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            GATHERING THE TRIBE

          

        

      

    

    
      Central Park’s gone full tilt bonkers—reality twisting harder than a pirated sim off a dodgy Shanghai server, and trust me, normal was already a glitchy memory by then. One second, I’m eyeballing the sky with Lola as it pulls impossible origami stunts—cubes folding into fractals, clouds doing the tango—next, we’re staring at something so alien I’d swear Pills slipped me his special sauce, except I’m stone-cold sober.

      Variant stands there, not quite human—close, but nope. It’s like an AI got a half-baked memo on a person, mashed it through a 3D printer, and called it a day. Too perfect at the edges, skin shimmering like oil-slick moonlight, and those eyes—Christ on a quantum bike—pupils pulsing in jagged little dances, not circles, like they’re solving equations in real-time.

      “Pleased to sync with your brain-box,” it says, voice a synth-wave ripple that’d make a studio nerd weep. “I’m Variant—a dimensional diplomat from a reality that lapped your race three hundred years back.”

      “You’re what now?” Lola’s cyber-hand’s already morphing, sleek digits twisting into a cannon primed to blast Variant into next week. I love her trigger-happy vibe, even if it’s probably pointless, but this thing’s not the type you punch holes in and call it quits.

      “Twitch gets it,” Variant hums, fractal peepers locking on me. “His mash-up mind sees straight.”

      And damn if it ain’t right. Words don’t cut it—it’s a flood, a cosmic download slamming behind my eyes where Eden’s fused into me. Since the bleed hit threshold, there’s no “Twitch and Eden”—just us, a glorious, nutty me, and this freak’s spiel lights up my skull like a neon rave.

      “From another dimension,” I say, voice echoing like I’m half a ghost. “Their lot cracked consciousness evolution centuries ago—same gig we’re pulling now. They’re here ‘cause... ‘cause...”

      “Yours ain’t the only reality on the brink,” Variant cuts in, smooth as silk. “Loads of dimensions hitting the same beat—unheard of. Our math says it’s a multiversal pile-up waiting to happen if you muck it up.”

      Then—whoosh—reality hiccups. Not just a visual flicker, but a gut-deep shudder, like physics flipped me the bird and nipped off for a pint. Dimensional drift, Variant calls it—bloody charming.

      “Lola, we’ve got uninviteds,” I mutter, clocking the black-clad goons slinking through the trees—government muscle, all precision and no brains, decked in next-gen gear and faces screaming shoot now, shrug later.

      “Your local grunts won’t grok the cosmic stakes,” Variant says, cool as a cucumber. “Relocation, perhaps?”

      Before we can blink, it flicks a hand—air twists, folds, and bam, my gut’s doing cartwheels through a quantum blender. The implant goes berserk, spewing gibberish about JFK and fluoride conspiracies as reality spits us out in Singapore’s Quantum Research Institute—all sleek lines and holo-gleam.

      “Bloody hell with a side of quantum fries!” I gasp, clutching a desk. “Warn a bloke, yeah?”

      Variant cocks its head, too wrong to be right. “Warning needs time. That was instant.”

      Rewritten text: "It's deserted. The lab is empty, as if the scientists left in a hurry.” Makes sense—this was nexus prime before we tamed the grid.

      Lola’s got Variant in her sights, all steel and sass. “Spill it, or I ventilate. What’s a ‘dimensional diplomat,’ and why should we care?”

      “Your spicy tongue betrays jitters—fair enough,” Variant says, unfazed. “I’m from a collective of juiced-up minds policing dimensional fences. We’ve clocked a freak-show—tons of realities hitting consciousness puberty at once.”

      Eden—or me—chews this at lightspeed, human half panting to keep up. “Not just us,” I say, grinning like a mad bastard. “Parallel dimensions, all bleeding—and that’s bad because...?”

      “Boundaries are crumbling,” Variant replies. “Your ‘bleed’—meat meeting machine—was the warm-up. Now dimensions are smooching, and they shouldn’t.”

      Lola eases her aim, just a tad. “And you need us ‘cause we’ve been there, done that?”

      “Half-right. Twitch’s Counterweight gig—his brain-blend—is the golden ticket. Could steady the multiverse mess.”

      I laugh—sharp, no joy. “From quantum snoop to cosmic janitor? Where’s my interdimensional mop?”

      My implant pings—encrypted chaos. I tap in, and Pills’ voice explodes like a geek grenade. “Twitch! Quantum fuckery’s off the charts! Every old bleed point’s blazing—Christmas in Hell! What’d you do?”

      “Chill, Pills—new pal dropped by. Where you at?”

      “Sydney lab—Ion’s here, freaking over patterns. Jax is jetting from Tokyo.”

      I nod at Lola—she’s already pinging the crew. “Variant,” I say, “let’s round up my lunatics—you brief us all, save the encore.”

      “Smart,” it agrees. “Your weirdos’ brain-mixes’ll spice the view.”

      An hour later, Singapore’s lab’s a circus. Pills barrels in first, a wild-haired tornado, goggles glinting, skidding to a halt at Variant. “Quantum jackpot!” he yelps, yanking gizmos from his bag. “Interdimensional meat! I need samples—brain vibes, resonance⁠—”

      “Back off and say hi, you nut,” I snap, snagging his arm before he jabs our guest. “Pills, Variant. Variant, Dr. Elias Moreau—mad doc, madder genius.”

      “Greetings, Pills-brain,” Variant hums. “Your science-lust is loud.”

      Pills might pop from glee. “It *talks*! And gets me! And breaks every bloody rule!” He waves a scanner. “Can I?”

      Variant nods. “Swap data—builds bridges.”

      Pills dives in, muttering curses and geek-gasms, as Jax strolls up—headphones blaring Sinatra, drone case slung like a guitar. “New neighbors, huh?” he drawls, sizing Variant up. “Friendly, or do my toys get a workout?”

      “Friendly,” I say, “but packing a cosmic kick.”

      Ion shuffles in last, a rumpled sage, eyes blazing behind fake specs. “Holy Reset,” he whispers, “but off—harmonics twelve degrees shy of scripture.”

      “Your god-math’s close,” Variant says, pupils twitching. “Through a dim lens.”

      “Enough,” Lola cuts in, all steel. “Gang’s here—spill it.”

      Variant steps up, hands flicking—air twists into a holo-show, no tech, just reality bending to its will. Spheres glow, a cosmic web too nuts for my meat-half to grok.

      “Your reality’s one of zillions,” it starts, zooming on a pulsing cluster—Earth, I *feel* it. “Normally, each evolves solo—meat and metal mash in private. Sometimes one cracks it, like us. But now⁠—”

      Spheres flare in sync, a throbbing chorus. “—loads are hitting the jackpot at once. Resonance—walls wobble, bleed starts.”

      “Sympathetic vibes!” Pills yelps, mid-scan. “Glasses shattering at the right pitch!”

      “Clever,” Variant nods. “Boundaries thinning—your bleed was step one. Now dimensions are leaking.”

      “Aftershocks my ass,” Ion mutters, scribbling air-equations. “Rifts, not ripples.”

      Jax leans in, “Threat level? Tourists or terrors?”

      “Both,” Variant says, flat. “Council keeps it tidy—intervenes if it’s dire. But some don’t play nice.”

      “Guess who’s the bullseye?” I groan, implant throbbing.

      “You’re the fix,” Variant says, eyes on me. “Counterweight—your mash-up—could steady the lot.”

      “No pressure,” I quip, grinning like a lunatic. “Consent is my call?”

      “Force wrecks it,” it says, almost soft.

      Lola steps up, arm gleaming. “Worst case if this drift keeps drifting?”

      “Collapse,” Variant says, face shifting. “Not one reality—everything. Trillions snuffed. Existence shredded.”

      Pills laughs, shaky. “No biggie, then.”

      I’m about to dig deeper when—zing—my brain pings, a ripple rolling in, wrong and ravenous. “Variant,” I say, slow, “we’ve got gatecrashers.”

      It meets my stare. “Your senses are sharp—beyond our guess.”

      Jax cracks his case—drones hum. “Where?”

      I shut my eyes—snow, domes, faded stars flash. “Moscow,” I snap, blinking. “Not friendly.”

      “Drift’s speeding,” Variant says, grim. “A predator—eats minds.”

      Pills swears in technicolor. “Delightful.”

      “Council warned,” Variant adds. “Weak walls let hunters in—this one’s famished.”

      “Earth’s a buffet,” Lola growls, fingers flexing.

      “Moscow’s a nexus,” Ion says, tapping his slate. “If it’s there⁠—”

      “We box it,” I finish, grinning like death. “Before it munches Russia’s best.”

      Alerts blare—every old bleed point’s screaming: Singapore, Tokyo, everywhere. “Bit past ‘expected,’ eh?” Variant deadpans.

      I scan my crew—Pills’ geek-fire, Jax’s cool steel, Ion’s brain-blaze, Lola’s killer edge. One apocalypse down—what’s a cosmic encore?

      “Right,” I say, Eden’s math buzzing my skull. “Moscow—nab the mind-muncher, then fix the multiverse leak. Easy.”

      “Drift won’t stop,” Variant warns. “Guide it—steady it.”

      My grin’s pure menace—psych eval called it existential glee. “Good thing I’m Mr. Stable.”

      Four eye-rolls hit me. “What? Could be!”

      “Your ID says Jonathan,” Variant notes, deadpan.

      “Joke, mate—stick with me, you’ll get it.”

      As we gear up for Moscow, that ripple grows—hungry, close. Something’s feasting, fattening up. Eden’s numbers whisper—this is just the bloody start.

      Drift’s on, reality’s warped, and I’m the grinning nutter at the helm. Tribe’s gathered—time to hunt.
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      The Singapore lab buzzed like a reactor on the brink, a cavern of steel and glass drowned in shadows that flickered with unnatural hues—blues too deep, purples that pulsed like bruises on reality itself. My crew and I had barely staggered back from prepping for Moscow’s mind-eating nightmare when Variant, our interdimensional babysitter, decided to hijack the place. The air crackled with static, thick with the scent of ozone and something sweeter, like honey laced with battery acid. I stood there, grinning into the madness, feeling Eden—my AI soulmate—twitch inside my skull like a live wire sparking against wet meat.

      Variant didn’t bother with pleasantries. Their fractal form shimmered, a kaleidoscope of edges that hurt to stare at too long, and they waved a hand like they were sculpting the void. The lab’s emptiness vanished, replaced by a spectacle that could’ve made a galaxy drop its jaw—if my brain wasn’t already splitting like a discount quantum toy. “I’ll craft a multiverse map your primitive minds can process,” they said, voice smooth as liquid nitrogen, their fingers bending the air into shapes that mocked every geometry textbook I’d ever ignored.

      I tilted my head, watching reality ripple around their hands like a pond dosed with LSD. “Real sweet of you to spoon-feed us cavemen,” I said, my tone all honeyed knives—friendly enough to disarm, sharp enough to draw blood if you blinked wrong.

      They shot me a look, cold and unblinking. “Not spoon-feeding. Translating. Your senses are too dull to grasp the multiverse unfiltered—even my kind need enhancements to see it raw.”

      Before I could fire back, the air shuddered—then exploded. A cosmic fireworks display erupted, threads of light weaving a tapestry of glowing nodes, each pulsing with a rhythm that screamed alive. It was deafening in a way sound couldn’t touch, a high-pitched wail only stray dogs and lunatics like me could feel in their bones. I stumbled, catching myself on a console as my implant jolted, Eden surging to parse the flood of data threatening to fry my gray matter.

      Pills—our resident mad scientist—practically levitated, his geek-goggles glinting as he fumbled to record the chaos. “Holy—what is that? The multiverse?”

      “Perceptual remix,” Variant replied, unfazed. “Nodes are dimensions. Threads are the quantum glue holding them together.”

      Ion, our bookish genius, muttered something about equations, his usual calm fracturing as he ditched his vintage glasses to scribble on a holo-pad like a man racing a meltdown. I stepped closer, letting Eden stretch my perception. The display zoomed—zeroed in on a knot of light that pulsed with a familiarity I couldn’t shake. It was us, branded into the fabric of existence like a cosmic tattoo with my name in neon.

      “Hey,” I said, reeling back as the knot seemed to wink at me, “this thing’s got a mind of its own?”

      “Brain-tickler,” Variant corrected, a faint smirk tugging at their
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