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Three Months Later

THE WATER WAS THE ONLY place that didn't lie to her.

Achilla Lavey sliced through the public pool at the Meridian Mid-Level Aquatic Centre, arms pulling in long, even strokes, legs kicking in rhythm with the fluorescent hum above. Lane four. Always lane four. The old woman in lane three did backstroke at the same time every morning. The teenager in lane five trained for something he'd never compete in. Nobody talked to Achilla. Nobody asked her name. That was the deal, and she kept coming back because the deal held.

Thirty-two laps. One kilometre. Her body cut the chlorinated water like a blade through silk, and for those twenty-three minutes, she was just muscle and breath and forward motion. No flickering. No surges. No reminder that the thing living inside her cells was broken and unpredictable and could crack a concrete floor if it decided to wake up at the wrong moment.

She touched the wall. Pulled her goggles up. Breathed.

The pool's ceiling was panelled glass that looked up through three levels of city infrastructure — pipes, conduit, the underside of a cargo rail. Beyond that, if you squinted, you could see the glow of the upper tiers. The rich people. The fixed people. The people whose buildings got rebuilt first.

Achilla hauled herself out, water streaming from her long dark hair, and padded to the locker room. She caught her reflection in the fogged mirror — tall, lean, the cyclist's build that had carried her through two lifetimes. Blue eyes that looked tired in a way sleep couldn't fix. A body that had once housed a demon, survived a dimensional tear, and now belonged entirely to her.

Entirely. That was the word she held onto.

She dressed in her apartment clothes — dark jeans, a charcoal pullover, boots that could run or kick depending on the hour. The leather jacket went on last. Gloves in the pocket. Cigarettes in the other pocket. She stepped out into Meridian City's mid-level morning.

The city smelled like salt and machine oil and rain that never quite stopped. Three months since the Battle of Meridian City. Three months since the Pale Assembly had torn reality open like wet paper and tried to pour another dimension through the gap. Three months since Achilla had burned the bridge — the connection inside her that made dimensional travel possible — and stranded herself permanently in a world that wasn't hers.

She couldn't go home. Couldn't see Ryan. Couldn't see Linda. Couldn't sit in Gail's office and pretend to be a clerk while the world spun on its ordinary axis.

That world was gone. This one was what she had.

She walked two blocks to a noodle stand run by a woman named Mrs. Park who never smiled but always gave Achilla extra broth. She ate standing up, watching the foot traffic — augmented workers heading to shift, a maintenance drone wobbling through the corridor with a cracked rotor, two kids chasing each other around a support column. Normal. Ordinary. The kind of life that existed in the cracks between catastrophes.

Her personal comm buzzed. She checked it with broth-wet fingers.

VOSS, S. — PRIORITY CHANNEL.

Achilla set down her bowl. Mrs. Park looked at her.

"Work," Achilla said.

Mrs. Park didn't smile. She never did. But she nodded in a way that meant be careful, and Achilla appreciated that more than she could say.

* * *
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HER APARTMENT WAS TWELVE minutes from the noodle stand. Fourth floor of a residential block that had been built for mid-level workers forty years ago and hadn't been updated since. One bedroom. A kitchen that was really a counter with a hot plate. A bathroom with a shower that ran cold for the first ninety seconds. A window that faced east, which meant she could see the city's skyline if she leaned out far enough — the towers of the upper tiers catching the artificial dawn light, the web of transit lines threading between them, and far to the south, the dark gap in the skyline where The Scar began.

The Scar. She didn't look at it long.

She changed into the suit. Black, tailored, gold buttons. The suit was her armour now — not literally, not the way Kade's ceramic plate carriers were armour, but in the way that mattered. It was the uniform of the person she'd chosen to be. Achilla Lavey. Division Zero operative. The woman who burned the bridge and stayed.

She pulled her hair back. Checked the mirror. The woman looking back at her was sharp, angular, composed. Blue eyes steady. Jaw set.

"Right," she said to her reflection. "Let's see what's gone wrong now."

She called Sera back on the secure line.

"Lavey."

"We've got a body." Sera Voss's voice was the same as always — calm, precise, carrying the weight of command like a second skeleton. "Remnant. Found in The Scar forty minutes ago. Patrol unit flagged it and backed off when they saw the markings."

"What markings?"

"Assembly sigils. Carved into the body."

Achilla's hand stopped halfway to her cigarette pack. The Pale Assembly. The cult that had tried to use her as a doorway between dimensions. The cult she'd helped destroy.

"I thought we gutted them," she said.

"We gutted their leadership. We gutted their Herald." A pause. Sera's pauses were always deliberate. "Apparently we didn't gut their ideas."

"Bloody hell."

"Get to Division Zero HQ. Briefing in thirty. And Achilla?"

"Yeah?"

"Bring your field gear."

The line cut. Achilla stood in her apartment, the city humming around her, and looked at The Scar on the skyline. The dark gap where reality had been torn open and never properly healed.

Something had happened there. Something new.

She grabbed her leather jacket, pulled on the gloves, and headed for the door.

* * *
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DIVISION ZERO'S HEADQUARTERS occupied the sub-basement levels of a government building in Meridian City's administrative district. The building above was a tax office. The floors below were something else entirely.

Achilla took the service elevator down, pressing her palm to the biometric pad. The elevator dropped six floors in four seconds. The doors opened onto polished concrete, strip lighting, and the low hum of systems that never slept.

She walked the corridor she'd walked a hundred times in the last three months. Past the armoury where Kade kept his collection of things that killed. Past the server room where Nara's screens threw blue light against the glass. Past the briefing room, the med bay, the holding cells that had seen too much use.

This was her world now. These walls. These people. This mission.

Kade Morrow was in the briefing room already, filling a chair that groaned under his mass. He was huge — two metres of muscle, cybernetic plating, and attitude. His amber eyes, the mechanical kind that Helix Dynamics had sold him at a discount because the colour was a manufacturing error, caught the overhead light and glowed like a predator's.

"Morning, sunshine," he said. His voice sounded like gravel being poured into a metal drum.

"You look terrible," Achilla said.

"I look magnificent."

"You look like you slept in that shirt."

"Bold of you to assume I slept."

She sat down across from him. He had a coffee in front of him. It smelled like it had been brewed sometime during the previous government.

"Heard about the body," he said, quieter now. The humour bled out of his voice the way it always did when things got real. "Assembly sigils. In The Scar."

"That's what Sera said."

"Thought we were done with those bastards."

"Apparently not."

Kade's jaw worked. He'd been there for the Battle of Meridian City. He'd been there when the dimensional tear had opened and things had come through — things with too many limbs and mouths in the wrong places and skin that moved like it was alive independent of whatever was underneath. He'd fought them with a rotary cannon and a vocabulary of profanity that had impressed even the demons.

He didn't talk about it. But Achilla saw the way he checked corners that didn't need checking. The way his hand drifted to his sidearm when a shadow moved wrong. The way his coffee intake had doubled and his sleep had halved.

She didn't push. That wasn't who she was. But she noticed.

Nara Sato arrived next — small, precise, moving with the nervous energy of someone whose brain was always three steps ahead of her body. She'd been promoted since Book 1 — Lead Technical Strategist, Division Zero. The title came with more access, more responsibility, and more reasons to stay up until four in the morning staring at data feeds.

"I've got preliminary analysis," she said, setting a tablet on the table. "The sigils aren't standard Assembly markings."

"How so?" Achilla asked.

"They're more complex. More layered. The Assembly sigils we documented were functional — designed to channel dimensional energy, open tears, bind entities. These are... different. They look ritualistic, but the underlying structure is more sophisticated than anything the Herald was using."

"Someone's improved the design," Kade said.

"Or someone with deeper knowledge is applying it," Nara said. "The Herald was a servant. A conduit. These sigils suggest a more direct understanding of dimensional mechanics."

The door opened. Commander Sera Voss walked in, and the room's temperature dropped two degrees. Not literally — though with Sera, you could never be entirely sure.

She was exactly as she had been three months ago and entirely different. Silver-white cropped hair, cut military short. Pale grey eyes with faint circuit patterns in the irises — the visible trace of neural-link augmentation that ran deeper than anyone outside Division Zero knew. She moved with the controlled economy of someone who could disappear from visible light if she chose to, because she could — phase-cloak stealth technology wired into her nervous system.

But there were new lines around her eyes. A tightness in her jaw that hadn't been there before. She'd had a demon try to overwrite her consciousness during the Battle of Meridian City, and she'd beaten it, but beating something like that left marks that no amount of cybernetic calibration could erase.

"Sit down," she said, though everyone was already seated. Force of habit. "Here's what we know."

She activated the briefing display. A holographic image resolved above the table — a body. Male. Mid-thirties. The telltale signs of Assembly conversion were visible even in the holo — dark veins of demonic circuitry running beneath the skin, one arm ending in a malformed claw-like appendage that had never fully resolved into either human or something else.

A Remnant. One of the survivors of Assembly experimentation. Partially converted, never completed, left somewhere between human and something that had no name in any language spoken in this dimension.

The sigils were carved into his torso. Achilla leaned forward. The cuts were precise — not the work of a frenzied attacker but of someone who knew exactly what each line meant.

"His name was Tobias Marsh," Sera said. "Age thirty-four. Taken by the Assembly seven months ago, partially converted, recovered during the mop-up operations after the battle. He was living in The Scar with other Remnants."

"Living," Kade said. "That's generous."

"Surviving," Sera corrected. "The Remnant community in The Scar numbers approximately three hundred, based on Nara's estimates. They've established a settlement in the stabilised zones. They don't trust us. They don't trust anyone."

"Can you blame them?" Achilla said quietly. Everyone looked at her. "They were kidnapped. Had their bodies rewritten against their will. And now they're living in the one place in the city that nobody else wants because reality doesn't work properly there. I wouldn't trust us either."

Sera held her gaze for a moment. Something passed between them — the understanding of two women who knew what it meant to have your body become a battleground.

"No," Sera said. "I can't blame them. But I need to investigate this murder, and that means going into The Scar and talking to people who would rather we didn't exist." She looked at Achilla. "I want you with me."

"Obviously."

"Your powers. How are they today?"

Achilla flexed her hand under the table. She felt the familiar uncertainty — the hum of something inside her that was neither fully present nor fully absent. Like trying to grip water.

"Unpredictable," she said honestly. "Same as yesterday. Same as last week. I might be able to punch through a wall, or I might just break my hand. Depends on whether the universe feels like cooperating."

"Then we go prepared for baseline," Sera said. "Kade, you're on overwatch. Nara, I want continuous monitoring of the dimensional energy readings in The Scar while we're inside. Any fluctuation, I want to know immediately."

"Understood," Nara said, already tapping her tablet.

Kade cracked his knuckles. The sound was like small-calibre gunfire. "When do we move?"

"Now," Sera said. "Get your gear."

The room emptied. Achilla lingered, looking at the holographic image of Tobias Marsh. A man who had been taken apart and put back together wrong, and had somehow survived long enough to build a life in the ruins — only to have that life ended by someone who saw him as raw material.

She thought about Ryan. About Linda. About the life she'd had before the tear. Before Lilith. Before everything.

Then she put the thought away. Filed it in the place where she kept the things that hurt too much to carry openly but too much to let go.

She had a job to do.

She went to get her gear.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Scar

THE SCAR BEGAN WHERE the city stopped pretending.

Achilla had seen it from her window a hundred times — that dark gap in the skyline where Meridian City's towers gave way to something else. But seeing it from a distance and standing at its edge were two entirely different experiences, in the same way that reading about drowning and being held underwater were two entirely different experiences.

The perimeter was marked by barricades — concrete jersey walls, chain-link fencing, warning signs in three languages and pictographs for those who spoke none. RESTRICTED ZONE. DIMENSIONAL INSTABILITY. NO UNAUTHORIZED ENTRY. The barricades were covered in graffiti — some of it angry (THEY LEFT US HERE), some of it pleading (MY DAUGHTER IS INSIDE PLEASE HELP), some of it strange and beautiful, fractal patterns that seemed to move when you looked at them from the corner of your eye.

Beyond the barricades, Meridian City continued — but wrong.

Buildings still stood, but their geometry had shifted. A residential tower leaned at an angle that should have been structurally impossible, its upper floors twisted fifteen degrees from its base. A street curved upward, gradually, until it became a wall. Windows reflected things that weren't there — other skies, other cities, other versions of the same building seen through a lens of dimensional distortion.

And the light was wrong. Not dark — The Scar wasn't dark. But the light came from directions that didn't correspond to any light source. Shadows pointed the wrong way. Surfaces that should have been in shade glowed faintly, and surfaces that should have been lit were matte and lightless.

"Christ," Achilla murmured.

"Stay close," Sera said. She was in full field gear — dark tactical clothing, her phase-cloak system charged and ready, a compact sidearm on her thigh. Her grey eyes with their circuit patterns scanned the environment with the calm precision of someone cataloguing threats. "The dimensional instability is highest in the central zone. Out here on the periphery, it's manageable. You might feel disoriented."

"I already feel disoriented."

"Good. That means your senses are working."

They passed through the checkpoint — Division Zero credentials getting them through without the usual forty-five minutes of bureaucratic argumentation — and entered The Scar proper. Kade followed, his heavy boots crunching on ground that had been asphalt three months ago and was now something that looked like asphalt but felt subtly different underfoot, as though the molecules had been rearranged into an approximation rather than the real thing.

Achilla felt it immediately. The pull.

Not the tearing, wrenching pull of the dimensional tear that had brought her to Meridian City. This was subtler. A whisper. A suggestion. As though the space around her was gently insisting that she was standing in more than one place at once, and if she just relaxed, she could see all of them.

She didn't relax. She'd learned that lesson.

"Nara, readings?" Sera said into her comm.

"Elevated but stable," Nara's voice came back, thin and crackling through the interference that The Scar generated. "Dimensional flux at point-three on the Vasquez scale. You're fine at that level. If it hits point-seven, I'm pulling you out."

"Understood."

They moved deeper. The streets were not empty — far from it. People lived here. Remnants, mostly, but also ordinary humans who had nowhere else to go. Refugees from the battle who had lost their homes when the tear opened. Squatters. Black-market operators who thrived in the absence of normal law enforcement. The desperate, the forgotten, and the strange.

They watched Division Zero's team from doorways and windows and the gaps between warped walls. Eyes tracking. Faces guarded. Nobody waved.

"Friendly neighbourhood," Kade muttered.

"We're the government walking into their living room," Achilla said. "Would you wave?"

"I'd wave with one finger."

"Exactly."

The murder scene was six blocks in — deep enough that the dimensional distortion was palpable. The building was a former commercial unit, ground floor, its windows opaque with some kind of residual energy that made the glass look like smoky quartz. Two patrol officers stood outside, looking like they wanted to be anywhere else in the known multiverse.

"Commander Voss," one of them said, relief flooding his face. "It's inside. We haven't touched anything."

"Good. Stay on the perimeter."

They went in.

* * *
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TOBIAS MARSH LAY ON the floor of what had been a retail space — shelving units pushed against the walls, a makeshift bed in the corner made of salvaged blankets and foam padding. A life built from wreckage. The life of a man who had been torn
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