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🎭 Prologue: I Am the Face


“I am not alive. I am not a machine. I am not magic.
I am what you put on when you cannot bear to be seen.”

They call me many names—artifact, miracle, curse.
I call myself nothing. I do not speak unless spoken through.
I have no voice of my own, and yet here I am, telling you this.

I was made in a sterile room under bright lights, assembled by hands that trembled with ambition. My surface is inert, neutral, smooth as if I were born without history. Yet, I remember everything. Not because I choose to, but because each face I have worn leaves a residue. A scent of purpose. A flavor of fear.

I do not change. I am not altered by mood or choice.
But those who wear me? They always do.
Some believe I conceal. Others think I reveal. Both are wrong.
I am not the truth, nor the lie.
I am the possibility between them.
I have been a lover, a killer, a savior, a traitor—though I’ve never moved a finger. I’ve met gods in alleyways and cowards on thrones. I’ve wept with children and smiled through executions.

I do not crave power, but I have worn the face of those who do.

Do you want to know me?
Then know them.
The ones who wore me.
The ones who needed me.
The ones I chose.
These are their stories.
Or perhaps, these are mine.

1.🧪 Prototype Zero

Story One

Act I: The Face Behind Glass

Dr. Elias Renn stood before the tank.
Not a water tank. Not a chemical bath. Not even, really, a containment unit—though it would later be called that in court documents and briefings. It was just glass. Thick, reinforced, slightly fogged by the lab’s erratic climate control. And inside, suspended like a religious relic, was the mask.
It did not look like much. Pale, pliable. Like artificial skin molded into no particular face. It pulsed slightly when idle—just enough to make the junior researchers uncomfortable. Elias had gotten used to it. You could get used to anything, he thought, if you built it yourself.

“Still breathing, Eli?” came a voice behind him.

He didn’t turn. That would be Conrad. The project liaison. Government, technically. Or whatever branch of the government handled things that weren’t ready to exist yet.

“It's not alive,” Elias said flatly.

“Didn’t ask if it was. Asked if you were. You haven’t logged out in three days.”

“I’m fine.”

“You always say that. Then you vomit in the sink and collapse.”

Elias finally turned. He looked as thin as his lab coat, skin pale with fluorescent fatigue. His glasses had left trenches in his face, and a faint smear of conductive gel clung to his temple like an afterthought of dreaming.

“I just need to finish calibrating the anatomical sync,” Elias muttered.

Conrad leaned against the console. “It already passed the live mimic tests. You made something that changes a man’s face in under three seconds with no surgical footprint. You should be getting drunk in Geneva right now.”

“I didn’t make it for Geneva.”

“Oh, I know,” Conrad said with that sly, irritating grin. “You made it for the burn victims. The kids. The 'good work' pages in medical journals.”

Elias didn’t respond. He was staring at the mask again.

“It’s not a disguise,” he said quietly. “It’s not a trick. It’s a second skin. It adapts to your musculature, rewrites the surface tension of expression, mimics your facial micro-movements in real time. It knows how to be you better than your own mirror.”

Conrad chuckled. “See? That’s the sales pitch.”

“It’s not for sale.”

Conrad tapped his tablet. “Funny. Because someone already signed for it.”

Elias froze.

“It’s being transferred. Tonight.”

“Transferred where?”

“Someplace where it won’t sit behind glass anymore.”

Elias blinked. “It’s not ready.”

“Then you better stop staring at it and start doing something about it.”

Conrad left. The glass reflected Elias’s face: gaunt, brittle, unsure whether it was being watched from the other side.

Act II: What It Means to Be a Face

He built it for Sara.
He never told anyone that. Not even the grant board, not the ethics committee, not the interns who came and went. But that’s who it was for. Sara, with the smile the car crash stole. Sara, who stopped going outside. Sara, who used to say “I miss how people looked at me” more than she said “I miss my old face.”
The mask was supposed to give it back. Or not just back—forward. Something new, something hers. Something she could wear like skin, not like a cover.

But then Sara left.

And Elias kept working. Alone now. Or not alone—he had the mask.

He’d tested it on rats. Then on artificial muscle models. Then on himself, briefly, under strict lab conditions. The transformation wasn’t just seamless. It was perfect. It didn’t just change your appearance—it integrated. Learned. It wore you even as you wore it. That was the danger.

Because identity isn’t a face.
But once you change the face... what happens to the rest?

Act 3 – The Face in the Glass 

Elias had always known the facility was secure. That was the point. After years of pitching to indifferent universities, dodging venture capitalists who wanted apps instead of substance, and being told his work was too "speculative," it was the agency that finally took him in. Not for warfare, they’d assured him. For reconstruction. Recovery. "We want to give soldiers their faces back," they’d said. That was enough.

He wasn't part of the security team. He wasn't cleared to know how many cameras ran or where the pressure sensors were buried. But over time, through friendly chats with the night-shift guard or grabbing coffee with the systems engineer, he started to pick things up. It was inevitable. You spend years in a place, in a lab where your life's work breathes, and you start to feel responsible for all of it—beyond your clearance.

One morning, Victor—an IT guy who liked to pretend he wasn’t a gossip—slid a folder across the café table between bites of his egg sandwich.

"You didn’t get this from me," Victor said, not meeting Elias’s eyes.

Inside were logs. Irregular activity from two nights ago. Biometric override attempts. Facial ID failures. Then acceptance. Then silence.

“Why are you showing me this?” Elias asked.

Victor just shrugged. “Because I know how much you care about that thing. And something’s off.”

It wasn’t until Elias pored over the logs at home—blown up on his three-monitor setup, cross-checking the timestamps with his own lab notes—that the sick feeling hardened into certainty. Someone had accessed the prototype. They hadn’t triggered any full breach alarms, but a secondary biometric scan had failed multiple times before finally passing.

Someone had worn someone else’s face to gain access.

He brought it up, carefully, with Director Conley the next day. She listened. She didn’t deny it—but she didn’t confirm anything either.

“You’re not cleared for facility-wide intel,” she said flatly. “Your focus should be on your research. Let security handle security.”

“But this is about the mask,” Elias insisted. “If someone used it to bypass biometrics, that’s not just theft—it’s a proof of concept. It's exactly what I feared.”

Her expression didn’t change. “We’re investigating. That’s all I can tell you.”

That night, Elias sat on his apartment floor, the city humming beyond the glass. He hadn’t eaten. The folder from Victor lay open beside him. He stared into the void of it, of the missing lines of code, the unlogged anomaly.

His phone buzzed.


Sara: Hey. It was lovely running into you yesterday. Didn’t expect to see you at the mall of all places. I keep thinking about it. Want to grab dinner again?


He read the message twice. Yesterday, he hadn’t left the lab. Not even for lunch. His blood turned to ice.

He tapped the call button.

“Sara?”

“Elias! I didn’t think you’d call so soon.” She sounded delighted.

“Where exactly did we see each other?”

There was a pause. “The mall. Food court. You came up behind me. Made that stupid joke about linguine.”

He closed his eyes. His hand trembled. “Sara... that wasn’t me.”

Another pause. “Don’t joke like that.”

“I’m not.”

Silence.

When she finally spoke again, her voice was flat. “Then someone else wore your face.”

He whispered, “It’s out.”

No need to say what. They both knew.

Outside the window, the lights of the city blurred into faceless reflections on the glass.

He closed the laptop. The fan whined for a moment, then fell still. The room was silent, except for the pulse in his throat.

She had touched him. Kissed him. Slept beside someone wearing his face. Someone who knew just enough to fake his walk, his voice, his warmth. Not enough to be him—but enough to fool someone who once loved him.

The skin on his hands crawled. He wanted to burn them off.

He stood. The lights overhead felt surgical.
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