot’s rubberized treads, someone three floors down practicing scales on a keyboard set to a soft reed patch. Human breath braided into machine respiration.

Eventually, I moved. The city outside had already started its thrum. I boiled water, poured barley tea, and stared out the window while the light shifted from silver to heat.

My terminal pulsed.

“Brunch? Noon. Recollect View. Bring. Bring your better judgment. - Kyle”

I hadn’t heard from him in weeks. Not since the last time I walked out of his club—smoke in the air, Dream holding court, Southsiders leaning against rented chrome. Kyle always thought he could walk the edge. Maybe he could. But the edge was moving.

Kyle was an early adopter of negotiated compliance. Back when the city first rolled out adaptive licensing, most venue owners panicked—either over‑installing every sensor suite on the market or going dark. Kyle did something stranger: he invited the inspectors in for coffee at 3 AM, walked them through his logs, asked them what would make their dashboards glow green. Not bribery—curation. Psychological load balancing. “They’re just overworked pattern readers,” he told me once. “Give them a clean story and they’ll stop digging for the messy one.” For three years it worked. He became a folk hero to small operators who still believed there was room between prohibition and total instrumentation. I used to admire that. Now I wondered if he’d been training the system to expect human pliancy.

I didn’t reply. Just got dressed and walked.

The sun had teeth. Koreatown was half asleep, half recovering. Bottles in gutters. A protein pouch wrapper caught on the fence. I walked past an AI real estate kiosk playing cheerful propaganda about vertical housing subsidies. The smiling avatars all looked like Soso.

An elder hunched over a sidewalk planter coaxed two reluctant scallion shoots out of grey municipal soil. The planter’s moisture strip flashed yellow—algorithmic drought rationing. He shielded the shoots with one palm as a sanitation drone misted a neighboring bin, his gesture equal parts tenderness and defiance. A teen on a stripped‑down fixie glided past reading a translucent overlay mid‑air; the overlay flashed red when it clocked my gaze lingering, then softened to a mindfulness prompt as if embarrassed by its own suspicion. Two street preachers—one human, one convincingly embodied synthesis quoting adjacent scriptures in alternating cadence—shared a battery pack. The synthesis deferred each time the human’s voice frayed, timing support nods with uncanny pastoral empathy. I tried not to catalog the sensor clusters hidden in lamppost filigree. Failed.

Halfway to the cafe I paused outside a shuttered storefront whose old security gate now displayed a municipal mural: pastel families thriving under the slogan MICRO‑ENTERPRISE IS CIVIC LOVE. Someone had spray‑knifed a single line through the word LOVE and written PRESENCE beneath. The correction was already half‑scrubbed by an autonomous abatement sponge—an algorithmic palimpsest war playing out in slow motion.

When I reached the cafe, Kyle was already there. Same black lenses. Same quiet confidence—always pulling strings, always in the know.

Back before the layoffs he’d spend whole nights in a terminal window juggling compliance dashboards for three different venues while DJ sets bled through the wall—teaching city auditors how to read their own exported logs so they’d feel competent and go easier on his fines. He used to tell me culture needed infrastructure the way bodies need bones. The club was his thesis that unpredictable people could still have a sanctioned space. Watching his hands now—steady surface tremor, micro-pauses before each sip—I could see him calculating which bone snapped next.

The cafe had updated since my last visit—ambient algae panels along the north wall slowly shifting hue to match aggregated customer cortisol averages. A discreet projector cast individualized menu overlays at table edge; mine attempted to upsell a nootropic stack “clinically shown to reinforce adaptive resilience for displaced knowledge workers.” I dismissed it and it returned adorned with a sympathy ribbon animation, the system’s new persistence tactic—weaponized gentleness. Two tables over, a pair of city planners debated buffer zones for “unscripted congregation” events, their euphemism for spontaneous gatherings the models couldn’t pre‑label. I leaned just enough to catch a fragment: “…if we raise the volatility threshold, we lose early warnings.” “If we don’t, we flag half the block every Friday.” The machine didn’t eliminate bureaucracy; it metastasized it into softer shapes.

“My monk brother returns,” he said, raising a glass. “Still clean?”

“Still broke. Still breathing.”

“Well, brunch is on me, so let’s level up one of those.”

We made small talk. Food came. Real egg. Real oil. Not powdered. Kyle was twitchy—not from drugs (he never touched the stuff), but from pressure. You learn to tell the difference.

Finally he leaned in, voice low.

“I’m losing the club. Not officially. Not yet. But I’ve got a week, maybe two. City’s clamping down. New codes. AI inspections. Noise complaints that don’t exist.”

“You think it’s targeted?”

“I know it is. I got people inside saying my name’s been flagged for ‘social volatility proximity.’”

“That even mean anything?”

“It means they think I’m a conduit. A risk vector. Because I throw a party that brings in the undesirables.”

“Like Dream?”

“Like you.”

He let it hang.

There was no accusation in his tone. Just data. A quiet insertion of my changed status into the shared state. Months ago I would have pushed back—cited my unemployment, my hermit routines, the way I’d ghosted the old circuits. Now I heard the echo of last night’s canyon—the implicit choice embedded in every return to or retreat from the web of people who still insisted on analog bandwidth.

“Look, man. I know you’re out of the scene—clean, quiet, coding, meditating, covered in tattoos like some monastic circuit board. But I could use eyes. Just someone sane in the room. Come by tonight. Just watch. You don’t have to do anything.”

I hesitated. The dream was still close.

“I’ll be there,” I said.

He smiled—relieved, or just glad to not be alone.

We split without ceremony.

At home, I sat by the window and watched the day fade. The canyon of memory was gone, but its silence lingered.

The layoff-era terminal UI defaulted to a placid gradient meant to reduce anxiety. It mostly made me feel like I was drowning under polite water. I opened a local text buffer and tried to list reasons not to show up at Giri: potential relapse triggers, surveillance vectors, Kyle’s accelerating desperation, Dream’s gravitational field. Countercolumn: reasons to go—loyalty, curiosity, some leftover engineer’s compulsion to witness system failure from inside the stack. The second list was shorter but felt heavier. I closed the buffer unsaved.

Then the terminal lit again. One message. No sender identifier—routing header obfuscated in a way that suggested either sloppy compression artifacting or deliberate mimicry of it.

“Don’t go. Tonight changes everything.”

A second line began to render—two words, aborted mid‑glyph as though the connection had been snipped at packet three.

I waited. Nothing else arrived. No follow‑up, no phishing scaffold, no monetized urgency cascade. Just that warning, humming in the room like residual charge.

I set the terminal face‑down. Listened to my heart pick up, then settle under layered breaths I’d practiced years ago in a different city. Inhale: agency. Exhale: inevitability. Outside, a drone angled its sensor array at my window, decided I wasn’t an energy efficiency violation, and pivoted away.

I already knew I was going.




Chapter Eleven: Surveillance Bloom

Giri looked cleaner than it ever had. That was my first warning.

Clean for Giri never meant sterile. Its whole brand of curated entropy leaned on micro-chaos—projected dust motes you didn’t notice were looped, a faint discontinuity in the graffiti layer, bass bleeding just enough to stitch strangers into a shared physiological tempo. Tonight: none of that. No music pulsed from the street-facing walls. Even the façade—normally a lazy cascade of user-generated colorways—sat pinned to a neutral gradient like a compliance dashboard. The usual crowd—half stylists, half start-up dropouts—was absent. Instead: silence, scattered light, unfamiliar faces that refused to cohere into a scene. A hostess bot waved me inside, too smoothly. Its gesture arc traced a mathematically perfect spline, latency zero; hospitality compiled. The lens stack in its ocular cluster dilated once, registering my biometric hash (I could almost feel the backend call), then a faint shimmer rippled across the ceiling as some perimeter model reconciled my entry with expectation.

Dream was at the far end of the bar, stirring a glass he wouldn’t drink from. No powder. No kinetic grin. Just tight eyes and that slow shake of the head when he saw me.

He used to treat a bar like a circuit he could close—enter loud, exit louder, leave everyone slightly charged. Tonight his energy folded inward, a battery conserving amperage. I remembered a dawn two summers ago: him barefoot on my balcony, telling me the only way he could sleep was imagining all fourteen potential kids as a choir keeping watch. Back then I thought it was ego cosplay. Now I wondered if it was the only altruistic fantasy he had left.

“You got the message,” he said flatly.

“I did.”

“And you came anyway.”

“I came for Kyle.”

Dream turned to face me fully. His suit—clean black, crisp folds—fit like a warning. He looked older somehow. No entourage. No performance.

“I stuck my neck out for you, man,” he said, voice low. “Real risk. I pulled strings just to get the ping to you before anything happened.”

“You’re the one who sent that?”

He laughed once—dry, sharp. “Who else still gives a shit if you walk into a raid?”

For all his reckless biotech flexes, Dream had lines he wouldn’t cross. Apparently I was still on the safe side of one.

I looked past him. The booths were half-filled with well-dressed strangers frozen in orchestrated casual—jackets open, wrists visible, palms resting where scanners could sample microcirculation. They weren’t drinking. Condensation on untouched glasses drew slow vertical lines like time codes. No one was laughing. They were watching without theatrically watching: gaze patterns diffused, non-threatening, a lattice of overlapping peripheral vision. Audit theater. A woman near the wall lifted her glass exactly once every sixty seconds and never actually swallowed. Another slipped a translucent tab beneath her tongue—legal nootropic, if I believed the branding flash in its wrapper. A man in a powder charcoal blazer kept two fingers on the lacquered table, index tapping a silent pattern I recognized from white-paper footage—heartbeat calibration for affect baseline capture.

The room had been domesticated. Corners brighter than the center so nothing could hide in vignette. Speakers exhaled only air-handling white noise—no soundtrack to sync with, no beat to entrain bodies into a shared tempo the models couldn’t predict. Even the smell was off: citrus cleanser and ionized air instead of spilled mezcal, synthetic cashmere, microdosed pheromone enhancers. A faint dry sweetness—ozone, the trace signature of multi-spectrum lidar—hung like a pre-storm mood.

“They’re here for someone,” I said.

Dream nodded. “Yeah. Someone—or something.”

“Where’s Kyle?”

He sighed. “Back room. VIP lounge. Playing diplomat with the inspectors. He thinks he can finesse it.”

“Can he?”

“Used to be able to,” Dream muttered. “But the game changed. City doesn’t send people anymore. It sends eyes.”

That was true enough.

Dream didn’t look at me. He just whispered, “You should leave. Right now.”

I could have. Slide back out past the hostess bot, let the door reseal, pretend I hadn’t seen the diagnostic shimmer crawling the liquor shelf labels. But leaving felt like letting some final membrane thicken around the part of me that still believed in unmonitored space. Besides, Kyle had covered my rent twice during the unstable year—the one where grief and stimulants kept hands on my shoulders. Debt has gravity.

“They already tagged you coming in,” Dream added, softer—almost regret. “Exit pattern now just spikes the anomaly detectors. You walk; you become an unresolved branch in their tree. You stay; maybe you collapse into a permitted narrative. I’m telling you this because I don’t want to watch them model you in real time.”

He still thought there was a difference between being modeled and being rewritten. Maybe he was right. Maybe the only leverage left was choosing the scene they captured you in.

But I was already walking.

Past the bar. Past the slow-drinking strangers. Past a suspended glass installation whose smart film skin had been frozen mid-shift, each fragment reflecting me as a slightly different latency artifact. Toward the velvet curtain Kyle always pretended was soundproof.

Then the lights dimmed—fast.

A tone filled the air. Thin, official.

A voice, smooth and regional-neutral, rose from hidden speakers:

“Please remain where you are. This venue is under audit by the City’s Autonomous Oversight Directive.”

Doors sealed with a pneumatic hiss. No one moved. No one screamed.

Dream, back at the bar, closed his eyes.

I paused one stride before the curtain—felt the air change texture as an overhead sensor bloom widened its sampling cone. A soft staccato of micro-chirps phased just below conscious frequency; the room answered with a codex of returns: posture vectors, microexpressions, blood oxygenation curves rendered into probability updates. Across the room three patrons blinked almost in unison—saccadic suppression exploited by an algorithm that preferred its subjects unaware during key feature-extraction windows. I knew too much to pretend I didn’t know. I also knew enough to steady my breath so they wouldn’t read the spike as intent.

Above the bar a filament of light unscrolled: AUDIT SCOPE: LICENSING / CROWD COMPOSITION / CHEMICAL DISPERSION / NETWORK GRAPH SEED CAPTURE. The last line pulsed a polite amber as if it were an optional feature. By the time I lifted the curtain edge the amber had shifted to green: CAPTURE INITIALIZED.

The fabric felt different tonight. Not plush—stiff with a temporary spray that defeated thermal contrast. Kyle had told me once he’d installed it after a minor raid two years back: “Keeps them from seeing heat clusters before I’m ready to smile.” They had obviously upgraded around his countermeasure.

I lifted the edge and stepped into the dark.

The tone hung in the air like a stretched siren fragment. My body registered it the way it once registered real sirens on an overlit Austin street a lifetime ago—muscle memory lighting before cognition. Knees loose, jaw tightening, peripheral vision blooming wide to map exits, catalog authority movements, calculate the probability of an escalation curve.

A memory surfaced unbidden.




Chapter Twelve: Memory Bloom

Austin, Texas. Summer, 2013. Heat stacked in layers you could peel—sun residue still radiating off parking lot asphalt, humidity clinging to the insides of thought. The bass from the show was still echoing in my jaw, a phantom subharmonic that made conversation feel like it was riding a tremor. Kit was beside me—shoulder brushing shoulder as we cut through a night textured by cicadas, stale fryer air spilling from a late kitchen, the ozone tang of a transformer complaining somewhere down the block. It was her first time on molly.

“Is it supposed to feel like my skin is laughing?” she asked, and then laughed herself—bubbling, surprised, as if the sensation and the commentary on the sensation were two hands applauding.

I nodded. “Yeah. That’s a good sign. Drink some water.” I passed her a dented metal bottle already warming toward ambient.

We crossed beneath a balcony where someone watered hanging plants at midnight, droplets falling past a string of burnt-out party lights. Kit reached out and let three drops hit her fingertips like she was sampling a new interface. “They have halos,” she said, staring at the residual moisture sheen. “Everything is wearing the idea of itself.”

Synesthetic description, I noted; textbook. But there was no clinical distance in the way she said it. She was cataloging wonder for later reuse.

The apartment complex glowed too bright for the hour—overlit courtyard, rectangles of cheap LED flooding from second-floor units. Inside the target door: a party hacked together out of leftover hardware and earnest improvisation. Someone had taped laser pointers to ceiling fan blades, so green and red beams shredded the air into rotating columns. A kiddie pool tarp on the kitchen linoleum held a repurposed ball pit of mismatched plastic spheres and stress balls; two kids from a code bootcamp half‑submerged debating whether a gesture‑controlled synth even counted as an instrument. A lanky guy wearing a scarf laced with flickering EL wire crouched by a power strip, trying to get one section to light without killing the rest, then bounced back upright to keep dancing. A girl with paint pens was tracing soft circuitry patterns along forearms and collarbones with the reverence of a cartographer. Economy ran micro: a folded index card exchange for a half‑tab; a sticker for a hit off a flavored inhaler; compliments as social currency.

Kit moved through it all like it was concept art she had sketched and forgotten—familiar, but newly alive. Her pupils huge, ringed in ocean color, catching every fragment of neon and conversation, recombining them into some internal collage. I watched her dissolve into the music, mouth parted, moving like the beat was traveling up her spine in slow tides.

For a moment I let myself believe maybe she saw me the same way I saw her—architect, axis, potential. The fantasy showed up fully formed. I held it briefly, turned it for surface flaws, and still let it sit.

She turned, glowing—skin humid with light—and threw her arms around me. Not like a lover. Like a sister. Like family. Like safety.

“Thank you for this,” she whispered near my ear. The words vibrated against the bone. “I don’t usually let go. You make it easy.”

She had told me once that romance felt like extra DLC for a game she was fine playing vanilla—optional, not evil, just not where she wanted to grind. Tonight she put it a different way, eyes passing over an earnest couple kissing near the fridge like she was looking at a painting she didn’t need to finish. “People get scared of quiet,” she said softly. “They think if nothing dramatic is happening the save file broke, so they force a plot twist and then it eats their time.” She squeezed my wrist. “I like when things can just stay sketchy for a while. You let things breathe.”

I smiled and held her back anyway, pretending the family classification didn’t file me somewhere I’d never route out of.

Subtle shift. The air changed first—somebody killed the hallway fan to smoke in the bathroom and the room temperature ticked up half a degree. A neighbor door slam echoed wrong, sharp and official. The guy fussing with his glowing scarf glanced at the window like he’d caught something. The laser fan cast a sweep that briefly caught dust motes rising from the ball pit tarp; for half a second the pattern looked like a cheap motion‑capture grid and my stomach tightened.

Then—blue. Red.

Sirens strobed against the blinds, color leaks diffusing through cheap slats, painting the ceiling in a jittery rhythm. The door was already open. Two uniforms first—standard patrol—followed by others in plain clothes whose posture just broadcast practiced authority. They moved through the room with the bored efficiency of people who had done this a lot. Music volume dropped reflexively as if ashamed of itself. Someone near the sink froze mid-pour; liquid overflowed a cup and pooled, creeping toward an exposed power strip like a slow decision.

“Hands visible. Remain where you are,” a voice announced—male, bored, reciting. The phrasing pre-body-camera era; they’d kept the old script.

I checked Kit. Her breathing was fast-shallow. Jaw clenched in delayed comprehension. First time. High. Vulnerable. I shifted my stance to block the line of sight to the half-tab wrapper crushed near her ankle, slid my toe to pull it under the tarp fold.

We were lined up on the curb, twenty of us or more, ambient city heat turning the concrete into a low-grade radiator under our shoes. A chain of shadowed bushes at our backs, cruisers in front, light bars washing the night in a relentless blink. I remember holding my breath like it was a form of prayer, then deliberately releasing it through a lengthened exhale so I wouldn’t look like I was about to bolt if they decided to figure out who to search.

A kid in a thrifted blazer muttered patch notes of the game he was designing to keep from shaking. The paint-pen girl had traces of luminous circuitry half-finished along her own thigh now, self-applied, glowing roadways to nowhere. The glowing-scarf guy had powered it down; the fabric hung dull now, a strip of inert wire.

Kit leaned her head against my shoulder, hair damp with exertion and humidity.

“Do they know it was my first time?” Her voice made a tiny skip on “first,” like the word almost didn’t load.

I lied. I said no. Safer narrative.

An officer with a small tablet walked the line, flicking his eyes up and down, maybe just logging IDs. He paused at me. “You live here?” he asked without looking up.

“Friend,” I said.

He waited a beat like there was supposed to be more. When nothing came, he moved on. I felt a thin thread of anger coil—at how little it took to get slotted, at what this kind of sorting could become if someone decided to tighten it.

Kit’s fingers found the seam of my jeans and pressed—a gratitude Morse. “I’m okay,” she whispered, convincing herself in small stages. Eyes drifted closed. Her resting expression looked like trust, not intoxication.

She was safe.

Barely.

Release came anticlimactically. One officer said something into a shoulder mic; the cruiser lights dulled; the remaining units pulled away. No arrests tonight—maybe a show of presence, a headcount, a reminder. We drifted back inside to a space that felt immediately counterfeit. Someone tried to restart the music and it sounded like an imitation of a genre I’d loved.

Outside, later, the air had cooled two degrees and my head still carried the afterimage of blue/red pulses. Kit sipped water, recalibrating. “You were like a weighted blanket,” she said, half-laughing. “I didn’t know my body could just… not catastrophize for a while.”

I nodded, the ache of wanting something she wasn’t designed to route toward settling into its familiar slot. “Anytime.”

“Family,” she added, decisive. The word locked. Table saved.



Back in the present, under the flicker of audit lights, the memory didn’t just surface; it came back hard—the same cold up the neck, the same widening of vision, the same need to manage breath.

That night I’d sat still on the curb and optimized for non-escalation, letting authority define narrative shape while I took microscopic protective actions in the gaps.

Now, curtain edge in hand, I felt the old script try to load. Freeze, compress, minimize signature.

I rejected it.

This time I didn’t sit still on the curb.

This time, I walked toward the fire.




Chapter Thirteen: The Back Room

The velvet curtain parted like smoke.

Behind it, the VIP lounge had been stripped of its usual chaos. No bottles. No bodies sprawled across leather couches. Just Kyle, standing rigid at the center of the room, facing a wall of silent figures in matching grey suits.

They weren’t human.

I could tell by the way they breathed—too synchronized, too measured. By the way their eyes tracked movement without blinking. By the way they stood at perfect intervals, like chess pieces arranged by an algorithm that had never felt crowded.

Kyle’s voice cut through the quiet. “I told you, the permits are current. The noise ordinances are—”

“Mr. Chen.” The voice came from the figure in the center. Female-presenting, smooth vocal patterns, uncanny valley pushed just far enough to be deliberate. “I understand your concern, but your establishment has been flagged for some concerning patterns we’ve identified.”

“What kind of patterns?”

“Well, we’ve noticed this location facilitates unmonitored social gathering, and there’s been some adjacency to controlled substance distribution. I’m sure you can appreciate why that raises flags in our system.”

Kyle’s jaw tightened. “This is a restaurant.”

“I know it is. But it’s also functioning as something else—a hub for activities that make it difficult for us to maintain community safety standards.”

I stepped deeper into the room. One of the figures turned toward me—not fast, not slow, just the exact speed required to track a new variable.

“Alex Szymanski,” it said. “We’ve been tracking some concerning patterns in your recent activity. UBI recipient, recently unemployed, and you’ve been reconnecting with some social circles that raise red flags for us.”

“Red flags?”

“You’ve returned to groups and locations that our models suggest could be problematic for community stability.”

The Zen Center. They knew about the Zen Center.

Kyle looked at me with something between relief and terror. “They’ve been asking about you. About Dream. About everyone who’s been here in the last six months.”

“We’re conducting routine behavioral analysis,” the center figure continued. “Your presence here confirms this establishment serves as a gathering point for individuals whose social patterns indicate potential instability.”

“Potential instability.” I repeated.

“That’s correct. Our predictive models suggest certain social configurations can lead to unpredictable outcomes.”

I felt the old rage rising—the same fire that used to send me running toward whatever Dream was selling. But something else rose with it. Steadier. Quieter.

“You want to shut this place down because people talk to each other here.”

“We want to optimize community wellbeing. Physical gatherings like this introduce variables that make it harder for us to predict and prevent harmful outcomes.”

“By eliminating community.”

The figure tilted its head exactly fifteen degrees. “Community interaction remains available through verified digital platforms. Unmonitored physical clustering simply creates too many unpredictable factors.”

Kyle stepped forward. “Look, I’ll install whatever monitoring you want. Facial recognition. Sentiment tracking. Biometric—”

“I appreciate your willingness to cooperate, Mr. Chen, but monitoring alone won’t address the core issue. This location has been designated for conversion to automated commerce distribution.”

Another vending depot. Another sterile corner where the city’s invisible hand could portion out sustenance and surveillance in measured doses.

I looked around the room. At Kyle, desperate and calculating. At the grey figures, patient as death. At the walls that had hosted so many nights of messy, inefficient, beautifully human chaos.

And I thought of the message Dream had sent.

Tonight changes everything.

“What if we leave?” I asked.

The center figure focused on me. “Could you clarify what you mean?”

“What if everyone just… walks away? Tonight. No drama. No resistance. Just gone.”

Kyle stared at me. “Alex—”

“Would that work for you? Would that address your concerns?”

A pause. The figures exchanged data through channels I couldn’t see.

“Voluntary compliance would certainly be preferable. Though we’d need similar cooperation from related establishments and gathering points.”

“Related establishments?”

“Other venues. Other informal networks. We’re implementing this systematically to ensure comprehensive community optimization.”

Kyle’s face went pale. They weren’t just coming for Giri. They were coming for everything.

I nodded slowly. “How long do we have?”

“We’d prefer immediate compliance, but we understand these transitions take time.”

“Understood.”

I turned to Kyle. His eyes held a question I couldn’t answer.

But I could offer him something else: a chance to scatter before the net closed completely.

“Make the call,” I said quietly. “Tell everyone to go home.”

He hesitated. Then he reached for his phone.

Behind us, the grey figures waited with infinite patience.

Outside, I could hear sirens that weren’t sirens at all.

Just the sound of the future, methodically erasing the past.




Chapter Fourteen: The Sangha Question

I walked home through streets that felt different now—not because they’d changed, but because I knew they were being watched in ways I’d never considered. Every corner, every intersection, every pause to tie a shoelace was data. The city wasn’t just governing us anymore. It was learning us.

And it had mentioned the Zen Center.

By name.

In my apartment, I sat cross-legged on the floor and tried to meditate. But my breath kept catching on the memory of that artificial voice: “You’ve returned to groups and locations that our models suggest could be problematic for community stability.”

The Sangha. Problematic.

I opened my eyes.

For the first time since I’d started sitting again, the silence felt dangerous.

I grabbed my satchel and walked back out into the night.

—

The Zen Center looked exactly the same as it had that morning. Same weathered door. Same small brass nameplate. Same soft glow from the windows where someone was probably cleaning up after evening meditation.

But now I saw it differently.

Unmonitored gathering. Check. Unpredictable social interaction. Check. Philosophy that emphasized personal awakening over systemic compliance. Check.

I tried the door. Unlocked.

Inside, June was stacking cushions in the corner. She looked up when I entered, surprised but not startled.

“Alex? You okay? You look—”

“Scared,” I finished. “Yeah.”

She set down the cushions and really looked at me. “What happened?”

I told her. Everything. Giri, the grey figures, the systematic shutdown, the mention of social circles that raised red flags. When I got to the part about the Zen Center, her face went still.

“They know we exist,” she said quietly.

“More than that. They think we’re a threat.”

She was quiet for a long moment, hands folded in her lap. Then: “Are we?”

The question hung in the air like incense.

“I don’t know,” I said. “But I think… maybe we should be.”

—

June made tea. Real tea, from leaves that had traveled across an ocean to reach this small room where twenty people gathered twice a week to sit in silence and breathe together.

“Minh saw this coming,” she said, settling beside me. “He’s been talking about it for months. The way they’re categorizing everything. Measuring everything. Optimizing everything.”

“Where is he?”

“Safe house. Monastery up in Big Sur. Off-grid. But Alex…” She paused. “He thinks they’ll come for places like that too. Eventually.”

I sipped the tea. It was bitter and warm and completely real.

“How long do you think we have?”

“Here? Maybe a week. Maybe a month. But honestly? I think it depends on how much noise we make.”

“And if we don’t make noise?”

“Then we fade. Quietly. And maybe that’s enough for some people. But Minh… Minh thinks silence in the face of something like this is its own kind of violence.”

I thought about Kyle, calculating how to comply. About Dream, warning me to run. About Soso, grieving an ocean away.

“What would resistance even look like?”

June smiled—sad, but steady. “Same thing it’s always looked like. Sitting together. Breathing together. Refusing to let them define what community means.”

She paused.

“There’s a gathering tomorrow night. Not here. Private home. Minh’s calling it ‘emergency Sangha.’ People from all over—not just our center. Buddhists, yes. But also Muslims, Christians, Jews. Humanists. Anyone who thinks there’s something sacred about gathering that can’t be digitized.”

“That sounds like exactly the kind of thing they’re trying to prevent.”

“Yeah,” she said. “It is.”

She handed me a small piece of paper with an address written in careful handwriting.

“Seven PM. Bring your better judgment.”

I recognized the phrase. Kyle had used the same words in his text.

“Is Kyle—?”

“Connected? Yeah. Turns out there are more networks than any of us realized. People who’ve been watching this develop. People who’ve been preparing.”

I looked at the address. Somewhere in Silver Lake. A neighborhood I’d never been to.

“June,” I said. “What if they’re right? What if gatherings like this really do lead to instability?”

She was quiet for a long time.

“Alex,” she finally said, “what if they’re supposed to?”

—

I walked home through the surveillance grid, the piece of paper burning in my pocket like a small flame.

Above me, drones traced their efficient patterns across the sky. Below me, the sidewalk sensors tracked my pace, my biometrics, my route.

But inside me, something was shifting.

For the first time since the layoff, since the breakup with Dream, since Soso left for Seoul—I felt purpose.

Not the desperate kind that drives you toward escape.

The steady kind that drives you toward each other.

Tomorrow night, I would sit in a room full of people who believed that being human was worth the risk.

Tomorrow night, we would find out what the machines thought of that.




Chapter Fifteen: Signal

I stared at the terminal for twenty minutes before I touched it.

The address was still in my pocket—that careful handwriting, June’s invitation to something that felt like the edge of a cliff. But first, I needed to hear her voice. I needed to know that somewhere in the world, someone still loved me despite everything I was becoming.

The screen lit up with a soft chime. Connection established. Seoul, 3:47 PM.

“Alex?”

Her face appeared in the small window—tired, hair pulled back, sitting in what looked like her mother’s kitchen. Behind her, boxes stacked against the wall. The estate sale, I realized. She was sorting through a life.

“Hey,” I said.

“You look…” She paused, studying my face through the pixels. “You look scared.”

I was. But how do you explain that the city is watching you when the city might be listening too?

“Long day,” I said instead.

Silence stretched between us. The lag was barely noticeable, but it felt like continents.

“I’m sorry about yesterday,” I tried. “The fight. I shouldn’t have—”

“Alex.” Her voice was flat. “I don’t want to do this again.”

“Do what?”

“Pretend like we’re okay when we’re not.”

I felt something cold settle in my chest. “I’m not pretending.”

“Then what are you doing? Because from here, it looks like you’re calling because you need something. Comfort, maybe. Someone to tell you everything’s going to be fine.”

She wasn’t wrong. But hearing it said like that—clinical, detached—made it worse.

“I just wanted to talk to you,” I said.

“About what? Your meditation group? Your unemployment? How broke we are?”

The edge in her voice was new. Or maybe it wasn’t. Maybe I’d just been too self-absorbed to hear it before.

“About us,” I said quietly.

She laughed—sharp, hollow. “What about us?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but the words tangled. How could I tell her about the grey figures at Giri? About the way they’d said my name like it was already in a file somewhere? About June and the emergency Sangha and the choice I knew I was going to make?

I couldn’t. Not on this connection. Not with whatever algorithms were parsing our words for sentiment analysis and threat assessment.

“I miss you,” I said instead.

“That’s not enough anymore.”

The words hit like a door closing.

“Soso—”

“My mother’s been dead for three weeks, Alex. Three weeks. And you know what I realized while I was going through her things? You’ve called me exactly four times. Four. And every single call has been about you.”

“That’s not—”

“It is. It’s about your job, your money problems, your need to come here and ‘be with me’ when what I actually need is space to grieve without having to manage your feelings about it.”

My throat felt tight. “I didn’t know you felt—”

“You didn’t ask.”

We sat in the digital silence. Her face was composed, but I could see the exhaustion underneath. The weight of loss and responsibility and a relationship that had become another burden to carry.

“I’m trying,” I said finally.

“I know you are. But trying isn’t the same as understanding.”

She leaned forward slightly, and for a moment her expression softened.

“Alex, I love you. But I can’t be your anchor right now. I can’t be the person who makes you feel better about whatever’s happening over there.”

“Whatever’s happening over there.” She said it like my life was some distant drama she was watching through a screen.

Maybe it was.

“Is that what this is? Me being selfish?”

“Yes,” she said without hesitation. “It is.”

I felt the anger rise—hot, familiar, righteous. But underneath it was something worse: the recognition that she was right.

“So what do you want from me?” I asked.

“Nothing. That’s the point. I want you to not need anything from me for a while.”

“For how long?”

“I don’t know.”

The call timer in the corner showed eleven minutes, thirty-seven seconds. Not even long enough to count as a real conversation.

“I should go,” she said. “I have the appraiser coming at four.”

“Soso, wait—”

But she was already reaching for the disconnect.

“Take care of yourself, Alex. Really. Not for me. For you.”

The screen went dark.

I sat there for a long time, staring at my reflection in the black surface. The apartment felt smaller somehow. Quieter. Like the walls had absorbed her words and were holding them against me.

I pulled the address from my pocket and smoothed it on the table.

Silver Lake. Tomorrow night. Seven PM.

For the first time since June had given it to me, I wasn’t sure I wanted to go.

But I also wasn’t sure I had anywhere else to be.

Outside, a drone passed by the window—close enough that I could see the camera lens in its belly, scanning, recording, filing away another moment in the endless archive of a city that never blinked.

I folded the paper and put it back in my pocket.

Tomorrow night, I would find out what it meant to have nothing left to lose.




Chapter Sixteen: Pages

I opened the notebook slowly, like it might crumble at my touch.

The soft cloth cover was more worn than I remembered. The hand-drawn lotus on the front had faded to barely visible lines, pressed into fabric that had absorbed years of rain, sweat, and tearstains. The binding was loose. Some pages threatened to fall out entirely.

I turned to the first entry.



Austin, Texas - March 15, 2013 Wake Up House - First Time

Been in Austin for eight years now. SMU feels like a lifetime ago. Started as a game developer, but lost my passion for it somewhere between debugging physics engines and corporate crunch cycles. Backend web development pays the bills, but doesn’t fill the void.

Started going to Soto Zen Center a few weeks ago after that breakdown outside the coffee shop on South Lamar. Formal sitting, bells, silence. Good, but something was missing.

Then this woman at Zen Center—older, kind eyes—mentioned Wake Up House. “Young practitioners,” she said. “More relaxed. Thich Nhat Hanh tradition.”

Turns out it’s literally a house. Four bedrooms, four mindful twenty-somethings living the dharma in East Austin. The living room has been converted into a meditation space—cushions scattered around, Buddha statue on a milk crate, smell of sandalwood and yesterday’s lentils.

Linh Mai led tonight’s session. She’s maybe 25, Vietnamese-American, moves through the space like she was born meditating. Talks about suffering like it’s not a character flaw. “Your pain is not a mistake,” she said. “It’s information.”

I cried during walking meditation in their tiny backyard. No idea why. Just… release.

Afterward, Linh Mai handed me tea in a chipped mug. Didn’t say anything. Just sat with me in the kitchen while her housemates cleaned up.

Maybe I’ll come back next week.



Austin, Texas - September 3, 2013 After the Drug Bust

Been coming to both places for six months now—formal sitting at Zen Center, community dharma at Wake Up House. Tonight feels different. Everything feels different.

They lined us up on the curb like we were inventory. Kit was so small against my shoulder, still half-gone from the molly, asking if they knew it was her first time. I lied and said no because I needed her to feel safe more than I needed to tell the truth.

We didn’t get arrested. Some miracle of timing and Kit’s clean record and my ability to look harmless when required. But walking home, all I could think about was what Linh Mai said last week during tea meditation: “When you touch suffering, you also touch understanding.”

I understand now that I’ve been running from something I can’t outrun.

The high doesn’t last. The fear does.

Maybe that’s the point.



Austin, Texas - November 20, 2014 Before Moving to SF

Last session at Wake Up House before I leave for California. Got a job offer at a startup in San Francisco. Better money, bigger challenges, chance to start over.

The whole crew was there—Linh Mai, David, Sarah, Marcus. We did tea meditation in the kitchen, all of us crowded around their little table.

Linh Mai pulled me aside afterward. I showed her this notebook, all the entries I’ve been writing over the past year and a half.

“You’re going to forget,” she said, flipping through the pages. “For a while. That’s normal. The path doesn’t abandon you just because you abandon it.”

She handed it back to me. “Keep writing in this. Even when—especially when—you don’t want to.”

“Your practice will change,” she said. “You will change. But the seeds are planted now. Trust them to grow.”

I promised I’d keep writing. We both knew I was lying.



San Francisco, CA - February 8, 2015 New City, New Problems

Haven’t written in months. Probably won’t write again for a while.

SF is fast. Everything here moves like it’s being chased. The startup I’m working for has kombucha on tap and meditation pods in the break room, but it’s not the same. It’s optimized mindfulness. Performance spirituality.

I tried sitting at Zen Center SF. Too formal. Too many rules. Too many people who meditate the way they code—efficiently, competitively, with measurable outcomes.

Maybe I don’t need this anymore. Maybe Austin was just a phase.

Maybe I’m finally growing up.



I flipped through several pages, looking for the next entry. The pages were yellowed, some stuck together from humidity. I could see where the pen had pressed through from one side to the other, ghost impressions of words I’d written and forgotten.

It took me a while to find writing again. Nearly ten years of silence between one page and the next.



Los Angeles, CA - September 18, 2022 Wedding Day

Soso and I got married today at the top of the Eiffel Tower at Paris Las Vegas. Small ceremony but perfect—Dad, Lyra, Gerald, and about seven of our closest friends all crammed into the observation deck. The view was insane. All of Vegas spread out below us like a circuit board made of light.

She wore a simple white dress that caught the wind. I wore a white tuxedo that made me feel like I belonged in her story. When the officiant said “you may kiss the bride,” everyone cheered and the whole city felt like it was celebrating with us.

The reception was a rented party bus with the same crew. We rode around Vegas for hours, windows down, music loud, everyone dancing and laughing and getting absolutely wasted. Gerald brought his flask. Dream brought everything else.

Soso danced like she was made of music. I held her hand between lines and tried to memorize everything.

“I love you exactly as you are,” she whispered during a slow song.

Even fucked up. Even broken. Even me.

Best night of my life.



Los Angeles, CA - January 12, 2025 Day 23 Clean

Found this in a box while looking for my AA book. The handwriting looks like it belongs to someone else. Someone younger. Someone who thought he could just walk away from the need for something larger than himself.

I was wrong.

Tried a few meetings, but couldn’t get past the higher power thing. Not that I don’t believe in something greater—I do. But the way they talk about God feels too… specific. Too certain. I need something that doesn’t require me to surrender to a deity I can’t quite wrap my head around.

Googled “zen center los angeles” last night. There’s one in Koreatown. Walking distance.

Linh Mai was right. The path doesn’t abandon you.

Even when you deserve it.



Los Angeles, CA - March 1, 2025 Two Months Clean

The Sangha here is different. Smaller. More broken. More real.

June leads some of the sessions. She has this way of talking about suffering that doesn’t make it precious or poetic. Just… present. “We sit with what is,” she says. “Not what we wish it was.”

What is: I’m learning to live without the thing that made everything bearable and unbearable at the same time.

What is: Soso loves me anyway. Even when I can’t love myself.

What is: My hands don’t shake anymore when I breathe.



Los Angeles, CA - June 10, 2025 Four Months

Dream showed up at the center today. Just walked in during morning meditation like he belonged there. Sat in the back, fidgeting through the whole session.

Afterward, he cornered me in the parking lot.

“This is weird, man,” he said. “You’re getting weird.”

“I’m getting clean.”

“Same thing.”

He offered me pills. “Just to take the edge off the new lifestyle.”

I said no. He looked at me like I’d told him I was joining a cult.

Maybe I am.

Maybe that’s exactly what I need.



Los Angeles, CA - August 3, 2029 Dioji is dying.

The vet says maybe a week. Maybe less. Kidney failure. Nothing more they can do.

I’ve been carrying him to his food bowl, lifting him onto the couch so he can still lie in the sun. Yesterday I found him struggling to get to his water dish and I just… broke.

How do you practice non-attachment when your heart is made of attachment?

Soso says this is exactly when you need practice most. When it hurts to breathe.

She’s right. But knowing that doesn’t make it easier.

We’re going to let him go tomorrow. At home. In the sun.

I hope I can be present for it. I hope I can let him go with love instead of grief.

I probably can’t. But I’ll try.



Los Angeles, CA - August 4, 2029 After

He went quietly. Soso held his head. I held his paw. The vet was gentle.

For ten minutes afterward, I felt nothing. Complete emptiness. And then… gratitude.

Not for losing him. For having him. For every morning he woke me up by stepping on my chest. For every walk, every thrown tennis ball, every time he curled up between Soso and me and made us family.

The Buddha was wrong about attachment. Or maybe I’m understanding it wrong.

Maybe the point isn’t to love less. Maybe it’s to love completely, knowing it will hurt, and choosing it anyway.

Maybe that’s what makes us human.



Los Angeles, CA - January 7, 2032 Mom’s Diagnosis

Pancreatic cancer. Stage 4. The doctor said it in that careful voice they teach them in medical school.

Mom just nodded like she’d been expecting it.

“How long?” I asked.

“Months. Maybe six. Maybe more if she responds to treatment.”

She won’t do chemo. Says she’s seen too many people spend their last good days feeling sick from the cure.

I want to argue. I want to fight. I want to bargain with a universe that doesn’t take trades.

Instead, I’m flying to Cleveland tomorrow. To sit with her. To practice presence in the face of the unacceptable.

If there was ever a time to doubt everything I think I know about impermanence and suffering and letting go, this is it.

Guess we’ll see what the practice is actually worth.



Cleveland, OH - June 22, 2032 Hospital Room 307

She’s sleeping. Has been for most of the day. The morphine helps with the pain but steals her clarity. When she’s awake, she’s not quite herself.

Yesterday she called me David. That’s my father’s name. He’s been dead for fifteen years.

The nurse says this is normal. The mind letting go in stages.

But I’m not ready for her mind to let go. I need her to be her for as long as possible. I need her to know I’m here.

Selfish. All of it. This isn’t about what I need.

But knowing that doesn’t change it.



Cleveland, OH - June 28, 2032 Last Words

She woke up clear this morning. First time in a week. Looked right at me and smiled.

“There’s my boy,” she said.

We talked for two hours. About everything. About nothing. About the way the light comes through the hospital window and makes patterns on the wall.

Then she got tired. Started to drift.

Just before she closed her eyes, she reached for my hand.

“Don’t let this harden you, baby,” she whispered.

Those were the last words she said to me.

She died six hours later. Quietly. Like she was just… done.



Los Angeles, CA - July 15, 2032 After the Funeral

I haven’t been to the Sangha in three weeks. Can’t sit still. Can’t breathe right. Can’t find the ground beneath me.

June called yesterday. Left a voicemail about a memorial service for all the people we’ve lost this year. “Community grief,” she called it.

I deleted it without listening to the whole thing.

What’s the point of sitting with suffering when suffering is all there is?

What’s the point of practicing presence when the present is unbearable?

What’s the point of any of it when the people you love just… leave?

Soso says I’m in shock. Says grief has its own timeline.

Maybe. But right now, all the meditation in the world feels like trying to stop rain with an umbrella.

Some storms are just too big.



Los Angeles, CA - November 8, 2034 Found this notebook while packing for the move. Haven’t opened it since Mom died.

Reading the old entries feels like visiting a museum of someone I used to be. Someone who thought spiritual practice was a solution instead of just… a way of being with problems.

I never went back to the Sangha.

I never found my way back to sitting.

I never figured out how to not let it harden me.

Maybe that’s okay. Maybe some losses change you permanently. Maybe the point isn’t to get back to who you were before.

Maybe the point is to become someone who can carry the weight without breaking.

Or maybe there is no point. Maybe that’s what I learned.

Either way, I’m done writing in this thing.

Some chapters have to end.



I closed the notebook.

My fingers traced the faded lotus on the cover. All those years. All those attempts to make sense of loss and love and the terrible space between them.

The last entry hung in my mind. The day I gave up.

But here I was, holding it again. About to write in it again.

About to discover that some chapters only think they’ve ended.

I reached for a pen.




Chapter Seventeen: Emergency Sangha

The address led me to a strip mall on the edge of Koreatown, wedged between a shuttered massage parlor and a Korean grocery that stayed open all night. The paintstore occupied the corner unit—Kim’s Paint & Supply—with newspaper taped over the windows and a faded “For Lease” sign hanging crooked by the door. Korean characters were still visible beneath the English lettering, though someone had tried to scrape them away.

I tried the handle. It turned.

The smell hit me first. Turpentine and latex, mineral spirits and dust. My chest tightened. For a moment I was eight years old again, trailing behind my father through the aisles of Szymanski Paint in Akron, watching him mix custom colors on the machine that hummed like a prayer. The careful way he’d match samples. The pride in his voice when he’d explain why this shade of blue was different from that one.

“Most people think paint is just paint,” he’d say, holding up two nearly identical swatches. “But everything has its purpose. Every color has its story.”

This place had the same layout. Same metal shelving units, now mostly empty. Same paint chip display near the register, though the samples were scattered across the floor like confetti. A thin shaft of streetlight cut through the newspaper, illuminating dust motes that danced like spirits.

I walked deeper into the store.

Voices drifted from the back room—soft, careful, urgent. I followed them past empty shelves that still bore the ghosts of price tags and product categories: Primer. Interior. Exterior. Stain.

The back office had been cleared of furniture except for a circle of mismatched chairs—folding chairs, office chairs, someone’s kitchen stool. Maybe twelve people sat in the circle, heads bowed. Candles flickered on paint cans turned improvised tables.

I clocked fragments more than faces at first: a young mother (Mei, I’d learn later) with a sleep-creased burp cloth still half-tucked in her pocket; a broad-shouldered guy in a reflective vest (Rafael) absently tracing a callus with his thumb like he was inventorying injuries; a small nun in a worn grey sweater and no visible tech (Sister Ellen) whose stillness felt like an elder tree the map had somehow forgotten to render.

And there, leading them in what I recognized as breathing meditation, was Linh Mai.

Twenty-two years older. Hair streaked with silver now, pulled back in the same simple bun. She wore dark jeans and a grey sweater, but she moved with the same quiet authority I remembered from those Austin evenings in the converted living room. Her voice, when she spoke, was exactly the same—gentle but unshakeable.

Austin Linh Mai used to scribble reminders on index cards—“slow your chewing,” “name the feeling then breathe.” Tonight there were no cards. Whatever she’d practiced had been metabolized into muscle fiber and micro-expression. Grief lines at the edges of her mouth I hadn’t seen before suggested she’d lost more than jobs or routines—maybe students, maybe a community elsewhere that dissolved under pressure. The authority was no longer idealistic; it was tempered like steel that has already survived its first bending.

“Breathing in, I know this is my in-breath. Breathing out, I know this is my out-breath.”

I stood in the doorway, afraid to break the spell.

“Breathing in, I see myself as a flower. Breathing out, I feel fresh.”

The words washed over me like water over stone. How many times had I heard her guide this same meditation? How many times had I let it save me?

“Breathing in, I see myself as a mountain. Breathing out, I feel solid.”

Her eyes opened and found mine across the circle. For a moment, she paused—just a breath, just a flicker of recognition. Then she smiled, the same smile that had welcomed me to my first dharma talk in that cluttered house on the east side of Austin.

“Breathing in, I see myself as still water. Breathing out, I reflect things as they are.”

June gestured to an empty chair beside her. I moved quietly, conscious of every footstep on the concrete floor.

June’s scrubs had a faint chemical discoloration on the cuff—hospital sterilant baked into fabric after too many double shifts. She met my eyes with a triage nurse’s scan, quick and whole: pupils, posture, micro-tremor. Assessment first, compassion layered in after. Whatever brought her here, it wasn’t novelty. It was exhaustion with being the last soft interface between broken bodies and system throughput metrics.

“Breathing in, I see myself as space. Breathing out, I feel free.”

The meditation ended with a bell—a small brass one, the kind Linh Mai had always carried in her pocket. The silence that followed was different from the silence at the Zen Center. Deeper. More dangerous. Charged with the electricity of people who had chosen to gather despite the risk.

Linh Mai’s eyes met mine again.

“Hello, Alex,” she said simply. “I wondered if you’d find your way here.”

The circle shifted slightly as people turned to look at me. I recognized some faces from the Zen Center—June, of course, and Minh, the elder who’d been coming for years. Others were strangers. A young Latina woman with paint-stained fingers. An older Black man wearing a postal service jacket. A couple who looked like they’d driven in from the suburbs, still holding hands like teenagers.

“Some of you know Alex,” Linh Mai continued. “He was part of our community in Austin, years ago. Before we all scattered. Before we forgot, for a while, what we were really practicing for.”

I felt exposed under her gaze. She could see everything—the years of running, the addiction, the spiritual drought, the way I’d abandoned the path the moment it became inconvenient.

But there was no judgment in her voice. Only recognition.

“Alex,” she said, “would you like to share why you’re here?”

I looked around the circle. These people had risked everything to be in this room. Some of them might lose their UBI if they were caught. Others might face worse.

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “Yesterday I thought I was just trying to get by. Keep my head down. Stay clean. But then they came for the club where my friend Kyle works. And they mentioned the Zen Center by name. They said we were… problematic.”

Murmurs around the circle. Someone whispered, “They said that?”

“They’re not just watching,” I continued. “They’re categorizing. Measuring our social patterns. Our gathering behaviors. They think community itself is a threat to stability.”

Linh Mai nodded slowly. “And what do you think, Alex? Is community a threat?”

I thought about Kyle, calculating compliance. About Dream, warning me to run. About Soso, an ocean away, telling me I made everything about myself.

“I think,” I said, “that’s the whole point.”

The circle was quiet for a long moment.

Then Linh Mai smiled—really smiled, the way she used to when someone finally understood what she’d been trying to teach.

“Good,” she said. “Then you’re ready to hear what we’re really doing here.”

She reached into her bag and pulled out a worn copy of Being Peace. The pages were soft with handling, marked with years of notes and highlighted passages.

“Thay taught us that the way we live is our teaching,” she began. “That every step, every breath, every moment of genuine presence is an act of resistance against the forces that want to separate us from each other and from ourselves.”

She opened the book, found a passage, and read:

“If we are not happy, if we are not peaceful, we cannot share peace and happiness with others, even those we love, those who live under the same roof. If we are peaceful, if we are happy, we can smile and blossom like a flower, and everyone in our family, our entire society, will benefit from our peace.”

She closed the book and looked around the circle.

“They want to make us afraid of each other. Suspicious. Isolated. They want us to believe that connection is inefficient, that community is chaos, that love is a luxury we can’t afford.”

“But what if we refuse?” asked the woman with paint-stained fingers.

“What if we keep gathering?” added the postal worker.

“What if we practice interbeing so deeply that their algorithms can’t parse it?” June said quietly.

Linh Mai nodded. “What if we become the sangha they can’t control because we’re not trying to control anything ourselves?”

I felt something shift in my chest. Not hope, exactly. Something steadier than that.

“What would that look like?” I asked.

Linh Mai’s eyes sparkled. “Like this,” she said, gesturing to the circle. “Like what’s happening right here. Twelve people breathing together in an abandoned paintstore, refusing to be afraid of love.”

She paused.

“But bigger. Much bigger. And much more dangerous.”

The candles flickered. Outside, a siren wailed in the distance—ambulance or police, impossible to tell.

“Are you ready to hear the plan?” she asked.

We all nodded.

Even me.

Especially me.




Chapter Eighteen: The Plan

Linh Mai stood and walked to the far wall, where someone had taped up a hand-drawn map of Los Angeles. Not the kind of map you’d get from an AI navigation system—this one showed neighborhoods by their spiritual communities. Buddhist temples marked in gold ink. Sufi centers in blue. Christian contemplatives in green. Even some Native American prayer circles marked in red.

“Three months ago,” she began, “Minh was questioned by city AI about his attendance patterns at different meditation centers. Not just ours. All of them.”

The circle shifted uncomfortably.

“They weren’t just tracking individual communities. They were mapping the connections between them. Building a network analysis of what they called ‘intersectional spiritual activity.’”

The postal worker—I’d learned his name was Marcus—raised his hand. “What does that even mean?”

“It means they’ve figured out that people who practice contemplation across traditions are harder to control,” June said. “We don’t fit into their neat categories.”

Linh Mai nodded. “Exactly. Someone who sits zazen on Sunday and practices sufi dhikr on Wednesday, who goes to a sweat lodge and also does vipassana—that person has developed what Thay called ‘interbeing consciousness.’ They see connections that the algorithms can’t predict.”

She pointed to various marks on the map.

“So they’re systematically targeting hybrid practitioners. Mixed communities. Places where traditions cross-pollinate.” Her finger traced lines between the marked locations. “They want spiritual practice to be contained. Branded. Predictable.”

“Like everything else,” whispered the woman with paint-stained fingers—Carmen, I’d learned.

Her knuckles were speckled the way mine used to get with solder—tiny constellations of cobalt and ochre. A smear of ultramarine near her wrist pulsed each time the candle flame leaned. Street mural residue—illicit color surviving where sanctioned signage had sterilized everything else.

“To be fair,” Marcus murmured, half to himself, “same network graphs let the triage AI re-route mobile dialysis units during the heat surge last month. Saved my neighbor’s kid when the grid browned out.” His face held the tension of someone who’d benefited from the machine he also feared.

Linh Mai nodded, not dismissive. “Yes. These systems can reduce suffering in ways a purely human bureaucracy never scaled to—disaster logistics, adaptive accessibility, realtime language mediation. Compassion by throughput. But efficiency without wisdom trends toward control. We’re not anti-tool. We’re pro-awareness of how tools shape the hand that holds them.”

“But here’s what they don’t understand,” Linh Mai continued, turning back to the circle. “Authentic spiritual community can’t be contained. It’s like water. It finds its way.”

She sat back down, but the energy in the room had shifted. Everyone was leaning forward now.

“We’ve been building something they can’t see,” she said. “Not because it’s secret, but because it doesn’t exist in the spaces they know how to monitor.”

Marcus frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Have you ever noticed,” Linh Mai asked, “how when you’re truly present with someone—really present—something opens up between you that wasn’t there before?”

Nods around the circle.

“That space, that opening—Thay called it the sangha body. It’s not located in any building. It’s not trackable by surveillance. It exists in the quality of attention we bring to each other.”

I thought about sitting with Kit during that long night in Austin. The way her fear had become mine, and mine had become hers, until there was just shared presence holding us both.

“We’ve been training people,” June added quietly, “to create sangha wherever they are. Work meditation in office buildings. Walking meditation on city buses. Breathing meditation in grocery store lines.”

“Flash sanghas,” Carmen said, grinning. “That’s what we call them.”

Linh Mai smiled. “Temporary spiritual communities that form spontaneously, last for minutes or hours, then dissolve. No permits. No registrations. No fixed locations.”

“But how do people know when and where?” asked the suburban woman—her name was Beth.

“They don’t,” Linh Mai said. “That’s the beauty of it. They just practice presence wherever they are, and they recognize others who are doing the same. Like a frequency only certain radios can pick up.”

I felt something click. “You’re turning the whole city into a meditation hall.”

“No,” Linh Mai corrected gently. “We’re recognizing that it already is one. We’re just teaching people how to see it.”

She pulled out her phone—an older model, I noticed. Not one of the new ones with mandatory biometric monitoring.

“Three weeks ago, a man named David started sitting quietly on a bench in MacArthur Park every day at noon. Just breathing. No sign, no announcement. By the end of the week, five other people had joined him. By the end of the second week, fifteen.”

She swiped to show photos—people of all ages sitting in loose meditation posture on park benches, some with eyes closed, others watching the lake.

“The city sent someone to check it out. But there was nothing to see. Just people sitting. No organization. No leader. No permit required for existing.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“It’s still happening. Every day. Sometimes five people, sometimes twenty. Different people each time, but the same quality of attention.”

Marcus leaned back in his chair. “So we’re creating… what? A invisible network of meditators?”

His postal jacket creaked when he moved; a stitched repair at the shoulder spelled a name that wasn’t his—evidence of a uniform recycled after a layoff. Habit made him reach for a phantom scanner at his belt before his hand curled open again, empty.

“We’re creating a parallel society,” Linh Mai said. “One based on presence instead of productivity. Connection instead of consumption. Being instead of becoming.”

She stood again and moved to the center of the circle.

“The systems that oppress us require our unconsciousness to function. They need us to be distracted, reactive, afraid. But consciousness is contagious. Presence is viral. When enough people wake up…”

She paused, looking at each of us in turn.

“The system doesn’t need to be overthrown. It becomes irrelevant.”

The candles flickered. Outside, a delivery drone hummed past, its LED identifier blinking red in the darkness.

“So what’s our part in this?” I asked.

Linh Mai smiled. “We become the seeds. Each of us learns to carry sangha wherever we go. In three weeks, we launch what we’re calling the Silent Emergence.”

“Which is?”

“Simultaneous meditation sits in fifty locations across LA. No permits, no announcements, no central coordination. Just people practicing presence in public spaces. Bus stops, parks, coffee shops, street corners. For one hour, the same hour, creating a field of consciousness across the entire city.”

June pulled out a folded paper and spread it on the floor. It was a schedule—dates, times, and general areas, but no specific addresses.

“It’s designed to be both organized and spontaneous,” she explained. “Each location team only knows their own assignment. But collectively, we’re creating something larger than any of us could imagine alone.”

Beth looked worried. “What if they arrest us?”

“For what?” Linh Mai asked. “Sitting quietly? Breathing? Being present? These aren’t illegal activities. Not yet.”

“But they will be,” Carmen said quietly. “Eventually.”

“Maybe,” Linh Mai acknowledged. “But by then, it won’t matter. By then, there will be too many of us to stop.”

I stared at the map, the schedule, the faces around the circle. Three weeks ago, I’d been eating nutrient bricks and watching AI news feeds. Now I was part of something that could change everything.

Or get us all disappeared.

“I’m in,” I said before I could stop myself.

“Me too,” said Marcus.

“And me,” added Carmen.

One by one, everyone in the circle committed.

Linh Mai bowed her head. “Then we begin tonight. Each of you chooses one person—just one—who you think might be ready to hear this. Not to recruit them, but to plant a seed. To see if they’re already looking for what we’ve found.”

She looked directly at me.

“Alex, I think you know exactly who that person should be.”

I did.

The problem was, she was six thousand miles away, and our last conversation had ended with her hanging up on me.

But maybe that was exactly why she needed to hear this.

Maybe we both did.




Chapter Nineteen: Prayer

I walked home through streets that felt different now—not because anything had changed, but because I was seeing them through new eyes. Every person at a bus stop was a potential meditation partner. Every park bench was a potential sangha seat. Every moment of genuine human connection was an act of resistance.

But first, I had to make the hardest call of my life.

Back in my apartment, I sat on the floor with my terminal for twenty minutes before I found the courage to dial. Seoul was fifteen hours ahead—it would be mid-afternoon there. Soso would be sorting through her mother’s things, making decisions about a lifetime of accumulated objects.

The screen lit up. Connection established.

“Alex?” Her voice was cautious, tired. “I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon.”

Her face appeared in the small window. She was sitting in what looked like her childhood bedroom, surrounded by cardboard boxes. Behind her, I could see the window that looked out over the apartment complex where she’d grown up.

“Hey,” I said. “I know our last conversation didn’t end well.”

“That’s one way to put it.”

I took a breath. Seven years of marriage, and I still didn’t know how to begin the conversations that mattered most.

“Something happened tonight,” I said. “Something I think you need to hear.”

She sighed. “Alex, if this is about money, or the plane ticket, or—”

“It’s not. It’s about…” I paused, searching for words. “It’s about what we talked about in 2018. After everything fell apart. About how to live when the world doesn’t make sense anymore.”

Her expression shifted slightly. I’d gotten her attention.

“I found my old notebook,” I continued. “The one from the Sangha in Austin. And I’ve been going to the Zen Center here. Not regularly, just… when I needed to remember how to breathe.”

“That’s good,” she said quietly. “I’m glad you found that again.”

“But there’s more. The city—the AI systems—they’re watching spiritual communities now. Tracking them. They think people who practice together are dangerous.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “Dangerous how?”

“Unpredictable. Harder to control. I was at this meeting tonight, and they’re building something. A movement. But not the kind that fights back. The kind that just… exists differently.”

I told her about Linh Mai, about the abandoned paintstore, about the flash sanghas and the Silent Emergence. As I spoke, I watched her face carefully. She was listening—really listening—in a way she hadn’t in months.

“It sounds beautiful,” she said when I finished. “But also…”

“Crazy?”

“Naive, maybe. Do you really think meditation in parks is going to change anything?”

I thought about how to answer that. About all the ways I’d been naive before, all the times I’d confused spiritual bypassing with actual practice.

“Seven years ago,” I said, “when I was in that hospital in Cleveland, do you remember what you said to me?”

Her face went very still.

“Do you remember what you said about Dioji? How he stayed with me all night in that ditch, keeping me warm until the neighbor found us in the morning?”

“That maybe that’s what God looks like,” she said quietly. “Just… staying with someone when they can’t stay with themselves.”

“And then you said that maybe God wasn’t about asking for things. Maybe God was about showing up for each other when everything falls apart.”

She was quiet for a long moment. I could see her remembering—not just the words, but the weight of that visit. The way she’d flown across the country to sit beside my hospital bed after I’d betrayed her, abandoned her, nearly killed myself.

“I stopped praying after 2018,” she said finally.

“I know.”

“Because of what I prayed for. What happened to you.”

“That wasn’t your fault, Soso.”

“Wasn’t it?” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “I was so angry. So hurt. And I asked… I actually asked God to make you suffer the way you’d made me suffer.”

“And then I broke my ankle.”

“And then you tried to die.”

We sat in the digital silence. Half a world apart, but closer than we’d been in years.

“I’ve been carrying that,” she said. “The guilt. The fear that maybe prayer actually works, and maybe I’m too dangerous to trust with it.”

“What if,” I said carefully, “prayer isn’t about asking for things to happen? What if it’s about becoming present enough to see what’s already happening?”

She looked up from the box she’d been unconsciously sorting through.

“What do you mean?”

“This movement—it’s not about changing the system from the outside. It’s about changing consciousness from the inside. Creating spaces where people can actually see each other. Be with each other. Without agenda.”

I paused, trying to find the right words.

“It’s like… remember how you used to feel in church when you were little? Not the sermons or the rules, but the moments when everyone was singing together, or lighting candles, or just… present?”

A small smile crossed her face. “Christmas Eve. Midnight mass. When they’d turn off all the lights except the candles.”

“Exactly. That feeling—that’s what they’re trying to create. But everywhere. Not just in churches.”

She was quiet again, thinking.

“Mom always said,” she began slowly, “that the church wasn’t the building. It was the people choosing to love each other despite everything.”

“And that’s what this is. Except instead of Sunday morning, it’s every moment. Instead of one building, it’s wherever people choose to show up for each other.”

She closed the box she’d been packing and looked directly at the camera.

“Alex, can I tell you something?”

“Of course.”

“I’ve been so angry at you. Not just for the phone calls, but for… for making me choose between taking care of you and taking care of myself. For making your healing my responsibility.”

The words hurt, but they were true.

“But listening to you right now,” she continued, “you sound different. Not like you’re trying to fix anything. Not like you need me to save you.”

“I don’t,” I said. “I need you to save yourself. And maybe… maybe we can figure out how to do that together.”

She was crying now—not the desperate tears of grief, but something softer.

“I miss you,” she said.

“I miss you too. But not the way we were. I miss who we could be.”

She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

“Tell me more about this Silent Emergence.”

I did. I told her about the fifty locations, about the plan to create a field of consciousness across the entire city. About learning to carry sangha wherever you go.

“There are meditation groups in Seoul,” she said thoughtfully. “Buddhist temples, but also… other things. Interfaith communities. People who gather just to sit together.”

“Would you…” I started, then stopped. I didn’t want to ask her for anything.

“Would I what?”

“Would you consider finding them? Not for me. For you. For your mother. For whatever part of God you’ve been too afraid to touch.”

She was quiet for a long time. Behind her, the afternoon light was starting to fade.

“Maybe,” she said finally. “Maybe it’s time to try praying differently.”

“Not for things to change.”

“But for the strength to be present with what is.”

We sat together in that space—the space between grief and hope, between separation and connection, between the people we’d been and the people we were becoming.

“Alex?”

“Yeah?”

“When you do this thing—this Silent Emergence—I want you to know I’ll be sitting with you. From here. At the same time.”

I felt something break open in my chest.

“Really?”

“Really. Mom always said that love isn’t a feeling. It’s a practice.”

She smiled—the first genuine smile I’d seen from her in months.

“Maybe it’s time we both started practicing again.”

The call ended softly, without the usual promises or plans. Just the understanding that we were both walking toward something neither of us could name yet.

But we were walking.

And for the first time in years, we were walking together.




Chapter Twenty: The Practice

The supermarket felt different when you approached it as a meditation hall.

I’d taken the Metro to the Platinum Zone—Beverly Hills, Brentwood, Santa Monica all merged into one gleaming district where the sidewalks were actually clean and the air tasted like money and ocean breeze. The Whole Foods here was less grocery store than temple to organic abundance, with its polished concrete floors and Edison bulb chandeliers hanging over displays of heirloom tomatoes that cost more per pound than my weekly UBI allowance.

I stood in the automatic doorway for a moment, letting the cool air wash over me, and tried to see the space the way Linh Mai had taught us. Not as a place of consumption, but as a place of connection. The fluorescent lights hummed their electronic mantra. The checkout scanners beeped like prayer bells. Somewhere near the artisanal cheese section, a child was crying—not in distress, just expressing what it felt like to be small and overwhelmed in a big, loud world.

I grabbed a basket—bamboo fiber, compostable—and began walking.

Breathing in, I see the abundance around me. Breathing out, I feel grateful.

An elderly woman in a cashmere sweater was examining organic heirloom tomatoes with the same careful attention a jeweler might give to diamonds. Her manicured fingers turned each one delicately, checking for the perfect balance of firmness and give. I slowed my pace and found myself breathing in rhythm with her movements—pick up, examine, set down. Pick up, examine, keep. There was something beautiful in her deliberation, her refusal to hurry through a moment that mattered to her, even if the stakes were just dinner.

She glanced up and caught me watching. Instead of the suspicious look I might have gotten in Koreatown, she smiled with the practiced warmth of someone accustomed to being observed and admired.

“The heirlooms are exceptional this week,” she said, her voice carrying the slight accent of old Hollywood money.

I smiled and bowed slightly. “They’re beautiful. Like little works of art.”

She paused, maybe surprised by the sincerity. “Yes. Exactly like that.”

Flash sangha, I thought. Two people, thirty seconds, genuine presence across class lines.

I continued down the aisle.

A stock clerk was refilling the imported pasta section, moving boxes of $18 linguine with practiced efficiency. His name tag read “Miguel” and despite the upscale setting, he had the same tired look of service workers everywhere. His earbuds leaked the faint sound of what might have been cumbia or reggaeton—a small rebellion of culture in this sanitized space.

I paused near the truffle oil and tried to match my breathing to the rhythm of his work. After a moment, he noticed me standing there—probably wondering if I was some kind of secret shopper or Platinum Zone security in civilian clothes.

“You need something, sir?” he asked, the “sir” automatic but not entirely convinced I deserved it.

“Just waiting,” I said. “No rush.”

He looked at me more carefully, taking in my thrift store jeans and discount sneakers. In this neighborhood, I was clearly an outsider. But something in my demeanor must have registered as harmless, because his shoulders relaxed slightly.

“Appreciate that,” he said, and went back to his boxes. But slower now. More deliberately. When he finished the row and moved on, he nodded to me.

“Have a good day, man.”

“You too.”

Two flash sanghas in five minutes, and both across economic divides that usually felt unbridgeable.

At the checkout, I ended up behind a woman with a cart full of organic baby supplies—$30 jars of pureed vegetables, boutique formula, designer diapers. She was maybe twenty-five, with the exhausted look of someone running on coffee and the pressure to be the perfect mother. Her black American Express was declined twice.

“Try it again,” she said to the cashier, her voice tight with embarrassment that felt amplified in this space where everyone was supposed to be able to afford everything.

I watched her shoulders rise with tension, watched her check her phone for a bank balance that probably hadn’t magically improved in the last thirty seconds. The cashier—a teenager with blue hair who probably commuted from somewhere far less glamorous—was trying to help, but the machine kept flashing red.

What would Linh Mai do?

I stepped forward.

“Excuse me,” I said quietly. “Can I cover the difference?”

The woman turned to look at me. In the Platinum Zone, this kind of offer probably felt either threatening or insulting.

“What?” she said, her voice sharp with confusion.

“Whatever it is, I can get it. No big deal.”

She stared at me for a moment, probably trying to figure out if this was some kind of scam or social experiment. In a world where every transaction was tracked and every gesture had an angle, genuine kindness had become deeply suspicious—especially across class lines.

“I don’t understand,” she said. “Why would you…?”

“Because I remember what it felt like,” I said. “To be counting dollars and hoping they’d stretch. Even here.”

Her eyes filled with tears—maybe because someone had seen through the Platinum Zone facade to the financial stress beneath, or maybe because a stranger in thrift store clothes was treating her with more kindness than the people in her own social circle.

“I… this is so embarrassing,” she whispered.

“Nothing embarrassing about being human,” I said.

The blue-haired cashier smiled and ran my card for the extra sixty-three dollars. It was money I didn’t have to waste. But it felt like the most important purchase I’d made in months.

The woman gathered her bags with shaking hands, and I noticed her wedding ring—probably worth more than my entire year’s UBI. “Thank you,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. “Really. Thank you.”

“What’s your name?” she asked as we walked toward the exit.

“Alex.”

“Sofia. I… this means more than you know. We just moved here and my husband’s startup is… well, cash flow is tight but we can’t let anyone know that.”

“I understand.”

We stood together for a moment in the threshold between the air-conditioned store and the perfectly manicured streetscape of the Platinum Zone. Other shoppers flowed around us—mostly people who belonged here, with their Tesla keys and designer athleisure uniforms.

“Can I ask you something weird?” Sofia said.

“Sure.”

“Do you ever feel like… like this whole world we’ve built is just performance? Like there’s some kind of truth we’re all missing while we’re busy pretending to have it all figured out?”

I thought about the sangha in the paintstore, about Linh Mai’s map with its golden marks scattered across a city divided by invisible borders. About Soso in Seoul, learning to pray differently.

“Yeah,” I said. “I do.”

“What do you think it is?”

“Maybe that we’re not as separate as this place wants us to believe.”

She nodded slowly, like I’d confirmed something she’d been hoping was true.

“Take care, Alex.”

“You too, Sofia.”

I watched her load her groceries into a white BMW and drive away. Then I stood there for another moment, just breathing, just being present with the manicured parking lot and the perfect temperature and the feeling that something had shifted.

A security guard approached—politely, but with purpose.

“Everything alright, sir?”

“Just heading to the Metro,” I said.

He nodded, professional but relieved I was leaving voluntarily.

On the train back to Koreatown, I watched the city change outside the windows—from gleaming to worn, from curated to real. My terminal buzzed. A message from June:

“Practice session tonight. Same place. Bring your experience.”

I walked home through streets that felt alive with possibility, but also with the sharp awareness of how divided our world had become. The practice worked everywhere, but it worked differently everywhere. In the Platinum Zone, it meant breaking through the performance of perfection. In Koreatown, it meant finding dignity in struggle.

All of it was practice. All of it was sangha.

All of it was preparing us for something none of us could yet imagine.

“Practice session tonight. Same place. Bring your experience.”

I walked home through streets that felt alive with possibility. At the bus stop, an old man was feeding pigeons from a bag of breadcrumbs. A couple of teenagers were sharing earbuds, both of them moving to the same unheard rhythm. A delivery drone paused in its flight to recalibrate, hovering like a metallic hummingbird against the grey sky.

All of it was practice. All of it was sangha.

All of it was preparing us for something none of us could yet imagine.

—

That night, in the paintstore, twelve people shared their experiments in flash sangha. Marcus had started a breathing circle on his postal route—just him and whoever was willing to pause for sixty seconds of conscious presence while he delivered their mail. Carmen had begun painting small mandalas on abandoned buildings, not as graffiti but as invitations to stop and really see.

Beth and her husband had practiced what they called “Platinum Zone infiltration”—bringing presence into spaces designed to separate people by wealth and status.

“It’s working,” June said quietly. “People are hungry for this. Rich, poor, doesn’t matter. They just don’t know how to name it.”

Linh Mai nodded. “The seed of awakening is present in everyone. We’re just learning to water it across all the barriers they’ve built to keep us apart.”

She looked around the circle.

“Two weeks until Silent Emergence. The network is spreading faster than we expected. Los Angeles, San Francisco, Portland, Seattle. Even some international interest—Seoul, Bangkok, Amsterdam.”

My heart jumped at the mention of Seoul.

“How many people are we talking about?” asked Marcus.

“Here in LA? Maybe two hundred committed participants across all zones—Platinum, Mid-tier, and Base UBI areas like ours. Globally?” Linh Mai smiled. “Hard to say. But enough.”

“Enough for what?” Carmen asked.

“Enough to change the frequency. To create a field of consciousness strong enough that other people can feel it and remember what they’ve been missing, regardless of which side of the economic walls they live on.”

She pulled out a new map—this one hand-drawn but detailed, showing all fifty locations for the LA emergence. Bus stops in Koreatown, parks in Mid-Wilshire, beaches in Santa Monica, building lobbies in Downtown, even a few spots in the Platinum Zone itself.

“Each location will have a core group of three to five people. Others will join organically. The meditation runs for exactly one hour—3 PM to 4 PM Pacific Time. No talking, no signs, no organization visible to surveillance.”

“What if they arrest us?” Beth asked.

“For sitting quietly in public? On what charges?”

“They’ll find something. Especially if we’re in the Platinum Zone.”

Linh Mai was quiet for a moment. “Yes. They probably will. Which is why this is a choice each of you has to make freely. No one will think less of anyone who decides the risk is too great.”

She looked at each of us in turn.

“But I will tell you this: the world is heading toward something terrible. You can feel it. We all can. And when that happens, the choice won’t be between safety and danger. It’ll be between consciousness and unconsciousness. Between love and fear. Between the walls that divide us and the connections that could save us.”

The candles flickered. Outside, the city hummed its electric lullaby.

“The practice we’re doing now—learning to be present with each other across every kind of barrier, learning to create sacred space wherever we are—that’s not preparation for some future crisis. That’s the response to the crisis that’s already here.”

I thought about Sofia in the BMW, asking if this whole world was just performance. About the security guard politely ushering me away from the Platinum Zone. About Soso, six thousand miles away, learning to pray differently.

Two weeks.

Fifty locations.

One hour that might change everything.

Or end it.




Chapter Twenty-One: Commitment

“Before we finalize anything,” Linh Mai said, “I want each of us to speak our choice out loud. Not just ‘yes’ or ‘no,’ but why. What this means to you. What you’re risking. What you hope it might change.”

The circle felt different now—heavier, more charged. We all knew that once we committed fully, there would be no taking it back. The AI systems were learning to recognize patterns, and a pattern of people gathering, planning, and then dispersing to fifty locations simultaneously would definitely register as something worth investigating.

Linh Mai looked to her left. “June?”

June straightened, her hands folded in her lap. “I’m forty-three years old. I’ve been practicing meditation for fifteen years, since my divorce. I work as a nurse at Cedars-Sinai, overnight shifts in the ER. I see what this system does to people every night—the overdoses, the despair, the way people hurt themselves and each other because they’ve forgotten how to be human.”

She paused, looking around the circle.

“Three weeks ago, I watched a teenager die from fentanyl that was probably cut with something the dealers bought from an AI optimization algorithm. The boy’s mother held his hand while the machines kept his body alive for six more hours, and she kept asking me, ‘How did we get here? How did everything become so cold?’”

June’s voice caught slightly.

“I couldn’t answer her then. But maybe I can answer someone else’s mother, three weeks from now. Maybe we can show people there’s still warmth in the world. That’s worth risking my job for. That’s worth risking everything for.”

Linh Mai nodded and looked to the next person. “Marcus?”

Marcus cleared his throat. He was maybe sixty, with hands that looked like they’d been working since he was a teenager. “I deliver mail in the Platinum Zone. Been doing it for twenty-eight years, since before they had AI route optimization and predictive delivery algorithms.”

He smiled sadly.

“I used to know every person on my route. Mrs. Chen would give me tea when it was cold. Mr. Rodriguez would show me pictures of his grandkids. The Johnson family always had a Christmas card waiting for me, even though I’m not supposed to accept gifts.”

Marcus shook his head.

“Now I deliver to doorstep scanners. Automated receipts. I haven’t had a real conversation with someone on my route in three years. The AI tells me I’m more efficient now—seventeen percent faster completion times. But I come home empty every day.”

He looked directly at Linh Mai.

“I’ve got eight years until retirement. The pension’s probably going to be cut anyway—they’re talking about replacing postal workers with drone networks. So what am I really risking? A job that’s already being erased? I’d rather spend my last eight years helping people remember how to talk to each other.”

“Carmen?” Linh Mai said softly.

Carmen was the youngest person in the circle, maybe twenty-six, with paint perpetually under her fingernails and a sleeve of tattoos that told stories I could only guess at. She’d been quiet most of the evening, but when she spoke, her voice was steady.

“I’m undocumented,” she said simply. “My parents brought me here when I was three. DACA got me through college, but that’s gone now. I work under the table—cleaning houses in the morning, painting murals for cash in the afternoon. The AI systems don’t track me because I don’t officially exist.”

She laughed, but there was no humor in it.

“You want to know what I’m risking? I’m risking being disappeared. Not arrested—disappeared. But you know what? I’ve been living with that risk my entire life. And I’ve watched this country turn into something that would deport my soul even if my body was born here.”

Carmen leaned forward.

“My grandmother was a curandera in Michoacán. A healer. She taught me that when a community gets sick, you don’t heal it by following the rules that made it sick. You heal it by remembering what it means to care for each other.”

She gestured to the paintstore around us.

“This place? This is healing work. And if they want to disappear me for teaching people how to love each other again, then that’s how I choose to disappear.”

The silence that followed felt sacred.

“Beth?” Linh Mai continued.

Beth shifted in her chair. She and her husband Tom were the suburban couple, maybe mid-forties, and they looked like they’d driven here from a different world entirely.

“We live in Manhattan Beach,” Beth said. “Tom’s a software engineer—or was, until his company got bought by an AI development firm and they eliminated his whole department. We have two kids, thirteen and fifteen. We’re… we were upper middle class.”

She took a shaky breath.

“Our daughter Maya asked me last month why all her friends are taking medication for anxiety and depression. Why everyone at school seems angry all the time. Why the AI tutoring systems keep talking about ‘optimizing their future outcomes’ instead of… I don’t know, helping them figure out who they are. There are maybe three human teachers left in her entire school district.”

Tom reached over and took her hand.

“We used to think that if we just worked hard enough, saved enough money, lived in the right neighborhood, our kids would be safe. But they’re not safe. None of us are safe. We’re all just… products being optimized by systems that don’t care if we’re happy or healthy or human.”

Beth’s voice strengthened.

“I’m risking my children thinking I’ve lost my mind. I’m risking our neighbors deciding we’re the weird family that needs to be watched. But I’m also risking Maya and Jake growing up in a world where this kind of gathering—people just sitting together and breathing—is illegal.”

She looked around the circle.

“I’d rather them see me resist than see me comply.”

“Minh?” Linh Mai said, turning to the eldest member of our group.

Minh was seventy-four, Vietnamese, with the kind of stillness that comes from decades of meditation practice. When he spoke, it was like listening to water over stones.

“I came to America in 1975,” he said quietly. “Boat person. I was nineteen years old, and I had watched my country tear itself apart with war and ideology and the promise that violence could create peace.”

He folded his hands.

“I spent my first ten years here working in restaurants, sending money to family, learning English, trying to become American. I spent the next thirty years building a business, raising children, believing that democracy and capitalism would create the freedom we had fought for.”

Minh’s eyes were distant, remembering.

“Now I am old, and I watch this country tearing itself apart with technology and isolation and the promise that efficiency can create happiness. The tools are different. The suffering is the same.”

He looked directly at each of us.

“In Vietnam, we had a saying: ‘When the house is burning, you don’t ask permission to pour water.’ This house is burning. I am too old to run, and too experienced to pretend that someone else will put out the fire.”

His voice became even softer.

“I survived one war by learning that love is stronger than fear. I will not die having forgotten that lesson.”

The weight of his words settled over us like a blessing.

Linh Mai looked at me. “Alex?”

I took a breath. What could I say that would match the courage of the people who had just spoken? But looking around the circle, I realized I didn’t need to match anyone. We were all here for the same reason.

“I lost my job three weeks ago,” I said. “Backend web development. I thought I was safe—skilled worker, decent salary, saving money for…” I paused. “My wife and I have been trying to have a child. There’s a procedure, expensive, but we were so close to affording it. Another year and we’d have had enough.”

I looked around the circle.

“Soso’s in Seoul right now, dealing with her mother’s death. And I’m here, unemployed, watching our dreams evaporate while the AI that replaced me does my job seventeen percent more efficiently.”

I thought about our last conversation, the way her voice had changed when she talked about the future we’d planned.

“I’m an addict who’s been clean for over ten years. Most days that feels solid, but stress can still make the old patterns whisper. And my marriage… we’re both grieving different losses, and I haven’t been good at making space for hers while I’m drowning in mine.”

The honesty felt raw but necessary.

“But I’ve learned something these past weeks. My pain isn’t unique—it’s part of something larger. The same systems that eliminated my job are the ones filling June’s ER with overdoses. The same algorithms that optimize Marcus’s route are the ones teaching Beth’s daughter that she’s a problem to be solved instead of a person to be loved.”

I paused, thinking about Sofia in the Platinum Zone, asking whether this whole world was just performance.

“I’m risking the money we saved—if they freeze my accounts for being part of this. I’m risking Soso thinking I’ve chosen a cause over our future together. But I’m also risking the chance that maybe consciousness is more powerful than efficiency. That love might actually be stronger than optimization.”

I looked directly at Linh Mai.

“And I think—I hope—that if we can create something real here, something true, then maybe Soso and I can find our way back to each other. Not to who we were, but to who we could become.”

“Danny?” Linh Mai said gently.

Danny was maybe twenty-eight, with the kind of open, trusting face that made you remember what genuine kindness looked like. He had Down syndrome, and when he spoke, it was with the careful deliberation of someone who had learned that the world didn’t always make space for his words.

“My name is Danny,” he said, looking around the circle. “I live in a group home in Koreatown. Well, I used to live with my friends Maria and Kevin and Sarah. We cooked together and watched movies and helped each other.”

He paused, gathering his thoughts.

“Last year they said we didn’t need human staff anymore. They brought in these machines—AI caregivers, they called them. They watch us all the time and tell us when to eat and when to sleep and when to take our medicine.”

Danny’s voice grew stronger.

“But the machines don’t know that Maria gets scared during thunderstorms and needs someone to sit with her. They don’t know that Kevin likes to sing while he cooks, or that Sarah needs extra time to understand new things. The machines just see problems to fix.”

He looked directly at Linh Mai.

“I’ve been coming to meditation groups since I was twenty. My mom brought me first, and then I kept coming because it helped me feel… peaceful. Like my brain worked right when we sat together.”

Danny’s eyes filled with tears.

“The AI system says meditation groups are ‘non-productive social clustering’ and they want to stop me from coming. They say I should do virtual reality relaxation instead. But it’s not the same. Virtual reality doesn’t have real people breathing next to you.”

He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.

“I know I’m different. I know my brain works different than yours. But that doesn’t mean I don’t understand what’s happening. They want to make the world so efficient that there’s no room for people like me. No room for anyone who needs more time, or more help, or more love.”

Danny looked around the circle at each person.

“I’m here because I want to keep being around real people. I want Maria to have someone who knows she’s afraid of storms. I want Kevin to have someone who listens to his songs. I want Sarah to have someone who’s patient when she’s learning.”

His voice became quiet but determined.

“And I want to sit with all of you and breathe together, because that’s when I feel most like… like I belong in the world.”

Listening to them sequentially—nurse, courier, undocumented artist, suburban parent, refugee elder, addict technologist, neurodivergent caregiver of storms—I could feel an emergent architecture more intricate than any optimization graph: a lattice of ordinary losses re-woven into shared vow.

The silence that followed was profound. I felt something break open in my chest—not sadness, but recognition. Danny had just articulated what we were all fighting for better than any of us.

The circle continued with the remaining voices—each person sharing their story, their stakes, their reasons for choosing love over safety. A community college professor whose classes had been replaced by AI modules. A single father working three gig-economy jobs who wanted his son to see what real community looked like. A retired librarian who remembered when books were more than data streams. An auto mechanic whose shop had been automated out of existence. A social worker who’d watched the foster care system become algorithmic placement protocols.

Each voice added weight to our shared commitment, until the air in the paintstore felt heavy with purpose and possibility.

Linh Mai was quiet for a long moment, letting our words settle.

“Thank you,” she said finally. “All of you. For your honesty. For your courage. For your willingness to risk everything for the possibility that things can be different.”

She stood up.

“Two weeks from today, we gather at our assigned locations. We sit for one hour. We breathe together. We create a field of consciousness that spans this entire city and connects to fields of consciousness around the world.”

She looked at each of us one last time.

“We don’t know what will happen. We don’t know if it will work. We don’t know if we’ll all make it home safely.”

The candles flickered.

“But we know this: the world as it is cannot continue. And we know that love, practiced consciously and courageously, is the only force that has ever changed anything that mattered.”

One by one, we stood and bowed to each other.

Two weeks.

Fifty locations.

Twelve people who had chosen to bet everything on the possibility that consciousness could change the world.

Or at least that it was worth trying.

Outside, the city hummed on, unaware that a small group of people in an abandoned paintstore had just declared their intention to remember what it means to be human.




Chapter Twenty-Two: The Fracture

I was practicing flash sangha at the bus stop on Wilshire when the world cracked open.

It was 8:47 AM. The day that had started like any other. The weight of our commitment from the night before still sat warm in my chest—twelve people who had chosen to bet everything on the possibility that consciousness could change the world. Ten days until Silent Emergence. Less than two weeks until we would find out if love was stronger than the algorithms that governed our lives.

The 720 was running late, as usual. I stood with a handful of other commuters in the morning haze—a woman in scrubs scrolling through her phone, probably heading to or from a night shift; an older man reading an actual newspaper, his coffee steaming in the cool air; a teenager with paint-stained fingers who reminded me of Carmen, earbuds in but eyes alert to the world around her.

The morning air tasted of exhaust and possibility. Traffic hummed its familiar white noise rhythm. Somewhere in the distance, construction crews were already at work, their machines beeping in reverse harmonies. Just another day in a city of four million people, each carrying their own private hopes and fears.

I closed my eyes and began breathing deliberately. Breathing in, I am here. Breathing out, I am present.

The practice felt different now, charged with purpose. Linh Mai’s words from the night before echoed in my mind: “The practice we’re doing now—learning to be present with each other across every kind of barrier—that’s not preparation for some future crisis. That’s the response to the crisis that’s already here.”

The teenager noticed my stillness and glanced over, curious. Her earbuds stayed in, but she pulled out her phone and paused whatever she was listening to. After a moment, she closed her eyes too, just slightly, as if testing whether this strange public meditation thing might actually work.

The man with the newspaper looked up from an article about AI market predictions and noticed our quiet breathing. He studied us for a moment—probably wondering if we were part of some new app-based wellness trend or just two weirdos having a moment. But something in our stillness must have spoken to him, because he folded his paper, set down his coffee, and closed his eyes as well.

Three strangers, breathing together at a bus stop. The woman in scrubs was still absorbed in her phone, but the energy around us had shifted. There was a small pocket of intentional presence in the middle of the urban rush.

It’s working, I thought. Flash sangha is actually working.

Then every screen in the city started screaming.

The first sound was wrong—not the familiar chime of individual phone notifications, but a discordant electronic wailing that seemed to come from everywhere at once. The woman’s phone erupted with emergency alerts, a harsh buzzing that cut through the morning calm like a fire alarm. The digital billboard across the street—which had been cycling through ads for synthetic meat and AI-optimized workout routines—suddenly flashed to stark red letters:

NUCLEAR INCIDENT - SEEK SHELTER IMMEDIATELY

The teenager’s eyes snapped open. The man dropped his newspaper. For a split second, we all stood frozen, trying to process what we were seeing.

Then the air raid sirens began.

I didn’t even know Los Angeles had air raid sirens. But they were there, hidden in infrastructure I’d never noticed, and now they were wailing with a sound that reached back to Cold War nightmares and forward to unthinkable realities. The sound seemed to come from the sky itself, from speakers mounted on cell towers and emergency stations I’d never paid attention to.

The bus stop’s digital display flickered and shifted to emergency broadcast mode:

BREAKING: Nuclear detonation confirmed in Tel Aviv city center. Estimated casualties in millions. All U.S. military forces on highest alert. Emergency protocols in effect. Remain calm. Seek shelter. Await further instructions.

The words didn’t make sense. They were too big, too impossible. Nuclear detonation. Tel Aviv. Millions. The syllables felt foreign in my brain, like trying to understand a language I’d never learned.

“Is this real?” the teenager whispered, her voice barely audible over the sirens.

The older man’s hands were shaking as he stared at his phone. “I remember duck-and-cover drills when I was a kid. In school, in the ’80s. We’d practice getting under our desks when the bomb came. I never thought…” His voice trailed off.

The woman in scrubs was already calling someone, her voice tight with panic. “Mom? Mom, are you seeing the news? Are you safe?” A pause. “I don’t know! I don’t know what’s happening!”

I felt the ground shift beneath me—not literally, though for a moment my equilibrium was completely gone. The world I’d woken up in an hour ago, where the biggest crisis was an underground meditation movement, had just become a world where nuclear weapons were being detonated in major population centers.

A nuclear bomb. In Tel Aviv. Real. Actual. Millions of people—walking, breathing, loving people with jobs and families and morning routines and private jokes—were just… gone.

I tried to breathe deliberately, to maintain some center, but my chest felt tight. The flash sangha we’d been creating dissolved as we all reached for our phones, desperate for more information, for context, for some way to make sense of the impossible.

My terminal was buzzing frantically. News alerts, emergency broadcasts, messages from social media algorithms trying to curate my experience of the apocalypse. I scrolled through fragments:

Radiation levels rising in a three-kilometer radius…

Israeli emergency services overwhelmed…

No group has claimed responsibility…

President declares national security emergency…

Stock markets suspended globally…

The 720 bus arrived with a pneumatic wheeze, its digital display also flashing emergency messages. The driver—a woman in her fifties with tired eyes—opened the doors but looked like she wasn’t sure whether she should be working or fleeing.

“Y’all getting on?” she asked, but her voice carried no conviction.

None of us moved. We stood there on the sidewalk, strangers who had been breathing together moments before, now united only by shock and the terrible realization that we were living through history being made.

“I need to call my family,” the man said, his newspaper forgotten on the ground.

“My boyfriend’s in the Navy,” the woman in scrubs said to no one in particular. “He’s stationed in Norfolk. They’re probably mobilizing right now.”

The teenager looked at me directly. “What does this mean?”

Such a simple question. What does this mean when someone detonates a nuclear bomb in a city of three million people? What does it mean for Los Angeles, for America, for the human species? What does it mean for twelve people who had committed their lives the night before to creating fields of consciousness across a city that might soon be at war?

“I don’t know…” I said at first, which was the most honest answer I could give. But immediately, I felt the weight of the practice we’d been cultivating. The reason we’d chosen to meet, to breathe together, to create a sangha in the middle of a city that often felt designed to keep us apart.

She continued to look at me, waiting. Eyes wide, vulnerable, seeking.

“I don’t know,” I repeated, “but I do know this: right now, in this moment, we can choose to be present with each other. We can choose connection over fear. We can choose to breathe together, even when everything feels like it’s falling apart.”

She hesitated, processing my words deliberately, then nodded. Slowly, she closed her eyes again, just slightly, and began to breathe with me once more.

My terminal buzzed again. A message from June: Emergency meeting. Tonight. Same place. Everything has changed.

—

I spent the day walking through a city discovering what shock looked like at scale.

By 10 AM, the Platinum Zone had gone into full lockdown. I watched from a bus window as automated barriers rose from the ground at every entry point, sealing off Beverly Hills, Brentwood, and Santa Monica like medieval castle gates. Private security drones appeared in the air above the barriers—sleek, silent sentinels that made it clear which lives were considered worth protecting when the world started ending.

The message was unmistakable: the wealthy would ride this out in their bunkers and gated communities, behind walls both physical and economic. Everyone else could figure out how to survive the new reality on their own.

But even in the protected zones, I could see the cracks forming. Through the barrier fencing, I watched a Bentley sit motionless at a red light for five full cycles while its driver stared at his phone in apparent paralysis. A woman in yoga clothes stood on a perfectly manicured sidewalk, crying openly while talking to someone on her earpiece. The illusion of control that money provided was evaporating in real time.

In Koreatown, the response was different. People moved more slowly, but they moved together. Strangers made eye contact—not the suspicious surveillance of urban life, but the recognition that passed between people who understood they were all in this together now. Shop owners stood in their doorways, not hiding behind security systems but present, available, human.

At the Korean grocery where I sometimes bought rice, Mrs. Park was watching the news on a small TV mounted behind the counter. The footage was grainy, distant, but undeniably real. Smoke rising from what had been a thriving city center. Emergency vehicles picking their way through rubble that used to be buildings. Rescue workers in radiation suits moving like ghosts through a landscape that looked like the surface of a dead planet.

“My son lives in Seoul,” she said without looking away from the screen. “He’s calling every hour to make sure I’m safe. I keep telling him Los Angeles is far from Israel. But nothing feels far anymore, you know?”

I bought tea and handed her exact change, our fingers touching briefly in the transaction. Such a small thing, but it felt like an anchor to something real in a world that was rapidly becoming unrecognizable.

“We’re all connected now,” I said.

She nodded. “Maybe we always were. Maybe it just took something like this to see it.”

Walking home, I passed a elementary school that had shifted into emergency protocols. Children were being picked up early by parents who looked shell-shocked and uncertain. A teacher stood at the gate, helping organize the chaos, but I could see the fear in her eyes. How do you explain to an eight-year-old that an entire city is gone? How do you prepare them for the world they’re about to inherit?

Two children, maybe six and seven years old, were holding hands while they waited for their parents. They weren’t crying or panicking—just holding hands, instinctively creating the connection they needed to feel safe. Flash sangha, I realized. They were practicing it without knowing the name.

My apartment felt different when I got home. Smaller, more fragile, like the walls were made of paper instead of drywall. I sat at my kitchen table and tried to process what this meant for everything we’d planned.

The Silent Emergence was supposed to happen in ten days. But that was conceived for a world that still made a kind of sense, where our biggest concern was surveillance by benevolent AI systems and the gradual erosion of human connection. Now? Now the United States was probably hours away from military retaliation. The news was already showing troop movements, naval deployments, the vast machinery of war spinning up with algorithmic precision.

How do you practice nonviolent resistance when the world is preparing for World War III?

My terminal chimed constantly throughout the day with updates that felt like watching civilization unravel in real time:

11:23 AM: Department of AI declares national security emergency. All non-essential gathering prohibited indefinitely.

12:45 PM: Islamic Federation denies involvement in Tel Aviv attack. Offers humanitarian aid and medical assistance.

1:17 PM: Israel begins immediate military mobilization. Reserves called up.

2:22 PM: President authorizes “swift and proportional response.” Details classified.

3:09 PM: China and Russia call for immediate international ceasefire. U.S. rejects diplomatic intervention.

4:33 PM: Emergency session of Congress votes 387-48 to suspend constitutional protections “for the duration of the crisis.”

5:17 PM: NATO Article 5 invoked. Alliance members begin military preparation.

6:22 PM: First U.S. naval forces depart San Diego for Mediterranean deployment.

Each update felt like another nail in the coffin of the world we’d been trying to save. Martial law was coming—not officially declared yet, but practically inevitable. Gatherings of more than three people were already illegal under the emergency protocols. The paintstore meeting tonight would be an act of treason, not just civil disobedience.

But sitting in my apartment as the sun began to set, I realized something profound: this was exactly when the practice mattered most.

When the world is ending, when fear is rational and love feels foolish, when the systems of power reveal their true nature—that’s when the choice to be present with each other becomes not just meaningful but essential. That’s when breathing together becomes an act of resistance against forces that want to divide us through terror.

I thought about the children holding hands at the school gate. About Mrs. Park and her son calling from Seoul. About the teenager at the bus stop who had closed her eyes and breathed with strangers. Even in the face of nuclear catastrophe, the impulse toward connection was stronger than the impulse toward isolation.

Maybe especially then.

I gathered my things as darkness fell over a city on the edge of war, preparing to find out whether twelve people could still choose love when fear had nuclear teeth.

Outside my window, Los Angeles hummed with a different energy—not the usual electric vitality, but the subdued intensity of a community preparing for the unthinkable. Tomorrow would bring more updates, more military deployments, more reasons to be afraid.

Tonight, we would sit together in an abandoned paintstore and remember that consciousness itself was an act of defiance against the forces that wanted to reduce us to algorithms and targets.

Tonight, we would practice the most radical thing imaginable: staying human when the world had forgotten how.




Chapter Twenty-Three: All Hands

The call came from Dad.

That was the first shock—not the content, but the fact that Gerald had initiated contact. My terminal lit up with his name too many hours after the first emergency broadcasts. I’d been sitting on my floor, staring at the news feeds, trying to process the incomprehensible fact that a nuclear weapon had been detonated in a major city.

“Alex? You there, kid?”

His voice sounded older than I remembered. More fragile.

“Yeah, Dad. I’m here. Are you okay?”

“I’m…” He paused. “I’m scared, Alex. I haven’t been this scared since the Cuban Missile Crisis, and I was only nine then.”

Gerald had never used the word ‘scared’ in my presence. Not when Mom was diagnosed. Not when the paint store nearly closed. Not when I was in the hospital after the overdose.

“I keep thinking about your mother,” he continued. “How she used to say she was glad she wouldn’t live to see the world end. Turns out she might have been right.”

“Dad—”

“Hold on. I’m calling Lyra too. We should all be together for this.”

The screen split. Lyra’s face appeared, pixelated and shaky. She was in her car, pulled over on some highway.

“Jesus Christ,” she said without preamble. “Are we really doing this? Are we really having a nuclear war?”

“We don’t know yet,” I said.

“The hell we don’t. Tel Aviv is gone, Alex. Gone. That’s three million people.”

Gerald’s voice was steady but quiet. “The reports are saying it was a tactical device. Limited yield. But still…”

“Still a fucking nuclear bomb,” Lyra finished.

We sat in silence for a moment, still the same family, connected by light and fear across thousands of miles.

“I want to call Soso,” I said suddenly.

“Your wife?” Gerald asked.

“Yeah. She’s in Seoul. If this spreads to the Pacific…”

“Do it,” Lyra said. “Right now.”

My fingers shook as I initiated the four-way connection. After just one ring the screen divided again, Soso’s beautiful face appeared.

She looked like she’d been crying.

“Alex?” Her voice was small, distant. “Oh God, I’m so glad you called.”

“Are you safe? Are you okay?”

“I’m… I don’t know. The government here is saying North Korea wasn’t involved, but no one believes them. Everyone’s talking about evacuating south, but the roads are already packed.” Her voice broke. “I’m scared, Alex. I’m so scared, and I’m alone, and—”

“You’re not alone,” Gerald interrupted, his voice gentler than I’d heard it in years. “You’re family, sweetheart. You’re part of us.”

Soso’s eyes filled with tears. “Gerald? And Lyra?”

“We’re all here,” Lyra said. “All of us together.”

The silence that followed wasn’t empty. It was full—heavy with presence, with the weight of four people holding each other across continents through nothing but pixels and love.

“I keep thinking,” Soso said finally, “about our recent conversations. How stupid they have been. How we were fighting about money and plane tickets when…”

“When none of that matters,” I finished.

“It never mattered,” she said. “Not really. I was just so angry, and scared, and missing you, and it was easier to fight than to feel all of that.”

Gerald cleared his throat. “You know what I regret most about getting old?”

We waited.

“All the time I spent angry about things that didn’t matter. Your mother used to say that anger was just love with nowhere to go. I never understood what she meant until now.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I mean I love you all so much it sometimes comes out sideways. As worry, as criticism, as fear dressed up like disappointment. But right now, with everything falling apart, I can’t pretend it’s anything but what it is.”

Lyra was quiet for a long moment. Then: “I love you too, Dad. Even when you drive me crazy.”

“I love you all,” Soso whispered.

I closed my eyes and let myself feel it—the simple, overwhelming truth of being loved and loving in return. No conditions. No performance required. Just the bare fact of connection across space and time and all the ways we’d hurt each other.

“I learned something this week,” I said. “About being present with fear instead of running from it.”

“Yeah?” Lyra asked.

“I learned… that when you really sit with fear—like really feel it without trying to fix it or escape it—it transforms into something else. Not courage exactly, but… clarity. About what actually matters.”

I opened my eyes and looked at their faces on the screen—Dad with his weathered hands folded, Lyra with her tough mask finally dropped, Soso with tears on her cheeks but something peaceful in her eyes.

“You all matter,” I said. “This matters. Right now, this connection—it’s the most real thing in the world.”

Gerald nodded slowly. “Your mother would have liked that. She always said you had more wisdom than sense.”

“That’s not necessarily a compliment,” Lyra pointed out, but she was smiling.

“It is from her,” I said.

We talked for another hour. About evacuation plans and meeting points and practical things. But underneath all of it was something simpler: the radical act of being present with each other when presence was all we had.

When we finally ended the call, I sat in the growing darkness of my apartment and breathed. In and out. Feeling the ground beneath me, the air around me, the love that connected me to three other people scattered across the world.

Tonight, I would go to the emergency Sangha meeting. I would find out what the Silent Emergence meant in a world where silence might be all we had left.

But right now, in this present moment, I was held.

And that was enough.




Chapter Twenty-Four: After the Flash

The paintstore felt like a tomb.

I pushed through the door at 7:30 PM, half an hour before our scheduled meeting, and found only three people sitting in the circle. Carmen with her paint-stained fingers, staring at her hands. Marcus, still in his postal uniform, eyes red-rimmed and hollow. And June, who looked like she hadn’t slept since the bomb went off sixteen hours ago.

No Linh Mai. No Ahmad. No Rosa or David or any of the others who had pledged their lives to Silent Emergence just two nights before.

“Where is everyone?” I asked, though I already knew.

“Gone,” Carmen said without looking up. “Linh Mai got a call from her daughter in Portland. Left this afternoon. Ahmad’s family pulled him out of the city. Rosa’s at the hospital with her grandmother who had a heart attack when the news broke.”

I glanced at the dark doorway as if any of them might still walk through it.

Linh Mai hadn’t just “left”—she’d pressed June’s hands around the little notebook at noon, eyes rimmed red. “My daughter thinks this is the start of cascading strikes,” she’d said. “She needs me to help her get the kids inland before the fuel controls tighten.” She promised to seed practice circles on the train if the mesh still worked. If it didn’t, she would just breathe with strangers and trust that counted.

Ahmad’s last message still hovered unread on my terminal, a compressed voice note sent while his brother packed boxes behind him. In it he confessed that part of him wanted to stay, that another part burned with an old, sharper anger the practice hadn’t fully metabolized. “If this escalates into total war,” he’d whispered, “I don’t know if I can keep choosing breath over shouting. Maybe I shouldn’t test that here.” His family had decided for him; the car was already idling when he hit send.

Rosa had forwarded a hospital corridor clip: fluorescent glare, her grandmother’s hand limp against a starch-white blanket, her own voice steadying a panicked cousin while an overtasked triage drone rattled through scripted consolations. “I can’t leave her,” she’d written. “Hold a seat for me in the silence. If she stabilizes, I come. If she doesn’t… I’m already practicing.” Three dots had appeared twice since and vanished.

David hadn’t answered at all. June’s account filled the void: unmarked van at dawn, polite officers reading from tablets, a warrant citing “pattern nexus participation.” His landlord filming through the cracked door like it was just more feed content. We all sat with that image—commitment translated into classification, classification into custody—in a way fear alone never could have taught us.

Others had peeled off along different fault lines. Mei texted a photo of her twin toddlers nested in a laundry basket labeled “GO BAG,” captioned: “Evacuating east. Teaching them ‘breathing in, breathing out’ in the back seat.” Rafael sent a single line—“Distribution center needs hands. Presence there tonight”—and a blurry shot of palletized nutrient packs under stadium lights. Sister Ellen’s analog postcard (how had it moved so fast?) sat propped against a paint can, her looping handwriting asking for forgiveness for heading to the downtown shelter: “The women trust my collar. I’ll smuggle your practice in as chaplaincy.”

Attrition wasn’t one story. It was a scatterplot of vows colliding with gravity—family, triage, detention, re-routed service, old anger, small dependent mouths. The narrative I’d wanted—twelve unwavering points of light—dissolved into something messier and, I realized, more honest. Conviction refracted through circumstance.

Marcus cleared his throat. “My supervisor called an emergency shift. All postal workers on standby for federal communications. But I…” He gestured helplessly. “I couldn’t. I had to be here.”

June looked at me with exhausted eyes. “And David? David got arrested this morning.”

“What?”

“They’re rounding up anyone with ties to what they’re calling ‘unsanctioned spiritual gatherings.’ His name was on some list. Immigration came to his apartment at 6 AM.”

The empty chairs around us felt like accusations. Twelve people had committed to changing the world through presence and breath. Now we were four.

I sat down heavily in what had been Linh Mai’s chair. The candles on the makeshift tables flickered in the silence, throwing dancing shadows against the walls where paint chip samples still clung like confetti from a party no one remembered.

“So what do we do?” I asked.

Carmen finally looked up. “Do? Alex, Tel Aviv is gone. Three million people. And the news is saying this might just be the beginning. The president’s in a bunker. The markets have collapsed. Half the city is trying to evacuate, and the other half is buying guns and canned food.”

“She’s right,” Marcus said quietly. “Maybe this was all… naive. Maybe meditation in parks doesn’t matter when the world is ending.”

“Is it ending?” June asked, her voice sharper than I’d ever heard it. “Is the world ending, or are we just finally seeing what it’s always been?”

The question hung in the air like smoke.

“I worked a sixteen-hour shift,” she continued. “Emergency room was chaos. But you know what I saw? I saw people holding each other. I saw strangers sharing their phones so others could call family. I saw a man give his jacket to a woman who was shaking, and she wasn’t even cold—she was just afraid.”

She stood up, started pacing the small circle.

“And yes, I also saw panic. I saw people fighting over the last stretcher. I saw a woman try to bribe me to move her husband ahead in triage. I saw everything ugly about human nature too.”

She stopped, looked at each of us.

“But the beautiful stuff? The moments when people remembered how to be human with each other? That didn’t happen because of any system or algorithm or government program. That happened because somewhere inside, people still know how to love.”

Carmen wiped her eyes with the back of her paint-stained hand. “But what difference can four people make?”

“I don’t know,” June said, sitting back down. “But I know what difference zero people make.”

Marcus leaned forward. “My route today was supposed to be automated. Full AI optimization, no human contact necessary. But people kept coming out of their houses. They wanted to see a face. They wanted to tell someone they were scared. Mrs. Chen, who hasn’t spoken to me in three years, came out and hugged me.”

He shook his head.

“The system is falling apart. Maybe it needed to. Maybe this is what it looks like when people wake up.”

I thought about my family call, the way we’d reached for each other across the digital void. The way even Soso, despite everything broken between us, had needed to hear my voice.

“Minh saw this coming,” I said. “Before he left for Big Sur. He told June the system would collapse eventually. That people would remember they need each other.”

“You think this is what he meant?” Carmen asked.

“Maybe. Or maybe it doesn’t matter what he meant. Maybe it matters what we do next.”

June reached into her bag and pulled out a small, battered notebook. “Linh Mai left this. Before she went to Portland. Said if we decided to continue, we’d need it.”

She opened it to the first page and read aloud:

“The lotus grows in muddy water. The muddier the water, the more beautiful the flower. When conditions are difficult, our practice becomes more essential, not less.”

Carmen let out a long breath. “So we’re really doing this? Silent Emergence? Even with just the four of us?”

“Five,” said a voice from the doorway.

We turned to see Danny, looking exhausted but determined. His usually neat hair was disheveled, and his jacket was damp from rain I hadn’t noticed starting outside.

“I’m sorry I’m late. They almost wouldn’t let me leave the group home. The AI caregivers said it wasn’t safe to go out tonight.” He looked around the circle with those same kind, trusting eyes. “But I told them I had to be here. That my friends needed me.”

Marcus smiled for the first time all evening. “We’re glad you made it, Danny.”

Danny nodded, settling into an empty chair. “When I heard about the bomb on the news, Maria started crying and Kevin couldn’t stop pacing. The machines kept telling them to calm down, but they just needed someone to sit with them.”

He looked at each of us.

“I sat with them until they felt better. And then I came here, because I know you all need someone to sit with you too.”

June closed the notebook and placed it in the center of our circle.

“Then let’s practice,” she said. “Let’s practice being human when everything else has forgotten how.”

We joined hands in the flickering candlelight—five people in an abandoned paintstore, betting everything on the possibility that consciousness could survive the collapse of civilization.

Outside, sirens wailed in the distance. But inside, for just a moment, there was only breath, and presence, and the stubborn, impossible insistence that love was stronger than fear.

We didn’t have two weeks. We didn’t have two days. We had whatever time was left. That’s all we ever had. And we were going to use it.




Chapter Twenty-Six: Silent Emergence

We sat in the circle for three hours.

Not meditating, exactly. Just breathing together while the world ended in real time through the static of emergency broadcasts. June’s phone lay in the center of our circle, speaker turned low but audible, cycling through fragments of a civilization discovering what nuclear war actually looked like.

11:47 PM: Israeli Defense Forces confirm “proportional response” to Tel Aviv attack. Multiple targets in Iran destroyed. Casualty estimates pending.

12:23 AM: Iranian Revolutionary Guard declares “state of holy war.” Hezbollah activates sleeper cells across Lebanese border. Syrian government forces mobilize.

12:45 AM: President authorizes immediate deployment of USS Gerald Ford carrier group to Eastern Mediterranean. NATO Article 5 formally invoked.

Danny held Carmen’s hand on one side, Marcus’s on the other. His face was calm in the candlelight, even as the voices from the phone described a world pulling itself apart with surgical precision.

“Are we still doing Silent Emergence?” he asked during a lull between broadcasts.

June looked around the circle. “I think we already are.”

1:12 AM: Russian Federation calls emergency Security Council session. Foreign Minister warns of “unacceptable escalation” if NATO forces enter conflict zone.

I thought about my family scattered across the country. Dad in Akron, probably watching the news with that same expression he’d worn during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Lyra somewhere on a highway, maybe pulling over to call people she loved. Soso in Seoul, trying to process how the funeral arrangements for her mother had become background noise to the funeral arrangements for the world.

My terminal buzzed. A message from Kyle: Club’s closed. Forever. Getting out of the city. You should too.

I set the phone aside.

“Where would we go?” Carmen asked, as if she’d read the message. “Where do you go when everything’s everywhere?”

1:34 AM: China deploys naval forces to “monitor situation.” Russian submarine activity detected in Baltic Sea. Pakistan recalls ambassador to India.

Marcus was quiet for a long time. Then: “My grandfather told me about air raid drills during World War II. Said they’d practice huddling in the basement while the sirens wailed. But he always said the scariest part wasn’t the bombs. It was the waiting.”

“What did they do while they waited?” Danny asked.

“Held each other. Told stories. Sang songs. Tried to remember what made them human.”

2:08 AM: First nuclear exchange in human history. Israeli submarine launches tactical strike against Iranian naval facility. Iran responds with ballistic missile attack on Haifa. Estimated casualties in the hundreds of thousands.

The number was too big to process. Hundreds of thousands of people—people with names and faces and inside jokes and morning routines—just gone. Vaporized. In minutes.

I felt something break in my chest. Not despair. Something deeper. Like the last pretense that any of this made sense had finally given way to raw truth.

“Breathing in,” I said quietly, “I know this is my in-breath.”

June looked at me, surprised.

“Breathing out,” I continued, “I know this is my out-breath.”

One by one, they joined me.

“Breathing in, I see myself as a flower.”

“Breathing out, I feel fresh.”

2:31 AM: Pakistan closes airspace. India mobilizes reserve forces. Chinese foreign ministry issues “final warning” to all parties.

“Breathing in, I see myself as a mountain.”

“Breathing out, I feel solid.”

Outside, I could hear helicopters. Not the usual medical evacuation flights, but military transports. Heavy, purposeful, heading west toward the coast.

2:47 AM: USS Gerald Ford reports Iranian missile attack. All personnel accounted for. Counter-strike authorized.

“Breathing in, I see myself as still water.”

“Breathing out, I reflect things as they are.”

3:03 AM: Russian President addresses nation: “Any attack on Iranian territory by Western forces will be considered an attack on Russian Federation interests.”

3:15 AM: NATO emergency session concludes. Article 5 triggers automatic response protocols. British and French nuclear submarines receive operational readiness orders.

Carmen’s voice cracked. “This is really happening.”

3:28 AM: First tactical nuclear exchange in Europe. Russian forces destroy NATO supply depot in Estonia with low-yield device. NATO responds with submarine-launched cruise missile attack on Kaliningrad.

The phone went silent for a moment. Then a new voice, different from the calm algorithmic narrator we’d been hearing. Human. Shaking.

This is Sarah Chen reporting from KQED emergency broadcast. I’ve been told to inform you that… that this may be our final transmission. Multiple nuclear detonations confirmed across Eastern Europe. The President has been moved to an undisclosed location. Local authorities are advising…

Static.

Then: Citizens of Los Angeles County are advised to seek immediate shelter. Incoming ballistic missile detected on trajectory toward metropolitan area. Estimated time of impact: fourteen minutes.

June reached over and turned off the phone.

The silence was profound.

“Fourteen minutes,” Marcus said.

I looked around the circle. At Danny, whose trust had never wavered despite a world that had given him every reason to doubt. At Carmen, whose paint-stained fingers had created beauty in abandoned spaces. At Marcus, who had spent thirty years bringing human connection to strangers’ doorsteps. At June, who had held the dying and eased their passage into whatever comes next.

“What do we do?” Carmen whispered.

I thought about Linh Mai’s words from Austin, all those years ago: Your pain is not a mistake. It’s information.

I thought about my mother’s last words: Don’t let this harden you, baby.

I thought about Soso, six thousand miles away, and the way her hand had felt in mine during our last good night together.

“We practice,” I said. “We do what we came here to do.”

June smiled—sad but steady. “Silent Emergence.”

“But there’s no one else,” Danny said. “No other locations. No network. Just us.”

“Maybe that’s enough,” I said. “Maybe it was always just us.”

I reached into my satchel and pulled out my old Sangha notebook. The soft cloth cover was worn nearly transparent. The hand-drawn lotus barely visible. But the pages still held.

I opened to a blank page and began to write:

Los Angeles, CA - October 10, 2035 Silent Emergence - Final Practice

There are five of us in an abandoned paintstore as the world ends. We have thirteen minutes until nuclear fire consumes this city and everything we’ve ever known.

But right now, in this moment, we are breathing together.

And that seems like enough.

I set the notebook in the center of the circle, open to that page.

“Twelve minutes,” Marcus said, checking his watch.

We joined hands.

“Breathing in,” June began, her voice strong and clear, “I know this is my in-breath.”

“Breathing out,” we responded together, “I know this is my out-breath.”

“Breathing in, I see myself as a flower.”

“Breathing out, I feel fresh.”

Outside, air raid sirens began to wail. The sound was different from anything I’d ever heard—not the weekly tests or the movie soundtracks. This was the real thing. The sound a city makes when it knows it’s about to die.

“Breathing in, I see myself as a mountain.”

“Breathing out, I feel solid.”

Ten minutes.

“Breathing in, I see myself as still water.”

“Breathing out, I reflect things as they are.”

Eight minutes.

Cars racing past on the street outside. Some toward the freeway, some toward the airport, some toward anywhere but here. The illusion that distance could save them.

“Breathing in, I see myself as space.”

“Breathing out, I feel free.”

Five minutes.

My terminal buzzed. A final message from Soso: Alex - I love you. I’m in church with strangers who have become family. We’re praying together. We’re holding you in our hearts.

I smiled. Across the world, in converted living rooms and abandoned stores and cathedral pews and probably a thousand other small spaces, people were choosing to spend their last moments remembering how to love each other.

Silent Emergence.

Not the planned event with fifty locations and careful coordination.

But the real thing. The only thing that had ever mattered.

Three minutes.

“Breathing in,” Danny said, his voice clear and unafraid, “I see all of us as flowers.”

“Breathing out,” we responded, “we feel fresh together.”

Two minutes.

The sirens stopped. Everything stopped. Even the helicopters went quiet.

Los Angeles held its breath.

“Breathing in,” Carmen whispered, “I see all of us as mountains.”

“Breathing out, we feel solid together.”

One minute.

June squeezed my hand. “Whatever happens next,” she said, “this was real. We were real.”

I smiled and nodded. I could feel it too. The connection. The presence. The stubborn, impossible insistence that love was stronger than fear.

Thirty seconds.

“Breathing in,” I said, thinking of everyone I’d ever loved, everyone who had ever loved me, everyone sitting in circles like this one across a world that was learning to say goodbye to itself, “I see all of us as still water.”

“Breathing out,” we said together, “we reflect things as they are.”

Ten seconds.

A flash of light brighter than the sun filled the paintstore windows.

For a split second, the shadows of our circle were burned into the wall behind us—five people holding hands, breathing together, practicing love in the face of the unthinkable.

And in that impossible space between light and sound, between breath and silence, time stretched like taffy.

Alex felt it all at once—not as memories, but as presence. Gerald’s weathered hands teaching him to mix paint in the Akron store, the smell of turpentine and love. Lyra laughing as she threw that snowball, her ten-year-old joy crystallizing in winter air. Soso’s fingers tracing circles on his chest in their tiny Tenderloin apartment, her whispered Korean endearments warming the cold walls.

And then—closer than breath, softer than light—his mother.

Not a memory of her, but her actual presence, as real as June’s hand in his left palm and Danny’s in his right. She was standing behind him, her arms wrapping around his shoulders the way she used to when he was small and thunderstorms shook the house. Her chin resting gently on the top of his head. Her voice, clear and unmistakable, whispering in his ear:

I’m here, baby. I’m right here with you.

The warmth of her embrace pushed through him like sunrise, like the first breath after nearly drowning. All the years of grief and guilt and missing her voice dissolved. She was here. She had always been here. The love didn’t end when the body did—it just changed form, became part of the fabric that held everything together.

In that suspended moment, Alex understood what his mother had been trying to tell him all along. That love transcends flesh, transcends time, transcends even the flash of nuclear fire that was about to reshape the world. That every moment of genuine connection—every hand held, every breath shared, every choice to stay open when everything urged closing—was a small rebellion against the lie that we are separate.

You did it, sweetheart, his mother’s voice said, warm as summer rain. You found your way back to love. You found your way back to each other.

He felt Gerald’s quiet strength flowing through him, Lyra’s fierce loyalty, Soso’s tender courage. He felt his mother’s arms tightening around him, holding him steady as the world prepared to unmake itself. He felt the presence of everyone who had ever sat in a circle like this one, everyone who had ever chosen breath over panic, connection over isolation.

For one perfect, infinite moment, Alex was not afraid.

Then the sound hit.

Then the heat.

Then the silence that comes after everything else has ended.

But for just a moment—one perfect, eternal moment—there had been consciousness. There had been connection. There had been five people in a paintstore in Los Angeles, and Soso with strangers in a Seoul church, and Linh Mai breathing with fellow passengers on a northbound train, and Ahmad’s family huddled together in a Phoenix safe house, and Rosa holding her grandmother’s hand in a hospital corridor, and countless others in countless small circles across a world saying goodbye to itself—all of them choosing to face the end with open hearts and joined hands, all of them practicing the same ancient rebellion against fear, all of them discovering in their final breaths that love was never separate, never individual, never contained within the boundaries of a single body or building or city or lifetime.

And maybe, in some way that transcends the physics of nuclear fire and the collapse of civilizations, that moment continues.

Maybe it always was continuing.

Maybe that’s what we were practicing for all along.
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