UNISON — PART IV

Marin drifted in a darkness that wasn'’t silence. A soft thrum pulsed beneath the void like a
distant heartbeat, steady and patient. It vibrated through her mind in waves, nudging her toward
calm, toward surrender, toward sleep. She resisted, though her thoughts were thick and muffled,
wrapped in layers of soft velvet fog.

A voice—gentle, soothing—drifted across the darkness.

“Marin... you're safe.”

She tried to speak, but her mouth didn’t move. Her body felt weightless, or maybe held down by
something warm and heavy. She couldn’t be sure. She couldn’t feel her fingers or toes. When
she inhaled, the air tasted faintly sweet.

“Your emotions were hurting you,” the voice continued. “Harmonization will help.”

The velvet fog thickened. She forced her thoughts to gather into something coherent.

No.

No.

Stay awake.

Light flickered in the darkness, like the shimmer of water reflecting the dawn. The fog receded
slightly, and reality pushed through in fragments: a white ceiling, a medical cradle, the sterile
smell of disinfectant, soft pink ambient lighting. The hum grew stronger, rising like the swell of a
tide pulling at her thoughts.

“Good,” the voice whispered. “You’re waking gently.”

Through blurred vision, Marin saw Corin Vale standing beside her medical cradle. His posture
was relaxed, hands clasped loosely behind his back. His expression radiated sympathy.

Concern. Serenity.

“Marin,” he said softly, “you’re in a Stabilization Suite. You experienced an extreme emotional
event. We’re guiding you through recovery.”

She tried to lift her arm. It twitched, barely.

Vale adjusted a control on the cradle and her heavy limbs tingled faintly, as if the sensation of
her body were returning from a distance.



“We’re not restraining you,” Vale said, anticipating the question she couldn’t articulate. “Your
nervous system needed rest. The cradle helps regulate your neural rhythms.”

The tingling spread to her jaw. She managed to whisper, “Let me go.”

Vale sighed gently, like someone hearing a child refuse medicine. “You’re in pain. | know you
believe escape will help, but it won’t. Your Divergence... it makes you feel everything too
sharply. You suffer constantly. We’re trying to ease that burden.”

Marin’s breath shook. “Stop. Stop talking like you know me.”

“But | do,” Vale said. “We have studied Divergents for years. You're not broken—but you are
burdened. We can help remove that burden.”

‘I don’t want help.”

Vale looked genuinely sad. “You don’t want the version of help you think I’'m offering. But the
help | mean is something else. Imagine peace, Marin. Real peace. Imagine never waking with
panic slicing through your chest. Imagine never carrying the trauma that burns you alive from
within. Imagine quiet.”

Marin shook her head weakly. “That’s not peace. That’s erasure.”

Vale met her stare with a calm so deep it terrified her. “Erasure is forgetting. Harmonization is
remembering without pain. There’s a difference.”

The hum grew stronger again. Her thoughts blurred slightly.

“No,” she whispered. “| want my mind. Even if it hurts.”

“Your mind is hurting you,” he replied gently. “We want to heal it.”

Marin forced her eyes fully open. Her vision sharpened enough to see that she was inside a
circular chamber, the walls lined with soft padded panels that emitted a faint glow. Machines
whispered quietly behind her, their displays showing patterns that pulsed in time with her

heartbeat.

She wasn'’t just in a room.
She was in a machine.

Vale turned and adjusted another control on a nearby console. The hum quieted. The fog
receded a little more. This small act of clarity made her trust the next moments less, not more.



“You’re stabilizing,” he said. “That’s good. You'll feel more like yourself soon.”
She wanted to laugh, but her throat was too dry. “You don’t want me to feel like myself.”

He didn’t deny it.
He nodded.

“We want you to feel like the version of yourself that can stop hurting.”
Her chest tightened.

Vale stepped closer—not enough to frighten, just enough to feel present. “Your resistance isn’'t
the problem. Your suffering is.”

Marin’s jaw clenched. “Where are the people from the forest?”

Vale’'s expression didn’t change. “Safe.”

“Alive?” she whispered.

“Safe,” he repeated softly.

The hum pulsed. For a moment she couldn’t tell if his answer was gentle evasion or brutal truth.
Vale placed a hand over a biometric panel and the cradle clicked softly. “You'll rest for a while.
When you wake next, we’'ll begin memory alignment. It will ease the pain. You'll be able to think

more clearly.”

Memory alignment.
Her stomach twisted violently.

“‘Don’t touch my mind,” she whispered.

Vale’s voice was immaculate calm. “Your mind is hurting you, Marin. Let us help.”
The hum deepened. Her thoughts slipped, drowning in velvet fog.

“Someone has to stay awake,” she murmured.

Vale smiled sadly. “You don’t have to carry that burden anymore.”

Darkness washed over her again.



She dreamed.

Or she thought she dreamed.

Soft memories drifted through her like feathers: childhood moments, her father’s laugh, the
smell of autumn rain, the first time she felt a panic attack rising in her chest. Each memory
drifted by, then slowed... then softened... then blurred slightly at the edges.

Her father’s face flickered.

Tilted.

Returned.

Her mother’s voice repeated the same line twice: “Come inside, Marin. It's getting dark.”
Then again: “Come inside, Marin. It's getting dark.”

This was not a dream.
This was a reconstruction.

No.

Wake up.

Please wake up.

She clawed at the edges of her awareness, pulling herself upward through dense fog.

A click of machinery echoed. The dream shattered.

She opened her eyes abruptly to the soft-lit chamber again. Her limbs felt lighter now—no
longer weighed down. The cradle restraints had retracted into their housing.

Vale stood beside her again, calm as always.
“Better,” he said. “The alignment scaffold is stabilizing your emotional recall.”
“What did you do to me?” she whispered.

“We smoothed the peaks of your trauma,” he replied. “You'll still remember everything—but the
emotional spikes won'’t hurt you.”

She felt the lie.
It wasn’t intentional harm.
It was a gentle suffocation.



She swung her legs off the cradle. They trembled but held her weight. Vale didn’t stop her.
“You may walk,” he said. “Gently, please. Your neural map is still settling.”

She stood, swaying slightly.

“What now?” she asked.

“‘Now,” Vale said calmly, “you see the world clearly. And then you choose.”

“Choose what?”

“Whether you want to keep suffering,” he said simply, “or let us remove that suffering
permanently.”

A chill rippled through her.

‘I won’t choose that.”

“You haven'’t seen the choice yet,” Vale replied.
Before she could argue, the chamber door slid open.
Two Harmony Monitors waited.

“Escort her,” Vale said softly. “Let her see everything.”

Marin walked through the city under escort, but this time... she saw it differently.

People smiled gently.

Their tones were warm, balanced, even.
Children laughed softly.

Elderly citizens moved without traces of pain or strain.
Conversations flowed like calm rivers.
Screens displayed gentle reminders: “Breathe,

Drink water,” “You are safe,” “Let go.”
She expected to see horror.

But what she saw was a frightening kind of perfection.

A mother comforted a crying child—using slow rhythmic motions exactly like ASMR triggers.
The child calmed almost instantly.



Teenagers sat together in total peace, no arguments, no tension, no drama.
Two people in a café whispered to each other with serene smiles.
An old man fed pigeons in the quiet square, humming softly in rhythm with the public broadcast.

Marin’s chest tightened again.
Her mind whispered:

It's too perfect.
It's a cage made of comfort.

One of her monitors noticed her expression.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” she asked.

Marin nodded slowly. “It’s... peaceful.”

The monitor smiled. “Everyone deserves peace.”

Marin swallowed. “What about Divergents?”

The monitor hesitated. Then: “We help them find the quiet. Some take longer than others.”
“And if they resist?”

The monitor looked genuinely sad. “Then they stay in pain until their mind tires. Some minds
break. But breaking is just another way to reach peace.”

Marin felt sick.

The monitor touched her shoulder lightly. “Don’t worry. You'll find your peace too.”

That night, Marin sat in her assigned rest pod, staring at the dim ceiling. The hum in her skull
was softer now, less aggressive. Vale had calibrated something; she could feel it.

She needed to get out.
But leaving the Quiet Zones was nearly impossible under surveillance.

She closed her eyes and tried to still her mind long enough to think.

Then she heard it.



A flicker of static.

A soft click.

A whisper from the ventilation grate near the floor:
“Marin. Move.”

Her heart slammed against her ribs.

“‘Now,” the whisper said. “Move slowly.”

She slid off the cot, pulled the grate open, and dropped silently into the vent shaft. The
whispering continued, guiding her through a maze of ducts and old access tunnels.

Eventually she crawled into an abandoned sub-basement lit by a single flickering lamp.
Five figures stood waiting.

The Dissonants.

“You're alive,” one whispered, stunned.

“We thought they broke you,” another said.

Marin shook her head. “Not yet.”

The leader stepped forward and held out a small device. “We found you through a blind spot in
the harmonics. We’ve been waiting.”

Marin took the device. It hummed faintly in her hand.

“What is it?” she asked.

“A map,” the leader said. “And a choice.”

Marin looked up sharply. “Vale said the same thing.”

“Yes,” the leader replied. “He wants you to choose peace. We want you to choose reality.”
“And you think | haven’t?”

The leader met her gaze. “We don’t know what they’ve done to your memories. Only you can
decide what’s real now.”



The hum in her skull echoed faintly, like a heartbeat.

“Come with us,” the leader said quietly. “There’s something you need to see. Something that will
decide everything.”

Marin nodded.

“‘Let's go.”

The Dissonants led Marin deeper into the abandoned substructure beneath the city. The tunnels
here were old—built long before Unison reshaped the world above. Pipes rattled softly
overhead, and the air tasted stale, metallic, damp. Marin’s footsteps echoed strangely, as if
swallowed by a space that wasn’t entirely physical.

She clutched the humming device the leader had given her. It pulsed with faint, irregular beats
that didn’t match the harmonic field. It felt alive.

“Where are we going?” Marin whispered.
“You'll see,” the leader replied. “It's a place the harmonics can’t reach. Or so we believe.”
Marin frowned. “You believe?”

The leader gave a faint, humorless smile. “Nothing is certain anymore. But the interference map
suggests the lowest levels still have blind spots.”

They turned down a narrow maintenance corridor lit only by their portable lamps. The walls were
scrawled with old repair codes, peeling hazard warnings, and faded logos from infrastructure
companies that hadn’t existed in decades. The deeper they went, the quieter the world
became—until even Marin’s internal hum softened slightly, like it was struggling to penetrate
these depths.

They arrived at a heavy steel door bolted with manual locks.

The leader unlatched each bolt with deliberate slowness, the metallic clank echoing down the
corridor. When the final bolt fell free, she turned to Marin.

“What you're about to see might hurt.”
Marin nodded once. “Show me.”

The leader pushed open the door.



Inside was a cavernous chamber lit by flickering industrial lights. Machinery lay in broken piles.
Old rails crisscrossed the floor, remnants of an abandoned transit system. But what caught
Marin’s breath was the far wall.

Tattered cloth banners hung there—painted with a symbol she recognized instantly.

A spiral. Broken. Fragmented.

The sigil of early resistance.

“Before we were Dissonants,” the leader said, “we had another name.”

Marin stepped closer. “You were the—"

“Yes,” the leader finished. “We were the Fracture.”

Marin remembered the stories: a radical anti-harmony movement that vanished years ago.
Rumors said they’d been wiped out. Others claimed they’d been absorbed quietly. No one knew
the truth.

Until now.

“What happened to you?” Marin asked softly.

The leader exhaled slowly. “Unison happened.”

She walked forward, her boots crunching on debris.

“We tried to sabotage the early field prototypes. We tried to warn the public. But Vale was years
ahead of us. Dossiers, psychological profiles, predictive models... he knew us before we even
knew each other. We weren'’t fighting a government. We were fighting a mind that anticipated
every move.”

Another Dissonant stepped forward—young, gaunt, eyes haunted.

“He broke us,” he said quietly. “Not with violence. With calm.”

Marin’s chest tightened.

“He spoke to each of us,” the young man said. “Individually. Patiently. Telling us he understood
our pain. That we didn’t have to fight. Most... surrendered. Others disappeared.”

The leader gestured toward a row of old medical capsules along the wall. Marin walked closer.



Inside the capsules were human shapes.
Perfectly still.

Perfectly calm.

Eyes closed.

Faces serene.

Not dead.

Not alive.

Suspended.

“What... what is this?” Marin whispered.

“Stage Zero Harmonization,” the leader said. “Preliminary deep sedation. A precursor to what
Unison eventually perfected.”

Marin felt her blood run cold. “These people... they were your—’
“Yes,” the leader said softly. “They were my friends.”
“And you brought me here because—"

“Because you need to understand what we’re fighting,” the leader said. “Not just a system. A
philosophy. A man who genuinely believes he is saving the world.”

Marin turned back to the capsules. Their breathing was shallow, steady. She pressed her hand
against the glass of one. The touch felt wrong—too cold, too final.

“They used to scream,” the leader said quietly. “Now they don’t even dream.”
Marin’s throat tightened.

The leader stepped beside her. “You saw the city above. You saw the peace. You saw the
happiness. But look here. Look at the cost.”

Marin swallowed hard. “l understand.”
“No,” the leader whispered. “You don’t.”
She moved to a console, wiped away the dust, and activated a small manual screen. Static

flickered, then resolved into grainy security footage. Marin watched—nausea rising—as
monochrome images revealed scenes from years ago:



A Fracture rally.

Hundreds of people marching silently with banners.

Then Harmony Monitors approaching without weapons, without threats—just calm voices.
One by one, protesters sat down.

Closed their eyes.

Surrendered.

No violence.

No conflict.

Just submission.

The footage shifted.

Protestors being escorted gently into vans, heads bowed peacefully.
Shift.

Medical pods sealing softly around their bodies.

Shift.

Vale standing before a group of Fracture members, speaking softly, his expression full of
empathy. One after another, they nodded.

Shift.

A single protester resisting—crying, screaming, fists clenched—until Vale approached, touched
her shoulder, whispered something in her ear.

Her rage melted instantly into serenity.

Her eyes closed.

She smiled faintly.

And she followed him.

Shift.

A child—the youngest protester—hugging a Monitor before being harmonized.
Shift.

Shift.

Shift.



Marin couldn’t breathe.
The leader shut off the screen.
“This is what he does,” she said. “He saves people from themselves. That’s what he believes.”

Marin pressed a hand to her mouth. The hum in her skull pulsed faintly, as if responding to her
rising panic.

“‘How do | fight something that doesn’t think it's doing harm?” she whispered.
“You don't,” the leader said. “You expose it.”
“‘How?”

The leader pointed to a reinforced containment vault on the far wall. “Because we still have
something Vale doesn’t know about. Something he has feared for years.”

She moved toward the vault, entering a code into the manual lock mechanism.
The heavy door released with a hiss.

Inside, resting on a pedestal surrounded by shielding plates, was a compact device. Sleek.
Metallic. Unlike any technology Marin had seen above or below.

“What is that?” Marin asked.

The leader’s voice dropped to a reverent whisper.
“Prototype Echo.”

Marin frowned. “Echo?”

“It was the original counter-field,” the leader said. “Created by the first engineers who opposed
Unison. It doesn’t disrupt harmonics. It reflects them.”

“Reflects... how?”
The leader faced her.

“It turns the harmonized population into a mirror—forcing them to broadcast everything they
feel, everything they think, everything they fear. It strips away the calm fagade.”



Marin felt her stomach twist.

“It reveals the truth,” the leader said. “The truth behind harmony. Behind the silence. Behind the
serenity. Behind the peace. All the suppressed suffering. All the buried pain. Everything they've
been conditioned not to feel.”

Marin stepped back. “That could—"

“Cause chaos?” the leader asked. “Yes.”

“Collapse the city?” Marin whispered.

“Likely.”

Marin’s voice trembled. “Kill people?”

The leader hesitated, then nodded. “Possibly.”

Marin shook her head. “| don’t want to become the monster Vale thinks | am.”

“You’re not the monster,” the leader said. “He is.”

Marin looked at the suspended Fracture members again.
At their peaceful, empty faces.

“And if | use Echo,” she whispered, “what happens to me?”
The leader’s silence was answer enough.
Echo was a suicide mission.

Marin stared at the device.
It hummed faintly, matching the rhythm in her skull.

“l need time,” she said. “To think.”

“You don’t have time,” the leader whispered. “Vale is tightening the harmonics. If he deepens
your alignment—if he maps your Divergence—you won’t be able to resist anything. Not even
your own thoughts.”

Marin felt the hum inside her shift slightly—as if responding to the conversation.

She closed her eyes.



| have to choose.

Peace or truth.

Comfort or reality.

Quiet or pain.

When she opened her eyes again, the leader was watching her closely.

“We’'ll give you twelve hours,” the leader said. “Then we move. With or without you.”

Marin nodded.

She sat alone on a broken piece of machinery, staring at Prototype Echo as faint pulses of
harmonic reflection shimmered across its surface.

Twelve hours.

To choose the fate of a city.

Maybe the world.

She didn’t know which terrified her more:

Using Echo—

—or wanting to.

Marin sat alone in the dim chamber long after the Dissonants left her. The silence felt unnatural,
as if the world were holding its breath. The humming in her skull—usually steady,
rhythmic—faltered in irregular pulses, like Unison itself was listening.

Prototype Echo sat on the pedestal, faint pulses rippling across its surface in soft concentric
rings. Marin didn’t touch it. She kept her hands clasped tightly in her lap.

She whispered to no one, “l don’t know if I'm making the right choice.”

For the first time since she’d escaped the Stabilization Suite, she heard her own voice without
distortion. No harmonics binding it. No soothing veneer. Just her voice—shaky, raw, human.

It startled her.

Marin rose, pacing the length of the chamber. Her thoughts collided violently. Vale’s calm smile.
The suspended Fracture members. The peace above. The quiet streets. The laughter of
children who didn’t understand what had been taken from them. Her own mind, softened at the
edges by something she didn’t fully understand.



Maybe the harmonics were already shaping her more than she realized.

Twelve hours.

She needed air.

Marin climbed a rusted ladder and emerged into an alley far beyond the Quiet Zones. The night
was cool, the sky clouded over, and the city lights glowed faintly in soft hues of pink. The hum
pressed gently on her thoughts—lighter than before, but present.

She sat on the edge of a concrete barrier, watching distant pedestrian streams moving in perfect
synchrony. Smiling. Paused at crosswalks without being asked. Whispering softly to each other.
Harmonized.

She saw no conflict.

No arguments.

No tension.

No anger.

No fear.

No pain.

That terrified her more than anything.

Footsteps approached.

Marin turned sharply—then relaxed when she saw Vale standing at the entrance of the alley,
hands folded gently in front of him. No guards. No monitors. Just him.

“‘How did you find me?” Marin asked.

Vale nodded toward the street. “Your neural signature is distinctive. You leave a kind of...
emotional wake.”

Marin clenched her jaw. “You're inside my mind.”

“No,” Vale said quietly. “I can read your emotional resonance—not your thoughts. And you aren’t
subtle.”

He walked forward slowly, stopping several feet away.

“I know you've seen the Fracture chamber,” he said softly. “| know they told you their version of
the story.”



“It's not a version,” Marin snapped. “It’s the truth.”

Vale shook his head gently. “It's one truth. A painful one. But not the whole.”

Marin crossed her arms, bracing herself.

“Do you know what the world was like before harmonics?” Vale asked.

“Yes,” she said bitterly. “Chaotic. Emotional. Real.”

Vale’s expression softened. “It was suffering, Marin. People drowning in their own pain.
Depression. Anxiety. Anger. Loneliness. Addiction. The Fracture believed humans could endure
that forever. They were wrong.”

Marin stepped closer. “Humanity isn’t meant to be muted.”

“And humanity isn’t meant to be tormented,” Vale replied.

The hum in her skull intensified—just slightly—like a soft exhale.

“You think you’re saving people,” Marin whispered.

‘I know | am,” Vale said. “I've watched thousands find peace. Mothers who no longer fear losing
their children to despair. Veterans who no longer hear the ghosts of gunfire. Children who no
longer cry themselves to sleep. A world without sharp edges.”

Marin shook her head slowly, fighting a wave of dizziness. “You’re numbing them.”

“'m healing them,” Vale said softly. “You're confusing anesthesia with amputation.”

Marin swallowed hard. “And what about Divergents?”

Vale hesitated.

“We can’t align you,” he said. “Not fully. You feel too deeply. That's why you hurt.”

“And your solution is to break us?”

“No,” Vale said. “Only to quiet the parts that hurt you.”

“That is breaking,” Marin whispered.

They stood facing each other, the city breathing quietly behind them.



“You want me to choose harmonization,” Marin said.
“I want you to choose peace,” Vale replied. “But | won'’t force you.”
Marin blinked. “You won’t?”

“No,” he said gently. “The moment | force harmony, it ceases to be harmony. The choice must
be yours.”

Marin stared at him for a long moment.
“‘And if | walk away right now?”
Vale smiled sadly. “Then you walk away.”

She stepped past him, expecting him to stop her. He didn’t. She walked down the alley until
Vale’s presence faded behind her.

Only then did she realize how dangerous he truly was.
Not because he captured people.

Not because he manipulated.

Not because he lied.

But because he believed so deeply in what he was doing that he didn’t need to force anyone.

Peace was seductive enough to do the work for him.

Marin returned to the Dissonant chamber just before dawn.

The leader looked up from the makeshift command table. “Your twelve hours are up.”
Marin nodded. “I know.”

“Did Vale find you?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

Marin exhaled shakily. “He told me I'm free to choose.”



The leader scoffed. “That’s what he tells everyone. And then he gives them peace until they
forget they ever had a choice.”

Marin closed her eyes tightly. “| know.”

“So?” the leader pressed. “Prototype Echo. The decision is yours.”

Marin stared at the device. Its surface shimmered faintly, reflecting the dim emergency lights.
“What will it do to the city?” Marin asked softly.

The leader hesitated. “It will reveal everything.”

“And the people?”

“Some will break,” the leader admitted. “Some will collapse. But others—others will wake. And
once enough people wake, Unison will lose its grip.”

Marin shook her head. “| don’t want blood on my hands.”

The leader stepped closer. “This isn’t about blood, Marin. It's about truth. The truth must be
louder than the whisper.”

Marin whispered, “| don’t want to become Vale.”

“You won't,” the leader said. “Because Vale erases pain. Echo will amplify it. You’re not silencing
them. You're letting them feel again.”

“That’s not mercy,” Marin whispered.
“No,” the leader said. “It's humanity.”
Marin turned away. Her hands trembled.

“Marin,” the leader said quietly, “we can’t choose for you. Only you can decide what kind of
world is worth saving.”

Marin slowly reached out and lifted Prototype Echo from the pedestal.

It was warm.
Too warm.

Like it had been waiting for her.



“We go now,” the leader said.

“No,” Marin whispered. “I go alone.”

The leader stiffened. “You won’t survive.”

‘I know.”

Silence.

“Then why go alone?”

Marin met her eyes. “Because if Echo fails... no one else deserves to die for my choice.”

The leader stared at her for a long moment, then nodded with solemn respect.

“Then go,” she whispered. “And may you return to us.”

Marin’s journey to the Broadcast Cathedral felt unreal. She moved through underground access
points, bypassing guard rotations and blind spots. The hum in her skull pulsed with every
step—more urgently the closer she got.

She passed Harmonized citizens walking in serene lines, their eyes soft, their breaths slow.
She wondered how many would scream if Echo activated.

How many would collapse.

How many would break.

She wondered if Vale was right.
If people really couldn’t handle their own pain.

She wondered if she could.
At last she stood before the Cathedral.

The building rose like a crystalline tower wrapped in soft pink light. Its surface vibrated with
harmonic frequencies, the epicenter of the city’s quiet.

Inside, technicians moved calmly, adjusting panels and controls. Marin slipped through
shadows, unnoticed among synchronized motions.

She reached the central broadcast chamber.



And Vale stood waiting.

Of course he did.

He turned slowly as she stepped inside, cradling Prototype Echo in her hands.

He smiled softly—sadly. “| was hoping you wouldn’t come here.”

“You knew,” Marin whispered.

“Yes,” Vale said. “The moment you held Echo, your resonance changed. | felt it.”

Marin walked toward the central nexus. “You said the choice was mine.”

“Itis,” Vale said gently. “You can destroy peace. If that’'s what you believe humanity needs.”
Marin’s grip tightened. “Don’t make this harder.”

“I'm not,” Vale said. “You are.”

Her breath hitched. “Stop trying to understand me.”

Vale shook his head. “Understanding you is the only way to save you.”

Marin placed Prototype Echo on the central pedestal. It latched magnetically, humming softly.
Vale stepped forward. “Marin, please. You’re hurting. And you’re not thinking clearly.”

“You mean I’'m not thinking the way you want me to,” she whispered.

“No,” Vale said. “You're thinking through trauma. That’s not clarity. That’s suffering.”

Marin raised her hand over the activation switch.

Vale looked genuinely terrified now. Not for himself—for her. “If you activate Echo, you'll kill
thousands. Maybe more.”

“I know,” Marin whispered.
“And you'll die too.”

“l know.”



Vale stepped closer. “Then don’t do this. Not out of rage. Not out of guilt. Not out of fear.”
Marin lowered her hand.

Not because of Vale’s plea.
But because she suddenly wasn'’t sure.

Echo hummed, waiting.

Vale spoke quietly. “Marin... peace doesn’t erase your humanity. It softens the wounds. It lets
you breathe.”

Marin whispered, “Peace shouldn’t cost freedom.”
“Freedom shouldn’t cost survival,” Vale replied.

They were both right.

They were both wrong.

And all of humanity hung in the space between them.
Marin stared at Echo.

Then she reached for the activation panel.

Vale’s voice broke. “Marin—"

Her hand hovered.

Her breath shook.

A single tear slipped down her cheek.

“'m sorry,” she whispered. “I have to choose something.”
She pressed her hand to the panel—

—then stopped.

The hum in her skull changed.

Softened.

Shifted.

A memory surfaced—of her father holding her during a panic attack, whispering, “It's okay to
hurt. It means you're alive.”



Marin pulled her hand away from the switch.

She turned to Vale.

Her voice cracked. “l won’t destroy these people to save them.”
Vale exhaled in relief.

Marin added, “And | won't let you erase them either.”
Vale froze.

Marin lifted Echo.

And smashed it against the pedestal.

The device cracked open.

Light spilled out—blinding.

Sound imploded inward like a collapsing star.

Vale shouted her name.

And everything went black.

Marin awoke lying in a quiet field outside the city. The sun was rising. Birds chirped softly. Air
brushed against her skin in a way she hadn'’t felt in years.

Her head hurt.
Her body ached.

But the hum...

The hum was softer.

Barely there.

For the first time since the harmonics touched her mind, she felt almost alone in her thoughts.
Almost.

She sat up slowly.

A figure approached through the grass.



Vale.

He looked different—softer. More human. His calm wasn’t perfect anymore. His voice trembled
when he spoke.

“Marin... you destroyed Echo.”

“Yes.”

“You could have destroyed Unison.”

“I know.”

Vale lowered himself beside her. “Why didn’t you?”

Marin stared at the horizon. “Because peace shouldn’t come from force. But neither should
pain.” She looked at him. “The world deserves a choice. A real one.”

Vale nodded slowly. “Then we’ll rebuild Unison. Voluntarily. Transparency. Opt-in. No sedation.
No imprinting.”

Marin studied him carefully. “Can you do that?”
Vale hesitated. Then: “| can try.”

Silence settled between them.

Soft hum in the distance.

Soft wind.

Soft morning.

Marin whispered, “How did | get here?”

Vale looked away. “I carried you.”

She studied him again.

Something felt...

Off.

Not wrong.
Not sinister.



Just... slightly out of place.

A rhythm in the breeze.

A faint repeating pattern in the birdsong.

A near-imperceptible tone under Vale’s breathing.

A hum.

Soft.

Gentle.

Almost ignorable.

Almost.

Marin swallowed hard. “Vale... is the city still harmonized?”
Vale’s eyes flickered. “Less than before. Much less.”

She stood slowly, legs shaking.

“Did you... adjust my neural field?”

Vale met her gaze quietly. “I stabilized it. Only to help you wake safely.”
Marin’s heart slammed against her ribs. “What does that mean?”
“It means you’re alive,” Vale said softly.

“And awake?” she whispered.

A long silence.

Then Vale smiled sadly.

“You're safe.”

The hum brushed the edge of her thoughts again—like a soft fingertip tracing the inside of her
mind.

Marin stared at him.
At the sunrise.

At the quiet.
At the peace that felt a little too smooth, a little too soft, a little too... curated.



Her breath trembled.

“Vale,” she whispered, “is this real?”

Vale didn’t answer.

The wind rustled the grass in a perfect rhythm.

The birdsong repeated the same pattern twice.

Far in the distance, the city glowed with a faint pink hue.

Marin closed her eyes, feeling the hum pulse gently inside her skull—so faint she almost
believed she imagined it.

Almost.

She opened her eyes.

“I need to know the truth,” she whispered.
Vale’s expression was unreadable. “Do you?”
Marin looked at him.

At the world.

At the quiet.

And she whispered—

“| don’t know.”

END OF UNISON — PART IV



