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For the lost, both on the screen and behind it.
May we learn to close the app and simply feel.

The ultimate lie is not the tear we fake for the camera, but the shame we choose to keep private. In a world of shared sorrow, the unshared feeling is the only honest currency left."
— Davis Shyaka

ACT I — THE FEED IS ALIVE
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Chapter 1: #GoneTooSoon
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Mira’s right eye was dry. Too dry. She could feel the tiny, irritating drag of her contact lens against the lower lid, a small, physical distraction that threatened to ruin the whole take. It was a tragedy. A small, personal, unbroadcastable tragedy.

She kept her posture perfect. Back straight against the white, distressed-wood headboard of her bed, which, incidentally, had never actually been used for sleeping. It was the designated ‘Emotional Content Corner’—a perfect, clean canvas for vulnerability. The linen sheets were a muted, expensive gray, chosen to contrast delicately with her skin tone and make the single, carefully placed antique-white tissue box pop just enough.

The ring light, a cruel, bright sun of public judgment, was set to its softest, warmest setting. It made her skin look flawless, but more importantly, it caught the moisture in her eyes and turned every tear into a diamond-like shimmer.

Mira closed her eyes for a full four seconds, took a slow, deep breath, and let it out as a shaky, almost silent sigh. This was the moment. She opened her eyes, looked directly into the camera lens—which was her phone, a top-of-the-line model with a cracked protective screen—and began.

“I... I don’t even know what to say,” she whispered, her voice immediately hitting the perfect note of fragility. She had practiced that line, that exact whisper, thirty-seven times. It needed to sound unplanned, like the words were ripped straight from a heart too shattered to form proper sentences.

The truth was, she knew exactly what to say. She was reading the first bullet point off the small teleprompter app glowing dimly on her screen, a list of five carefully constructed sentences that had been vetted by her manager, Leo, just thirty minutes ago.

“We live in a world that asks us to be strong all the time. To push forward. To never stop. But today... today, I am stopping. Today, we all have to stop.”

A perfect, single tear, the prima donna of tears, beaded at the corner of her right eye. It was helped by a tiny, almost invisible dab of glycerin oil she had applied five minutes ago, a little trick Maya, her biggest competitor and secret collaborator, had taught her. The glycerin held the water, guaranteeing the photographic quality of the moment.

The tear rolled down her cheek, leaving a glistening track through the subtle layer of dewy, natural-look foundation. It was beautiful. It was authentic. It was a lie.

The person she was mourning was a twenty-three-year-old barista from Seattle named Sarah, who had died in a hiking accident two days prior. Mira had never met Sarah. She had never spoken to her. She didn’t even know what Sarah’s favorite color was. But Sarah’s story was trending. Sarah’s death was a clean, universally sad tragedy—no messy politics, no complex debates, just a sudden, untimely loss. It was the perfect grief commodity.

Mira reached out and gently took the tissue from the box. She did not wipe her face yet. The tear track had to be visible for the first five seconds of the clip. That was the hook.

“Sarah was one of us. She was light. She was laughter,” Mira continued, slightly modulating her voice to suggest a struggle for composure. “And to her family, and to everyone who knew her light... I am just so, so sorry. Your pain is not yours alone. We carry it with you. We mourn with you. Because love never dies. And beautiful souls like Sarah... they don’t just leave us. They become part of the very sky we look at.”

She finally brought the tissue to her eye, a delicate, feather-light blot. The performance was over. She gave the camera one last, lingering, soulful look that spoke volumes of shared sorrow, before tapping the screen to end the recording.

Mira immediately checked the timer. One minute, twenty-two seconds. Perfect. Short enough for maximum platform compatibility, long enough for the emotional payload to deliver.

The moment the recording stopped, the fragility vanished. The perfect, soulful look evaporated, replaced by the sharp, analytical gaze of a business owner checking inventory. She didn't feel relief. She felt a professional satisfaction.

She played the clip back. The tear track was visible. The lighting was impeccable. The voice broke exactly when it was supposed to.

It’s good.

She took another clean tissue, this time to actually wipe away the glycerin and the slightly runny make-up. She grabbed her laptop and opened the posting interface. The caption had been prepared hours ago.

Mira Elen (@MiraElenOfficial)

Video Attached: Tribute for Sarah, 23

Losing a soul like this reminds us all to breathe. Hold your people close tonight. I can’t stop crying. I just can’t. #GoneTooSoon #RIPAngel #GriefJourney #WeAreOne #Heartbreak #Empathy

She hit POST.

The process was mechanical, almost boring. It was Tuesday. Tuesday was a great day for emotional content. People were already worn down by the start of the week and were scrolling for comfort or, more accurately, scrolling for something to validate their own vague sadness.

Within sixty seconds, the notifications started. They didn’t trickle. They flooded.

@RealHealer_33 Sending you light, Mira. Thank you for using your platform to feel for the rest of us. Your voice is a balm.

@Liam’sGirl I lost my dog last month and your words are helping me heal that pain. Sarah is resting now.

@CorporateGrief I’m sharing this in my office Slack channel. We all need this reminder.

@Anonymous222 I don’t know who Sarah is but I’m crying too. Your pain is so raw.

Mira watched the numbers spin. 10,000 views in the first minute. 500 comments. The “Heart” reaction icon was turning into a vibrant red wave at the bottom of the screen.

It was working. The algorithm had caught the scent of genuine (manufactured) empathy, and it was pushing the content to the top of every feed. Grief was trending.

A sharp, demanding ping came from her other phone—the work phone. It was Leo, her manager.

Leo (7:04 PM): IT’S A MONSTER. 30k in 90 seconds. Hold everything. Do NOT post again for 2 hours. Let the wave crest.

Leo (7:05 PM): Also—that tear? OSCAR-LEVEL.

Mira (7:05 PM): Thanks. I had to use the glycerin trick. The contact was acting up.

Leo (7:06 PM): Who cares about the lens! Look at the metrics! I’m already getting pings from SoftTouch Tissues. They want a campaign around “Genuine Tears.” You’re giving them a masterclass in Genuine Tears!

Mira (7:07 PM): Tell them to triple the rate. The production quality on this one was high.

She closed the chat. She felt a familiar, hollow warmth spread through her chest. It wasn’t the warmth of human connection or sadness shared. It was the warmth of success. It was the digital currency of engagement translating directly into cold, hard cash.

Mira stood up, stretching her arms above her head. The Emotional Content Corner was now inert. She walked out of the perfect lighting, away from the camera, and into the ordinary, harsh fluorescent glow of her kitchen. She poured herself a glass of water.

The truth was, the intense emotional performance had left her exhausted. It was like running a mental marathon. Her heart rate was elevated, her muscles tense. She felt physically wrung out, but emotionally... she felt nothing.

No sorrow for Sarah. No shared burden for the family. Just a faint, lingering irritation from the dry contact lens and the satisfying, distant thrum of her phone buzzing endlessly in the other room.

I am a messenger, she told herself, forcing a shred of nobility into the equation. I am allowing people to feel what the world tries to suppress. I am providing a safe space for sorrow.

It was the lie she told herself every time the views soared. It was the necessary fiction. She wasn’t selling pain. She was selling permission to be human. Or so she hoped.

She finished the water and checked the time. Seven thirty-four PM. Her content was already trending. She had done her job.

Her eyes drifted to the corner of the fridge, where a single photograph was held up by a cheap magnetic clip. It was a faded picture of a young man, a boy really, standing by the ocean, throwing a crooked peace sign at the camera. He had unruly dark hair and a wide, honest grin that seemed too genuine for Mira’s current world.

It was Liam. Her brother.

She hadn’t called him in three weeks. He had texted her last week, a short, cryptic message. Hey. Call me when you have a minute. No biggie.

She hadn’t called back. She had been too busy mourning strangers.

The phone in the next room vibrated again, louder this time. A surge of energy. A massive spike. She could feel the internet breathing, feeding on her performance.

Liam’s face in the photograph seemed to blur slightly in the harsh kitchen light. He looked a million miles away.

Mira turned her back on the photo and walked toward the bedroom. The Feed was alive, and she needed to be close to it. The reality of her life—a distant brother, an empty apartment, the crushing need for engagement—could wait.

The illusion of a life, the glamorous, sad, empathetic life of Mira Elen, was just getting started. And tonight, thanks to Sarah, she was on top of the world. A beautiful, shimmering mountain of fake tears and real money.
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Chapter 2: Engagement Metrics
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Mira was not looking at the comments anymore. The simple, raw reactions—the “sending light” and the “I’m crying too”—were low-value data. She was looking at the real numbers, the deep-dive analytics her platform provided. The ones that separated a successful post from a business success.

She was logged into the Creator Dashboard, a sterile, black-and-white interface that showed the naked truth of her emotional output. The screen glowed with triumphant green arrows.

Content: Sarah Tribute (09.07.25)

	Metric

	Current Value

	24-Hour Goal


	Total Views

	4.1M

	5M


	Share Rate

	12.8%

	10% (Achieved)


	Avg. Watch Time

	1:19 (out of 1:22)

	1:10 (Achieved)


	Save/Bookmark

	320K

	250K (Achieved)


	Conversion Rate (New Followers)

	3.5%

	2% (Achieved)


	Sentiment Score

	98.6% Sad/Compassionate

	95% (Achieved)



Mira studied the Avg. Watch Time. One minute and nineteen seconds. That meant almost everyone who started watching had stayed until the very end, until the lingering, soulful look. That was an incredible score. It meant she had held their attention, kept them captured inside the velvet-lined cage of her manufactured sorrow. The tear had done its job.

The phone rang, cutting through the silence of her apartment. It was a video call from Leo, her manager. Mira answered instantly, knowing Leo would be ecstatic, a whirlwind of energy even through the screen.

Leo’s face filled the frame. He was in his office, wearing a headset that made him look like a mission controller, which, in a way, he was. He was controlling the mission to monetize human emotion.

“Mira! Queen of Grief! You broke the platform!” Leo’s voice was too loud, too cheerful for the serious subject matter of death. It was the sound of a cash register ringing.

Mira kept her own tone calm, professional. “The metrics are good, Leo. The Avg. Watch Time is almost perfect.”

“‘Good’?” Leo nearly shouted, leaning closer to the camera so his face was slightly distorted. “It’s not ‘good,’ Mira. It’s a Grief Event. This is the biggest thing you’ve done since the #PityMePost campaign last winter. The Share Rate is unprecedented for a sad video. People usually want to share joy, but you’ve made sorrow sharable! That’s the genius of it.”

He spun his chair around and pointed to a large, color-coded whiteboard behind him. It was covered in names, numbers, and corporate logos. “Look! SoftTouch Tissues is already moving. I’ve sent them the preliminary data. I told them this is the face of authentic crying. They want you for a six-month campaign: ‘Tears That Heal.’ I’m holding out for a seven-figure number. Don't worry.”

Mira nodded, absorbing the details. Seven figures. A million dollars. All from a tear for a person she’d never met. The feeling of success was a drug—pure, clean, and addictive.

“What about the conversion rate?” Mira asked, steering the conversation back to the most valuable number. The new followers.

“Three-point-five percent! That’s thirty-five thousand new souls added to the fold,” Leo crowed. “They came for the sympathy, they stayed for the source. This is what I’ve been telling you, Mira. Happiness is a ten-second spike. Grief is a subscription model. You cry, they subscribe. It’s steady, loyal, and they feel guilty if they leave.”

Mira leaned back, a small, subtle smile touching her lips. That was it. The core business philosophy. Grief is a subscription model. It was dark, but it was true. People didn't scroll past grief; they paused for it. They needed a witness to their own quiet sadness, and Mira was the best witness money could buy.

“I also noticed a spike in the negative comments,” Mira mentioned, deliberately trying to temper Leo’s excitement. She had to appear grounded, not just a money-hungry machine.

Leo waved his hand dismissively. “The trolls? The ‘Fake Tears’ brigade? Forget them. Your Sentiment Score is 98.6%. That means less than two percent of people are calling you out. And frankly, the haters are useful. They provide tension. They give your loyal followers something to fight against, which drives engagement. It’s like a digital immune system. Don't respond to them. Ever. Let your fans do the work. It makes them feel like part of the movement.”

Mira understood. The critics were fuel. They were the friction that generated heat. The narrative wasn't just Mira is sad; it was Mira is sad and being attacked for it, which proves she is a hero.

“What’s the next move?” Mira asked.

Leo pulled a small, serious-looking tablet toward him. “We need to cement this feeling. The problem with grief content is it’s a high-burn topic. You can’t mourn too often, or you get burnout. We need a cool-down.”

He scrolled on his tablet. “I’m putting together a two-post sequence. Tomorrow morning, you post a low-key, non-specific reflection. Something about the fragility of life. A picture of the sunrise, maybe. Caption: ‘Waking up today feels different. Sending love to everyone who is just trying to make it through the day.’ Soft, general empathy. No specific dead people.”

“A palate cleanser,” Mira supplied.

“Exactly! A sadness intermission. Then, the day after, we hit them with the Follower Spotlight. Pick three of the most emotional comments from the Sarah post. Screenshot them. Post them with a caption like, ‘Your stories are my strength. We heal together.’ That brings the focus back to the community and makes your followers feel seen. It locks them in.”

This was the machine. It wasn’t just spontaneous emotion. It was a calculated, four-step process: (1) Shock/Tragedy, (2) Validation/Empathy, (3) Palate Cleanser, (4) Community Lock-in.

Mira felt a familiar tightening in her stomach. It was the feeling she got when she looked too closely at the gears of the system that kept her rich and famous. It was ugly, but it worked.

“What about the tissue contract?” she pressed.

“I’m meeting them tomorrow afternoon. They want you to do an ‘emotional reveal’ for their new comfort packaging. You have to open the box, talk about a hard moment, and then use the tissue. I’m thinking we save that for the big one. When the next major trending death hits.”

When the next death hits. It was spoken with the same clinical anticipation one might use when talking about the next major fashion season.

Leo paused, his smile fading slightly, a rare moment of genuine seriousness. “Listen, Mira. You know this. This is the new media. We’re not selling perfume. We’re selling a feeling. We’re selling permission to be sad. And you are the best emotional salesperson in the world right now. Don’t lose your focus. The content is incredible. The you in the video... you actually looked exhausted. That’s what they want. They want to see the toll it takes on you. Keep that up.”

“It is exhausting, Leo,” Mira said, and for the first time, she wasn't acting. It was tiring to generate such deep, convincing sorrow from an empty well.

“Good. Now go get some rest. And maybe do a quick Insta Story about needing a cup of tea to recover from the emotional weight of the post. Keep the narrative going. Rest is content, too.”

The call ended. Leo’s face vanished, and the bright, triumphant numbers of the Creator Dashboard filled the screen again.

Conversion Rate (New Followers): 3.5%

Mira looked at the number. $35,000 new followers. $35,000 people now believed she was a source of pure, genuine empathy. She knew exactly what they wanted. They didn’t want a person. They wanted a mirror that cried back at them. They wanted a professional mourner to validate their own unspoken sorrows.

She closed the laptop with a snap. The cold metal felt grounding. The whole process was simple, really. She manufactured a feeling, posted it, and the world paid her a fortune to cry.

But as she walked to her kitchen, the image of Liam’s smiling face on the fridge flashed in her mind.

What if I ran out of tears for the camera?

What if the tears for the strangers used up all the tears for the people I actually loved?

She pushed the thought away. It was irrelevant. She had the glycerin. She had the scripts. And she had the metrics. And the metrics never lied.

The Feed was waiting. And the Feed was hungry.
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Chapter 3: “You’re Saving People”
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The morning sun was a soft, pale gold, streaming through the gap in her expensive, soundproof curtains. It was a beautiful, peaceful morning, the kind that naturally made people feel hopeful. Mira used this feeling. It was part of her carefully managed mood cycle.

She had already posted the “palate cleanser” Leo had planned. A photo of the sunrise, filtered to be slightly misty and melancholy. The caption was short: “Waking up today feels different. Sending love to everyone who is just trying to make it through the day.”

The comments were already pouring in, a gentle river of quiet thanks, a soothing contrast to the raging torrent of the previous night’s grief post.

@Ocean_Vibes: A much needed reminder, Mira. Thank you for making space for us.

@SilentSorrow: The world is loud. Your page is quiet.

This was the healing content. The necessary recovery after the trauma of the public mourning. It allowed her followers to rest their emotional muscles while staying connected to her channel.

Mira was sitting at her kitchen table, a huge mug of lukewarm herbal tea in front of her. She was scrolling through the Direct Messages (DMs) that came in after the Sarah tribute. These were the true gold. They were too personal, too messy, to be in the public comment section, so they were filled with the rawest, most desperate feelings. These messages were Mira’s actual fuel.

She tapped on a message from an account named @MySonIsMyStar.

@MySonIsMyStar (DM): I saw your video last night, and I didn’t know Sarah, but when you cried, I cried for my own son, Michael. He died eight years ago. And for the first time in so long, I felt like someone else remembered. Like my grief wasn’t a dusty old thing no one wanted to touch. You made it relevant again. You gave my son a moment of light. Thank you, Mira. You’re saving people like me.

Mira’s hand paused on the screen. You’re saving people.

The words hit a deep, fragile place inside her, a place where the cynicism and the metrics couldn't reach. This was the moment of her most powerful self-deception. This was the truth she chose to believe.

She was not an actress. She was not a merchant of pain. She was a Grief Facilitator. She was a digital missionary.

In her mind, she began the familiar, internal conversation, the one she had to have every time the seven-figure checks cleared.

Yes, the money is huge. Yes, the glycerin is fake. But look at what it allows me to do. Without the huge platform, without the perfect lighting and the viral metrics, would this mother have found comfort?

No.

She justified the cost—the loss of her own emotional authenticity—as a necessary transaction. She saw herself as a translator. She took the crushing, overwhelming language of real death and translated it into a short, beautiful, easily shareable language of digital empathy. It was like taking a massive, poisonous boulder and grinding it into sparkling, gentle dust that people could safely touch.

She was doing a public service. The world was too busy, too fast, too competitive to stop and genuinely mourn. Her followers were working three jobs, dealing with climate anxiety, stressed about rent. They didn’t have the emotional capacity to process every global tragedy. Mira did the processing for them. She was the one who could afford to cry, both literally and figuratively.

My emptiness is a sacrifice, she thought, pouring more lukewarm tea. I absorb the world’s projected sadness, package it neatly, and give it back to them as a clean, simple emotion they can share without ruining their day.

She scrolled to the next message, which came from a much younger person.

@SadBoi_99 (DM): I’m 16 and I feel like I can’t talk to anyone about my depression. The other influencers are all about ‘toxic positivity.’ You’re the only one who says it’s okay to be sad. You make me feel seen. If you can cry and still be strong, maybe I can too.

This was validation of her entire brand. She wasn’t selling happiness—the temporary, unsustainable high that only leads to a crash. She was selling permission for sadness. In a world obsessed with being fine, she was the voice that said, it’s okay to not be fine. And for that, they paid her with their views, their shares, and their loyalty.

Mira walked over to her wall, which was mostly empty except for a large, framed print she had commissioned: a single, black tear falling into a shimmering pool of gold. She called it The Value of Pain.

She stared at the print. The gold was the engagement, the fame, the money. The tear was the initial, necessary product. It was a perfect piece of art for her career.

Leo had once called her a ‘digital therapist.’ Mira corrected him: “No, Leo. I’m an emotional architect. I build safe structures for people to put their feelings in.”

She walked back to her phone, feeling the sudden, profound conviction that she was good. She was performing an essential function for the digital age.

She tapped open the comment section of the Sarah tribute again, not for the metrics this time, but for the human connection. She needed to feel the weight of their dependence on her.

@CommunityHealer: Mira, I hope you are taking care of yourself. We know how much of your heart you put into these tributes. Don't forget to recharge your soul. You are too important to us.

The collective need was a beautiful, crushing weight. It made the hollowness inside her feel less like a personal failure and more like a sign of her importance. She had to be empty so she could be filled with the sadness of the masses. She was a sponge of sorrow.

She started to draft a private reply to the mother, @MySonIsMyStar.

Mira (Draft): Your Michael is beautiful. His light shines. That is why I do this. To make sure no pain is ever forgotten. Your story helped me more than you know.

She paused before sending. It was too much. Too much reality. She deleted the reply. Her purpose wasn’t to talk to them one-on-one. Her purpose was to be a beacon for all. She couldn’t break the fourth wall of her professional compassion. The illusion of distance was crucial to maintaining the purity of the performance.

She closed the app. The conviction settled in her bones. She wasn't exploiting grief. She was elevating it. She was giving pain meaning, and in the digital world, giving something meaning was the ultimate form of salvation.

She walked out to her balcony to feel the morning sun on her face. I am saving people, she thought, the simple sentence a mantra against the truth. I am a necessary sacrifice.

In her mind, the sound of Liam’s distant, ignored message—Hey. Call me when you have a minute. No biggie—was just a faint static. A noise. An unshared, un-monetizable sadness that, for the moment, had no place in her perfectly curated world of public compassion.

She smiled a private, small smile. The smile of a person who has perfectly negotiated with her own conscience. She was ready for the next tragedy.
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Chapter 4: The Routine Cry
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Mira’s studio was not a place of art; it was a laboratory of feeling. It was a space designed to generate a very specific, high-demand product: authentic sorrow.

Today was a maintenance day. There was no current, trending tragedy that required her immediate attention, but Leo insisted she stay pre-loaded. The next global sadness could drop at any moment—a celebrity illness, a sudden natural disaster, a public figure’s fall from grace. When the world demanded a tear, Mira had to be able to deliver it on a two-minute notice.

She sat in front of the setup, but this time, the camera wasn’t recording. It was simply a mirror, a blank black screen reflecting her own face. The bright ring light was on, its powerful glare washing out all the natural shadows that might hint at tiredness or, worse, boredom.

On a small, white table next to her, she had laid out her tools, neat and clean, like a surgeon’s instruments:


1.  A small, clear dropper bottle labeled G-TEARS (the glycerin).
2.  A stack of expensive, single-ply tissues (the SoftTouch brand, anticipating the contract).


3.  A laminated card with a small photo of a cartoon puppy with very large, sad eyes. This was her ‘anchor.’



The ‘Routine Cry’ was not about feeling. It was about muscle memory. It was about turning the complex, messy human action of crying into a precise, repeatable craft.

She started with the The Single Tear: Distant Sorrow.

This cry was for strangers, for people she didn’t know but whose death was viral. It required a slight downturn of the mouth, a subtle trembling of the lower lip, and a direct, steady gaze into the lens. The sadness needed to be noble—a universal empathy, not a personal breakdown.

She practiced the expression, holding it for ten seconds. Her forehead felt tight. Her eyes, dry. She tried to think of something sad. Her old cat, who had died years ago. Nothing. The memory was too far away. The feeling was used up.

She picked up the G-TEARS bottle. Two tiny drops in the corner of her right eye, where the duct was supposed to start. The liquid was cool and slightly thick. It felt clinical, almost oily.

Now.

She held the expression again. The glycerin did its job, creating the perfect, slow-forming bead of moisture. It took sixty seconds to build up enough volume for the famous, camera-ready tear.

Sixty seconds. That was the time-to-tear metric. She needed to cut that time down.

She shook her head, frustrated. “Too slow. Looks too staged,” she whispered to her reflection. Her voice was flat.

She wiped the drop away with a SoftTouch tissue. The tissue was surprisingly absorbent, leaving no visible residue. Excellent product placement potential.

Next, she moved to The Choked Sob: Scripted Personal Loss.

This was for the posts Leo reserved for her ‘fictional friends’—the made-up mentors or distant family members whose deaths served a specific narrative purpose (e.g., to launch a 'mental health check-in' campaign).

This required vocalization. A slight hitch in the throat, a little break in the voice. She needed to look away from the camera, as if overcome, and then pull her eyes back with a look of desperate, wounded bravery.

She tried the vocalization: "I... I just can’t believe he’s gone."

The sound was too clean. It lacked the grit of real sadness. She tried again, adding a little cough before the word gone.

“I... I just can’t believe he’s (cough) gone.”

Better. The cough suggested a struggle for control.

The eye work was harder here. She needed to look genuinely grief-stricken, a deep, internal pain. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to pull a genuine feeling to the surface. She stared at the cartoon puppy with the sad eyes on the card, trying to channel its invented sorrow.

Still nothing. Her brain was completely disconnected from the task. It was like her emotional center had become a locked safe, and the key had been thrown away years ago.

Just move the muscles, she told herself. Look at the wrinkles under the eyes. That’s where the power is.

She used a special muscle in her face, a tiny movement she had learned to control, that bunched the skin beneath her eyes, making her look worn out and desperately sad, even without the tears. It was an advanced trick. The viewers read 'exhaustion' as 'deep feeling.'

She practiced the muscle movement until her face began to ache with the forced expression.

Then there was The Full Breakdown: Global Trauma.

This was the heaviest performance. It required both hands over the face, a shaky exit from the frame, and a voiceover recorded later with a thick, mournful reverb. She hadn’t used this one in six months. It was a high-risk move because it could easily look too dramatic, too fake.

She stood up and practiced the body language. Shoulders slumped. Head shaking slightly. A slow, stumbling walk out of the camera’s view. She had to hit the exact spot in the carpet where the light faded to darkness.

She performed the breakdown three times. It was physically demanding. When she finished, she felt a real sweat break out on her forehead, but still no true rush of sadness in her chest.

Mira sat back down, exhausted. The entire Routine Cry session had lasted forty-five minutes. She had successfully manufactured three levels of convincing, camera-ready sorrow, without feeling a single shred of actual pain.

She picked up her phone and opened the photo album labeled SELF-CRITIQUE. It contained hundreds of screenshots of her own face, taken during her live broadcasts, each one annotated with notes.

“Left eye too open—shows consciousness.”

“Lower lip tremor too long—looks like a stutter.”

“Nose too red—must tone down the warmth filter.”

She was studying her own mask, looking for flaws in the material. The more she looked at the photographs of ‘Mira Elen,’ the less she recognized the woman in the reflection. Mira Elen was the perfect mourner. The woman sitting here, with the aching face and the dry heart, was just a technician.

She stared at the reflection for a long time. Who was she, without the ring light? Who was she when the camera was off?

She had traded her inner world for an outer persona. The emotional connection she had with her own feelings had atrophied, like a muscle that was never used because a machine was doing the work for it.

The silence of the apartment felt vast. A loud, ringing silence. It was the sound of an empty emotional storage tank.

A single thought surfaced, simple and sharp: I am really good at crying for people I don’t know.

And then, the horrible follow-up thought: What if I’ve forgotten how to cry for the people I do?

She turned off the ring light. The sudden plunge into regular, natural light felt like a shock. Her face, free of the bright, demanding focus, looked pale and ordinary. The emotional technician was off the clock.

She closed the G-TEARS bottle and tucked the SoftTouch tissues back into their perfect box. The stage was clean. The actress was resting. She needed to be ready for the next call, the next death, the next time the market demanded a perfect, genuine tear.
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Chapter 5: Followers in Mourning
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Mira was on the couch, wrapped in a thick, cashmere blanket, a prop she often used in her ‘candid’ photos to suggest a fragile, easily wounded spirit. In reality, the apartment was warm. She wasn’t cold; she was simply working.

Her work involved staring into the abyss of other people’s sorrow. She was looking at the public comments on her recent sunrise post, the one designed to be a ‘palate cleanser.’ But even the quiet posts became magnet for tragedy. Her platform was a digital cemetery, and every comment was a tiny, self-written epitaph.

She scrolled, her eyes moving quickly, not absorbing the pain, but categorizing the type of pain. This was called Audience Segmentation by Emotional Trauma.

The Universal Loss: These were the general statements of sadness, the people who were simply tired of life, tired of the world. They wrote things like, “It’s just so hard to get up every day,” or “I wish I could feel peace.” Their pain was wide, shallow, and highly relatable. These were her base followers.

The Specific, Personal Tragedy: These were the posts that broke through the most. They shared names, dates, and causes of death. These people weren’t looking for her comfort; they were looking for a witness. They wanted their private loss to be seen by the millions who followed Mira.

Mira clicked on a profile picture of a woman with a kind, exhausted face.

@MemoryKeeper47: I had to share this. My husband, Robert, loved sunrises. He passed three weeks ago from a sudden illness. I feel so alone, Mira. I just needed to say his name somewhere loud. Thank you for listening.

Mira felt nothing. No surge of sympathy, no lump in her throat. She simply registered the data: Husband, Robert, recent death (three weeks), sudden illness. This was a strong, clean tragedy. High emotional yield. The kind of story she might subtly reference in a later post, not stealing the story, but borrowing the texture of the feeling.

She noticed ten replies underneath MemoryKeeper47’s comment. Her followers were taking up the mantle of collective grief, replying with heart emojis and their own short, anonymous messages of solidarity. Mira had built a community of mourners who were now mourning each other. This was the true engine of her success—she was the central hub in a massive, self-sustaining network of sadness.

She moved on.

@TinyTornado: My cat, Whiskers, was my best friend. He was 19. I know it’s just a cat, but I feel empty. Does anyone else feel this way? I’m crying right now.

Pet loss. Strong content. Highly shareable. It crossed age and cultural barriers. People felt safer admitting to deep grief over a pet than over a complicated human relationship. Mira made a mental note: Pet loss content: high engagement, low risk.

She scrolled faster, the sheer volume of pain starting to feel like a low-frequency hum in her head. A torrent of heartbreak, guilt, fear, and loneliness flowed from
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