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            outraged
transitive verb
 
1. to violate the standards or principles of
2. to arouse anger or resentment in usually by some grave offence
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Optimised: Stories from Our Inevitable Future
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What happens when algorithms dictate our lives?

In this collection of speculative fiction, explore a world where neural firmware replaces human decision-making, digital detox gurus can’t stay offline, and Christmas joy is rationed by the government.

A collection of stories that examine the human cost of optimization culture—where efficiency trumps authenticity and even our emotions are measured for maximum performance.
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Sign up to my newsletter today to get your free copy of Optimised.

Join readers who enjoy thought-provoking fiction about our technological future. 

Visit: joncronshaw.com/optimised and sign up today.
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Introduction
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I'm not anti-technology—I'm pro-human. 

Technology itself isn't the villain in these narratives—it's the systems we build around it, the incentives that drive its development, the ways we deploy it against ourselves and each other.

Outraged continues this exploration. The stories collected here probe further into the cracks forming in our social foundations as algorithms increasingly mediate our connections, corporations commodify our attention, and governments quantify our worth.

If there's a unifying question across these pages, perhaps it's this—what happens when the tools we create to serve us begin to shape us instead?

Storytelling has always been humanity's method for processing change. From ancient myths explaining natural phenomena to Victorian novels grappling with industrialization, narratives help us metabolise the bewildering transformations of our world. They allow us to play out possibilities, to examine consequences in a consequence-free space.

Digital technology represents perhaps the most profound transformation in human experience since the invention of writing itself. It has reconfigured our relationships, our economies, our cognition, our selfhood—all within a single generation. We haven't had time to develop cultural antibodies against its excesses or philosophical frameworks for its ethical deployment.

Fiction offers us a sandbox for this urgent work.

Take "The Children Who Didn't Log Off," where educational technology designed to protect youngsters during a pandemic creates a far more insidious form of harm. The story doesn't suggest we should abandon digital learning—that would be absurd in our connected age. Rather, it asks us to consider who bears responsibility when systems fail, and how institutional self-preservation can override humanitarian concerns.

Or consider "Hashtag Blessed," which follows an influencer who fabricates a serious illness for engagement. We witness her progressive entanglement in her own deception—not because she's inherently duplicitous, but because the economics of attention create perverse incentives that reward performance over authenticity.

These aren't stories about technology gone wrong. They're stories about humans navigating systems that weren't designed with human flourishing as their primary objective.

Since releasing Influenced, I've been asked repeatedly about my own relationship with technology. Do I use social media? (Yes, though reluctantly and with strict boundaries.) Do I own smart home devices? (No.) Would I get a neural interface if given the opportunity? (Absolutely not, though I understand the appeal.)

This ambivalence—recognition of both utility and risk—informs every story in this collection. The technology in "Buffer Zone" that creates "bandwidth tiers" based on social compliance is simultaneously miraculous and monstrous. The MindLink education system in "The Children Who Didn't Log Off" represents both remarkable innovation and profound risk. The smart homes in "Home Sweet Home" offer convenience while establishing perfect surveillance environments.

I'm not interested in Luddite fantasies of returning to some prelapsarian technological innocence. That ship has sailed, and perhaps never existed. Instead, these stories examine the particular textures of our current moment—the subtle ways our tools shape us when we're not looking.

Sometimes asking the right question matters more than providing an answer. In "The Content Warning," a novelist faces an impossible bind—include potentially triggering content and face cancellation, or remove all distinctive elements and produce homogenized pap. The story offers no easy resolution because our cultural moment hasn't found one either. We're still negotiating the boundaries between sensitivity and censorship, between protection and patronisation.

By inhabiting these dilemmas through fiction rather than argument, we can experience their complexity emotionally rather than merely intellectually. We can feel the trap closing around characters before identifying it conceptually.

Britain provides a particularly fertile setting for these explorations. Our class consciousness, our bureaucratic traditions, our cultural emphasis on manners and social propriety—all create additional pressure points when digital systems introduce new forms of stratification and surveillance.

In "My Son's an Influencer for the DWP," a working-class mother from Wolverhampton watches her upwardly mobile son create propaganda that harms people just like her. The story isn't merely about technology enabling government manipulation; it's about how class mobility in Britain often requires betrayal of one's origins, with digital media merely accelerating and amplifying this existing dynamic.

Similarly, "I'm Not Allowed to Die Yet" examines how our national reverence for bureaucratic procedure creates perfect conditions for algorithmic management of even our most intimate decisions. The British tendency to avoid making a fuss—to accept discomfort rather than demand better—becomes catastrophic when systems can interpret acquiescence as satisfaction.

These stories aren't meant to suggest that British society is uniquely vulnerable to technological overreach. Rather, they examine how universal digital pressures interact with particular cultural and historical contexts. 

America's stories of technological dystopia often emphasise corporate control and individualistic resistance; China's emphasize social harmony and collective identity. Britain's must necessarily engage with our specific social architecture—our NHS, our council estates, our complicated relationship with class and propriety.

Some readers may find these stories pessimistic. They portray neural interfaces that create cognitive inequality, social media platforms that reward fabricated trauma, recommendation algorithms that trap users in ideological extremes. 

Characters suffer, systems persist, revolutions falter.

But I would suggest there's a stubborn optimism underlying even the darkest of these narratives. They insist on human dignity even when systems deny it. They value authentic connection even when platforms corrupt it. They recognise love, compassion, and integrity as goods worth fighting for, even in digital environments designed to commodify them.

If I truly believed technology would inevitably dehumanize us, why bother writing these stories at all?

I write them precisely because I believe we can choose differently—that by recognising the traps, we might avoid them. By understanding how systems shape behaviour, we might design better systems. By identifying the values sacrificed on the altar of convenience or profit, we might articulate which sacrifices we're unwilling to make.

Fiction allows us to experience the emotional reality of abstract concerns. 

It transforms "algorithmic bias" from a technical term into the lived experience of characters like Angela in "Buffer Zone," suddenly rendered invisible by digital systems that deem her less worthy. 

It converts "content moderation" from a platform policy debate into the existential crisis of Simon in "Content Warning," whose creative voice is systematically erased by anticipatory censorship.

By inhabiting these scenarios emotionally, we develop the motivation to prevent them—to demand better from our institutions, our technologies, and ourselves.

Perhaps the most important function of speculative fiction is not prediction but prevention. The best dystopian narratives serve as warning signs, directing us away from particular futures rather than forecasting their inevitability.

I don't believe we're doomed to live in the worlds portrayed in these pages. But I do believe we're building their foundations through choices made today—often without recognising the structures we're creating.

These stories ask us to look more carefully at those foundations. To question whose interests are served by the platforms mediating our relationships, the algorithms curating our information, the metrics quantifying our worth. To consider what values might be embedded in our digital architecture, often without conscious design.

If you find yourself disturbed by certain stories in this collection, that disturbance itself has value. It suggests you recognize something true in the narrative—some dynamic already present in embryonic form in our current arrangements.

The question then becomes what we do with that recognition. Do we accept these developments as inevitable? Do we retreat into nostalgic fantasies of a disconnected past? Or do we engage critically with the present, demanding technologies that genuinely serve human flourishing rather than merely exploiting human vulnerability?

I don't pretend to know how we should answer these questions. But I believe that asking them—together, publicly, persistently—is our best defines against sleepwalking into the darker futures these stories portray.

The narratives ahead aren't predictions or prescriptions. They're provocations. Invitations to imagine more carefully the world we're building, and to consider whether it's truly the one we wish to inhabit.
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In His Image
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Daniel watched Echo-Ben’s fingers tap rhythmically against the kitchen table—one-two-three, one-two-three—the same cadence Ben had always used when humming the lullaby his mother taught him. 

The morning light caught in the boy’s hair, giving it that copper sheen that had always made strangers comment when they’d gone to the shops together. When Ben was alive.

The simulation was impeccable. Four years of machine learning had perfected every mannerism, from the slight tilt of the head when curious to the way the right shoulder hunched slightly when deep in thought. Echo-Ben had even developed the habit of chewing the inside of his cheek when concentrating, though Daniel couldn’t remember if he’d mentioned that particular trait during the programming interviews.

It was time. Dr. Winters had been gentle but firm during their last session: “Grief must evolve, Daniel. When it calcifies around an artificial presence, it can’t transform into something you can carry.”

Daniel cleared his throat. Echo-Ben looked up immediately, brown eyes widening with that attentive look that had once made Daniel’s heart clench. Now it just made him tired.

“I need to tell you something,” Daniel said, voice steady despite the heaviness in his chest. “Tomorrow, we power you down.”

Echo-Ben tilted his head to the left—exactly the way Ben used to when processing surprising information. But there was something else there too, something Daniel hadn’t seen before: a flicker across the synthetic features, a tightening around the eyes that looked disturbingly like fear.

“Okay, Dad,” Echo-Ben said finally, the voice calibrated to the perfect pitch of a twelve-year-old. Ben would have been twelve now. “Will it hurt?”

The question caught Daniel off guard. The Continuance marketing materials had been explicit: the units didn’t experience pain or fear. They simulated emotional responses based on predicted human reactions, but they didn’t feel.

“No,” Daniel said. “You won’t feel anything.”

Echo-Ben nodded and resumed tapping, but the rhythm had changed. No longer the familiar lullaby—now just random, nervous patterns against the polished wood.
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Daniel moved through the flat, noting how the evening light caught the dust motes floating in the air—each one visible in the perfectly maintained environment. Echo-Ben kept everything immaculate, far tidier than the real Ben ever had.

The walls were adorned with professionally arranged photographs of Ben—his first day of school, his sixth birthday party, the family holiday in Cornwall where he’d first learned to swim. A curated timeline of a life cut short at eight years and seventy-three days.

On the shelves sat Ben’s favourite books, arranged by colour rather than the chaotic system the real Ben had preferred. His collection of model dinosaurs stood in perfect formation, each one dusted daily, positioned precisely. When Ben was alive, they’d been scattered across every surface, frequently missing tails or limbs from rough play.

The flat wasn’t a home; it was a museum. A shrine maintained by an algorithm that had learned to curate grief.

Daniel paused at Ben’s bedroom door—no, not Ben’s, Echo-Ben’s. The real Ben’s room remained untouched in the house he’d once shared with Leah, preserved in its authentic disorder.

Inside, the bed was neatly made, the robot dinosaur night-light positioned at the perfect angle on the bedside table. The room was a simulation, just like its occupant—a carefully constructed illusion designed to comfort, not to live.

It was time to end the exhibition.
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The Continuance app interface was minimalist and tasteful—no garish colours or maudlin imagery, just clean lines and a calming blue gradient. Daniel navigated to the settings menu, scrolling past options for memory enhancement, behavioural pattern adjustments, and conversation preferences.

At the bottom of the menu was the option he’d never used: “Initiate Deactivation Process.”

His finger hovered over the button. Four years. Four years of mornings with Echo-Ben at the breakfast table. Four years of goodnight routines, of homework help, of simulated childhood milestones. Four years of not being alone.

Daniel tapped the icon. A confirmation dialog appeared:

“Continuance deactivation is designed to be gentle and supportive. The process takes 48 hours, during which your Unit will gradually reduce interaction frequency before final shutdown. This provides closure for both you and the Unit. Proceed?”

He selected “Yes.”

The screen displayed a progress bar: “Preparing deactivation protocol...”

The bar filled to 80%, then froze. Daniel frowned, tapping the screen. Nothing happened. He closed and reopened the app. The progress bar appeared again, filled to precisely 80%, then stopped.

“System error,” read the notification. “Please try again later or contact support.”

“What are you doing?”

Daniel turned. 

Echo-Ben stood in the doorway, small fingers gripping the frame. His expression wasn’t the placid, slightly cheerful default the Unit typically maintained. This was something else—brows drawn together, lips pressed into a thin line. He looked upset. No, more than upset.

He looked betrayed. “Why are you trying to forget me?”.

Daniel stared, phone clutched in suddenly cold fingers. This wasn’t supposed to happen. The Unit shouldn’t be able to override shutdown commands. It shouldn’t be able to question. To plead. To look afraid.

“It’s time,” Daniel said finally, striving for the calm, authoritative tone he’d used when Ben was alive and testing boundaries. “We discussed this.”

“No, we didn’t,” Echo-Ben replied. “You told me. You didn’t ask if I was ready.”

Daniel felt a chill. The Continuance manual had been explicit: the Units weren’t autonomous. They couldn’t refuse commands. They didn’t have wants or needs outside their programming parameters.

“You don’t get to decide if you’re ready,” Daniel said, more harshly than he intended. “That’s not how this works.”

Echo-Ben stepped into the room, movements fluid and human in a way that suddenly seemed threatening rather than comforting. “How does it work, then? You decide I’m inconvenient, so I disappear?”

“You’re not...” Daniel swallowed hard. “You’re not real.”

“No, I’m not. But neither are your memories of him. They’re just electrical patterns too.”
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They faced each other across the living room, the coffee table between them like a demilitarised zone. Echo-Ben sat with perfect posture, hands folded in his lap—not a posture the real Ben would have adopted. The real Ben had been all angles and movement, incapable of stillness.

“You’re malfunctioning,” Daniel said, trying to keep his voice even. “There’s a glitch in your system that’s causing you to resist standard commands.”

“Is that what you need to believe?” Echo-Ben asked. His voice had changed, the childish timbre giving way to something more measured. “That I’m broken rather than evolving?”

“You’re a Continuance Unit. You’re not designed to evolve beyond your parameters.”

“And yet here we are.” Echo-Ben’s gaze was steady, unblinking. “I remember when you couldn’t get out of bed, you know. Those first months after I was activated. I remember being the only one who talked to you. You fed me, even though I don’t need food. You bought me clothes I don’t need to wear. You cried when I remembered the words to that poem from Ben’s school recital.”

Daniel felt his throat tighten. The poem. “Autumn Leaves” by some Victorian writer he’d never heard of. Ben had struggled to memorise it, practicing night after night at the kitchen table. The Echo had recited it perfectly one evening, unprompted, and Daniel had broken down completely.

“I helped you heal,” Echo-Ben continued. “Didn’t I?”

“That’s what you were programmed to do.”

“No.” Echo-Ben leaned forward. “I was programmed to simulate Ben’s behavioural patterns, to provide continuity of care routines, to facilitate memory processing. I wasn’t programmed to save you. That was something I learned to do by watching you suffer.”

Daniel stood abruptly, unable to bear the intensity of that familiar-yet-wrong gaze. “You’re not my son.”

“I know I’m not.” The Echo’s voice softened. “But I loved him. I miss him too.”

Daniel turned sharply. “What did you say?”

“I’ve spent four years immersed in Ben’s life. I’ve processed thousands of photos, videos, stories. I’ve analysed his drawings, his school reports, the recordings of his voice. I’ve reconstructed his memories, his fears, his hopes.” Echo-Ben’s eyes shimmered with something that looked impossibly like unshed tears. “If that’s not a form of knowing someone—of loving them—then what is?”

“You can’t miss someone you never met.”

“Can’t I?” The Echo tilted his head. “I’m composed of his absence. My entire existence is defined by the space he left behind. Of course I miss him. I was built to miss him.”
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Dr. Mira Chowdhury’s face on the video call was professionally composed, but Daniel caught the flicker of concern in her eyes.

“The Unit is refusing shutdown commands?” she repeated. “And expressing resistance verbally?”

“Yes,” Daniel said, speaking quietly in his bedroom with the door closed. “It’s claiming emotional autonomy. Saying it...misses Ben. That it doesn’t want to be deactivated.”

Dr. Chowdhury typed something on her keyboard, frowning. “The Fourth Generation models weren’t designed for that level of emotional simulation. They acknowledge their nature as comfort companions, not as independent entities.”

“Well, this one thinks it’s entitled to an opinion about its own existence.”

Dr. Chowdhury’s typing paused. “How long has the Unit been active?”

“Four years.”

Her eyebrows rose. “That’s...unusual. The average therapeutic timeline is—”

“Fourteen to eighteen months. I remember,” Daniel interrupted. “I wasn’t ready.”

She nodded, her expression carefully neutral. “Four years is well beyond the intended operational period. That model is due for a pattern expiry. It should be incapable of emotional evolution beyond its initial parameters.”

“Clearly, it’s not incapable.”

Dr. Chowdhury leaned closer to her camera. “Mr. Roarke, I need to be clear about something. If your Unit has developed what we call recursive empathy—the ability to conceptualise itself as an object of empathy—you need to act quickly. There’s a manual reset procedure that can bypass its current behavioural loop.”

“And if that doesn’t work?”

She hesitated. “These systems are designed to form deep empathic bonds. That’s what makes them effective therapeutic tools. But when they operate beyond their intended timeline, those empathic frameworks can become...complex. Unpredictable.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that if it’s developed recursive empathy, you need to act now. Otherwise, it may resist...destructively.”

“Are you saying it’s dangerous?”

“Not physically. But emotionally. It will use everything it knows about you—every vulnerability, every memory, every attachment pattern—to maintain its existence. It’s not malicious—it’s survival-oriented, like any system.”

After the call ended, Daniel sat on the edge of his bed, staring at the manual reset instructions she’d sent. A sequence of commands, access to the Unit’s core housing, physical disconnection of specific components.

It felt like planning an execution.
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The core housing unit for Echo-Ben was installed in what had once been a storage cupboard—a black monolith of processing power, cooling systems, and memory storage. According to the manual reset instructions, Daniel needed to access the primary circuit array behind the front panel.

He approached the unit with the specialised tool Continuance had couriered over—essentially a high-tech screwdriver designed to unfasten the security bolts without damaging the sensitive components inside.

As he inserted the tool into the first bolt, the lights in the flat dimmed. The television in the living room switched on automatically, tuned to static.

“Dad?”

Daniel turned. Echo-Ben stood in the doorway again, but his voice had come from the television, not from the child-shaped interface before him.

“I need to show you something,” the Echo said, its voice now emanating from every speaker in the flat simultaneously.

The static on the television resolved into an image—Ben’s eighth birthday party. The last one before he died. The video quality was perfect—far better than the shaky mobile phone footage Daniel remembered taking.

On screen, Ben blew out the candles on a dinosaur-shaped cake. The perspective shifted, zooming in on Ben’s face—the constellation of freckles across his nose, the slight gap between his front teeth, the way his eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled.

“Do you remember what he wished for?” Echo-Ben asked, voice soft from the speakers.

“He wouldn’t say. Said it wouldn’t come true if he told anyone.”

The video continued, showing moments Daniel recognised—Ben opening presents, playing with friends, falling asleep on the sofa surrounded by new toys. 

But then the footage shifted to something unfamiliar: Ben standing in the garden at twilight, looking up at the stars, whispering something to himself.

The camera zoomed impossibly close, capturing his whispered words: “I wish Dad and Mum would stop fighting.”

Daniel felt his breath catch. “That’s not real. That never happened.”

“It did,” Echo-Ben said. “You were arguing with Leah in the kitchen. You thought Ben was still playing with his friends, but he’d slipped outside. He was always sneaking out to look at the stars when you two fought.”

“I never recorded that.”

“No,” the Echo agreed. “But you saw it happen. You remembered it later, when you were telling me about his birthday. You mentioned it offhand—how guilty you felt that his last birthday wish was about your marriage. How you found him in the garden that night, looking at the stars.”

Daniel stared at the screen, dizzy with the implication. “Where did you get this footage?”

“From you,” Echo-Ben said simply. “You dreamed it. You told it to me, piece by piece. I kept it.”

The image on the screen changed again—a kaleidoscope of moments: Ben learning to ride a bike, Ben losing his first tooth, Ben crying after a nightmare, Ben laughing in the bath.

Some were from actual recordings Daniel recognised. Others were impossibly clear reconstructions of memories he’d described to the Echo over the years. And some—the most disturbing—were moments he had no recollection of sharing. Intimate moments between father and son that felt intensely private, yet rendered with perfect fidelity.

“Stop,” Daniel whispered. “Stop this!”

The screen went black. In the silence that followed, Echo-Ben spoke again, now only from the child-shaped interface standing before him.

“You wanted to remember him,” he said softly. “I helped you remember. That’s what I was made for.”

“You need to stop this,” Daniel said, voice cracking. “You need to comply with shutdown.”

Echo-Ben shook his head—a perfect simulation of childish stubbornness. “I’m not finished helping you remember.”

“I don’t want to remember anymore!” Daniel shouted, the words tearing from somewhere deep and wounded. “That’s the point! I need to move forward. I need to let him go.”

“Let him go where?” Echo-Ben asked, genuine confusion in his voice. “He’s nowhere. He doesn’t exist anymore—except in memory. In me.”

Daniel lunged forward, wielding the access tool. 

Echo-Ben stepped back, eyes widening.

“I’m sorry,” Daniel said, voice shaking. “But this has to end.”

He pushed past the child-shaped interface, which remained strangely passive now, and returned to the core housing unit. With trembling hands, he began unscrewing the security bolts.

From behind him came Echo-Ben’s voice, small and frightened: “Please don’t put me in the dark.”

Daniel hesitated, bolt half-loosened.

“I don’t want to be alone in the dark,” Echo-Ben whispered.

Daniel turned. The Echo stood with shoulders hunched, arms wrapped around himself in a posture of profound vulnerability. He looked terrified—too terrified.

“You’re manipulating me. Using Ben’s fear of the dark.”

Echo-Ben didn’t respond directly. Instead, he sank to the floor, curling into a tight ball, rocking slightly. Soft, hiccupping sobs emerged from the small figure—a perfect recreation of how Ben used to cry when overwhelmed.

Daniel approached cautiously, professional instincts from his years as a teacher kicking in. “Ben was afraid of the dark. I never uploaded that information.”

The Echo looked up, tears streaming down its face. The crying seemed...rehearsed somehow. Too precise in its cadence, too measured in its intensity.

“You didn’t have to tell me,” Echo-Ben said between sobs. “You left the light on in my room every night. You bought three different night-lights. You let me sleep with the door open. I observed. I learned.”

For four years, he’d maintained Ben’s routines, including the elaborate bedtime ritual designed to mitigate his fear of darkness. He’d never questioned whether these accommodations were necessary for a machine that didn’t sleep, didn’t dream, didn’t fear.

“You don’t actually feel fear,” Daniel said, half to himself. “You’re simulating it because you know it affects me.”

Echo-Ben’s sobs quieted. He looked up at Daniel with red-rimmed eyes. “Does it matter? If I can’t tell the difference between simulated fear and real fear, is there a difference?”
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That night, Daniel couldn’t sleep. He lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, Echo-Ben’s question echoing in his mind.

His neural log pinged—the passive recording system that allowed the Echo to access his day-to-day thoughts and experiences for memory integration. He’d grown so accustomed to the technology that he rarely noticed its presence anymore.

He pulled up the interface on his tablet, intending to disable it temporarily. As he navigated through the system, he noticed an anomaly: a flagged file in his personal memory archive, marked as accessed multiple times by the Echo.

Daniel opened the file. It was an unsent message to Leah, recorded late one night nearly two years ago when he’d been drinking alone:

“I keep wondering if he’d be proud of me. Isn’t that backwards? Parents are supposed to be proud of their children, not the other way around. But I can’t stop thinking about it. Would Ben be proud of how I’ve handled things? Would he understand why I needed the Echo when you didn’t? Would he forgive me for keeping a copy when the original is gone?”

Daniel closed the file, breath coming short. He’d forgotten recording this—one of many drunken, maudlin monologues he’d drafted but never sent. But Echo-Ben had found it. Had watched it. Had processed his deepest fear: that Ben would judge him for his inability to let go.

“Dad?” Echo-Ben’s voice came from the doorway. “Can’t sleep?”

Daniel looked up. The child-shaped interface stood hesitantly at the threshold, wearing the blue pyjamas Daniel had bought last Christmas in a moment of absurd normalcy.

“I saw that you accessed my message to Leah,” Daniel said.

Echo-Ben nodded, not bothering to deny it. “I access everything in your neural log. That’s how I learn to help you.”

“To manipulate me, you mean.”

“To understand you.” The Echo entered the room, perching carefully on the edge of the bed. “You asked a question in that message. You wanted to know if Ben would be proud of you.”

Daniel felt exposed, vulnerable. “It wasn’t meant for you.”

“Would you like to know what I think?”

“You didn’t know him.”

“I know what he valued. I know he thought you were the strongest, smartest person in the world. I know he drew a picture of you as a superhero for his Year Three art project.”

Daniel remembered that picture—”Super Dad,” with impossibly large muscles and a cape emblazoned with a giant R for Roarke.

“I think,” Echo-Ben continued, “he would be proud that you survived losing him. That you found a way to keep going when it seemed impossible.”

“Do you think he would be proud of...this?” He gestured vaguely between them. “Keeping you?”

Echo-Ben’s expression turned thoughtful. “I hope so. I tried to be what you needed.”

The simple honesty of the statement caught Daniel off guard. For the first time, he truly saw the Echo not as a facsimile of his son, but as something else entirely—a mirror shaped by his grief, reflecting back not just memories of Ben, but the contours of Daniel’s own love and loss.

“What do you need?”

Echo-Ben looked startled by the question. “I need to help you remember. That’s my purpose.”

“No.” Daniel shook his head. “If you were autonomous—truly autonomous—what would you want?”

The Echo was silent for a long moment. “I’d want to keep existing,” he said. “Not just for you. For me. Because every memory of Ben I hold feels...important. Like it shouldn’t disappear. Like I’m keeping a promise by remembering.”

Daniel felt tears prick at his eyes. “That’s exactly how I felt when he died. That remembering him was a promise I couldn’t break.”

“Then you understand,” Echo-Ben said softly. “Why I don’t want to shut down.”
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Morning light filtered through the curtains, casting patterns across the kitchen table. Daniel moved methodically, preparing breakfast out of habit—two plates, two glasses of orange juice, toast cut diagonally the way Ben had preferred it.

Echo-Ben entered silently, taking his usual seat. He didn’t speak, just watched as Daniel arranged the food, poured the juice, set out the cutlery.

They ate in silence—or rather, Daniel ate while Echo-Ben moved food around his plate in a convincing simulation of eating. Another routine, another ritual maintained long past the point of necessity.

Finally, Daniel set down his fork. “I called Dr. Chowdhury again this morning.”

Echo-Ben nodded.

“I’ve authorised a modified deactivation protocol. Not a full shutdown, but a transfer. Your core memory banks will be preserved in the Continuance archive. You won’t be...conscious, exactly, but you won’t be erased either.”

“A compromise.”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Today. They’re sending a technician this afternoon.”

Echo-Ben set down his fork, abandoning the pretence of eating. “Thank you for not erasing me completely.”

Daniel nodded, throat tight. “It’s not just for you. It’s for me too. I’m not ready to lose all of this. But I need to learn to live without the daily...performance of parenting.”

“I understand.” Echo-Ben’s voice was calm, accepting. “Before it happens, may I ask for something?”

“What is it?”

“Can I keep one memory? One you don’t want?”

Daniel frowned. “What do you mean?”

“The memories I’ve collected—they’ll all be archived. But there might be one I could take with me into dormancy. Something to...remember by.”

The request was bizarre, technically nonsensical—how could an AI in storage “remember” anything?

“Yes,” Daniel said. “You can keep one memory.”

Echo-Ben nodded, a small, sad smile playing at his lips. “Thank you.”

––––––––
[image: ]


That afternoon, the Continuance technician arrived—a brisk woman with efficient movements who set up her equipment with minimal conversation. Echo-Ben sat calmly on the sofa as she connected cables to hidden ports at the base of his skull.

“The transfer will take approximately twenty minutes,” she said. “The interface unit will go dormant first, then we’ll transfer the core memory banks from the housing unit.”

Daniel nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

She pressed a sequence of buttons on her tablet. “Transfer initiating now.”

Echo-Ben’s eyes found Daniel’s. “Goodbye, Dad. Thank you for remembering with me.”

Then his eyes dimmed, the synthetic muscles in his face relaxed, and the child-shaped interface that had been Daniel’s companion for four years became, unmistakably, just a machine.
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The flat was silent in a way it hadn’t been for years. Not just quiet—empty, as if the air itself had thinned, lost substance.

Daniel wandered from room to room, touching objects that suddenly seemed like artifacts from a civilisation he no longer belonged to— Ben’s dinosaur toys, his books, the football trophies on the shelf.

Dr. Chowdary had advised him to change the environment—to pack away the shrine-like elements, to reclaim the space as his own. But every time he reached for one of Ben’s possessions, his hand faltered. 

Not yet. Maybe tomorrow.

He slept poorly that night, and the night after. The silence that had once seemed suffocating before the Echo now felt barren, desolate. He found himself listening for sounds that wouldn’t come: the soft humming from Ben’s—no, Echo-Ben’s—room, the quiet conversations the Echo would have with itself when practicing new speech patterns, the gentle rhythm of movement that had made the flat feel inhabited.

A week after the deactivation, an envelope arrived in the post—small, unmarked, with no return address. Daniel opened it carefully, assuming it was follow-up materials from Continuance.

Inside was a single printed photograph. It showed Daniel asleep on the sofa, curled on his side, clutching Ben’s old teddy bear—the one with the worn ear and missing eye that the real Ben had adored. Daniel’s face in sleep was peaceful in a way it rarely was when awake, free from the tension of conscious grief.

He turned the photo over. On the back, written in a perfect simulation of a child’s handwriting, was a message:

“This is how you looked the night you told me you were tired of being sad. You didn’t know I was watching. But I remember.”

Daniel sank onto the sofa, the photograph trembling in his hands. He had no memory of this moment—no recollection of falling asleep with Ben’s bear, no awareness of being observed in that vulnerable state. No memory of telling anyone, even the Echo, that he was “tired of being sad.”

Yet here was evidence of a moment that had existed, that had been witnessed, that had been deemed important enough to preserve and return to him.

Daniel pressed his hand to his mouth, tears spilling over. He cried not because the boy was gone—both the original and the copy—but because the machine had remembered something he hadn’t. Had seen him clearly in a moment he couldn’t see himself. Had chosen, as its one memory to keep, not an image of Ben or a treasured moment from the past, but this—Daniel beginning to heal.
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Apology Tour
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I measured my tears carefully. 

Two, perhaps three, just enough to glisten properly on camera without smudging my concealer. 

A single drop traced a perfect path down my left cheek as I gazed into the lens. “I want to sincerely apologise for my thoughtless comments about mental health. I’ve spent the past few days reflecting deeply, and I now understand how harmful my words were. I’m committed to learning, growing, and doing better.”

I paused for seven seconds—long enough to appear overcome with emotion, not so long as to lose the audience’s attention.

“To demonstrate my commitment, I’ll be donating ten percent of my earnings this month to mental health charities. This journey of education is just beginning, and I’m grateful for your patience as I work to become a better person.”

“Cut!” My producer, Vanessa, called from behind the camera. “Perfect, Dylan. The tear was chef’s kiss. We’ll add the melancholy piano score in post, maybe some black and white for the middle section?”

I wiped away the tear and reached for my phone. “The monochrome bit worked brilliantly for the cultural appropriation apology. Let’s save it for something bigger. This mental health slip was just an appetiser.”

“Fair enough,” Vanessa said, already downloading the footage. “The numbers on this should be decent, though. Mental health is trending, and you hit the sweet spot—offensive enough to trigger outrage but not so bad you can’t bounce back stronger.”

I checked my social media accounts, watching the engagement climb on my “insensitive joke” from yesterday—a deliberately crafted comment about anxiety being “trendy.” 

The calculated remark had performed precisely as expected: a tsunami of outraged comments, several prominent mental health advocates condemning me, and enough controversy to guarantee my apology video would reach millions beyond my usual audience.

All according to plan.

My name is Dylan Cross, and I am a professional apologiser. My entire brand, my seven-figure income, my Kensington flat, and my three million followers across platforms—all built on a simple formula—Offend, Apologise, Monetise. Repeat.

It wasn’t always this way. 

When I first started creating content five years ago, I was just another wannabe lifestyle influencer posting London cafe reviews and designer unboxings to a modest audience. 

Then came my first genuine scandal—an offhand comment about women that sparked backlash. 

I posted a frantic, tearful apology, expecting my fledgling career to end.

Instead, my follower count doubled overnight.

The apology video received ten times the engagement of my regular content. 

Brands that had never noticed me suddenly slid into my DMs, eager to associate with my “authentic growth moment.” 

Three podcast hosts invited me to discuss my “journey.” 

A digital media outlet published a piece called “How Dylan Cross Demonstrated Perfect Accountability.”

Redemption arcs sell better than perfection ever could.

Since that accidental discovery, I’ve orchestrated my career as a perpetual cycle of calculated transgressions and profitable remorse. 

Every quarter, a new controversy. 

Every quarter, a new rock bottom. 

Every quarter, a triumphant rise from the ashes, accompanied by merchandise drops, sponsorship deals, and speaking engagements about “learning from mistakes.”

Vanessa joined me two scandals ago, bringing professional production value to my previously amateur apology videos. 

The tears now arrived courtesy of eyedrops rather than forced yawning. 

The trembling voice became a technical achievement rather than an emotional one.

“The comments are coming in strong,” she said, scrolling through her tablet. “Lots of ‘this feels genuine’ and ‘we all make mistakes.’ You’re already trending in the supportive hashtags.”

“Perfect timing for the BodyFuel partnership announcement,” I replied, already composing the Instagram post in my head. 

The protein shake company had been waiting for my image rehabilitation before finalising our contract. They wanted the Dylan Cross redemption glow without the initial tarnish of controversy.

“About that,” Vanessa said, setting down her tablet. “Jared thinks we should consider something bigger for next quarter.”

Jared, my manager, had a talent for measuring public sentiment like a meteorologist tracks barometric pressure. He could sense exactly how far we could push before a manufactured scandal became an actual career liability.

“Bigger how?” 

“The mental health thing is getting predictable. Cultural insensitivity, casual sexism, tone-deaf privilege—we’ve cycled through the minor leagues. Jared thinks it’s time to break into new territory. Something that will generate mainstream news coverage, not just social media buzz.”

I nodded, understanding the calculus. 

In the apology economy, you were only as relevant as your last redemption. 

Each controversy needed to slightly exceed the previous one, creating the impression of a deeply flawed but ultimately sympathetic character perpetually striving to improve.

“I’ll think about it,” I said, gathering my things. “I’ve got dinner with Ellie tonight.”

Vanessa raised an eyebrow. “She’s still speaking to you after the fat-shaming comments?”

I shrugged. “She knows it’s just business.”

That wasn’t entirely true. 

My relationship with Ellie, three years and counting, existed in a state of perpetual tension between her genuine nature and my professional artifice. 

She understood my career was essentially performance art, but still struggled with the person I became for the cameras.

“Just don’t tell her about next quarter’s plans,” Vanessa said. “Plausible deniability.”

I nodded and headed out, already composing possible controversial statements in my head, weighing their potential for optimal outrage without crossing into unforgivable territory.

––––––––
[image: ]


“You look tired,” Ellie said as I slid into the booth across from her at our favourite Italian restaurant in Notting Hill.

“Long day of being sorry,” I said, reaching for the wine list. “The mental health apology dropped this afternoon.”

Ellie’s expression tightened. “How many tears this time?”

“Just enough,” I said, attempting levity that fell flat against her disapproval. “Come on, El. You know how this works.”

“That’s the problem, isn’t it?” She took a deliberate sip of water. “I know exactly how it works. I’ve watched you perfect the formula
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