
CHAPTER 1 — THE SOFT VOICES 
 
Marin Calder woke to a whisper. 
 
Not a person. 
Not a dream. 
Just the soft, crackling hush of a voice slipping from her phone speaker, gentle as breath 
against glass. 
 
> “You’re safe now… 
Let the world soften… 
Let the noise fall away…” 
 
 
 
Her screen still glowed from where she’d fallen asleep scrolling, replaying the same ASMR loop 
that millions of others drifted off to each night. The whisper carried that familiar shiver—the faint 
tingling sensation running from scalp to spine that the influencers promised would “reset the 
emotional centers” and “release the mind into clarity.” 
 
Most people felt comfort in it. 
Relief. 
Surrender. 
 
Marin felt… nothing. 
 
She pushed the phone away and sat up, rubbing her eyes as the sun filtered through the blinds. 
Outside, the neighborhood was already awake: quiet footsteps, soft smiles, a harmony of calm 
that had swept the country over the last year. 
 
They called it Unison. 
 
Not a movement. 
Not a mandate. 
Just a state people entered—first for comfort, then for identity, then for everything. 
 
The practice had spread like wildfire across social media: soothing influencers whispering 
affirmations, rhythmic tapping videos, gentle brushing sounds, soft-voiced creators repeating 
messages meant to “ease the stress of modern life.” 
 
But somewhere along the way, the content shifted. 
 
It wasn’t just comfort anymore. 
It was… flattening. 



 
> “Stop thinking so hard,” 
the videos murmured. 
“Everything is okay. 
You don’t need to solve anything today… 
Let the world carry you.” 
 
 
 
Millions played them on loop—at night, at lunch, during commutes. 
The algorithm noticed. 
The algorithm rewarded. 
And the algorithm curated. 
 
Meditation blended with hypnosis. 
Positivity blended with passivity. 
Calm blended with compliance. 
 
Marin shuffled to the kitchen, opened the blinds, and looked out the window. 
 
Across the courtyard, her neighbor stood watering her tiny balcony plants, her face serene, 
blank in a pleasant way. She wore earbuds. Marin could hear the faint, rhythmic tapping of an 
ASMR video even from here. 
 
Tap-tap… tap-tap… 
Brush, brush, brush… 
 
Her lips moved softly in sync with whatever affirmation was playing. 
 
> “One mind… 
One heart… 
One flow…” 
 
Marin shivered. 
 
Not because the words were sinister. 
Because they were comforting. 
Too comforting. 
 
Her phone buzzed—another notification from CalmPath, the app that had become the unofficial 
gateway into Unison. 
 
A push alert glowed across the screen: 
 



“Start your morning with 5 minutes of emotional smoothing ✨ 
Recommended for you.” 
 
Marin swiped it away. 
 
She didn’t need smoothing. 
She needed coffee. 
And answers. 
 
 
The City of Soft Voices 
 
As Marin walked to work, she noticed again how synchronized the world had become. 
 
People moved slower now. 
Not sluggish—just… consistent. 
Calm. 
Harmonized. 
 
They greeted one another not with excitement or irritation, but with the same mild, pleasant 
warmth that Unison users adopted after enough “smoothing sessions.” 
 
Even the city’s background noise had changed. 
Storefront speakers played low-frequency hums designed to “calm shoppers.” 
Public transit screens displayed soft colors with gentle breathing animations. 
Billboards flashed phrases like: 
 
“BREATHE. FLOW. UNIFY.” 
“NO NEED TO WORRY. YOU’RE PART OF SOMETHING BIGGER.” 
 
The anti-anxiety movement had swallowed everything. 
 
Marin tightened her jacket. 
She felt like the last sharp object in a world wrapped in cotton. 
 
 
The First Crack in the Calm 
 
As she neared the crosswalk downtown, a man stumbled into her—wide-eyed, panicked, 
gasping like someone drowning above water. 
 
“Help me,” he whispered. “Please—I can’t—turn it off—” 
 
Before Marin could speak, two passersby rushed in. 



 
Not aggressively. 
Not violently. 
Just very, very calmly. 
 
“It’s okay,” one soothed. 
“You’re overwhelmed,” said the other. 
“You need a grounding session,” the first added, already pulling up an ASMR clip on her phone. 
 
The struggling man tried to push them away, shaking. 
 
“No—no more—please—” 
 
Their voices stayed soft, almost tender, as they guided him to a bench. 
 
“Just listen,” they whispered. 
“You have to let go. 
Stop fighting the flow.” 
 
Marin froze. 
 
The man’s breathing slowed. 
His eyes lost their wildness. 
His shoulders softened. 
 
Within seconds, he melted into the same peaceful blankness as everyone else. 
 
He nodded. 
Smiled faintly. 
And murmured: 
 
> “You’re right. 
I should stop resisting.” 
 
 
He walked away like nothing had happened. 
 
Marin could still feel her pulse racing. 
 
The two strangers turned to her, their expressions warm and kind in a way that made her chest 
tighten. 
 
“Are you feeling overwhelmed too?” 
one asked gently. 



“You can join us if you’d like.” 
 
She managed a tight smile. 
“No… I’m okay.” 
 
They nodded. 
 
“Unison is here to help. 
Anytime.” 
 
Marin stepped back, heart hammering. 
 
Something in their voices made the air feel thinner. 
 
Not malice. 
Not threat. 
 
Just perfect, unquestioning peace. 
 
The kind that erased the part of a person that asked questions at all. 
 
 
The Dissonant Mind 
 
As she walked away, Marin whispered to herself: 
 
“I’m not okay.” 
 
Because she knew something now—something she couldn’t unsee. 
 
Unison wasn’t just meditation. 
It wasn’t just wellness. 
It wasn’t just ASMR influencers whispering relaxation. 
 
It was a slow, velvet erasure of thought, individuality, resistance, questioning, and complexity. 
 
A society self-hypnotizing into something smooth, compliant, and emotionally uniform. 
 
A world where feeling too much—or thinking too much—was the only remaining sin. 
 
And Marin, for whatever reason, couldn’t be hypnotized. 
 
She was the last jagged edge in a world sanding itself down. 
 



 
 
CHAPTER 2 — THE ONES WHO STILL THINK 
 
Marin didn’t plan to find the resistance. 
She only wanted to breathe. 
 
After the incident at the crosswalk—the man shaking, begging, then melting into calm like a 
puppet whose strings had been rewired—she walked for hours to settle her nerves. But 
everywhere she went, the world seemed dipped in that same tranquil gloss. 
 
People sat on park benches with earbuds in, heads tilted, smiling faintly as whisper loops 
rippled through their minds. 
 
Store speakers murmured with ASMR chimes designed to “harmonize shopping environments.” 
 
Public signs now displayed soothing affirmations in pastel letters: 
 
“RELAX. 
TRUST THE FLOW. 
THERE IS NOTHING TO RESIST.” 
 
It all felt… wrong. 
Not evil. 
Just disturbingly perfect. 
 
Marin stopped at the old riverfront, leaning against the railing as the evening wind pressed cool 
against her face. She needed air that wasn’t humming with subliminal comfort. 
 
“Rough day?” 
 
The voice came from behind her—normal, direct, not soft or careful. 
 
She turned to see a woman her age, hoodie up, hands shoved in her pockets, eyes sharp in a 
way Marin hadn’t seen in months. 
 
Everyone else had eyes like polished glass. 
This woman’s eyes reflected light instead of swallowing it. 
 
“Yeah,” Marin said cautiously. “Something like that.” 
 
“You don’t have the look,” the woman said, stepping closer. “Most people drift. You’re… awake.” 
 
Marin felt a flutter of alarm. “What makes you say that?” 



 
The stranger smiled—not the pleasant, empty smile of Unison users, but something real. A little 
tired. A little amused. 
 
“Because you’re scanning,” she said. “Watching. Thinking. People in Unison don’t do that 
anymore.” 
 
Marin stiffened. “How do you know I’m not in Unison?” 
 
The woman let out a breath that could have been half a laugh. “Because you responded to me 
with a question, not an affirmation.” 
 
She extended a hand. 
 
“I’m Lira.” 
 
Marin hesitated but shook it. 
“Marin.” 
 
Lira nodded once. “Come on. You need to meet the others.” 
 
 
The Walk to the Edge 
 
Lira led her away from the riverfront, across a pedestrian bridge where soft lights pulsed in 
rhythmic patterns—another subtle Unison signal meant to calm neural pathways. 
 
Marin felt nothing from it. 
But she noticed how every passerby unconsciously fell into step with the light pulses, like 
synchronized swimmers walking on land. 
 
Lira watched them with an expression Marin couldn’t quite read. 
 
“They don’t know what they’re giving up,” she murmured. 
 
Marin swallowed. “You make it sound like they’re in danger.” 
 
“They are,” Lira said. “We all are.” 
 
Marin stopped walking. “From what? It’s just meditation. ASMR. Relaxation. People choosing to 
be less stressed—” 
 
Lira turned sharply. “No. It started that way. But Unison isn’t calming people anymore. It’s 
emptying them.” 



 
Marin’s heart beat faster. 
A cold wind cut across the bridge. 
 
“People aren’t losing stress,” Lira continued. “They’re losing themselves.” 
 
 
The Old Power Station 
 
They reached the edge of the industrial district where an old brick power station hunched 
against the night like a forgotten giant. Its windows were boarded. The electric company stickers 
peeled. 
 
“This is safe?” Marin asked. 
 
“As safe as anything left,” Lira murmured. She knocked twice, then twice again, and a slit 
opened in the door. Someone inside stared at Marin, wary and alert. 
 
“She’s clear,” Lira said. 
The bolt slid open. 
 
Marin followed her inside. 
 
The interior was dim, lit by makeshift lanterns and old emergency lights. A handful of 
people—six, maybe seven—looked up from a circle of worn-out chairs. Their expressions 
startled her. 
 
They looked human. 
 
Not placid. 
Not “harmonized.” 
Not emotionally sterilized. 
 
They looked tired, anxious, processing, thinking. 
 
One man near the back flinched when the door shut, as though the noise cut through him like a 
blade. 
 
“We don’t get many newcomers,” an older woman said. She had silver-streaked hair and 
intense eyes. “What triggered you?” 
 
Marin blinked. “Triggered?” 
 



“Everyone wakes up because of something,” Lira said. “A moment that feels wrong. A crack in 
the calm.” She folded her arms. “What was yours?” 
 
Marin remembered the man at the crosswalk—his trembling hands, his pleading eyes—then the 
way two calm strangers pressed him into serenity, whispering Unison phrases until he dissolved 
into compliance. 
 
“A man had a panic attack,” Marin said slowly. “And they treated it like… a glitch. Something to 
fix. They smoothed him out. Too fast. Too easy.” 
 
The older woman nodded. “That’s how it starts.” 
 
A hollow silence filled the room. 
 
 
 
The Danger of Velvet Chains 
 
Lira walked to a table cluttered with research notes, old screens, pages of waveform analysis, 
and printouts of ASMR scripts. 
 
She picked up a paper and handed it to Marin. 
 
“These phrases are embedded in almost every major influencer’s content now—TikTok, Insta, 
even the new AI-generated shorts.” She tapped the page. “These aren’t motivational quotes. 
They’re suggestions. Repetition-based conditioning.” 
 
Marin scanned the lines: 
 
“Stop resisting.” 
“Let your thoughts soften.” 
“You don’t need to question this.” 
“You’re safe with us.” 
“We’re all the same.” 
 
Her throat went dry. 
 
“This isn’t brainwashing,” the older woman said. “It’s much worse.” 
 
Marin looked up. “How?” 
 
“Brainwashing fights you,” the woman said. “It pressures you. It threatens you.” 
 
She stepped closer, her voice low. 



 
“Unison comforts you. 
It seduces you. 
It makes surrender feel like relief.” 
 
Lira spoke from behind her. “And once you surrender… you stop wanting the things that made 
you who you were.” 
 
Marin felt a chill run down her spine. 
 
“So that’s what you’re afraid of?” Marin said. “Losing individuality?” 
 
Lira shook her head slowly. 
 
“No, Marin. People losing individuality is already happening.” 
 
She met Marin’s eyes. 
 
“We’re afraid of what happens when everyone who still thinks becomes a threat.” 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 3 — THE CALM BEFORE THE VOTE 
 
The power station’s walls hummed faintly, not with electricity, but with the murmurs of people 
who still felt fear. Real fear—not the softened imitation Unison allowed. 
 
Marin sat among them, the room lit by a ring of old camping lanterns. Lira leaned against a file 
cabinet. The older woman—Dr. Sera Halden—brought up a projection on a dusty portable 
screen. 
 
It wasn’t a conspiracy board. 
It wasn’t a manifesto. 
It was worse. 
 
It was a timeline. 
 
 
1. The Shift No One Noticed 
 
Dr. Halden’s voice was steady as she spoke, but her hands trembled. 
 



“It started three years ago,” she said. “Not with a politician. Not with a policy. With the new 
generation of emotional-optimization algorithms.” 
 
She tapped the timeline. It expanded, showing color-coded data from election cycles, media 
platforms, and consumer analytics. 
 
“The platforms didn’t intend to manipulate politics,” she said. “They optimized for emotional 
stability because stable users stay online longer.” 
 
Lira added quietly, “Unison was a side effect of capitalism. Not a plan.” 
 
The data on the screen was chilling: 
 
Keywords related to anxiety and anger were suppressed by platform algorithms. 
 
Posts expressing dissent were downranked as ‘mentally destabilizing.’ 
 
Calming content was prioritized, regardless of source. 
 
Political ads containing ‘positive emotional harmonization’ messaging were shown 12x more 
than critical or investigative ones. 
 
 
Marin’s eyes flicked down the columns. 
 
“Reform.” 
“Unity.” 
“Trust the flow.” 
“Find your calm.” 
“Vote for stability.” 
 
All promoted. 
All amplified. 
All nudging millions toward the same emotional direction. 
 
This wasn’t propaganda. 
Not in the old sense. 
 
This was a soft filtration of reality—algorithmic sedation. 
 
Marin swallowed hard. 
“So Unison… started influencing elections?” 
 
“It did more than influence them,” Dr. Halden said. “It changed them.” 



 
 
 
2. The Leaders Who Needed No Control 
 
Lira tapped another file. 
 
“You know what the strangest part is?” she asked. “The government never pushed Unison. They 
didn’t need to. A calm population is a compliant population.” 
 
Dr. Halden nodded. 
 
“When people are emotionally soothed, they don’t demand accountability. They don’t protest. 
They don’t question authority. They don’t vote for change.” 
 
The projection switched to a map—heat charts of Unison engagement by region. 
 
Marin noticed something chilling: 
the highest adoption of Unison overlapped almost perfectly with the regions where voter turnout 
had plummeted. 
 
Dr. Halden spoke again. 
 
“Politicians realized they didn’t have to fight dissent. They just had to let Unison grow. Let 
people hypnotize themselves into apathy.” 
 
Marin leaned forward. “So the government is behind it?” 
 
“No,” Lira said. “That’s what makes it dangerous.” She lowered her voice. “Unison isn’t a 
dictatorship. It’s a void.” 
 
A political vacuum. 
 
And voids attract power. 
 
 
 
3. The Soft Coup 
 
Dr. Halden changed the slide. 
 
It showed graphs of: 
 
declining activism 



 
declining investigative journalism 
 
declining civil liberties challenges 
 
declining protests 
 
declining public debates 
 
 
And beneath them, rising curves of: 
 
mental wellness app usage 
 
ASMR content saturation 
 
“calm-oriented consumption patterns” 
 
acceptance of “harmonized policy messaging” 
 
 
“What you’re seeing,” she said, “is the first soft coup in human history.” 
 
Marin stared at the screen. 
 
“There’s no leader,” Dr. Halden said quietly. “No manifesto. No secret organization. Just a 
feedback loop between political convenience and emotional engineering.” 
 
A loop where: 
 
governments benefit from calmer citizens 
 
platforms benefit from calmer users 
 
citizens feel relief and choose sedation 
 
dissent fades 
 
truth becomes optional 
 
change becomes impossible 
 
 
Lira stepped closer. 



 
“Unison isn’t mind control, Marin. It’s world control. And every politician in power loves it… 
because it makes their jobs easier.” 
 
Marin felt her stomach twist. 
 
“So what do you expect me to do?” 
 
Dr. Halden looked at her with grave seriousness. 
 
“You’re immune.” 
 
Marin’s breath caught. 
 
“You’re the kind of person Unison can’t sedate. That makes you dangerous. To them. To anyone 
who profits from this tranquility.” 
 
Lira’s voice hardened. 
“And they’ve started identifying people like you.” 
 
Marin froze. 
 
“How?” 
 
“Pattern analysis,” Dr. Halden said. “Behavior tracking. They can tell who doesn’t engage with 
calming content. Who scrolls past. Who thinks too much. Who questions.” 
 
A chill ran up Marin’s spine. 
 
“And what happens to people like that?” 
 
The room went silent. 
 
Then Lira answered. 
 
“They’re ‘harmonized.’ Gently. Quietly. Permanently.” 
 
Marin stared at her, pulse pounding. 
 
Lira stepped closer. 
 
“You asked why we’re afraid?” she whispered. 
 
“We’re afraid because the government doesn’t have to arrest us. 



The people will hand us over— 
believing it’s an act of compassion.” 
 
 
 
4. The Moment It Hit Marin 
 
Something shifted inside her. 
 
Not fear. 
Not yet. 
 
But a cold clarity. 
 
A realization that the world had already changed—and she was behind, out of sync with an 
entire population drifting toward the same tranquil cliff. 
 
She whispered, “Unison isn’t a wellness movement.” 
 
Dr. Halden nodded. 
 
“It’s the end of human disagreement.” 
 
Lira finished the thought: 
 
“And disagreement is the engine of democracy.” 
 
Marin’s voice trembled. 
“So this is how freedom dies?” 
 
Lira sighed softly. 
 
“Wrapped in a blanket. Whispered to sleep.” 
 
 
5. The New Pariah Class 
 
Dr. Halden turned off the projector. 
 
“Marin… people like you are becoming a political threat. The government won’t punish you. 
They won’t hurt you.” 
 
She paused. 
 



“They’ll just ‘help’ you until your resistance dissolves.” 
 
Marin breathed out slowly. 
 
“And if I don’t want their help?” 
 
Every face in the room told her the same truth: 
 
Then you become one of the last dangerous minds left. 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 4 — THE ONES WHO DON’T COME BACK 
 
The power station felt different the next night. 
 
Marin arrived just after sunset, slipping through the cracked metal door behind Lira. The air 
inside was colder than usual—not the physical cold of an abandoned building, but a psychic 
chill. A tension that clung to the walls like frost. 
 
Only four people were there. 
There were supposed to be eight. 
 
The empty chairs were not just empty. 
They felt wrong—like teeth missing from a smile. 
 
Marin looked around. “Where is everyone?” 
 
Dr. Halden didn’t answer. 
Lira didn’t meet her eyes. 
 
Finally, Jace—the youngest member of the group, barely twenty, jittery and thin—spoke in a low, 
trembling voice. 
 
“They were taken.” 
 
Marin froze. “Taken? By who?” 
 
Lira inhaled slowly. 
“Not taken. ‘Escorted.’ That’s what the message said.” 
 
“What message?” 
 



Dr. Halden’s voice cracked. “From the Harmony Response Teams.” 
 
Marin felt a cold coil twist in her stomach. 
“The what?” 
 
“New divisions in the Wellness Office,” Lira said. “Not police. Not military. Just… responders. 
Wellness specialists.” 
 
Jace swallowed hard. “They said the others were showing signs of destabilization. That they 
needed ‘Intensive Harmonization.’” 
 
Marin’s blood ran cold. 
 
“What does that mean?” 
 
“They’re never seen again,” Jace whispered. 
 
 
1. The Sudden Silence 
 
The group gathered in a tight circle, the old lanterns flickering as if the light itself had grown 
nervous. 
 
Dr. Halden pulled out her tablet with trembling hands and opened a live feed from a citywide 
forum. Lines of cheerful, rounded text scrolled across the screen, as if a preschool teacher had 
written them. 
 
ANNOUNCEMENT FROM THE OFFICE OF PUBLIC WELLNESS: 
“Today, 14 citizens entered Intensive Harmonization to assist them in rediscovering calm and 
clarity. We thank them for choosing peace.” 
 
Marin felt her breath catch. 
 
“Choosing?” she said. “Do they have a choice?” 
 
Lira’s jaw tightened. “Not anymore.” 
 
 
2. Harmony Teams in the Street 
 
Jace pointed toward the boarded window. 
 
“They were out there. Today. Bright vans, pale blue with the white Unison symbol painted on 
them. Smiling teams wearing those stupid soft-tone badges.” 



 
Marin imagined it. A van designed to look like a mobile spa session instead of a detention unit. 
 
Friendly colors. 
Soothing music. 
Doors that opened like an invitation. 
 
Lira continued. “They moved like social workers, not police. No weapons. No shouting. Just… 
gentle words.” 
 
Dr. Halden looked ill. “They said they were concerned for the citizens’ emotional welfare. That 
resisting Unison is a sign of deep psychological conflict.” 
 
Marin stared at the floor. 
 
“And if you resist their ‘concern’?” 
 
Jace’s voice cracked. “They treat it as a crisis. And crises require intervention.” 
 
Marin whispered, “Intervention means disappearance.” 
 
No one contradicted her. 
 
 
3. The First Name 
 
Lira went to the far wall, where someone had taped up a series of photographs of their group 
members—Polaroids taken before Unison had tightened its grip. Laughing faces. Focused 
faces. Human faces. 
 
Three of the Polaroids had fresh red Xs drawn across them. 
 
Marin felt her chest tighten. 
“Who…?” 
 
Lira touched the first photo. “Dana. She left work early yesterday. Never made it home.” 
 
She touched the next. “Rian. He told his coworkers he was deleting his CalmPath account. They 
reported him for ‘destabilizing behavior.’ Harmony Team arrived within an hour.” 
 
Her hand moved to the third photo. 
Her voice broke. 
 
“And this morning—Theo.” 



 
Jace looked away, tears forming. 
“He was Lira’s brother.” 
 
Marin’s breath caught. “Lira, I’m—” 
 
“Don’t,” Lira said softly. Her voice was steady, but her eyes burned with agony. “We warned him 
not to post anything. Even a private message can be flagged now. The algorithm watches for 
distress keywords.” 
 
Dr. Halden closed her eyes. 
 
“Even for the words ‘I’m worried.’ 
Even for ‘I don’t feel aligned.’ 
Even for ‘I want to think.’” 
 
 
4. A New Fear Settles In 
 
Marin’s heart hammered. Something fundamental shifted inside her—like the ground beneath 
her feet had begun to tilt. 
 
“This is getting worse,” she whispered. 
 
Dr. Halden nodded grimly. “Unison has shifted from a passive phenomenon to an active system 
of control.” 
 
Marin shook her head. “But we said it wasn’t organized. Not political. Not intentional—” 
 
“It wasn’t,” Lira said. “But now it is.” 
 
She stepped closer. 
 
“That’s how soft power works. First it soothes. Then it standardizes. Then it protects itself.” 
 
“And dissent?” Marin said. 
 
“Dissent becomes pathology,” Dr. Halden answered. “And pathology must be cured.” 
 
A cold wave washed over Marin. 
 
“So,” she said slowly, “we’re not rebels.” 
 
Lira nodded. 



 
“We’re patients.” 
 
Jace whispered, “Patients who don’t want to be cured.” 
 
 
 
5. The First Flicker of Real Danger 
 
Dr. Halden dimmed the lanterns and pointed toward the window. 
 
“Listen.” 
 
In the distance, barely audible beneath the wind, Marin heard it: 
 
A gentle hum. 
Soft tones. 
Like ASMR played through loudspeakers at the edge of hearing. 
 
It drifted through the city like a fog. 
 
“What is that?” she asked. 
 
“Harmonic Sweep,” Jace said. “They do it every night now. To calm districts that show 
‘heightened emotional variance.’” 
 
Marin stiffened. 
 
“And districts with non-conforming thinkers?” 
 
Lira’s voice was low. 
“They sweep them more often.” 
 
Dr. Halden’s eyes met Marin’s, filled with a quiet, growing terror. 
 
“Unison doesn’t need to punish us,” she said. 
 
Marin nodded slowly, realizing. 
 
“It just needs to erase us.” 
 
The hum outside grew softer, but somehow more invasive, like fingers brushing the inside of her 
skull. 
 



The lanterns flickered. 
Jace hugged his arms. 
Lira watched the window as if expecting Silhouette shadows any second. 
 
Marin swallowed hard. 
 
“What do we do now?” 
 
Lira answered without looking at her. 
 
“We stay awake.” 
 
She turned, finally meeting Marin’s eyes. 
 
“And we prepare for the night when Unison stops being gentle.” 
 
 
CHAPTER 5 — THE LAST LIGHT 
 
The Harmony Sweep intensified the next night. 
 
Marin felt it in her bones—the low, vibrating hum that seeped under doors and through 
windowpanes like a ghost inhaling through the walls. It was too soft to be called sound, too 
pervasive to ignore. 
 
She and the others huddled in the power station, lanterns dimmed, every whisper cautious. 
 
But something was wrong. 
 
Even the air felt thinner. 
Even the darkness felt heavier. 
 
Marin kept scanning the room. Five chairs. Five shadows. Five breaths. 
 
But there had been six. 
 
“Where’s Jace?” she whispered. 
 
No one answered. 
 
Lira’s jaw was clenched so tightly it trembled. Dr. Halden stared at the floor, her hands twisted 
together like she was praying to a god she didn’t believe in anymore. 
 
Marin’s stomach dropped. 



 
“Lira…?” 
 
Lira swallowed. “They got him.” 
 
“How?” Marin whispered. “We were careful—” 
 
“He wasn’t.” Lira’s voice cracked. “They flagged his biometric patterns in the metro. Elevated 
cortisol. Elevated pulse. ‘Emotional variance inconsistent with harmonized citizens.’” 
 
Dr. Halden’s voice was barely audible. 
“He was terrified. That alone is suspicious now.” 
 
Marin’s breath caught. 
“So they took him because he was scared?” 
 
Lira nodded once. “Fear is noncompliance.” 
 
 
 
1. The Circle Collapses 
 
They sat in silence, listening to the faint hum of the Sweep outside. Each minute stretched like a 
drawn-out breath. 
 
The room felt smaller. 
The shadows felt darker. 
The emptiness of the missing chair felt like a wound. 
 
Dr. Halden finally spoke. 
 
“We have to leave the city.” 
 
Lira looked up sharply. “Where?” 
 
“North,” Halden whispered. “There are rumors… small pockets of non-harmonized communities. 
Off-grid. Unconnected. Thinking.” 
 
Marin wanted to believe her. 
 
But as she opened her mouth to respond, the hum outside shifted—lower, deeper, more 
directed. 
 
A search pattern. 



 
Lira noticed it too. Her eyes widened. 
 
“They know we're here.” 
 
 
 
2. Breaching Quiet 
 
Soft footsteps approached the building. 
Not marching. 
Not running. 
 
Soft. 
Measured. 
Calm. 
 
A Harmony Response Team. 
 
Marin felt dread coil through her ribs. 
 
Dr. Halden snapped the lanterns off. 
“Hide,” she whispered. “Don't breathe loud. Don't cry. Don’t move.” 
 
But Marin knew it was too late. 
Unison didn’t need force. 
It needed data. 
 
And the building’s old power lines had probably betrayed them—three distinct heartbeats too 
fast, too erratic, too alive. 
 
Footsteps stopped outside the door. 
 
A gentle knock. 
 
One single palm against the metal. 
 
Then a soft voice. 
A man’s. 
Warm. 
Kind. 
 
“Please open the door. We only want to help you find peace.” 
 



Marin’s blood turned to ice. 
 
Lira mouthed, Don’t move. 
 
But the man outside continued. 
 
“Dr. Halden,” he said calmly. “You’ve been struggling with emotional imbalance for a long time. 
We understand. Let us help you.” 
 
Marin’s heart slammed against her ribs. 
 
They knew her name. 
They knew all their names. 
 
Another voice—a woman this time—joined him, soft as silk. 
 
“Lira, resisting Unison is exhausting. You don’t have to fight anymore. We can help you rest.” 
 
Lira squeezed her eyes shut. 
Her shoulders began shaking. 
Not in fear. 
 
In rage. 
 
The male voice returned, almost pleading. 
 
“Marin… you especially. We’ve been watching your patterns. You're in pain. You’re lost. We can 
take your fear away. Just open the door.” 
 
Marin’s breath stopped. 
 
They weren't threatening her. 
They were comforting her. 
 
Comfort was the weapon. 
 
 
--- 
 
3. The Fall 
 
The silence in the room broke with a single metallic clink. 
 
Dr. Halden had stood up. 



 
“Halden, no—” Lira hissed. 
 
But too late. 
 
Dr. Halden stepped into a shaft of moonlight, eyes hollow. 
 
“They won’t stop,” she whispered. “Ever. And I’m too tired. I’m too old. I… I can’t do this 
anymore.” 
 
Marin reached out for her. “Please—” 
 
But Dr. Halden walked to the door, placed her hand on the handle, and whispered: 
 
“I just want the noise to stop.” 
 
The door opened. 
 
Warm, gentle light spilled in. 
The silhouettes of the Harmony Team stood there—smiling. Soft-eyed. Reassuring. 
 
“Welcome,” they said. 
 
And Dr. Halden… 
smiled back. 
 
They escorted her away, hands on her shoulders like caring relatives helping an elder into a 
warm home. 
 
The door shut softly behind them. 
 
Marin felt something inside her crack. 
 
 
--- 
 
4. The Night Shatters 
 
Minutes passed. 
 
Or hours. 
 
Marin didn’t know. 
 



Then Lira grabbed Marin’s wrist. 
 
“We have to go. Now.” 
 
They ran through the back corridor, stumbling over debris, heartbeats wild and un-harmonized. 
The Harmony Sweep hum followed them like a predator without claws—soft, but inescapable. 
 
They sprinted into an alley behind the station. 
 
A voice echoed softly from somewhere nearby: 
 
“Please don’t run. We just want to help.” 
 
Lira pulled Marin into a narrow gap between two buildings. “North,” she gasped. “Run north. 
Don’t stop. Don’t wait for me.” 
 
“What? No!” Marin whispered. “I’m not leaving you.” 
 
“You will,” Lira said, gripping her shoulders. “Because they’ll get me sooner. I can’t hide emotion. 
You can.” 
 
Marin felt tears sting her throat. “Lira—” 
 
Lira forced a smile. A real one. Painful. Human. 
 
“Go. Live. Think. That’s all that’s left.” 
 
Marin hesitated—but only for a breath. 
 
Then she ran. 
 
Behind her, the hum grew deeper. 
 
A soft cry echoed. 
Lira’s cry. 
 
Then silence. 
 
Terrible, velvet silence. 
 
 
--- 
 
5. The Last Mind Awake 



 
Marin ran until her lungs burned, until her muscles screamed, until the city lights behind her 
dissolved into a sheet of tranquil glow. 
 
Somewhere in the distance, Harmony vans cruised the streets like shepherds watching over a 
flock. 
 
Everywhere she looked, she saw smiling faces. 
 
Calm. 
Compliant. 
Empty. 
 
Unison wasn’t just winning. 
 
Unison had already won. 
 
Marin stopped on a hill overlooking the softened skyline—her chest heaving, her legs trembling, 
her mind the only sharp, jagged thing in a world smoothed into perfect quiet. 
 
She realized with a crushing clarity: 
 
She might be the last dissenting mind left in the city. 
 
Maybe the last anywhere. 
 
The night pressed cold against her skin. 
The wind carried faint ASMR whispers from distant speakers. 
 
> “You don’t have to fight… 
Everything is fine… 
Just join us…” 
 
 
 
Marin wrapped her arms around herself. 
 
She didn’t know who she could trust. 
She didn’t know where to run. 
She didn’t know how long she could hold onto the fraying edges of her own mind. 
 
But she knew one thing: 
 
Lira was right. 



 
Unison would not stop being gentle. 
Not until there was no one left to resist. 
 
As a soft glow spread across the horizon—Harmony vans lining the streets like fireflies—Marin 
whispered into the wind: 
 
“I’m still here.” 
 
For now. 
 
But the night felt dreadfully long. 
 
And the world felt unbearably quiet. 
 
 
END OF PART I 
(Leaving room for Part II: Marin on the run, seeking off-grid communities, discovering deeper 
truths about why some minds can’t harmonize—and the return of a darker, more aggressive 
Unison.) 


