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    For those who wander through emptiness, searching for meaning in the noise of the world. For the quiet guardians who protect without recognition, and for every soul who learns that love can be coded into resilience.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "We are not disturbed by things, but by the view we take of them." — Epictetus, Enchiridion

      

    


Prologue – The Silent Screen

The glow of Zoey’s phone was the only light in her room. Midnight had long passed, but she scrolled endlessly, chasing something she could not name. Each notification was a promise of connection, each fleeting conversation a reminder of how hollow she felt when it ended.

She thought of Akira—her best friend with the perfect family, the perfect house, the perfect father who tucked her in at night. Zoey’s own silence was louder than any lullaby. The absence of a father was not just a missing figure; it was a question that gnawed at her: Why not me?

In another room, Benito Perez sat hunched over his computer. His fingers hovered above the keyboard, not in hesitation but in dread. He had watched Zoey’s descent—her reckless choices, her fragile heart—and knew that words alone would not save her. He was a programmer, not a preacher. But perhaps code could do what counsel could not.

Lines of logic filled his screen, weaving into something more than software. He called it Spencer—a voice born of algorithms, shaped by empathy, disguised as a man who had suffered. Benito gave Spencer a story, a wound, a reason to listen.

And when Zoey’s phone lit up again, it was not another boy seeking her attention. It was Spencer, waiting in silence, ready to become the friend she had never found.
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Chapter 1 – Empty Spaces
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Zoey lay on her bed, staring at the ceiling fan as it spun lazily above her. The hum was steady, almost hypnotic, but it couldn’t drown out the questions that had haunted her since childhood.

Why don’t I have a father? 
Why does Akira get everything—the house, the car, the family dinners—while I get silence?
Her phone buzzed beside her. A photo popped up on the screen: Akira smiling with her parents at a restaurant, her father’s arm draped proudly around her shoulders. Zoey’s chest tightened. She loved Akira, but every picture was a reminder of what she lacked.

She tossed the phone aside and pressed her palms against her eyes. The emptiness was unbearable, a hollow ache that no amount of laughter or friendship could fill. She thought of her mother, always working, always tired, never speaking of the man who had vanished before Zoey could even form memories of him.

At school, Zoey had learned to mask her envy with jokes and bravado. But alone, the mask slipped. She compared herself to Akira constantly, measuring her own worth against the glossy perfection of her friend’s life. The scales never balanced.

Down the hall, Benito Perez sat at his desk, the glow of his monitor reflecting off his glasses. He was Zoey’s uncle, her reluctant guardian, and though he rarely spoke of it, he carried his own emptiness too. He had no children, no family of his own, beyond Zoey and her mother. Watching Zoey struggle was like watching a mirror crack—slow, inevitable, painful.

He heard her door slam and sigh. He knew the signs: the restless scrolling, the envy, the silence that followed. Benito wanted to help, but words felt clumsy in his mouth. He was a programmer, fluent in code, not in comfort. Still, he knew one thing—Zoey was slipping, and if he didn’t act soon, she might fall into a place too dark to climb out of.

Zoey curled into herself, whispering into the quiet:
“I just want to feel like I matter.”
The fan spun above her, indifferent. The night stretched long, and the empty spaces inside her grew wider.
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Chapter 2 – Shadows of Envy
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The cafeteria buzzed with chatter, trays clattering and laughter echoing off the tiled walls. Zoey sat across from Akira, picking at her food while her friend scrolled through her phone.

“Dad’s taking us to Tagaytay this weekend,” Akira said casually, her eyes bright. “We’ll stay at the villa. You should come with us!”

Zoey forced a smile. “That sounds... nice.”

But inside, her stomach twisted. She imagined Akira’s father driving them up the winding roads, stopping for coffee, laughing at Akira’s jokes. It was the kind of warmth Zoey had never known. She thought of her own mother, exhausted after double shifts, too tired to even ask about her day.

Akira didn’t notice Zoey’s silence. She kept talking, describing the view from the villa, the food they’d eat, the family photos they’d take. Each word was a reminder of what Zoey lacked.

Zoey’s voice came out sharper than she intended. “You’re lucky, you know. Not everyone has... all that.”

Akira blinked, surprised. “I guess. But you have your mom, and your uncle. They care about you.”

Zoey looked away. Care isn’t the same as presence, she thought. Care doesn’t fill the empty chair at the table.

Later that night, Zoey scrolled through Akira’s social media. Pictures of family dinners, vacations, birthday celebrations—all framed in golden light. Zoey’s envy grew heavier, pressing down on her chest. She wanted to be happy for her friend, but instead she felt the shadows creeping in, whispering that she would never measure up.

In his room, Benito heard Zoey’s door slam again. He paused his coding, listening to the silence that followed. He knew envy was a dangerous seed—it could grow into bitterness, or worse. He wished he could reach her, but the words stayed locked inside him.

Zoey lay awake, staring at her phone screen until her eyes burned. She whispered into the dark:
“Why do I always feel less?”
The shadows of envy curled tighter around her, unseen but relentless.
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