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Chapter 1: Echoes Beneath the Silence
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The wind carried no sound that morning, only a strange stillness. It was the kind of silence that made birds nervous, the kind that lived in the air long before anything tragic happened.

Bert stood at the edge of the cornfield behind his uncle’s broken-down barn. His shoes were soaked with dew, and his jacket — too big, too worn — flapped gently in the breeze. He had come out for quiet, for space to think, but all he could hear was the throbbing beat of fear in his chest.

He had found the flyer two nights ago, tucked under his windshield wiper like a secret. Stand for Freedom. Join the Real Fight. Below it, a phone number scrawled in smudged ink. He should have thrown it away. He didn’t. Poverty had a way of whispering louder than morals.

Behind him, his uncle coughed violently. The old man hadn’t stopped hacking for days, lungs eaten by decades of coal dust and Marlboros. Inside, his mother heated watery soup for breakfast, and his younger sister tried to study by candlelight again — the power had been shut off last week.

He needed a way out.

He stared at the number again, etched into his mind like a curse. When he dialed it, the voice on the other end didn’t greet him — it gave an address. Midnight. Come alone.



Half a world away, in a cluttered room above a tea shop in Hiroshima, Tanako Yamada adjusted the cracked frame of his father's photograph. It tilted every time a train passed by. The old wooden walls trembled as if still haunted by the shockwave that had flattened the city decades before.

Tanako was seventeen and already felt older than most men he knew. He had never seen the mushroom cloud, but he had seen what it left behind. Ghosts in the eyes of his neighbors. Ash in the air some mornings, even now.

His mother never spoke about that day. She barely spoke at all anymore.

He pulled his uniform tight and slipped out into the street. The sky was bruised with grey clouds, and rain threatened, as always. He passed a group of businessmen who didn’t look at him — they never did. He was a hibakusha, a survivor’s child, and that made him something less than human in their eyes.

He carried a folded paper crane in his pocket. Every day, he made one. His therapist told him it was a way to process the past. He wasn’t sure it worked. The cranes felt more like prayers thrown into a void.

As he reached the riverbank, he spotted a figure near the water. A girl. She was lighting candles and floating them downstream. There were dozens already, little lanterns of memory bobbing in silence.

“Did you lose someone?” he asked gently.

She looked up, startled. Then, quietly: “My grandmother. She died last week... cancer.”

Tanako nodded. They didn’t need to explain more. Here, everyone knew what kind of cancer it was. The kind that bloomed silently, decades after the flash.



Bert arrived at the warehouse ten minutes early. The building looked abandoned — rust-eaten, paint peeling like skin. A single light flickered inside, casting long shadows across the broken pavement.

He stepped through the side door, where a man with no visible emotion waved him in. He was led down a hallway lined with old propaganda posters. Eagles and rifles. Flags bleeding red. At the end, a group of about fifteen young men stood in silence, watching a projector.

The film playing was... strange. Clips of protests turning violent. Politicians screaming. People marching in the streets. But spliced between those were images that didn’t make sense: diagrams of DNA strands, glowing syringes, a brain scan with pulsing red spots.

Then, a voice: “The enemy is not just outside. It’s inside. In your blood. In your mind. We’ll teach you to fight it.”

Bert’s stomach turned. But he didn’t leave.

The man beside him whispered, “You made the right choice. You’ll see things differently soon. There’s a plan, and you’re part of it now.”



Tanako returned home soaked. Rain had come fast and hard, hammering the city in sheets. His mother didn’t look up from her sewing as he stepped inside. He placed the paper crane on the windowsill beside the others.

He didn’t speak for a while.

Finally, he said, “Do you ever think the world forgot us?”

His mother’s needle paused in midair. “The world remembers,” she said, voice soft. “But memory does not always mean care.”

Tanako watched the rain trace ghost trails down the glass. He thought of the girl by the river, the silent lanterns, and the way no one ever said the word “bomb” out loud — as if silence could erase it.

That night, he dreamed of a boy he had never met. The boy was holding a gun, his eyes wild. But behind those eyes was something else — a scream muffled by the world. A scream Tanako somehow understood.

When he awoke, the crane on the windowsill had fallen to the floor.



Back in the warehouse, Bert signed something without reading it. The man beside him grinned. “You're in.”

A door opened at the back. Inside, rows of computers glowed, hooked to strange machines. And cages. Rats at first. Then something else.

“What is this place?” Bert asked.

The man handed him a badge. It read: Project Echo.

He didn’t know it then, but his life was no longer his own.

Not entirely.

And far away, as if through time itself, Tanako’s fingers twitched in his sleep.
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Chapter 2: Smoke on the Playground
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The playground was half-eaten by weeds.

The merry-go-round creaked with the wind, spinning just slightly, though no child had touched it in years. The paint on the monkey bars had blistered under too many summers, and the sandbox had become a nest for broken bottles and cigarette butts. Bert sat alone on the swing, his boots dragging in the dust. Smoke drifted from the rusted barrel near the fence — the only warmth in the place.

He wasn’t supposed to be here. Not anymore.

This was where Connor had first found him. That night, when Bert had skipped dinner and wandered away from home with a heart full of hunger and fists full of rage. Connor had been leaning against the barrel fire with a half-burned flag behind him and promises Bert didn’t yet know were poison.

Now, he returned to the same spot, feeling different — heavier.

He clutched the manila envelope in his lap. No name on it. Just a red stamp: “Echo Unit”. Inside were details — coordinates, faces, photos taken through telescopic lenses. Government scientists, supposedly. Threats to the people. At least, that’s what they told him.

Connor’s voice echoed in his head: “You’re not just another dropout anymore. You’re part of a mission. They fear you now.”

Bert didn’t feel powerful. He felt sick.

He pulled out the first photo. A man in his forties. Lab coat. Coffee stain on his tie. Ordinary. Too ordinary. The kind of face you’d pass on the street without blinking. But in the bottom corner of the picture, scribbled in red ink, were the words:
"Memory extraction trials confirmed. Family compromised. Message required."
He didn’t know what that meant. But he knew what they wanted: intimidation. Deliver a message. Send a warning. That was the test.

His fingers curled around the envelope. Could he really do it?



“Get moving,” Connor had told him the night before, back at the warehouse. “We don’t need thinkers. We need believers.”

Bert had nodded.

Inside, the air had been thick with testosterone and paranoia. Men shouted over one another, spitting conspiracy and smoke. Guns hung on the walls like trophies. In the corner, a whiteboard was covered with diagrams — branching arrows pointing to names, dates, numbers. At the center was a word: SYNTHESIS.

He didn’t ask what it meant.

That’s the thing about cults. You don’t always realize you’re in one until you’re choking on the smoke.



Now, the playground was growing colder. Bert stood and slipped the envelope back under his coat. A black car pulled into the street beyond the fence, its engine humming low.

He recognized the man in the driver’s seat. It was the face from the photo. He had a tired look, like someone who had worked too long and slept too little.

Bert stepped forward slowly, pulling the folded paper from his coat.

He crossed the road. His heart was hammering now — every beat felt like it echoed in his skull.

He approached the car, slipped the envelope under the windshield wiper, and turned to leave.

But the man inside looked up.

Their eyes met.

The scientist’s brow furrowed. His lips moved — maybe to say "Can I help you?" or "Hey."

Bert didn’t wait to find out. He bolted down the street, fists clenched, lungs burning.

He didn’t stop running until he reached the forest line beyond town.



That night, Bert couldn’t sleep. He lay on the mattress in the attic of his uncle’s home, staring at the peeling ceiling tiles, listening to mice in the walls. His sister coughed in her sleep from the next room.

He had done what they asked.

But the man’s eyes... they followed him into his dreams.

They weren’t the eyes of a monster. They were the eyes of someone who didn’t understand why he was being hunted.

Bert felt the same.

The door creaked downstairs. Heavy footsteps. Then, a knock.

Three times.

Bert froze. He heard his uncle’s raspy voice mumble something. Then footsteps climbed the stairs.

Connor appeared in the attic doorway, grinning.

“Well done,” he said, dropping a sealed pouch at Bert’s feet. “You passed.”

“What’s this?” Bert asked.

Connor lit a cigarette, blew smoke toward the ceiling. “Next phase.”

Bert looked inside the pouch. A USB stick. A metal key. And a vial of clear liquid with a label: "Subject Code: B-12."

He
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