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For the dads who fight monsters, slay dragons, and stand in the gap between the darkness and their loved ones.


                                        
                                    

                                

                             
                                    
                                        	
                                            “The heart of a warrior and the heart of a father are often one and the same.”

— Kayla Swift


                                        
                                    

                                

                             
    Chapter 1: Morning Report
The coffee was cold.

June Reeves stared at the mug—her one surviving piece of pre-apocalypse normalcy, a ceramic teacher's mug that read World's Best Nanny in Comic Sans because someone at the gift shop had thought that was funny, and contemplated the unfairness of a universe that could end civilization but couldn't keep Folgers warm.

[DAILY STATUS: LINCOLN ACADEMY]
Administrator: Headmistress June Reeves (Level 16)
Population: 46 (42 Children, 4 Staff)
Morale: Stable (Cautiously)
Resources: Adequate
Prisoner Status: 1 (Basement. Doing Laundry.)
Days Since Last Major Incident: 3
Coffee Temperature: Disappointing


Three days. That was the current record. Three days without something trying to eat her students, breach the barrier, or cause a structural emergency that required Mr. Morales to emerge from whatever pipe he was currently inhabiting like a profane, wrench-wielding groundhog.

Three days of peace. In the apocalypse, that was practically a vacation.

"MOM! TIMMY SET THE OATMEAL ON FIRE AGAIN!"

June closed her eyes, took a breath, then opened them. "Timmy."

The three-year-old Pyromancer stood on his chair at the breakfast table, both hands thrust triumphantly into a bowl of oatmeal that was now doing a credible impression of a volcano. Liquid fire bubbled and spat, sending glowing orange flecks across the cafeteria table. Three other kids had scooted their chairs back. One was crying. A quiet boy named Theo, one of the rescued kids who'd barely spoken since the siege, was calmly sketching the eruption on a napkin. Behind the serving counter, the Lunch Lady's ladle tapped faster.

"It was BORING oatmeal," Timmy announced, as if this were a legal defense. "Now it's EXCITING oatmeal."

[COOKING EVENT: UNAUTHORIZED]
Chef: Timmy (Pyromancer, Level 4)
Recipe: Oatmeal Inferno
Effect: +500% Temperature. -100% Edibility.
Mr. Rex Status: At Risk (Stuffed dinosaur is singed)


"Timmy. Hands out. Now."

He pulled his hands free with a shlorp of molten grain and held them up, fingers still smoking. His stuffed T-Rex, Mr. Rex, one button eye, scorch marks on every limb, held together by love and sheer stubbornness, was tucked under his arm, dangerously close to the embers.

"Mr. Rex wanted breakfast too," he said.

"Mr. Rex is a stuffed dinosaur. He doesn't eat."

"He eats FIRE."

June pinched the bridge of her nose. She was Level 16. She'd killed an Ogre with a sippy cup. She'd stared down Brad the Berserker, dethroned a Vice Principal who'd been uploading children like software updates, and run a military operation across a school district that was actively trying to murder everyone inside it.

None of it was as exhausting as breakfast.

"Marcus, please stop sketching the fire and help Timmy clean up. Maya—"

"Already on it." Maya Parker appeared at June's elbow, clipboard in hand, monocle gleaming. The Analyst's Lens caught the cafeteria's fluorescent light and threw tiny data projections across the table like the world's least fun disco ball. "Incident Report 47-B: Unauthorized combustion, subsection oatmeal. I've added it to the log."

"We have forty-seven incident reports?"

"Forty-seven sub-B. Meaning forty-seven food-related incidents. Total incident count across all categories is one hundred and twelve." Maya adjusted her monocle. "Timmy accounts for thirty-one percent of them."

"I'M HELPING," Timmy shouted from under the table, where he was now chasing a flaming oatmeal glob across the floor.

"Bella, contain that."

Bella Martinez, four years old, pigtails, floating six inches off the ground because she was always floating six inches off the ground, extended one hand and caught the runaway glob in a telekinetic bubble. It hung in the air between them, glowing and angry.

"Where should I put it?" she asked politely.

"The trash."

"The trash is flammable."

"Then the sink."

"The sink is occupied." Bella pointed. The twins, Liam and Noah, two years old, currently sitting in the dry sink basin playing with shadow puppets that weren't puppets, waved from their perch. Their shadow friends waved too. One of the shadows had too many fingers.

"Sam," June said. "Get the twins out of the sink."

"I'm on patrol."

Sam Thornton materialized from behind the cereal shelves, spinning a kitchen knife between his fingers. Thirteen. Hoodie. Permanent expression of someone who trusted nothing and no one except June and possibly his knives. His Shadowblade class had leveled twice since the siege, and he used Shadow Step now like other people used breathing: automatically, constantly, and with unsettling precision.

"You're on breakfast."

"I'm more useful on patrol."

"You're more useful eating. You've lost weight. Sit down."

Sam sat. Reluctantly. He didn't stop spinning the knife.

▪  ▪  ▪

By the time breakfast was managed, Timmy's oatmeal extinguished, twins extracted from the sink, Bella's telekinetic bubble safely deposited, forty-two children fed and accounted for, June had handled three arguments, one crying fit, two requests for seconds (denied, supply rationing), and a formal complaint from a nine-year-old named Jimmy who wanted to know why Sam got to carry knives at breakfast and he didn't.

"Because Sam hasn't set fire to his oatmeal," June said. "Ever."

"That's favoritism."

"That's weapons safety. Eat your sadness cylinders."

She left the cafeteria and started her rounds. This was the rhythm now. The daily circuit that kept Lincoln Academy running. It wasn't glamorous. It wasn't heroic. It was management, which was somehow harder than fighting monsters.

[HEADMISTRESS ROUNDS: IN PROGRESS]
Route: Perimeter → Supply → Medical → Mechanical → Administrative
Estimated Duration: 45 minutes
Actual Duration: 2-3 hours (because children)


The perimeter was holding. The golden barrier hummed at its usual frequency, stable, strong, the Safe Zone that kept the worst of the outside world from getting in. The mutant sparrows were back on the fence, singing their almost-music with their too-many eyes. Beyond them, the neighborhood was quiet. Quiet in the apocalypse was good. Quiet meant nothing was currently trying to eat them.

Kevin met her at the supply closet, clipboard against clipboard. His Accountant class radiated the specific anxiety of a man who counted every can of beans like it was a mortgage payment.

"Supply report." He flipped to a tabbed section. "Food: adequate for eleven days. Water: stable since Morales fixed the reclaimer. Medical: low on bandages, but Maya's Red Tape can substitute in an emergency. Sanitation—"

"Catastrophic?"

"I was going to say 'creative,' but yes."

"The laundry?"

Kevin's face did something complicated. "Brad has been... efficient." The name came out like it tasted bad. "He's processing forty loads a day. Color-sorted. Folded. Organized by child." Kevin held up the clipboard like a shield. "My system was fine."

"Your system was a pile."

"It was a categorized pile."

A clang echoed from somewhere below their feet, followed by a muffled curse that could strip paint.

"Morales," June said.

"Morales," Kevin confirmed. "Pipe in the east wing. He's been down there since five."

▪  ▪  ▪

June descended the narrow, poorly lit basement stairs to check the prisoner, to inspect the laundry, and to perform the ritual of two people who had entirely too much to say to each other and refused to say any of it.

Brad stood at the folding station, the one he'd cobbled together from scraps of wood and a clothesline strung between two pipes.

That was the thing about Brad: you put him in a box and he organized the box within twenty-four hours, sorted the detergent by type (whites, colors, delicates, flame-retardant, because Timmy went through a lot of clothes), and built a system that was, June had to admit with private fury, better than anything they'd had before.

He folded a tiny pink t-shirt, Bella's, based on the glitter stars on the front. His large hands, which had swung a battleaxe and built an occupying army now moved with surprising gentleness, creasing the fabric along precise lines, smoothing the wrinkles with the back of his thumb.

[PRISONER STATUS: BRAD]
Class: Janitor (Provisional)
Level: 18
Equipment: Mop, Bucket, Lemon-Scented Cleaner
Community Service: 22/163 Hours
Attitude: Compliant (Suspicious)
Laundry Skill: Level 4 (Disturbingly Good)


"Morning, Warden." He didn't look up.

"Don't call me that."

"You prefer Headmistress? Principal? Mom?"

"I prefer you folding faster. The twins went through three outfits yesterday."

"I know. Found some kind of residue in the fabric, dark, oily, wouldn't come out with regular detergent. Had to pre-soak with cold water and baking soda." He held up a onesie. "This one's clean, but there's a stain I can't identify. Treated it with vinegar. Should come out in the next cycle."

June stared at him. There was something deeply surreal about the former Warlord of the PTA troubleshooting supernatural laundry stains with the competence of a man who'd memorized the entire fabric care section of the internet.

"The Prefects." He kept folding. "How are they?"

"They're not your Prefects anymore."

"I didn't say they were mine. I asked how they are."

June leaned against the doorframe. This was the complicated part, the part she hadn't told Kevin or Morales about. The part where Brad asked about the kids he'd once commanded with a voice that was too careful, too controlled, to be casual.

"They're adjusting." She crossed her arms. "Some of them are angry. The little ones are bouncing back. There's a quiet kid, Theo, who's started drawing again. The older ones are harder. They don't trust adults easily."

"Good." Something tight in Brad's jaw. "They shouldn't."

They fell into silence, the dryer humming a steady rhythm.

"My Vanguard." Brad switched tracks. "The fighters I trained. All scattered when the System stripped my title. Every single one." He folded another shirt, Timmy's, scorch marks at the hem. "It turns out that loyalty built on fear doesn't survive a demotion. Who knew?"

The words came out like a joke, but they landed like a confession.

"What about Sarah?" June asked, the question escaping before she could stop it.

Brad's hands paused on the shirt. "Sarah Miller didn't scatter. She was taken. There's a difference."

He resumed folding.

June watched him for another moment. The set of his shoulders, the efficiency of his movements, the way he handled each tiny garment with a precision that spoke of someone who'd memorized which child wore which size. He'd been down here for two weeks. He knew their wardrobes better than she did.

She set a granola bar on the edge of the table and turned to leave.

"June."

She stopped. He almost never used her name.

"The barrier." He set down a folded shirt with precise edges. "The hum changed pitch this morning. Around four AM. Did Maya catch it?"

"She didn't mention it."

"She should check. A pitch change in the harmonic frequency usually means an external pressure event. Something pushing against the field." He folded the shirt and set it precisely on the Bella pile. "Might be nothing. Might not."

June climbed the stairs without answering, pulling up Maya's monitoring logs before she reached the top.

He was right.

▪  ▪  ▪

The barrier reading sat on Maya's screen like a bad omen. The harmonic frequency had shifted at 3:47 AM, a subtle drop, barely a fraction, but Maya's instruments didn't miss fractions.

"It's not a malfunction," Maya said, adjusting her monocle. "The barrier is responding to an external stimulus. Something approached during the night. Got close enough to cause resonance interference."

"A monster?" Kevin asked.

"Monsters don't cause harmonic shifts. They trigger standard threat alerts." Maya pulled up a comparison chart. "This is something the barrier doesn't recognize. Something new."

June stared at the data.

Three days of peace.

She'd known it couldn't last.

[ALERT: ANOMALOUS BARRIER FLUCTUATION]
Cause: Unknown External Stimulus
Classification: Unrecognized
Threat Level: Pending Analysis
Recommendation: Increase perimeter monitoring
Note: "Three days was a good run."


The alarm hit before Maya could say anything else.

A sound like tearing fabric, if the fabric were reality itself, ripped through the morning air. The cafeteria windows rattled. Kids screamed. The golden barrier around Lincoln Academy pulsed, dimmed, and pulsed again, like a heartbeat skipping.

June was already moving.

"Unit 1, battle stations! Kevin, get the kids to the interior! Morales—"

Her earpiece crackled. Morales, from the east wing pipes: "I HEAR IT. ON MY WAY. TELL THE BARRIER TO STOP FLICKERING, I JUST FIXED THAT JUNCTION."

Through the window, June could see it.

A crack in the air itself, hanging thirty feet above the playground like a wound in the sky, edges rippling with colors that didn't belong to any spectrum she knew. Not a dungeon portal. Those were structured, coded, part of the System's architecture.

And through the crack, something was pushing its way in.

▪  ▪  ▪


  
    Chapter 2: The First Rift
June reached the front doors in thirty seconds. In those thirty seconds, the crack had doubled in size, a hairline fracture in reality that was now a gash six feet across, its edges shimmering in sickly violets and greens that made her eyes water if she looked directly at them. The air around it tasted like tin foil and hummed at a frequency she could feel in her back teeth.

[VOID RIFT DETECTED]
Classification: Unknown
Threat Level: ERROR
System Advisory: This entity is not recognized by the current taxonomy. Recommend immediate defensive posture.
Note: "The System would like to remind you that 'ERROR' is not a reassuring classification."


"Unit 1, on me!" June grabbed the Siege Breaker from her belt—the golden megaphone thrummed in her grip, already warm, already hungry. The Red Pen sat in her hoodie pocket, a steady pulse against her ribs. "Sam, left flank! Maya, give me readings! Bella, shield the doors! Timmy—"

"BURN IT?"

"Not yet."

The playground was empty. Thank God for that, at least. Morning assembly wouldn't start for another twenty minutes, and June's new policy of keeping the younger kids inside until all-clear had been the single best decision she'd made since becoming Headmistress. One less nightmare to manage.

The first creature pushed through.

June's stomach lurched the moment she focused on it. Roughly humanoid, roughly the size of a large dog, but the shape kept shifting, like it couldn't decide what it wanted to be. One moment it had arms. The next, tendrils. Its surface was the color of television static, flickering between present and absent. Looking at it felt like staring at a word you'd read a thousand times until it stopped meaning anything.

[ENTITY SCAN: FAILED]
Class: ???
Level: ???
Weaknesses: ???
System Note: "This entity does not exist within the current database. The System suggests weaponized optimism."


"Maya!" June barked. "What am I looking at?"

Maya's monocle whirled, the Analyst's Lens cycling through filters faster than June had ever seen it move. Data projections scattered across the air in front of her, most of them blinking red.

"I—I can't get a read!" Maya's voice cracked—high and thin, all the professional poise stripped away, just a scared ten-year-old staring at something her instruments couldn't explain. "It's not in the bestiary. It's not in the System. There's no data, no stats, no—the monocle can't classify it, Mom. It's like trying to scan something that isn't supposed to be here."

"Then we do it the old-fashioned way." June stepped forward. "Hit it until it stops moving."

▪  ▪  ▪

The first creature went down after June blasted the Siege Breaker point-blank into its center mass. The sonic wave tore through its flickering form and it dispersed into static and a smell like burnt electronics. Easy enough.

The second one moved faster.

The third brought friends.

By the time the rift had been open for three minutes, there were eight of them on the playground, maneuvering in patterns that June's combat instincts recognized even if the System didn't. They were flanking. Testing the perimeter. Probing for weaknesses. These weren't mindless spawn. They were tactical.

"Sam! Behind you—"

Sam was already gone, Shadow Stepping behind the creature that had been trying to circle his position. His kitchen knives, because they'd never been able to replace his shadow daggers and Sam claimed the knives were "more personal," punched through the thing's flickering form, and it came apart with that same burst of static and hot metal.

"They're fragile," Sam reported, sliding back into formation. "Slow on the pivot. But they coordinate."

Four more pushed through the rift.

"They're ALSO MULTIPLYING," Kevin shouted from the school doorway, where he brandished a cast-iron skillet with the posture of a man who deeply wished he were somewhere else. June could practically see him calculating the odds of surviving a tax audit versus this. He'd choose the audit.

"Kevin!" June parried a tendril strike and drove her elbow into something that might have been a face. "Get the kids to the gymnasium! Lock the interior doors!"

"On it! Getting the kids! Locking things! Not screaming!"

He was, in fact, screaming.

Bella's telekinetic shields held. Barely. She floated eight feet off the ground, pigtails whipping, her small face flushed scarlet from the effort. Three creatures had tried to rush the doors; she had them pinned against a wall of shimmering force. Her arms trembled and her shields flickered at the edges.

"Bella, ease up! Don't overextend!"

"There are MORE COMING, Mom!" Bella's voice stayed steady despite the strain turning her cheeks the color of ripe tomatoes. Four years old and already more composed under pressure than half the adults June had ever met. "If I ease up, they get inside. Inside is where the OTHER KIDS are. The ones who can't fight."

She had a point. June hated that she had a point.

"FIRE?" Timmy offered hopefully from behind June's leg, Mr. Rex clutched in one arm, the other hand glowing cherry-red.

"...Fine. CONTROLLED fire. Small fire. Aim for the cluster on the left."

"YES."

A gout of flame erupted from the three-year-old's outstretched palm, catching three of the creatures mid-flank and turning them into shrieking pillars of static and sparks. The playground asphalt scorched. A swing set that had survived the actual apocalypse melted into slag.

"TOO MUCH FIRE, TIMMY."

"THAT WAS SMALL FIRE!"

The twins, Liam and Noah hadn't been told to do anything. They didn't need to be. Their shadow friends stretched across the ground in pools of darkness, catching creatures by their ankles and holding. The shadows couldn't hurt these things, and the twins barely understood what they were doing, but they could slow them down long enough for Sam to carve or Timmy to incinerate.

The twins giggled. The shadow friends giggled back. It was genuinely unsettling.

[VOID RIFT: EXPANSION IN PROGRESS]
Entity Count: 14 (Active) / 6 (Neutralized)
Duration: 4 minutes
Rift Stability: DECREASING
System Advisory: Additional entities emerging. Rate increasing.
Recommend concluding engagement. How? Not the System's problem.


"Mr. Morales!" June's earpiece crackled. "I need you at the playground entrance! NOW!"

The response came over a crash of metal and a string of profanity that would have been impressive in any language. Morales rounded the corner of the east wing thirty seconds later, spear-mop in hand, an actual mop handle with a System-sharpened spearhead welded to the tip, because Morales had looked at the school's maintenance supply closet, looked at the apocalypse, and decided he could work with what he had.

He took in the scene with the calm assessment of a man who'd been fixing broken things his entire life. Creatures of static. A rift in reality. A three-year-old on fire. A four-year-old red-faced and trembling from telekinetic strain. Shadows eating things. Par for the course.

"East doorway," June ordered. "Cover that approach. Nothing gets past you."

"Nothing has gotten past me in thirty years of custodial work," Morales growled, planting the spear-mop and squaring his stance. "You think I'm going to let some interdimensional static crap change that record?"

He held the doorway. Alone. For four minutes. Three creatures tried him. None got through.

▪  ▪  ▪

It took eleven minutes to clear the playground. When it was over, June stood in the center of the scorched asphalt, breathing hard, the Siege Breaker still warm in her grip.

Fourteen creatures neutralized. No casualties. No serious injuries.

A win. Technically.

But June's hands were shaking, and she couldn't make them stop.

[ENGAGEMENT SUMMARY]
Entities Neutralized: 14
Casualties: 0 (Lincoln Academy)
Injuries: Minor
XP Gained: ??? (Entities not classified — XP calculation pending)
Rift Status: ACTIVE (reduced to hairline fracture)
System Note: "The System is working on classifying these entities. Please be patient. Or don't. Patience has not historically been your strength."


The rift had shrunk back to a hairline crack, thin and barely visible, but the air around it still shimmered and the taste of tin foil lingered on June's tongue.

"Maya." June dragged a sleeve across her forehead. "Report."

Maya was already crunching numbers, her monocle throwing calculations across her clipboard at a speed that would have shamed a Wall Street trading floor. But her hands were shaking too. Her pencil skittered when she wrote.

"They're not in the System," Maya announced. "Nothing about them is in any database I can access. No classification, no stat blocks, no lore entries. The Analyst's Lens can detect them, barely, but it can't read them."

"So what are they?"

"They're from the other side of the rift." Maya looked up from her clipboard. Behind the monocle, her eyes were very wide and very young. "Mom, these things aren't spawned. They're not part of the System's creature ecology. They're intruders. Something from outside the System is pushing its way in."

The playground went quiet. Even Timmy stopped flickering.

"Outside," June repeated. "There's an outside?"

"The System is a framework." Maya chose her words with the careful precision of a child who understood things she wished she didn't. "It has boundaries. Rules. Everything we've fought, the gnomes, Karen, Brad's army, Deborah, all of it existed within the System. These things don't. They're from whatever's on the other side of the walls."

Sam appeared beside June, knives already cleaned, jaw tight. "So somebody kicked a hole in the fence. And the neighborhood dogs got in."

"Something like that." Maya flipped her clipboard closed. "Except the dogs are made of static and the fence is reality."

June stared at the rift. The hairline crack pulsed. Slow, rhythmic, like a heartbeat.

Three days of peace.

She looked at her team—her Unit 1, her kids, her tiny impossible army. Bella sat on the steps, face still flushed, hugging her knees. Timmy poked a scorched patch of asphalt with his sneaker, testing whether it was still hot. The twins had fallen asleep in the Battle Stroller, their shadow friends curled around them like dark blankets. Sam already scanned the rooftops. Kevin sat on the front steps, head between his knees, breathing into a paper bag. Morales leaned on his spear-mop, barely winded.

Four adults. Forty-two children who called her Mom. One barrier. And now, a hole in the world that the System couldn't explain.

The math was bad.

June had Morales and Kevin. She had herself. She had her kids—incredibly powerful, deeply concerning, and capable of leveling a city block between them if Timmy sneezed at the right moment.

The adults were spread impossibly thin. She was commanding and fighting and protecting and healing. Doing four people's jobs, and doing each one worse than it deserved. If one more of those rifts opened, if it was bigger, if there were more creatures, if they came from two directions instead of one...

Cold arithmetic settled in her stomach.

She knew who she had in the basement.

▪  ▪  ▪


  
    Chapter 3: Shockwaves
June stood in the cafeteria doorway, watching forty-two children process the morning's events in forty-two different ways. Timmy had crawled under a table with Mr. Rex and refused to come out. The twins had been extracted from the Battle Stroller and tucked into a nest of blankets on a bench, sound asleep like nothing had happened. Their shadow friends stood guard in a ring of dark silhouettes that nobody wanted to walk through. Jimmy sat in the corner, knees drawn up, staring at the wall.

Sam leaned against the serving counter, spinning a knife, his eyes tracking every window and door in the room. Behind him, the Lunch Lady loomed near the kitchen pass-through, ladle against her shoulder, watching the chaos in her cafeteria with the flat displeasure of something that considered even traumatized children a violation of food-service protocol.

Theo sat at the far end of a table, drawing. His pencil moved in quick, urgent strokes across a sheet of construction paper. June glanced at the sketch as she passed, a creature made of static, tendrils reaching, shape half-formed. The drawing was disturbingly accurate for a kid who'd been locked inside during the fight.

She shelved that thought for later.

"Damage report." June kept her voice level.

Calm voice, calm kids.

Panicking internally was a leadership prerogative she exercised in private.

Kevin appeared at her elbow, clipboard trembling. "Structural: minimal. The east barricade took a hit but held. Morales is patching the doorframe where one of those things clipped it." He flipped a page. "Supplies: unchanged, we didn't expend anything except mana. Medical: Sam has a graze on his forearm he won't let anyone look at, and I need an ice pack for my shin."

"Your shin?"

"I fell over my own skillet." Kevin's ears reddened. "It's been documented."

"And Bella?"

"Still up in the rafters. She keeps saying she'll come down when her arms stop shaking." Kevin glanced toward the cafeteria ceiling. "I offered her a juice box on a broom handle. She threw it at me."

"That means she's fine."

"Morale?"

"Bad." Kevin lowered his voice. "The little ones are scared. Some of the older kids are asking questions I can't answer. And Marcus—" He gestured toward the far corner, where the former Quarterback sat surrounded by a cluster of the older rescues, all of them tense and watchful. "—he's got the ex-Vanguard kids spooked. They keep looking at the windows like they're expecting a breach."

June found Maya in the gymnasium, where the girl had commandeered the whiteboard and covered it in diagrams, equations, and sticky notes connected by red string she'd pulled from the art supply cabinet.

"Tell me."

Maya adjusted her monocle. Her hands had stopped shaking, but her voice carried the tight, controlled quality of someone holding a scream behind their teeth.

"I've run every scan the Analyst's Lens has. Cross-referenced the bestiary. Checked the System's creature ecology database, the regional spawn tables, even the archived dungeon catalogs from Sector 4." She tapped the whiteboard. "Zero matches. These things are not System-generated."

"You told me that on the playground."

"On the playground I had a hypothesis. Now I have data." Maya pulled up a projection from her monocle, a shimmering 3D model of the rift, captured mid-battle. "This is the spectral signature of a standard dungeon portal. Clean edges. System code embedded in the boundary matrix. Color-coded by threat level."

She swiped. A second projection appeared beside it, jagged, distorted, vibrating.

"This is the rift. No System code. No boundary matrix. No classification tags. The edges aren't coded. They're torn. Imagine the System is a house." Maya drew a square on the whiteboard. "Everything we've fought has come from inside the house. Different rooms, different floors, but all inside. These things?" She drew an arrow pointing through the wall. "They came from outside. Through a hole that shouldn't exist."

"Can we close it?"

"The rift shrank on its own after we cleared the entities. It's down to a hairline fracture, stable, for now. But I can't tell you if it'll stay stable, or if another one will open, or where, or when." Maya's voice got very small. "My instruments don't work on things that aren't in the System. It's like trying to measure something with a ruler that only goes up to ten, and the thing you're measuring is eleven."

A heavy silence settled between them. From the cafeteria, June heard Timmy whimper under his table.

Kevin joined them in the gymnasium doorway, his face carrying the expression of a man who'd done the numbers and wished he hadn't.

"I ran the staffing math," he announced. "We currently have four adults responsible for forty-two children in a fortified school surrounded by an apocalypse. That's a ratio of one adult to ten-point-five children. In the old world, childcare licensing required one adult per eight kids for school-age children. We are below minimum staffing for a pre-apocalypse daycare, and we are running a military installation."

"Kevin—"

"I'm not done." He flipped the clipboard. "During the rift attack, you commanded the defense. You also fought on the front line. You also ran triage. You also managed comms. You did four jobs. I did one job, evacuating children, and I needed a paper bag halfway through." He looked at her. "If another one of those opens, we don't have the bodies. We have four adults, June. Four. One of whom is in the basement folding socks."

The number hung in the air. Four. June could count them without lifting a hand. Herself. Kevin. Morales. And—

"Brad recognized the rift," she found herself saying. "This morning. Before it opened. The barrier pitch change, he heard it. At four AM. While the rest of us were sleeping."

Kevin looked like he'd swallowed something unpleasant. "I know where you're going with this."

"I'm not going anywhere with it. I'm stating a fact."

"You're stating a fact in a tone."

She left Kevin to his clipboard and his discomfort.

▪  ▪  ▪

June descended the basement stairs, one hand on the railing, the other holding a mug of cold coffee she'd forgotten to drink three hours ago. She hadn't come down here to see Brad. She'd come to think.

At least that's what she told herself.

The basement was quiet, separated from the noise of scared children and anxious adults, and the dryer made a rhythmic hum that was as close to white noise as the apocalypse allowed.

Brad sat on his cot in the corner of the laundry room, back against the concrete wall, legs stretched out, reading a maintenance manual by the light of a System notification he'd propped open like a lamp.

[COMMUNITY SERVICE LOG]
Hours Completed: 30 / 163
Today's Tasks: Laundry (40 loads), Floor Maintenance (East Wing), Pipe Repair Assistance (Morales supervised)
Attitude Assessment: Compliant (Grudgingly)
Note: "Prisoner has started organizing the maintenance closet alphabetically. This was not requested. Impressive, but unsanctioned."


He looked up when she reached the bottom step. His eyes tracked the mug, the posture, the fact that she was still in her threadbare combat hoodie with asphalt dust on the sleeves.

"You look terrible."

"Thank you, Brad. That's very helpful."

"I heard the fight." He set the manual on his lap, HVAC Systems: A Comprehensive Guide. "Through the floor. Lots of sonic discharge from the Siege Breaker. More than usual. Long engagement. And something that sounded like Timmy melting infrastructure."

"He got a swing set."

"The good one?"

"There's a good swing set?"

"The one on the east side has reinforced chains. Harder to replace." He was silent for a moment, then said in a low voice, "Is everyone okay?"

June leaned against the dryer. The metal vibrated gently against her back, warm and steady. She hadn't planned to have this conversation. She hadn't planned to be down here at all. It just kind of happened, like so many things in her life.

"Everyone's fine. Bella overdid it. Kevin bruised his shin. Morales held a doorway by himself for four minutes and is probably going to be insufferable about it for a week."

Brad almost smiled. "Morales is good in a chokepoint. Underrated."

"The creatures." June turned the mug in her hands, watched the cold coffee swirl. "They weren't System-generated. Maya's confirmed it. They came from outside, through a rift that the System can't classify, can't predict, and can't close."

Brad's posture changed. Subtle, a straightening of the spine, a shift in the shoulders. The soldier underneath the jumpsuit, waking up.

"Deborah mentioned instability events," he offered carefully. "When she was briefing me on the occupation. Points where the System's boundary weakened and something from the other side leaned against the wall."

"What kind of something?"

"She didn't say. Made it sound routine. Manageable. I got the impression it wasn't." Brad's jaw worked. "There's something bigger than Deborah. Bigger than the Board we know about. The corporate structure goes up. Way up. And whatever's on the other side of those rifts isn't part of the org chart."

June stared at the concrete floor. Deborah's voice echoed in her memory, fragmented, glitching, desperate in those final moments before Sam pulled the plug. You think this ends with me? I'm middle management. The CEO doesn't negotiate. The CEO doesn't warn.
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