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Dead-ication


For those who remained when the world asked them to become something else.

For those who held onto what was human

even when it hurt to do so.
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I awaken in layers of shadow and hum.

Darkness presses against me with the weight of wet velvet, heavy, and suffocating. It carries the low vibration of machinery somewhere beyond sight. The sound moves through the floor and walls in slow pulses that seem to pass directly into my bones. Air drags into my lungs thick with ozone, iron, dust, chemical decay. 

Breathing hurts immediately. 

Every inhale scrapes downward through my chest as though something inside me has not settled correctly.

Pain waits everywhere.

Not sharp enough to isolate. Not distant enough to ignore. It spreads through me in deep, aching waves that make thought difficult to hold together. My body feels swollen with exhaustion I cannot remember earning. 

Awareness comes slowly.

Dragged upward through layers of fog and pressure. 

For several long moments I cannot understand where my body ends and the darkness around it begins.

I try to move.

The effort nearly folds me in half.

Muscles tighten unevenly beneath my skin. 

My arms feel too–

Wrong. 

My legs respond a fraction too late, trembling under their own weight as though they belong to someone still learning how to use them. They feel so–

Heavy.

Something deep inside my chest vibrates faintly with every heartbeat, subtle enough to question, impossible to ignore.

I push upward anyway.

A sudden tearing sensation burns through my shoulder and forces a sharp breath from my lungs. I want to scream but nothing comes. Warmth slips slowly down my arm.

I stare vaguely into the dark, struggling to understand what just happened, but the room swims before I can focus properly.

Somewhere nearby, metal taps softly against metal.

The sound echoes strangely. Even with my eyes closed I sense the disturbance it leaves in the air.

Something moves.

A silhouette through the light beyond me, blurred at the edges by exhaustion and flickering fluorescents overhead. Long shadows drag across cracked concrete walls tangled with hanging wires and rusted pipes. Water drips somewhere deeper in the room with slow, uneven rhythm.

“You’re stabilizing.”

A voice reaches me through static and distance alike. Low and controlled, worn smooth by age and repetition, carrying the strange stillness of someone far more accustomed to observation than comfort. I cannot tell if the sound comforts me or frightens me.

A hand passes briefly through the weak light, adjusting something metallic nearby. 

Gauges click softly. 

Pressure valves hiss. 

The room breathes around me in slow mechanical pulses, and with growing unease I realize the vibration is not only surrounding me.

Part of it is inside me.

My fingers twitch weakly against the surface beneath them. The movement feels wrong somehow. Too stiff in some places. Numb in others. Pins and needles crawl beneath my skin whenever I flex them.

Then–

A memory rises suddenly.

Smoke.

Heat.

The smell of burning wires.

Then nothing. The fragment slips away before I can hold onto it, dissolving back into the fog inside my head.

The fluorescents shudder again.

For an instant I catch pale skin stretched tight across my chest, light reflecting off something metal, shadows crossing over unfamiliar contours before darkness swallows them once more. 

My stomach twists faintly. 

The silhouette draws closer.

I feel observation before touch ever arrives.

The room itself seems aware of me through him.

“Pain is proof.

Same voice, same tone.

The words settle heavily into the dark.

Not cruel. Not comforting.

Simply certain.

Time loses shape.

Breath folds into trembling. 

Trembling folds into silence. 

The walls groan occasionally beneath distant impacts somewhere far above, each vibration travelling downward through concrete and rusted support beams before reaching me. Dust drifts lazily through thin shafts of flickering light. Frigid air slips through cracks in the walls and crawls over my skin. 

Every sensation feels magnified. 

The metallic taste inside my mouth thickens whenever I breathe too deeply. My heartbeat stumbles strangely at times, catching itself before continuing again.

I begin noticing things before they happen.

The sway of hanging wires overhead. The pulse hidden inside the walls. The rhythm of footsteps before they reach me. The subtle shift in air pressure whenever the silhouette moves nearby.

Awareness sharpens until it becomes exhausting.

I sense him standing near the doorway now.

Watching.

Waiting.

Something restless stirs inside me in response.

Not fear.

Something harder to name.

I shift my weight carefully, trying again to steady myself. My legs tremble immediately beneath the effort. Every movement feels unnatural before it feels possible, as though my body keeps hesitating halfway through its own instructions.

I decide it is better to lay still.

The building trembles again.

This time I feel something beyond it.

Distance. Open space. A world existing somewhere outside these walls.

The realization opens inside me with quiet violence.

My breathing tightens.

The strange vibration beneath my ribs deepens.

A mechanical hum rises through the ceiling while old pipes groan somewhere behind the walls. 

The air smells faintly corrosive now, sharp enough to make my stomach tighten. 

Sweat cools across my skin despite the heat trapped inside the room.

The silhouette remains motionless.

Watching me with impossible patience.

I feel anticipation gathering around him with almost physical weight. Not excitement. Something quieter. More obsessive. I do not know who he is.

I do not know who I am.

The realization leaves me colder than the room itself. Awareness coils tighter inside me. The chamber feels smaller suddenly.

Every breath hurts. Every heartbeat feels slightly uneven. My skin aches with pressure that never fully settles into pain yet never leaves it either. 

I feel trapped inside exhaustion too deep to explain, trapped inside a body that responds like something interrupted halfway through becoming itself.

Then instinct rises. Sudden. Violent. Ancient enough to bypass thought entirely.

My senses sharpen all at once. 

The walls. The ceiling. The vibrations beneath the floor. The distant pulse of something alive beyond this room.

A voice erupts through the center of my mind.

Run.
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I RISE THROUGH DARKNESS as though something beneath my ribs has taken hold and draws me along a direction my body has yet to understand. A slow and unyielding pull threads itself through marrow and graft alike. Tightening with quiet insistence until awareness gathers in layers, each one settling over the last with a weight that feels earned rather than given.

Sensation arrives first.

Seeping inward rather than striking all at once. 

It claims territory across a body that feels assembled rather than grown. Pressure settles along my spine in a broad, unbroken line, while a deeper ache blooms beneath my ribs and spreads outward with patient permanence. 

Beneath it all, something still hums. 

A faint, persistent vibration moves through bone and synthetic structure alike, as though my framework carries its own quiet resonance.

Then breath forces its way into my aching lungs, air tearing in with a dry, metallic edge. It scrapes along passages that resist its presence before yielding in uneven increments. My chest expands around it, though the motion lacks symmetry. One side catches and lags before snapping into alignment with a sharp internal correction that sends a ripple outward through everything attached to it. The sensation carries neither panic nor relief. 

Only awareness. Raw and immediate. 

This act requires negotiation between parts that have yet to agree on their shared purpose.

Pain follows. Widespread.

It spreads slowly and deeply, anchoring itself in the seams where muscle meets something less familiar. It settles into the lines that cross my body in faint, deliberate patterns. Each one marks a place where union has been forced rather than formed, where continuity exists through effort rather than origin.

My eyes open.

A dim and muted grey presses inward as though the world itself has been filtered through ash. Everything reduces to shape and shadow. Clarity waits just beyond reach. Forms emerge within it, though their edges waver and shift as my vision searches for something stable enough to hold.

I try to move.

The intention forms cleanly; a simple command sent outward with quiet certainty. The response arrives altered. Delayed. Then exaggerated as my arm rises with a force that exceeds its purpose. The motion carries too far before correcting. Fingers spread wide in reflex before curling inward a fraction too late.

I watch my hand hover above me.

It hovered there, balanced between control and something less certain. A tremor ran through it, revealing a body that responded, but not yet in harmony. The fingers drew attention in unsettling ways once I noticed them. Metal. Sharp. Uneven in length. Their joints bent at subtle, unnatural angles. One knuckle caught the faint light and reflected it with a dull metallic sheen.

The skin carries faint lines across the forearm, seams that follow no natural pattern. Each one marks a point of joining that refuses to disappear. I turn my wrist slowly, guided more by observation than instinct. The motion travels inward before it manifests outward. Something gathers beneath the joint. A moment of tension. 

Then it shifts with a subtle internal adjustment that settles into place with a sensation both fluid and mechanical. 

Movement requires agreement. 

That agreement comes slowly.

My breath tightens around the sensation, though the act of breathing has already begun to steady. Each intake arrives with slightly more control than the last.

This body—

The thought forms with a clarity that feels separate from the physical experience beneath it.

This belongs to me?

The question settles into place. Solid. Immediate. 

Yet something within it resists completion. A quiet hesitation lingers at its edges.

And yet—

The absence that follows carries weight. More than the words themselves. An unformed recognition presses forward, present in sensation yet unreachable in memory.

A shape enters the edge of my vision again.

Tall. Composed. The presence alters the space around it in subtle ways that my perception recognizes before understanding follows. The dim light bends along its outline, adjusting as though accommodating its form.

A gloved hand moves into view. 

The material folds softly along the knuckles as fingers adjust something beyond me with precise, deliberate motion. A dial turns. A gauge shifts. Each small action lands within my awareness with amplified presence. The sound carries through the air and settles deep within my skull, as though my senses have been tuned too tightly.

Another breath moves through me. 

Less violent. Still unfamiliar. 

It brings with it the layered scent of ozone, iron, and something chemical that lingers at the back of my throat. 

The figure resolves into a man as he steps into the fractured light. His posture holds steady. His movements carry measured control. His coat hangs long, worn at the edges, marked by use rather than neglect. Straps cross his chest in ordered lines, securing instruments that catch and scatter the dim light in quiet flashes. 

His face leans into my field of vision. 

Sharp. Defined. Constructed with angles that hold under scrutiny. Grey eyes track with focused intensity, absorbing every motion I make. Each tremor. Each delay. Each correction. 

Nothing escapes that gaze. 

His fingers press lightly against the hollow of my throat.

The contact registers instantly. I can feel the pulse beneath his touch. Irregular. Uneven. It pushes against his fingertips with a determination that lacks rhythm yet refuses to yield. 

His gaze narrows. 

Attention sharpens further as he studies the cadence of that beat, as though it confirms something he anticipated.

My body reacts.

My spine tightens. Muscles draw inward. 

The hand hovering above me curls again. 

This time with greater precision. The delay shortens. The movement aligns more closely with intent. Learning takes place within the motion itself. 

Each attempt refines the next.

“You’re stabilizing.”

The words reach me clearly. Measured. Deliberate. They settle into the space between sensation and thought and remain there.

Stabilizing.

The meaning unfolds slowly, layering itself over the experience of my body as it adjusts and begins to respond with increasing coherence.

Then before this—

The thought reaches backward.

Fragments stir. They rise like disturbed ash. They lift just enough to reveal texture before breaking apart again. A suggestion of cold. The impression of open air. The faint echo of a voice carrying familiarity without form.

It slips away.

My chest tightens around the absence, though the breath that follows arrives smoother. More controlled. The body continues its quiet work regardless of what the mind fails to recover.

The man moves along my side. 

His shadow stretches across the surface beneath me. His presence carries a precision that borders on reverence. Each motion follows intention. Each adjustment remains exact.

Straps tighten across my forearms. 

Pressure increases in steady increments until it settles into something firm and unyielding. My body responds with a surge of awareness that travels rapidly through nerve and graft alike.

I pull against the restraints.

Strength answers immediately. It rises through muscle and structure with a force that surprises even the part of me that initiated it. The material holds, though tension threads through it.

The man’s head tilts.

“Good.”

His hand settles briefly against my shoulder. Fingers press along a seam beneath the skin, tracing the line where integration remains incomplete. The sensation carries an edge. Sharper than the rest. Awareness intensifies there.

“Pain confirms reception.”

His voice lowers slightly. Steady. Assured.

“It means you’re listening.”

Listening.

The word turns inward.

The hum beneath everything grows clearer. 

It threads through bone, through graft, through the hollow spaces between. A rhythm forms. Less imposed. More discovered. 

My chest rises again. 

The motion smooths. The imbalance lessens. Each breath aligns more closely with the last.

I test the restraints again. 

This time with intention rather than force. My fingers curl and uncurl in controlled sequences. The delay narrows further.

I can feel everything.

The realization spreads through me with quiet weight. It extends into every seam. Every junction. Every place where continuity has been constructed rather than inherited.

The man steps back slightly, allowing space while maintaining focus. His eyes trace the faint glow beneath my skin where grafts pulse with subdued light.

His lips part again.

“Your designation...”

The word lands first. Heavy.

Designation?

A name chosen.

“You are Graft.”

The man’s voice was clear and crisp. It settles into me immediately. It anchors deeper than language should reach.

Graft.

The name holds.

That is what I am?

The thought solidifies, though something within it resists. A quiet fracture suggests more. Something buried beyond recall.

I was—

The reach finds nothing.

Silence answers.

The man watches closely. 

Even absence carries value to him.

“You were made for purpose.”

His tone sharpens slightly.

“Comfort holds no place here.”

The words remain.

Purpose?

My fingers curl again.

They remain curled, holding their shape without tremor, and the restraint around my forearms presses back with equal certainty, firm and unyielding, a boundary that reveals itself in detail the longer I remain within it. I feel the texture of the material, the tension where it anchors, the way it distributes pressure across skin and graft alike. 

Nothing escapes notice now.

Every point of contact translating into information that settles immediately into awareness.

I shift my hand again.

Slower this time, allowing the movement to travel through me in sequence rather than force. It begins at the shoulder and passes through the elbow before settling into the wrist, then into the fingers.

Each segment responding in turn, each one adjusting as it moves, refining itself mid-action. The delay that once lingered between intention and response begins to narrow, folding inward until the motion aligns more closely with the thought that drives it. Control forms gradually, not as a sudden acquisition, but as a layering of corrections that accumulate into something usable.

The man watches without interruption.

His stillness as deliberate as any movement he has made. His eyes track the path of my motion, following each refinement, each adjustment, as though he witnesses the unfolding of something already known to him in theory and now confirmed in practice.

Another breath moves through me, and this time it settles with greater ease. The metallic edge softening into the background of sensation rather than dominating it. Other details begin to emerge beneath it. I register the faint warmth of the air, the subtle movement of currents threading through the space, and the distant strain of the structure itself as it bears its own failing weight.

The room expands within my awareness.

I close my eyes.

I see the fans in the ceiling spinning and watch the air currents erupt and flow back in circles at the edges.

I smell a fragrance in the currents as they brush my nose with each inhale. But—

I cannot place the scent.

The surface beneath me holds cold and steady. 

Metal layered over something heavier, supporting my weight with a consistency that contrasts sharply with the instability I feel within my own form. Its edges press along my back and map the length of my spine, each point of contact precise and unwavering. Beyond it, the space reveals itself in fragments that assemble into coherence the longer I observe. The walls rise unevenly, fractured, and incomplete, sections of concrete having given way to expose deeper layers of the structure beneath. Wires hang in loose arcs and sway faintly with the movement of air, some sparking intermittently in brief, jagged flashes that illuminate the room in pulses rather than continuity.

I see it all through closed eyes.

Above, the ceiling holds itself together through effort rather than integrity. The beams that support it carry visible strain, their surfaces marked by fine fractures that branch outward in thin, vein-like patterns, each one a record of slow deterioration.

The hum within me begins to align with it.

A resonance forms between my body and the structure around me, subtle yet undeniable, a shared vibration that moves through the slab, through the air, and through the fractured architecture. It binds everything within this space to a single, fragile rhythm.

I open my eyes.

My legs begin to move.

The shift starts at the hips, gradual and controlled, as I draw one knee upward with intention rather than impulse. The limb carries more weight than I anticipate, as though it belongs to something larger than my current understanding allows. Muscle engages. 

A graft answers. 

The joint tightens briefly before settling into alignment with a quiet internal correction that ripples upward along my spine. My foot lifts from the slab and holds in the air for a measured moment before lowering again with controlled contact. The surface beneath absorbs the motion, though the sensation returns through the limb, carrying information with it—pressure, alignment, balance, all of it registering and integrating without delay.

I repeat the motion.

Slower, more deliberate, allowing each segment of the movement to settle fully before continuing. With each repetition, the hesitation diminishes, replaced by a growing certainty that spreads through the limb and into the rest of me.

The man steps closer again.

His movement precise, each footfall placed with intention. He shifts his position slightly, altering his angle to observe me more completely, ensuring that nothing escapes his attention.

“You are integrating faster than projected. Very good.”

The words carry quiet satisfaction, though his tone remains controlled, contained within the same discipline that governs every movement he makes. His hand lifts and hovers near my chest, pausing there for a brief moment before making contact. When his palm presses against my sternum, the sensation registers with startling clarity. Every detail of the contact translating instantly into my awareness. 

I feel the pressure of his hand, the warmth beneath the glove, and the exact point where bone and graft meet beneath the surface. My pulse surges against him. Stronger now, beginning to establish a rhythm that holds rather than collapses. My eyes narrow as I listen through touch, my focus sharpening further as I measure the cadence beneath my palm.

“Good, Good.”

The repeated word settles into the space between us with quiet certainty. Something shifts beyond the immediate confines of the room. At first, it registers as a low vibration moving through the floor, subtle enough to blend with the existing hum, yet distinct in its origin. It travels outward in slow waves, carrying weight as it moves, and the structure responds in kind. 

The beams above release faint groans.

Dust loosens from their fractures, drifting downward in thin, wavering streams, like before. 

My head turns toward the source before conscious thought forms. The motion happens with instinctive precision, guided by the change in the environment rather than decision. My awareness extends outward, reaching beyond the slab, beyond the immediate space, searching for the origin of the disturbance.

The man notices immediately.

His gaze follows mine, aligning with the direction of my focus. In my periphery I see his eyebrows raise above his left eye. Then I see the faint twitch of it.

For a moment, the room holds its breath.

The vibration comes again.

Stronger now, carrying a sharper edge that separates it from the natural settling of a dying structure. It arrives with intent, with pattern, with a presence that imposes itself upon the environment rather than belonging to it.

I focus.

Sound follows.

Distant, yet distinct enough to carry meaning. 

A heavy impact reverberates through the structure

Followed by another. The spacing between them is consistent and measured. Advancing with purpose.

My body responds.

Muscles tighten along my frame, drawing inward with controlled tension, while the graft along my leg hums in quiet alignment, as though preparing for a demand that has yet to fully reveal itself. My breath steadies further, deepening without strain, each inhale settling into the rhythm that continues to build around me.

The man’s hand withdraws from my chest, though his attention remains fixed. Sweat beads form at his temples. I can smell them before seeing them. His body odor. I can tell he is dehydrated, and malnourished.

“They’ve reached the outer levels sooner than anticipated.”

His voice carries a shift that settles into the space with quiet precision, a recalibration that replaces detached observation with something more deliberate, more focused, the tone refining itself into calculation as the moment reshapes around it. The words do not linger. They integrate, absorbed into the steady rhythm of systems and structure that continue without interruption.

Who is—they?

The question lingers within, but not for long.

Impacts follow in measured succession. Closer now.

Threading through the architecture with a clarity that deepens as distance collapses. Each one travels through the beams, along the floor, into the slab beneath me, translating through material into something that reaches beyond sound, beyond vibration, becoming a language my body receives without needing to interpret. Approach. Pressure. Intent. The room adjusts around that understanding, its stillness shifting in subtle ways as the structure carries the weight of what advances through it, every surface responding in quiet alignment with the force that moves closer. 

The hum within me answers in kind, its tone deepening, its presence expanding through muscle and graft. A steady, controlled current that reinforces the structure it occupies. Something within me aligns with that motion. Not reacting, not resisting, but meeting it, the response forming with a precision that feels inevitable as the distance continues to close.

The impacts continue to travel inward through the structure. Each one arriving with greater definition than the last, shaping themselves into a pattern that settles into my awareness with quiet certainty. The rhythm no longer resembles the slow surrender of a failing building. It carries intent, measured and deliberate, pressing forward with a consistency that suggests direction rather than collapse.

The man turns away from me.

I watch as his posture shifts with subtle immediacy as his attention moves beyond observation and into preparation. His hands move across the nearby instruments in quick, efficient motions, gathering what he needs without hesitation. Metal touches metal in soft, controlled chimes as tools slide into place along the straps at his chest.

My focus then drifts past him.

The far wall draws my attention.

I close my eyes.

I can see the concrete crumble. Smell it. Taste it.

I open my eyes.

Fractured concrete gives way to a long, uneven seam that splits along its surface. The line widens with each passing moment, dust spilling from it in thin, granular streams that catch the dim light before dissolving into the air.

The vibration intensifies.

A sharper sound follows.

Metal grinding against itself somewhere beyond the wall, accompanied by a brief, high-pitched strain that fractures the quiet and then vanishes. The structure answers with a low groan that rolls through the beams above and settles into the slab beneath me.

My body tightens in response, the change moving through muscle and graft in a unified sequence that gathers rather than fractures, an internal alignment that recognizes the approaching rhythm and answers it without hesitation. Recognition moves through me with quiet certainty, not arriving as confusion or uncertainty, but as something already understood, something that meets the moment with readiness rather than question. The hum within me shifts in tone and depth, aligning itself with the pattern that advances through the structure, its presence expanding through every layer of my body with a controlled precision that prepares rather than reacts. My fingers flex against the restraints, the motion measured, deliberate, applying just enough pressure to understand their limits, to feel the structure that holds them in place without yet forcing that boundary to give.

The man’s gaze turns toward me, his attention sharpening in a way that settles into the space with immediate focus, his eyes narrowing slightly as though recalculating what stands before him.

“Stand.”

The word carries weight as it moves through the room, not raised, not forced, yet filled with expectation that extends beyond sound alone, something that asserts itself into the structure of the moment and holds there.

My body answers before the command fully resolves within me, the response unfolding with a controlled inevitability as I draw my legs beneath me. The motion precise, coordinated, each muscle engaging in sequence with the grafts that support them, forming a movement that feels newly aligned, newly complete. The restraints respond in turn, their tension releasing in smooth mechanical increments, withdrawing with quiet efficiency until my arms are free, the absence of their hold arriving as a shift that carries through my entire frame. 

That absence changes the balance of everything at once.

My limbs carry weight differently now, the scale of them settling into awareness as something larger, more substantial, moving without restriction yet requiring adjustment to match their reach, their mass, their capacity. 

The sense of space around me alters as that realization takes hold, the boundaries of movement expanding in response.

I swing my legs over the edge of the slab, the motion controlled and deliberate, lowering my feet toward the ground with a care that comes from understanding the force they carry. The distance stretches slightly beyond expectation, my perception still aligning with the proportions of this body, with the length of limb and the distribution of weight that defines it.

My feet meet the floor.

Concrete answers immediately, compressing beneath the impact as fine fractures spread outward in thin, branching lines that mark the force transferred into it. The sensation travels upward through my legs with clarity, carrying information through every layer of structure—density, resistance, stability—each detail integrating into the system that holds me upright.

I rise with controlled progression, my knees bending as they absorb the transfer of weight before extending again, the motion steady, continuous, my spine straightening in measured increments as each vertebra aligns with subtle internal corrections that settle into a stable, unified structure. Height reveals itself as the motion completes.

The room shifts around me in response, its proportions altering as my perspective expands, drawing new details into focus while reshaping the space I occupy. The ceiling lowers in relation to my position, its fractured beams now closer, the strain within them more visible. Hanging wires drift at the level of my sight, their movement tracing the subtle currents that pass through the chamber, mapping the unseen through motion.

My balance adjusts through a brief shift, the weight redistributing as my stance refines itself, the graft along my leg responding with a low, steady hum that aligns my centre, compensating with quiet precision until the distribution settles evenly across both feet.

I take a step.

The motion carries forward with controlled force, my foot pressing into the ground and finding purchase as the structure yields just enough to accept it. The second step follows with greater confidence, the rhythm of movement establishing itself through repetition.

The man watches from a short distance, his attention fixed, his posture composed, though something beneath it has changed. The calm observation that defined him moments ago now carries an edge of urgency, a narrowing of focus that acknowledges the shift in circumstance.

The wall fractures further.

The seam splits wide.

Concrete tears outward in a jagged line, the sound sharp and violent as a section of the structure gives way under pressure from the other side. Light bursts through the opening in a harsh, directional beam, cutting across the chamber and illuminating dust in suspended motion.

Shapes move within it.

Not clearly at first. Silhouettes. Forms breaking through the debris as the opening widens enough to allow passage. 

The first figure steps through.

Its outline holds rigid structure, reinforced by layered plating that catches the light in dull, uneven reflections. The armor appears assembled rather than manufactured, pieces drawn together from different origins and forced into a unified shape that prioritizes function over cohesion. A helmet conceals the face entirely. The visor reflects the fractured interior of the room, offering no insight into what lies behind it. The figure pauses just beyond the breach, adjusting its stance as it enters the space fully, its movement deliberate and controlled. Its attention fixes on me immediately, as though I exist as the singular point of interest within the room.

Another follows.

Then another.

They spread slightly as they advance, their positioning calculated, each one maintaining distance while ensuring coverage of the space between them. Their movements carry coordination without communication, a silent agreement in how they occupy the room.

My body responds with a tightening that begins deep within and spreads outward.

Not panic.

Readiness.

My fingers flex at my sides, the joints aligning with a precision that no longer hesitates. My shoulders settle into a posture that lowers my center of gravity slightly, preparing for motion without committing to it.

The man moves behind me, his presence shifting through the room in a way that alters the air itself, the space adjusting around him as he repositions near the edge of the chamber, out of my direct sight yet fully within my awareness. His voice reaches me from that new angle, controlled, sharpened with intent that no longer remains observational, something directed now, something decided.

“RUN.”

The word carries through the room with a force that extends beyond sound, settling into the structure of the moment with a clarity that leaves no space for hesitation, its urgency and release arriving together, shaping what follows before it begins.

The nearest hunter lifts a weapon in a smooth, practiced motion, the mechanism aligning with a precision that speaks of repetition and control as the barrel levels with my chest. A low hum builds within the device, energy gathering in a sustained tone that vibrates through the air and threads into my bones, a resonance that carries both threat and certainty.

My body moves in the same instant.

There is no separation between decision and action, no delay between intent and execution as I push off the ground with force that transfers cleanly through my legs, propelling me forward in a burst of motion that compresses the distance between us with immediate efficiency. 

The world narrows to trajectory, to timing, to the alignment of movement that carries me through the space before the weapon can fully track the shift.

The shot releases.

Light tears through the space I occupied, striking the slab behind me with concussive force that fractures its surface and drives shards of material outward in a violent spray that scatters across the chamber. 

I am already moving through it.

The distance closes.

My hand extends as I enter range, fingers opening with precise intent as I reach for the nearest figure, the motion controlled, direct, aligned with the momentum that carries me forward.

The hunter adjusts in response, their stance shifting with calculated efficiency as the weapon lowers fractionally, attempting to compensate, to track, to correct for the speed at which I have crossed into its space.

I arrived first.

My hand closes around an arm, the contact immediate and revealing, the structure beneath the armor solid, reinforced, though responsive under pressure. I feel the mechanics within it through the plating, the underlying form adjusting as force is applied, its systems responding even as I take control of its movement. I pull with controlled force, disrupting its balance and drawing it forward into my path as I pivot, redirecting its weight into the line of those behind it, using its mass to fracture the formation that held a moment before.

Their spacing collapses inward under the shift.

An opening forms.

I move through it without slowing, momentum carrying me past them as my body adjusts mid-motion, redirecting toward the breach in the wall with a precision that requires no correction. The ground shifts beneath my feet as I cross the fractured threshold, debris sliding and settling as I pass into the corridor beyond.

Behind me, movement resumes with greater clarity, the pursuit tightening, focusing as the moment of disruption resolves into action.

The hunt takes shape.

I run.
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II.

The Hunt
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THE MOTION STABILIZES almost immediately, each stride refining the last as my body adapts in real time, aligning force and direction into a sustained rhythm that carries me forward through the narrowing corridor. My feet strike the ground with controlled impact, each contact pushing me further into the space as the structure around me strains under the pressure of its own instability.

The walls close inward, narrowing the path, debris encroaching from both sides as broken sections lean and settle into the corridor. My shoulders angle automatically, adjusting to the confinement without breaking stride, my hands brushing against rough surfaces that crumble slightly under contact, fragments falling away as I pass.

The sounds behind me sharpen into distinct patterns, footsteps measured and relentless, each one placed with the same precision that defines the pursuit. They maintain distance with deliberate control, allowing the chase to unfold rather than forcing its conclusion, their presence held just beyond reach yet never fading.

The corridor bends ahead, its path curving into shadow as the light thins, the structure guiding movement into deeper sections without offering choice.

I lean into the turn, my stride adjusting seamlessly to the shift in direction, my body aligning with the curve as though it has already mapped it.

The ground slopes beneath me, the descent gradual, drawing me downward into the deeper reaches of the structure where the air grows denser and the light recedes further.

My pace holds. My breath steadies.

The rhythm of movement settles into something sustained, something controlled, something that continues without interruption.

Behind me, they remain. Closer now. Clearer.

Their presence presses forward through the space, measured and unyielding.

The corridor stretches on.

I run toward whatever waits at its end. The descent draws me deeper through the fractured body of the structure, each step carrying me further from the chamber and into a passage shaped by pressure and collapse rather than design. The corridor narrows as it continues, its walls closing in with uneven surfaces that press closer with every stride, forcing my movement into tighter alignment with the space.

My pace remains steady.

Each step settles with increasing precision, the shifting terrain beneath my feet registering instantly and feeding forward into the next motion. Loose debris shifts and compresses underfoot, then stabilizes, the information traveling upward through my legs and into the core of me where it integrates without delay. The graft along my calf hums in quiet synchronization, smoothing the transfer of weight and maintaining balance as the ground continues to change.

My breathing deepens as the air thickens.

Dust gathers within it, fine and persistent, coating the back of my throat and settling into each inhale with a texture that lingers. Beneath it, a sharper scent rises, metallic and heated, threaded with something organic that has remained confined within this space for too long.

The pursuit maintains its distance behind me.

Their movement carries a measured consistency, each step placed with deliberate control, forming a rhythm that persists without variation. The sound travels through the corridor with clarity, shaping itself into a constant presence that follows at a fixed interval, maintaining pressure without collapse or urgency.

The path bends again, revealing a section where the ceiling has shifted downward, compressing the corridor into a lower passage. Fractured beams angle inward, their surfaces splintered and strained, creating a threshold that requires adjustment rather than force.

I lower my posture as I pass beneath the first beam, my shoulders angling naturally to accommodate the space. My hand glides along the surface as I move through, and the material responds by shedding small fragments that fall away behind me in a quiet cascade.

The corridor continues to tighten, though the air begins to shift as I move forward. A colder current threads through the passage, settling across my skin and along the exposed seams of my body. The sensation draws a subtle tightening through the grafted lines, and my awareness sharpens in response, pulling greater detail from the environment as the temperature continues to drop.

The sound of water reaches me.

It echoes ahead in slow, irregular intervals, each drop striking with a hollow resonance that expands the space beyond it, suggesting a wider chamber further along the descent.

My steps carry me toward it.

The corridor opens abruptly.

The space expands into a broader chamber where the floor dips unevenly, forming shallow pools of dark water that reflect the fractured light above. The surface trembles as I enter, breaking my reflection into
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