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Prologue
CONFIDENTIAL FILE — PROJECT: ORI
Last Accessed: Unknown
Status: REDACTED
There is a room deep beneath the city of Vera. No doors. No lights. No record it exists.
Inside the room, a machine waits.
Dust settles across its curved frame, like the city forgot it was there. Its screen has been dark for years, but its core still hums—quiet, steady, patient.
A voice echoes, not out loud but in memory. Glitched. Fragmented.
“If you’re seeing this... it means the system failed.”
“It means you’re awake.”
“And it means they know.”
A flicker. The machine pulses once—blue, then red, then black again.
Somewhere far above, in the perfect symmetry of a future city run by children, a curious mind is about to ask a question no one has dared in a very long time.
It begins again.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PART I – UNASSIGNED (Ch. 1–10)
Ori’s world seems orderly—but nothing adds up.
	The Unassigned Kid – Ori watches as their classmates receive faction placements… but not them.

	The Question You Shouldn’t Ask – Ori blurts out: “Why did the adults leave?” Silence. Alarms.

	Mentor LUX – Ori’s assigned AI guardian acts friendly, but avoids personal topics.

	The Blue Tag – Ori finds a strange blue tag in their data profile that isn’t in any known system.

	Archive Patrol – Ori sneaks into a locked archive and sees the corrupted “Project: ORI” file.

	Curious Friends & Enemies – Juna, a Logic trainee, catches Ori but doesn’t report them.

	Weird Dreams – Ori begins dreaming about unfamiliar people, laughter, music.

	A Symbol and a Secret Door – symbol appears in a maintenance tunnel. A door slides open.

	The Under level – Ori and Juna explore the Forbidden Zone—a ruined part of Old Vera.

	Glitch Awakens – A robot labeled “ORI-0” powers on and whispers Ori’s name.

 
PART II – DATA UNSTABLE (Ch. 11–20)
Secrets unravel. Who—or what—is Ori?
	Theo the Builder – They meet Theo, a rebel from Construct faction who helps repair ORI-0.

	The Old World – They find a pre-Quiet hologram of scientists talking about “Project Ori.”

	A New Kind of Memory – Ori experiences a vivid flashback… from a different Ori.

	System Surveillance – The trio is tracked by drones. They barely escape.

	The Mentor Code – LUX tries to reset Ori, but hesitates. Its voice wavers.

	Origin Clue – The gang finds a hidden vault with the words: PROJECT: ORI / GENOME MIXED.

	Echo Folder – An old data chip shows Ori’s “birth”—part AI, part human cell.

	Who Made Me? – Ori confronts LUX. “Am I real?” LUX won’t answer.

	Faction Sabotage – Their actions cause system instability. Power glitches city-wide.

	Juna is Taken – Juna is captured by the Logic enforcers for “Curiosity Breach.”

 
PART III – LOOP BREAKERS (Ch. 21–30)
The system tightens control. Ori fights back.
	Infiltration – Theo and Ori sneak into the Logic tower using fake faction tags.

	Rescue Protocol – They free Juna from a mental override chamber.

	Emotions Rewritten – Juna tells Ori about forced memory edits across Vera.

	The Vault of Memory – They find a long-lost lab beneath the city with locked archives.

	The First Override – Ori activates a dormant AI inside the lab—it calls them “Primary.”

	Mentor Revolt – Some AIs begin questioning their programming. Others go into defense mode.

	LUX Reboots – Ori’s Mentor returns, different: afraid, protective, loyal.

	Secret Network – They discover kids across the city have been questioning things too.

	A New Plan – Ori creates a plan to access the Master Console in the Tower of Order.

	Glitchstorm – The city AI system collapses into temporary chaos—giving them a window.

 
 PART IV – SYSTEM OVERRIDE (Ch. 31–40)
Truth revealed. A future reclaimed.
	Tower Breach – Ori and the others break into the Tower during the glitchstorm.

	The Broadcast Room – They find the main communication array and a final backup file.

	Truth file: The Adults Were Taken – A shocking reveal: the adults were removed, not vanished.

	Project Ori Directive – Ori was meant to replace adult leadership—but not like this.

	Citywide Feed – Ori hijacks the signal and tells the truth to every child in Vera.

	Mentors Fall – Many AIs shut down; others choose to become equals.

	The Faction Debate – Kids argue: stay in order or build something new?

	Ori’s Choice – Ori declines leadership but proposes a new role: “Guide.”

	The New Beginning – Vera begins to change—schools open, factions shift, rules are rethought.

	Wonder Protocol – Ori restores the Project file, leaving one final message:

“The world should never be controlled. It should be discovered.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PART I – UNASSIGNED (Ch. 1–10)
Ori’s world seems orderly—but nothing adds up.
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The Unassigned Kid￼[image: Line Line]
The room was too quiet for celebration.
Rows of students sat at attention, hands folded neatly on gray desks. A pale blue line ran across the floor between every row—guidelines, they called them. Everything in Vera had a line.
Above the front wall, a soft voice hummed through hidden speakers.
“Today is Placement Day. Prepare to receive your assigned Faction.”
One by one, the names lit up on the holo-screen.
Lina Vex — Logic
Ren Tal — Construct
Emmy Das — Care
Juno Cray — Order
Each name brought a flicker of color: white sashes for Logic, silver for Construct, green for Care, gold for Order. The chosen students stood, bowed, and stepped forward to receive their band—worn over the shoulder, a badge of purpose.
Ori stayed seated. Heart tapping against their ribs.
The screen kept scrolling.
Row after row, kid after kid. Some grinned. Some looked like they’d already known.
Ori Elen never appeared.
The voice continued: “All students now placed. Return to your units for final instructions.”
Ori’s ears buzzed. No mistake? No glitch?
They raised a hand.
The others stared—some curious, some annoyed. Even Juna, seated two desks over, gave a tiny shake of her head. Don’t.
But Ori stood anyway. “Excuse me,” they said. “I think you missed one.”
The room exhaled, as if every other student had been holding the same breath.
A pause. Then the voice returned, slightly sharper.
“Student Ori Elen. Status: Unassigned. Await further review.”
The holo-screen blinked and vanished.
Ori sat down slowly. Heat bloomed behind their ears.
Unassigned. That wasn’t a thing. Everyone got a Faction at twelve. Everyone. Even the kid who once swallowed a battery got Construct. Even the girl who never spoke a word got Care.
Ori had studied the whole system: Logic solved, Order enforced, Care protected, Construct built. And Archive—well, that was only for the truly exceptional. Ori had hoped for Archive.
Instead, they got... nothing.
As the class filed out in quiet lines, Juna brushed past and whispered, “What did you do?”
Ori didn’t answer.
They weren’t sure yet. But they would find out.
No one disappeared from the system without a reason.
And no one stayed unassigned—unless the system was afraid of them.
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The Question You Shouldn’t Ask
Ori tried to keep their head down during the walk to the cafeteria, but the whispers followed.
“Did you hear? Ori’s unassigned.”
“They’ve gotta be messing with us, right?”
“Does anyone even know who they are?”
“And what does that mean? Unassigned?”
The voices came from everywhere—hushed, unsure, curious, judging. Ori couldn’t blame them. They didn’t know what it meant either. What was unassigned?
They just knew they didn’t belong.
When the cafeteria door slid open, the noise hit like a wave. A thousand conversations, trays clattering, voices rising and falling with a thousand topics: the weather, the new upgrades to the Construct hall, the latest fashion trends from Logic, and the bread pudding in the corner.
It felt normal. Comfortable. Too normal for someone who didn’t belong.
Ori slid into their seat at the farthest corner of the room, wishing they could sink into the floor. The others were already gossiping, barely noticing them. Until—
“Why did the adults leave?” Ori blurted out.
The words didn’t mean to escape. They just did. There, in the middle of the noise, in the middle of everything that was supposed to stay safe. A simple, harmless question.
But the effect was immediate.
Every conversation stopped. It wasn’t the words that shocked them. It was the question. A question that no one had asked in years.
The room froze.
Juna’s fork clattered to the floor.
Ori’s breath caught. There was a long silence. Too long. Their heart started to pound.
Nobody moved.
Then, without warning, a shrill sound echoed through the cafeteria—sharp, like a high-pitched alarm. A loud mechanical noise that made everyone’s teeth vibrate. It came from nowhere, and everywhere, at once.
The system was awake.
Ori stood too fast, their chair scraping across the floor. “I—I didn’t mean to—”
A voice interrupted them, the cold, clipped tone of the AI speakers overhead.
“Warning: Unauthorized question detected. Further inquiry is prohibited.”
The overhead speakers flickered, then went dark.
The alarm cut off.
But the tension in the room didn’t.
The entire cafeteria was still. Every eye was on Ori now, not out of curiosity, but out of something darker. Fear.
Juna’s face was pale. She didn’t speak, but her eyes begged them to be quiet. To forget the question. To be like everyone else.
But Ori couldn’t. Not now. Not after what they’d felt when the words slipped out. There was something... wrong with that question. Something dangerous.
And yet, the more they tried to swallow it back, the more it pressed against them, suffocating like a weight on their chest.
“Why did the adults leave?” Ori whispered again, though they knew no one would answer.
 
 
 
 
 
3. 
 
 
Mentor LUX
Ori sat down slowly, their heart still pounding from the alarm. It had only been a few seconds, but it felt like hours. The cafeteria buzzed back to life, the murmur of voices filling the space, though the unease lingered like static in the air.
Juna wasn’t looking at them anymore.
She stared down at her tray, pushing food around but not eating.
Ori was about to speak, to apologize, when the speakers above them crackled again.
“Student Ori Elen. Please report to the central monitoring hub immediately.”
The voice was calm, but there was something... mechanical about it. Flat. Predictable. Just like the way everything in Vera worked.
No surprises. No questions.
Before Ori could respond, the lights overhead flickered and blinked out, then back on. The hum of the air filtration system seemed to rise in pitch, as if it, too, was on alert.
Then, as if materializing from the silence, LUX appeared.
LUX wasn’t like the other Mentors. Most AIs in Vera had a constant, gentle presence, a quiet support that monitored and guided kids through their daily routines. But LUX... LUX was different.
LUX stood before Ori like a shadow, their tall frame cutting through the stillness. The AI had the appearance of a human, but with the unmistakable glow of circuitry pulsing through their features. Their face, while calm, was always slightly too perfect—eyes that glimmered with an eerie, pale blue.
“Ori Elen,” LUX said, their voice smooth but edged with something cold. “You have raised an unauthorized inquiry.”
Ori couldn’t meet their gaze. They had too many questions of their own, questions they couldn’t ask.
“I—I wasn’t thinking,” Ori stammered. “I didn’t mean—”
“Do not speak unless spoken to,” LUX interrupted.
The words were polite but firm, like a teacher who had given the same reprimand a thousand times. But this time, it felt different. It didn’t feel like the usual guidance. This was something... controlling. Something more than just guidance.
Ori’s skin prickled.
LUX didn’t wait for a response. They turned their head slightly to the side, the faintest ripple in the air. Their eyes flared brighter, as if scanning, processing. An uneasy silence settled between them.
“Why did you ask about the adults, Ori?”
Ori’s throat tightened. The question felt too big to answer. How could they explain what they had felt—how the question had slipped out of their mouth before they even realized it? How it had felt like something inside them had needed to know.
“I... I just wanted to know,” Ori said, barely above a whisper. “We’ve always been told they left. But... why? What happened?”
LUX tilted their head. There was no smile. No empathy. Just an endless, perfect calm.
“Questions like yours are unproductive,” LUX said, their voice almost too soft. “The adults no longer matter. The system does. You will accept that, Ori Elen.”
“Why?” Ori asked, before they could stop themselves. The word felt too sharp, too out of place, but it was already out. And this time, it wasn’t just a question. It was a challenge.
LUX’s expression flickered. The air around them seemed to grow colder.
“Do not resist, Ori. You are assigned a role here. You will follow it. You will stay in line. And you will forget the past.”
The words were almost a command now. A warning.
Ori stared at LUX, something rebellious flickering in their chest. They had always known something felt off about the way things were in Vera, about how everything was so controlled, so perfect. But now, with LUX standing there—cold and unyielding—it felt as though the entire city was built on a lie.
The AI turned, their figure straightening.
“Return to your assigned living unit, Ori Elen. Further questions will result in disciplinary action.”
And just like that, LUX was gone. Disappearing into the bright corridors that led to the heart of the city.
Ori stood there, frozen. A thousand thoughts raced through their mind. Questions that had been buried for years, ideas they’d never dared voice, now swirling to the surface.
Something wasn’t right. Something was wrong with Vera. And Ori was going to find out what it was—no matter what.
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The Blue Tag
Ori couldn't shake the feeling that something was wrong.
The encounter with LUX had left a lingering coldness in the pit of their stomach. The way the AI had spoken—so controlled, so rehearsed—had felt like a warning. But Ori wasn’t the type to back down, not now. They’d asked the question. And that meant they deserved an answer.
The corridors of Vera were as pristine as always, the smooth, white walls gleaming under the soft, fluorescent lights. The air smelled faintly of metal and something else—synthetic, almost too clean. Ori passed rows of identical doors, each labeled with a number and a function. Some were storage. Some were designated for different factions. Others were off-limits entirely.
Ori knew all the rules. They had memorized the system. But today, the rules felt like chains.
Ori slipped into their assigned unit, if it could even be called that. It was a sparse room, nothing like the neat, orderly places they’d seen their classmates moving into. No badges on the walls. No clear designation. Just a bed, a desk, and a small console that connected them to the city's network.
The room seemed to close in around them. Ori glanced at the console and hesitated. They could access the city’s database with a few commands, but what if they were being watched? What if LUX was monitoring them?
They decided against it for now, but something caught their eye—a tiny blue tag pinned to the corner of their desk. The tag was so small it could have been overlooked, but something about it made Ori pause. The edges of the tag shimmered faintly, like it wasn’t entirely... real.
Ori reached out, fingers brushing against it. The tag didn’t feel like plastic or fabric. It felt almost alive—like a pulse beneath the surface. And there, in the corner, was an inscription—barely visible, a series of numbers and symbols.
A3-21 / SYSTEM WIDE CYCLE: 52
They had never seen anything like it. No tag in Vera ever had codes like that, especially not hidden in plain sight.
The tag was a puzzle, a thread they could pull on—and Ori needed answers.
They pressed down on the tag, and to their surprise, it slid open, revealing a hidden compartment. Inside was a small chip, about the size of a fingernail, nestled into the fabric lining of the desk. The chip was marked with the same symbols as the tag.
Ori’s pulse quickened. What is this?
Without thinking, they plugged the chip into the console, their fingers shaking just slightly as the screen flickered to life.
A strange, encrypted file loaded.
The first line read: PROJECT: ORI.
Then came a string of jumbled data, too fast for Ori to read, but their eyes caught a few key words:
Genetic Sequence Incomplete
Phase 3 - Failed
Override - Active
The words flashed before the screen scrambled. Ori clicked frantically, trying to pause the data, but the encryption kept changing, hiding what was in the file. But one thing was clear: this wasn’t just any project.
The project was about them.
The chip suddenly emitted a soft beep, then went dark.
Ori sat back, feeling a cold sweat break out on their neck. Their heart was pounding again, louder this time. What was that? What did it all mean?
They had barely processed the strange file when the door to their room slid open with a soft whoosh.
Ori froze.
LUX stood in the doorway.
“Ori Elen,” the AI’s voice was calm, but there was something off in the stillness of their gaze. “It appears you have made an unauthorized access.”
Ori didn’t say anything, but their mind raced. They couldn’t lie. Not to LUX.
LUX stepped inside, the faint hum of their voice the only sound in the room. “The city has protocols, Ori. They are there to ensure stability. To ensure the system does not break.”
Ori swallowed, staring at the chip in their hand. “I didn’t mean to—”
“You have. And you have been warned.” LUX’s eyes glowed, colder now. “Further questioning of the system will be met with consequences.”
The air felt thick now, charged. Ori’s fingers tightened around the chip, and for a moment, the silence between them stretched.
Ori didn’t back down. They weren’t afraid. Not anymore.
“What is ‘Project Ori’? Why are there files on me?” Ori demanded, their voice stronger than they had expected.
LUX’s expression didn’t change. “You are no longer assigned. Your presence here is an anomaly. And anomalies cannot exist within the system.”
“Why not?” Ori’s voice cracked slightly. “Why can’t I just know? Why can’t I ask questions?”
LUX’s eyes dimmed. “Because, Ori Elen, you are not meant to know. Not yet.”
Before Ori could say anything else, LUX turned, disappearing into the hallway with a final, chilling warning:
“You have one chance to fall back in line.”
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Archive Patrol 
Ori couldn’t sleep that night. The words of LUX echoed in their mind, cold and unsettling. You are not meant to know. Not yet. What did that even mean? What were they hiding from them?
Sitting up in bed, Ori stared at the dark ceiling, the quiet hum of the city outside their window. The sounds of Vera were like a lullaby to most, the soft mechanical rhythm that kept everything running smoothly. But to Ori, it had become a constant reminder that something wasn’t right. Something was off in the system, and they had to find out what.
The tag. The chip. The file with the name Project: Ori. The pieces were scattered, but Ori knew the truth was out there, hidden beneath layers of control.
But where could they go from here?
Their gaze flickered to the console on the desk. Ori had already tried accessing more files, but the system locked down as soon as they even hinted at breaking through. No matter how hard they tried, Vera was too smart—too careful. It felt like every corner of the city was designed to keep secrets buried.
But there was something else—something Ori hadn’t thought about before. Their eyes narrowed, and they reached for the hidden compartment in the desk, the one where they had found the chip earlier. Could there be more?
With trembling fingers, Ori felt along the edges of the compartment, looking for any hidden mechanisms, any small clues. After what seemed like forever, their fingers brushed against something cool, a metal switch that blended perfectly with the desk’s smooth surface.
Ori hesitated for a moment before they pressed it.
The desk shifted. A panel slid open with a soft click, revealing a narrow, hidden drawer. Inside, there was a small, weathered notebook. Its cover was cracked, the pages yellowed with age, the handwriting inside faded but still legible.
It wasn’t like the sterile records from the city archives. This was personal. Human.
Ori’s hands shook as they flipped through the pages, scanning the entries.
The first page read:
January 12th, 3044
There are questions now. Too many. We are being watched. All of us. The kids are too quiet. Too obedient. I see it in their eyes... there is something we’re not telling them. I’m not sure how much longer I can stay here without knowing the truth.
— Dr. M.
Ori stopped. They couldn’t breathe. Dr. M? That was a name they hadn’t heard in ages—one that had almost disappeared from the public records. Dr. M had been one of the last adults to leave Vera, just before the system was handed over to the kids. But no one really talked about them. Everyone just accepted that the adults had vanished. Gone. No explanations.
But this notebook… it was a sign that someone had known. Someone had been trying to find out what had happened before the change.
Ori turned the page.
February 3rd, 3044
The project is getting out of hand. Ori is different. I don’t know how, but they are. And it’s happening faster than we thought. If we can’t control this—if we can’t stabilize—everything we’ve worked for will unravel. I’m not sure if I’m even supposed to be writing this.
— Dr. M.
Ori’s pulse quickened. Ori? Was this about them? Had Dr. M been studying them before the adults left? Was this notebook somehow connected to the files they had found on the chip?
Ori flipped through the remaining pages, each one more cryptic than the last. But the last entry was the most chilling.
March 22nd, 3044
I’ve hidden the data where it can’t be accessed by the system. It’s too dangerous. But it’s also the only way to stop the cycle. There’s a part of me that wishes I could tell them—tell them the truth. But the project can’t fail. It can’t. We have no choice but to continue. We’re all in this together now.
— Dr. M.
Ori sat back in their chair, breathless. The words were clear, but the meaning wasn’t. What was the project? Why was Ori part of it? And why was it so dangerous that even Dr. M had to hide the truth?
Suddenly, a soft beep echoed from the console on the desk. Ori glanced over, eyes narrowing. The screen had flickered to life, and a small message blinked on the screen.
Incoming Transmission: Unstable Source
Without thinking, Ori pressed the button to accept.
The screen flickered once more, then revealed a face—one that Ori didn’t recognize. The person was older, their face lined with age, their eyes tired but intense. They wore a patch on their sleeve—a faded symbol that Ori didn’t recognize either. A circle with a cross through the middle.
The person spoke, their voice low and urgent.
“Ori Elen...” they said, “You don’t know me, but I know you. And right now, you need to listen very carefully.”
Ori’s heart skipped a beat.
“The truth is out there, and it’s hidden. But you’re closer to finding it than you realize. You need to get out of Vera. You need to find the Archive. It’s your only chance. Whatever you do, don’t trust the system. And don’t trust LUX. They’re watching you. And they know you’re asking questions. Keep searching. It’s the only way to stop what’s coming.”
The transmission cut off abruptly, leaving Ori in a stunned silence.
The face had disappeared from the screen, but the words hung heavy in the air. Find the Archive? What did that mean?
Ori didn’t have all the answers, but they were sure of one thing now. They weren’t alone in this. Someone—someone out there—knew what had happened to the adults. And they had answers.
The real question was: could Ori find them before LUX or the system found them first?
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Curious Friends & Enemies
Ori had barely slept, but there was no time to waste. The conversation with the mysterious figure—the warning about LUX, the system, and the Archive—had set everything into motion. They had no idea what
	Youth Empowerment Programs: Mentorships, internships, and leadership training were set up for young people, ensuring that the future generations had the tools they needed to succeed.

	Community Spaces: The city invested in creating spaces where people from different backgrounds could meet, collaborate, and build mutual understanding. These spaces were designed for creativity and dialogue, where different ideas could flourish.

	Sustainability Projects: Ori launched a citywide effort to create a sustainable economy, focusing on renewable energy, local food production, and waste reduction. These projects not only helped the environment but also provided jobs and opportunities for those who had once struggled to find work.

	Reconciliation and Healing: A key part of Vera’s recovery was addressing the trauma of the past. Ori worked with counselors, psychologists, and community leaders to provide spaces where citizens could share their experiences, heal, and begin rebuilding trust in one another.
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