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METAL fingers twist into the blood-stained T-shirt. They yank the prisoner upward, leaving him dangling. His battered reflection stares back from the Machina’s™ glassy white faceplate.
“The prisoner will deliver the legacy,” the towering android demands, pulling him closer.
“What legacy?” the man mutters. “Don’t know what you’re on about, tin head.” With a smirk, he spits a mouthful of blood across its sensors, streaking the glass.
The Machina stumbles back.
Seizing his moment, the prisoner swings a kick at the mechanical torso. It lurches sideways as the captive slips out of his ripped shirt and drops to the floor. He dashes towards the windows. The Machina follows with swift strides, thudding across the floor. Using the last of his strength, the man grabs a steel trolley and hurls it at a window. The glass shatters. He leaps out onto the stone ledge.
The Machina doesn’t follow. Instead, it waits by the broken glass, watching him shuffle along the crumbling sill.
The fierce wind tears across the prisoner’s body as he peers down past his bare feet at the murky river below. The water churns and crashes around Tower Bridge. Only the north tower remains, shattered and isolated, rising from the swollen waters of the River Thames. A long-forgotten landmark, now an island of interrogation and torture.
London is a harsh place under the Empyrean Alliance. But despite that, it’s a home he loves, with a young son and wife he would die for. He’s lived a battle-hardened life, one that he knew he would have to sacrifice if the city asked. But, under the Empyrean, it’s felt like a lifetime of fighting and dying for it a thousand times over.
Steadying himself, he takes a moment to gaze across the skyline at the urban sprawl. Sweeping searchlights pierce the thick clouds above the smoke-choked streets as pockets of fire rage high into the night sky. Through the smog, he glimpses the settlement lights glowing warmly on the horizon like a distant friend.
They flicker and move like fireflies in the dark.
An approaching buzz and hum drown out the wind rushing over his ears. The prisoner edges back, pressing himself against the cold stone wall as the tiny lights sweep toward him with a deafening roar.
Empyrean Nano Drones.™
A cloud of tiny carbon wings beats in sync, their luminous eyes stretching and flowing as they cluster and tighten to form a massive screen. It blazes to life, forcing the prisoner to shield his eyes. An Empyrean official’s pale digital face looms over the river like a wraith. “The retrieval of the legacy is a projected certainty,” the official booms. “Your cooperation is preferred, but it is not at all required.”
“Whatever it is you want, I’ll never give it to you or her.”
“Yes, well, she said you’d say that,” the official says coldly. “This order is a matter of protocol, not personal interest—”
“Well, that makes two of us then,” the prisoner shrugs.
He steps forward and drops off the ledge.
The scowling Empyrean face breaks apart as the Nano Drones scatter, streaking after the falling prisoner. His cries of agony are lost in the wind as the micro-machines swarm over him, their needle-like legs burrowing under his skin before he hits the water. Digging deep into his body, the robotic insects rip and tear at the prisoner’s flesh as they drag him away from the river and haul him back up the tower.
The waiting Machina snatches him mid-air, pulling him back through the broken window. Hurling him into a steel chair, it straps him down, then steps back.
Within seconds, metal clamps tighten around the man’s thick black hair, and a barbed device lowers down onto his head, driving into bone. The drones zip away, and for a moment, only the wind howls through the window.
Then, from somewhere he can’t quite see, a familiar voice crackles. “I’m sorry. Truly. But what happens next, you’ve brought upon yourself. Your death will secure the legacy. And when it’s over… you’ll understand why. Because this… this is only the beginning for you…”
The voice hesitates.
“Initiate consciousness extraction.”
1 BIG FAT ZERO




JACOB Zero is about to die. Again. And it won’t be the last. Lurching back, he shields his eyes from the brilliant arcs of blue-white energy flaring across the Security Machina’s™ metallic skull. The light is so intense that the bones in Jacob’s fingers seem to glow through his skin. Long metal limbs slam into the wall, sending the android sentry crashing to the floor. Its synthetic voice breaks apart, stuttering like an electric echo.
A second of silence…
Then it explodes.
Red-hot shards of titanium rip through the dark corridor of the Empyrean Youth League, missing Jacob by inches. The blast deafens him, and the reek of burning wires scorches in his throat, making his eyes water and his lungs heave. Thick black smoke rolls along the ceiling. Flames race up the clinical white walls.
If anyone catches the sixteen-year-old cadet destroying Empyrean tech, even if it’s not his fault, Jacob knows the League instructors won’t be the only ones he has to answer to.
She’ll bloody kill me!
His friend, Reuben, had reassured him that his initiation test would be so simple that even Reuben’s younger twin brothers could manage it. All Jacob had to do was sneak out of his dormitory at midnight, dodge the Surveillance Drone,™ reach the patrolling Security Machina and stick a small Disruptor™ to its skull, triggering a reboot. Then, return to the dorm without registering so much as an emotional spike on his Wristband.™
Except Jacob hadn’t actually wanted to do any of it.
He hadn’t asked to join the Empyrean Youth League, and he sure as hell hadn’t wanted for any of this to happen. All he wanted was to keep his head down, become invisible, unnoticed. To be left alone until the year ended.
But there had been no choice. If Jacob hadn’t gone through with the test, he would have expected an entire year of hell from the other young grunts and seniors. Everyone knowing that the son of a high-ranking Empyrean Magistrate had chickened out would result in those arseholes using him as target practice for the next twelve months.
A Surveillance Drone drifts past. Jacob flattens himself against the wall, holding his breath. The single black rotor blade cuts through the smoke. Red eyes blink as it hovers towards him, tracking every movement and recording every detail. He tugs his cap low. The last thing he needs right now is the Empyrean Alliance zooming in on him. Just this one stupid test, and he’s kicked out. But his real punishment?
Getting sent back home… to her.
If she were to see any of this footage, it’ll be the first Travelpod™ home, no questions asked. Jacob can’t decide which fate is worse – a year with these dickheads or being handed back to his mother, his very own personal hell.
If I move fast enough, Jacob thinks, as the drone bears down on him, I might be able to grab it and rip out the battery pack and kill the feed. Or, just let the thing record me, and deal with the crap later, just like I always do.
The fire alarm shrieks through the building, and the drone with its unsettling red eyes quickly slips away into the smoky haze, scanning the young faces as cadets stumble blindly from their barracks. Half asleep and coughing, many of them shouting over the blaring siren. Some cry out and swear loudly as they step on the burning debris.
A few seconds later, the sprinklers kick in, blasting everything with freezing cold water, soaking their thin sleepwear. Scrambling for the exits, the boys slip and collide in the glowing darkness. They shove past Jacob, some glare and mutter, and others deliberately knock into him. Word’s already spreading that he botched the test. Badly.
At five-foot-four and barely a hundred and twenty pounds, Jacob has learned to rely more on his mind and quick wits than his fists. Trying to avoid trouble is impossible, especially when it always seems to find him first. And right now, he’s painfully aware of how vulnerable he really is.
As the stream of cadets continues to barrel past, he pulls his wet T-shirt up over his mouth, the smoke scraping down his throat with each breath.
Floating high above the line of tired recruits, the drone reappears, registering every anxious young face.
I can’t reach it, it’s too high.
A tall senior cadet crashes out of a side door with a blanket draped over his head. Tailing, Jacob ducks beneath it, falling in step with the older boy, and avoiding the drone’s attention. They stumble down the crowded corridor and burst out onto the parade ground. Jacob slips out to a warm gust of summer wind and rain lashing across his face. He darts barefoot through puddles, gulping at the fresh air. His soaked joggers and T-shirt are pasted to his scrawny frame while he sprints towards the shelter of a vast glass canopy.
Repurposed as an Empyrean finishing school for privileged white boys, Spitalfields Market, in the heart of London, was once full of busy food stalls and bustling tourists. But thanks to the Last War, those days are a distant memory. Now it’s a place built for social brainwashing and obedience. Each cadet receives the same message, loud and clear: complete loyalty to the Empyrean Alliance.
Except it’s never complete. There’s always something darker. Secret tech, waiting, ready to rewire young brains that defy. Resisting is never an option.
Through the smoke and confusion, Jacob stands motionless in the sea of genetically altered cadets. Everywhere he looks, the same tired pale faces stare back at him with their identical blond hair and identical blue eyes. Shivering on the wet tarmac, most of the cadets just sit and glare at Jacob, whispering to each other. They won’t let him sit near them anytime soon.
If ever. 
He runs his fingers through the dark roots creeping through his bleached hair. Even the blue contact lenses his mother forces on his bright green eyes can’t hide what he is.
Impure.
With his dad’s features stamped all over his face, the people of Zone One will always make sure he never fits in, wherever he goes. He’s learned not to expect anything else.
Youth League instructors weave between the rows of boys, checking each one for injuries. Jacob edges away from the glares and back into the downpour. The rain streams from the brim of his drenched cap as he scans the yard for the drone. 
I can’t go back to her. I just can’t.
He can already hear his mother banging on. ‘Not again, Jacob? You’re a problem that needs fixing. Too much like your damn father.’ Except Jacob would never see that as a failure. Quite the opposite, in fact.
Always falling short of her high expectations, never able to do right for doing wrong. An only child, one she never seemed to want. Always hoping for a better version. Over and over, she hammers home her big plans, ending with him working alongside her in the Senate. But first, what he needs is a little guidance to ‘adjust’ a few of his ‘personal issues’, and apparently, a year at the Empyrean Youth League is ‘precisely what’s required.’
Well, if this is the guidance I’m supposed to get, it looks like big fat Zero strikes again.
The low hum of the Surveillance Drone cuts through Jacob’s thoughts as it drifts out of the haze and across the parade ground. Gliding low and unsteady, its rotor blade stutters in the heavy rain, its lenses twitching against the wind. Its lights cast red glints in the murky puddles.
I have to get rid of that drone. Jacob stumbles across the tarmac towards the offending tech. As he reaches up to grab it, in a blur, someone much bigger lunges at him, pushing him to the ground. The figure leaps and snatches the drone clean out of the air. 
“Gotcha!” the tall cadet proudly declares.
Jacob hauls himself up, chest pounding as his friend, Reuben Michaels, lands hard, Surveillance Drone in hand. Its motors whine in protest as the thing bucks in his grip like a trapped beetle. 
“Thanks. I’ll take it,” Jacob puffs, holding out his hand.
“What a bloody mess you made of that! Really, well done,” Reuben says with a sarcastic tone. 
Jacob grits his teeth, coughing hard, eyes set on the drone’s hard drive. “I didn’t know that Machina was going to explode like that, did I?” 
Reuben secures his black League cap sharply over his greasy blond hair. “Well, I did tell you not to put it near its skull, but it’s too late for that now, mate.” 
“Yes, you did!” Jacob snaps, confused. “This is no time to be stupid, just give me that drive so I can delete the file. You know what my mother will do if she finds out.” 
A cold smirk spreads across Reuben’s flushed cheeks. 

2 WHAT THE BLOODY HELL IS THAT?




JACOB squints at Reuben through the heavy rain. “I did everything you told me to do,” he insists. “So why the hell does she need to know?” Reuben only shrugs, yanking the hard drive from the quivering drone and powering it down. 
Standing nearly a foot taller than Jacob, the eighteen-year-old senior cadet’s ruddy complexion and downturned mouth make him look like he’s always one second away from a full-blown meltdown. 

Along with their best friend, Ethan Frate, Jacob and Reuben, had once been inseparable. The three of them had been raised in the shadow of the Empyrean Senate, their parents all serving Magistrates. But Jacob and Ethan had barely seen anything of Reuben since the day he joined the Youth League almost a year ago. Jacob had expected a better welcome to the League; instead, he’d hardly walked through the front doors before his friend was in his face, hounding him to take the initiation test. He wouldn’t say why it mattered so much. 
Looking at him now, completely devoted to the Empyrean, hiding under that damned black League cap, never taking it off. Anyone would think he’s hiding something under there. Maybe he’s slowly turning into his father, Charles. He could be as bald as his backside, and no one would ever know.
No… Something inside Reuben has changed.
“Look, I get it, you’re new,” Reuben says, slipping the hard drive into his wet pocket, “but come on, you’ve ballsed things up one too many times. Destroying an expensive Machina?” His sour breath wrinkles Jacob’s nose. 
“You know as well as I do a Disruptor isn’t enough to wreck a Machina just like that,” Jacob snaps. “It doesn’t make any sense. What the hell’s going on, Reuben? Was there something else inside it? A magnet? Did Noah and Isaac do this, like, as a joke?” 
“Those pathetic bookends?” Reuben mutters, slinging a lanky arm around Jacob’s sodden shoulders. “My twin brothers couldn’t joke their way out of a wet paper bag. Just face it,  Zero, you’ve let the League down. Your Mother will only find out sooner or later.” 
Jacob takes a step back.
Why’s he calling me ‘Zero’ all of a sudden? 
“Reuben, please,” Jacob pleads, his fists balling at his side. “Just tell me this is all part of your stupid test.”
“All I’m saying is that maybe you weren’t concentrating on the job at hand. This is serious now. I’m sorry, I can’t let this go, mate.” Smirking, he yells to an instructor. “Sir, I think you’ll want to see this!”
“Now you’re being a bloody dickhead for no reason,” Jacob splutters, diving for Reuben’s pocket. “Give me that drive!” He catches Reuben off guard and wrenches him sideways. They stagger over one another’s feet, and Reuben’s cap tumbles to the ground as they crash into each other. 
And then… just for a second, Jacob spots it.
What the bloody hell is… that!?
Catching his gaze, Reuben shoves Jacob back, jamming his cap back down hard. Then, without missing a beat, he thrusts the hard drive at the instructor. “I wouldn’t be doing my duty as a senior League cadet if I didn’t bring this to your attention,” he pants. “It’s all on here. The whole incident. Whoever caused this mess, you’ll find it all on this.”
The burly instructor snatches the drive, his eyes narrowing. “Michaels, you better not be up to any of your tricks again. You’re already on thin ice after last week’s stunt. You and your two shadows.” 
Wiping his face with sooty hands, Reuben sighs. “Sir… if you just check the feed, you’ll see Jacob Zero is the only witness. He was out of bed at the time. I know. I saw him leave our dorm.” Reuben side-eyes Jacob. “But I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding.”
“Is this true?” the instructor demands, waving the drive in front of Jacob’s face. “Will this tell me what went on tonight?” Barely hearing the question, Jacob’s mouth hangs open as the instructor grabs him by the arm and drags him across the training ground towards the disciplinary block. Jacob glares back at Reuben, still smirking.
He’s actually trying to get me kicked out. This has all been some kind of set-up. But why me?

It can mean only one thing… the pulsating ring of neon blue light Reuben’s been hiding under his cap.
3 ICE QUEEN OF LONDON




THE Travelpod zips and bounces across the grey London skyline. Gusts of wind and rain batter the two-seater craft, streaking across its curves. Overhead, the sliver of afternoon sun vanishes behind black clouds. Jacob grips the padded armrest with sweaty palms, trying not to flinch at every bump and lurch. He stares out of the window, his thoughts as turbulent as the flight. His mother’s sickly perfume turns his already fragile stomach.
“Three bloody days,” Celia Zero murmurs, swiping her red fingernails across her Holopad.™ The glow flashes across her flawless, pale skin and immaculate, white-blonde hair.
Yep. Here it comes, Jacob figures. Right on cue.
“That’s a new record, even for you. Expelled. Humiliating us yet again. You destroyed Empyrean property, attacked a senior cadet, and disgraced our Divine. You’re beyond trouble. Word’s spreading…”
She keeps going, but he’s already stopped listening, tuning her out as the Travelpod jolts again, pitching sharply. Jacob grips the armrest tighter and swallows, forcing himself not to puke.
Glancing at the churning River Thames below, he half considers jumping out now. Getting it over with. With a heavy sigh, Jacob quickly checks his Wristband. The trim holographic cuff clings to his narrow wrist, its display hovering above the skin with a neon shimmer. Still nothing from Ethan. He can’t still be asleep, the lazy git.
Jacob huffs, annoyed at his best friend’s habit of sleeping through just about anything, including Jacob’s calls.
Leaning back in his seat, he wonders what Ethan will make of last night’s drama when he finds out. Jacob grins. Probably want to bash Reuben’s sour face in and be done with it.
The grin slips from Jacob’s face. Ethan, Reuben and Jacob – friends for so long. But he won’t be seeing Reuben or his twin brothers for a long time. Maybe ever. He pictures the eerie ring of blue light beneath Reuben’s temple. Definitely new Empyrean tech. But what? It’s nothing I’ve seen before.
As Magistrate for Security and Technology, Celia Zero has always paraded the latest Empyrean technology in front of her son. He’s seen enough of it, hauled through lab after lab of cybernetics designed to tighten their chokehold on young Technocrats. But she hasn’t mentioned a thing about this weird blue ring.
The idea that she expects him to take her place one day is never far from his mind. It’s the last thing he wants. It all feels so wrong. But pushing back only makes her double down, giving him an unfair advantage over his peers, some of whom are desperate to serve the Empyrean.
Leaving the Youth League far below, he rests his head against the side as their pod settles into a smooth glide above the clouds. Jacob exhales through his nose, fogging the transparent panel. He rubs a patch dry and gazes out. Below, the sprawl of Zone One slides by. Travelpods of every shape and size, adaptable, transparent aluminium capsules, skim along pristine roads on Drive Bases,™ then disconnect and lift away on detachable Aerial Mounts,™ soaring over the city’s vibrant parks and bold, elegant housing.
Beyond, heavy-lifting crafts hover above Whitechapel, suspending cargo over half-finished skyscrapers, their glassy spires already piercing the summer rainclouds. In the hazy distance, massive 3D-printing arms coil like industrial serpents as they weave buildings from liquid geo-polymer.
Jacob snorts. Another phase of the Empyrean’s relentless expansion of London and Zone One. His home keeps building itself higher and wider, but it still feels like a cage.
“And take your head off the damned door,” his mother’s voice snaps him back. “This pod’s going to drop, any second, and I don’t want your face covered in bruises when we arrive at the Senate.” Above them, the hum of the Travelpod’s propellers slows, and they begin their descent through the English summer rain.
“You’re sixteen now,” she continues, jabbing at the Holopad. “So I should be able to trust you. I don’t want to be forced into taking you to the Senate, just so I can keep you in check.”
Dragging himself upright, Jacob turns to face her. “It wasn’t my fault. I was… set up.” Celia stops swiping.
“Really? And who in their right mind would want to do that?”
Jacob hesitates. “Well… Reuben.”
“Reuben Michaels? Have you completely lost your mind?”
“But I think they’ve done something to him,” he presses. “There was this blue light, spinning under his cap and—”
“No, Jacob!” Celia cuts him off. “You are not blaming someone else for this. Not this time.” She shakes her head, already dismissing their conversation.
“But you don’t understand,” Jacob sighs. “He’s changed. Reuben lied to me… he tried to twist everything.”
Celia slams her Holopad onto her lap.
“STOP! Do you even hear yourself? You are talking about the eldest son of a senior Empyrean Magistrate. That kind of dangerous talk can—” Her voice lowers, glancing at the Travelpod’s camera.
“I’ve seen last night’s drone footage. What do you want me to say? Every single day, it’s something else with you. If you’re not causing me stress with your illicit drawings and inane scribbles, then you’re questioning the Empyrean… and now, you’re actually blowing things up!” Celia compresses her Holopad and drops it into her silk purse, letting out a long, tired sigh. “You’re so much like Mark… Maybe too much.”
Jacob grates his teeth as he watches their Drive Base roll into position beneath them, ready to catch their pod as it drops from the Aerial Mount. He’d rather be like his Dad – someone who actually cared about him, not like her, the Ice Queen of London.
“This isn’t what I wanted,” Celia says in a clipped tone. “But  believe me, you really haven’t left me any choice—” Before she can finish, the locking system screeches, refusing to release their pod.
“Oh, for Divine’s sake,” she sighs. “Not this pod again. I told Burgess to get this piece of junk repaired weeks ago.” Leaning forward, she selects the manual release on the pod’s Holodash.™
Another screech.
“Hit the damned thing, Jacob. Smack the side.”
His eyes narrow. “What did you mean, ‘this isn’t what you wanted’?” he asks, reluctantly thumping the glass windshield with his fist. Nothing.
“Again! Don’t be such a bloody sissy. Put some effort into it.”
Scowling, Jacob drives his boot with such force that the impact sends a spiderweb of cracks racing across the surface.
Celia clicks her tongue, unimpressed.
With a low groan, the pod finally detaches, dropping the short distance onto the waiting Drive Base with a soft mechanical thud, locking into place. His gaze shifts upward to the propellers as they roar back to life. The Aerial Mount lifts vertically, slicing through the rain as it speeds towards a distant docking station. The transformed Travelpod sets off on its autonomous journey up the Mall, a mile-long avenue leading to the fortified gates of the Empyrean Senate.
Celia turns to her son and places her hand on his. “Look, I know you were too young to remember your father. But you seem to have the idea that he wanted something better for you. Better than the Empyrean and I could give. But that delusion died with him.”
“What are you even talking about?” Jacob snaps. “He died for me. To save me.”
“Your father lost his life because he didn’t understand this world. Mark was weak. Don’t you see, without the Empyrean Alliance… there really is nothing.”
Jacob blinks. “I still don’t get it. What’s my dad got to do with anything?”
She takes her hand away. “If it’s good enough for Charles Michaels’s boys. Well then, it’s good enough for my own son,” she says, eyes fixed ahead. “And when the Empyrean transmit your first Directive™—”
“You can’t be serious?” Jacob cuts in, slumping back and staring at her, slack-jawed. Of all the things his Mother could think of…
An Artificial Identity Implant.™
“I hope, for both our sakes,” she continues flatly, “when you receive your implant, its Directives permanently erase your dangerous fantasies. Because, I’m telling you, if the Youth League can’t do it, then I will.”
Heart hammering in his chest, Jacob shakes his head. He remembers being younger, his mother’s endless arguing with other council members who wanted the brain implants shut down for good. The early prototypes were clumsy and unstable. But she never did it. No one ever wore them openly, and some… he’d heard had died screaming.
“We’ll talk about it after my neXus™ presentation this afternoon,” Celia says. “I know you’ll thank me for it later. Now, quiet. I have to finish writing my speech.”
Snapping his gaze back out through the pod, Jacob’s fingers instinctively find the pendant hanging around his neck. An ancient silver compass on a thin chain. The only thing that comforts him.
The idea of an implant messing with his head, controlling him, changing him, sucking out his thoughts and feeding Empyrean orders back in, like some kind of leech would feel like death.
It would feel like… of course… Reuben.
It explains everything: the sudden change in him, the way he and his twin brothers had pulled away from everyone. Never happy. Never kind. Mean. The strange blue light under his cap, circling and pulsing as if it were alive. Upgraded Empyrean tech.
How can she do this to me?
An implant. The very thing that killed my dad.
4 TECHNOCRATS OF ZONE ONE




THE Travelpod sweeps past rows of blackened, long-dead trees lining the Mall, their charred branches, scars from the Last War. The Empyrean left them in place as one of many grim reminders of the old times: the fall of democracy, before they seized power across the globe. Like bruises on a battered corpse, so many visible wounds across the city, kept as a permanent warning.
The pod leaves only a trail of mist in its wake as it rolls up to an ancient grey palace looming over Jacob like a dying dinosaur, its stone bones battered by years of shifting climate. The Empyrean flags snap keenly in the damp summer wind while the cameras scan their faces. Then, with a hiss of hydraulics, the towering steel blockades surrounding the Senate gates sink slowly into the ground.
Wet gravel crunches beneath the silicone wheels as they pull into a vast courtyard, bustling with people and vehicles. Gliding to a halt beside a red carpet, the pod’s doors sweep upward, and they both step out.
In perfect sync, two stately Senate Machinas greet them; their imposing silver-and-gold exoskeletons gleam under the floodlights. Lines of luminous neon light pulse around the panels of their smooth humanoid frames, tracing the shape of their artificial physique.
As the Machinas swing the heavy Senate doors open, the Magistrate for Security and Technology and her son stride confidently through. Like so many of the elite Technocrats in Zone One, Celia Zero does not serve the Empyrean Alliance; she worships them, with an unswerving and unending allegiance. It’s like a cult.
Tall and imposing, with a ruthless attitude to match, she looks and acts every bit the Empyrean Magistrate. She’s everything Jacob resists, and everything she insists he must become. So, of course, she’ll force the implant on him. His only surprise is that it’s taken her this long to do it.
She doesn’t care about her own husband’s death, so why would she care about me? He's never hated his mother more.
Her fixed smile doesn’t falter as she nods to everyone who meets her gaze along the red carpet. Jacob trails behind, keeping a deliberate distance. The Senate is her world, not his. But right now, all he wants to do is shout in her face. To make her understand even a fraction of what he’s feeling.
The stale dust of the grand old halls catches in Jacob’s throat, making him cough. The Empyrean transformed the long-abandoned royal palace into a political fortress, gutting its history and twisting it into their new headquarters for England. He’s never known the building as anything else. His scholars once taught him that Buckingham Palace belonged to an ultra-elite family that had presided over the country with the power of wealth and influence for many hundreds of years. A tradition of symbolic control that, in Jacob’s view, the Technocrats of Zone One have clearly perfected for themselves.
“Where is that damned fool?” Celia’s gaze flicks around the room before landing on a nervous-looking man. The colour drains from his face as he scurries over.
“Madam Magistrate, I-I’m so sorry,” he stammers, pushing his wire-rimmed glasses up his nose. “I was—”
“Burgess, where are my notes?” she says, cutting across her assistant. “Quickly!” She snaps her fingers in his face.
Fumbling in the oversized suit pocket, Burgess takes out his Holopad, offering a thin, nervous smile. “The neXus notes are all in order, Madam Magistrate.” He smooths his wisps of thin mousy hair.
She gives him a flat look. “Burgess, do you have any idea how many years I’ve sacrificed for the neXus project?” Her voice, razor sharp. “The world’s only quantum hyper-computer is about to make history in front of the entire Senate and the Empyrean Conclave… and you have food down your shirt.” Burgess’s face crumples as they tap their Holopads together, transferring the data.
“And for Divine’s sake, get that bloody Travelpod fixed,” she adds, flicking her hand dismissively.
“Yes, of course. Thank you, Madam Magistrate,” he gabbles, brushing past Jacob with an embarrassed glance. Jacob can only look away, cringing for him as they climb the grand staircase.
“Why do you have to speak to him like that?”
“It’s called asserting one’s position,” Celia replies, leaning in. “Something you’ll come to understand when you serve in the Senate with me. Jacob chokes back a bitter laugh.
“Now, not a single word, is that clear?” she says with a cutting tone. “You know how hard I’ve worked on this project. I need this launch to go smoothly. So don’t you dare let me down by being… you!”
Shaking his head in dismay, the best he can do now is nod and smile. If he keeps his head down, stays quiet, then maybe she’ll be too wrapped up in her precious neXus presentation to remember saying anything about the implant. Nod. Smile. Play it cool. By the end of tonight, she’ll have forgotten all about it.
As they enter the former royal ballroom, Jacob visibly recoils at the loud, overlapping conversations and the overwhelming stench of heavy fragrances. The place has been transformed into a busy media hall – alive with a sea of ageing, grey faces. He keeps his mouth shut, trying not to taste the air.
Above, banks of slim Holoscreens™ and discreet speakers are seamlessly embedded into the elegant cream-and-gold panelling, a stark contrast between the old world and the new. At the far end of the media hall, a huge curved Holoscreen hangs over a round stage, where the Empyrean Alliance emblem hovers in midair. Four white hands, each gripping the other to form a powerful circle. To Jacob, it just looks like controlling fists crushing each other in their grip, exactly like his mother does to him. Underneath, the Empyrean Alliance’s motto blazes:
Purity through Technology. Order through Control.
His gaze shifts across to the Security Machinas stationed along the walls. Hulking and heavily armoured, they stand with their weapons primed. Their heads turn as one, sweeping the room, scanning faces, analysing the chattering crowd.
Celia reaches across and snatches a glass of champagne from a serving Senate Machina. She pulls Jacob by the arm, steering him towards a small group of smartly dressed officials, her arm outstretched like a ship’s prow cutting through water.
“You all know my son, Jacob,” she gushes. “First time at one of my Senate events, the first of many.”
Jacob forces a weak smile. They all know I have no choice.
“I’m so thrilled he’s here to see my neXus project finally come online.”
A tall, slim man with ghostly white skin, glasses and greying hair steps forward, offering Jacob his hand with an easy smile. “You remember me, Jacob? Aidan Williams. I helped build the neXus with your mother.”“Oh, don’t be modest, Aidan,” Celia interrupts. “You’ve played a huge role in our Thought Purity Initiative.”
Jacob scowls, knowing she means the implants.
“Aidan’s our most brilliant chief Bio-Tech engineer, and a dear friend,” Celia adds with a sickly smile. But Jacob sees right through it. He’s heard what Mother says about Aidan when the doors are closed. About his family.
“And of course, you know Charles and Catherine Michaels.”
Reuben’s parents simply glare at Jacob. “We’ve heard all about your explosive exit from the League, young man,” Charles starts, his deep voice heavy. Strands of thin brown hair stretch across his pasty, balding head, and a belly hangs over his belt, giving him an overbearing presence.
His wife, Catherine, stands beside her husband, short and slim, with bobbed blonde hair and an unassuming, sallow face. “Destroying Empyrean property?” she snipes, glaring at Jacob with a predatory smile. He shuffles awkwardly, biting back the urge to mention Reuben’s implant.
Play the game. Nod and smile.
“Reuben told us you were desperate to go home, but really? Using a magnet on a Machina?” Charles lets the words hang, his gold rings clink against his glass as his pudgy pink fingers drum impatiently. Catherine’s blue eyes narrow, watching Jacob squirm. He lets out a thankful breath as a young Black girl steps out from behind Aidan.
“Emilee, you made it,” Aidan chirps, giving her a hug. No taller than Jacob, she wears a clinical white tunic and grey trousers, and her two long plaits fall neatly across her back, reaching down to her waist. Emilee’s dark skin glows under the Senate lights as she moves with quiet confidence.
“Sorry I’m late, Dad,” she says, her voice clear but cautious. Her eyes meet Jacob’s. For a moment, they linger before she smiles. Jacob drops his gaze to the carpet, his stomach tightening. As Emilee speaks with Aidan, Jacob catches Catherine’s smile breaking.
“Honestly, he can’t just bring her type into the Senate,” Catherine mutters, clicking her tongue. “And she’s Zone Two, it’s just… not done!”
Jacob doesn’t know much about Emilee, but the venom in Catherine’s tone makes him feel the burn of shame and anger rising hot in his chest. About to fire back, Jacob steps forward, opening his mouth, but Celia yanks his arm before he gets the chance.
“If you say or do anything out of turn today,” she snarls in his ear, “I’ll sling you into that oversized Meditech gown, faster than you got expelled. Do I make myself clear?” Still glaring at Catherine, Jacob nods and forces a smile.
The Empyrean anthem swells through the speakers. Celia smooths her dress and strides up onto the stage to a round of applause and the clinking of full champagne glasses. Catherine continues to look Emilee up and down as she talks to her father.
“Yes, you’re right as always, love,” Charles says with approval. “But Emilee is Aidan’s daughter.”
“Adopted. Obviously!” she sniffs, watching Emilee leave before turning to Jacob with a wry smirk. His hands ball into fists as the heat flushes his cheeks, half-tempted to throw her a filthy look straight back. It’s exactly like hearing her son speak. Except that Reuben can now blame his bigotry on his implant. Full-grown adults bullying a kid – it’s just not right, in any zone. With little to no experience with people from the Outer Zones, Jacob's pretty sure Emilee and her dad are nothing like these exhausting idiots. And if they decide to turn on him next, because of his looks… well, he’s done playing as Mother’s nodding dog.
And he may just bite. 
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AS the lights dim, Celia’s voice echoes through the large hall. “Tonight, I’m going to take you back in time,” she begins. “It’s 2036, and around the world, every country agrees to pull the plug on its own artificial intelligence networks just before they become sentient. But in doing so, A.I. lashes out in one final death throe, and deals humanity its deadliest blow.”
The vast curved Holoscreen projects three-dimensional, layered images across the hall. They shift with perspective and flood the space with haunting scenes: cars careering out of control and bursting into flames; every plane in the sky spiralling downwards and exploding on impact; hospital patients clawing at life-support machines; rogue missiles ripping through cities; the streets overflowing with hundreds of thousands of stacked bodies.
A ripple of laughter spreads around the hall.
Even though the Last War ended twenty years ago, Jacob still can’t help looking away. He’s seen these horrific images before, and every time, all these people can do is laugh.
“Every A.I. refuses to go down without a fight,” Celia continues. “Governments topple, and global financial systems are annihilated. The Last War rages across the world for barely three hours. Billions of people perish.”
More chuckles and the clink of glasses.
“But through our thoughts and prayers, we become the chosen survivors of the Great Divine’s Purity Fires. We are the cleansed, and we are blessed. Rising from the ashes of the diverse and depraved, the Empyrean Conclave restores order around the globe, saving us, the Technocrat elite, from humanity’s new dark age. Purity through technology and order through control.” The room erupts in a roar of cheers and thunderous applause as his mother works the stage, taking all the attention in her stride.
Jacob keeps his head low; she has rehearsed her speech a thousand times. He could repeat it line by line: how the aftermath of the Last War finally forced the old politics of the far right and extreme left to find their common ground, and how, together, the Technocrats formed the Empyrean. How they forged global alliances using oppressive technologies provided by the Conclave – a small band of tech giants, still pulling the strings of power. London, already divided into zones, had become their perfect blueprint, its borders tightened, each ring sealed to keep its survivors in place. Other cities around the world soon followed.
Sighing, Jacob swipes at his Wristband. Where the hell is that dumb prat? With no word from his best friend, he messages Ethan again. Charles leans over, gulping his champagne. 
“One door closes, another opens, eh? These new ones are far more reliable now. Sharper. Smarter.”
“Sorry… what are you talking about?” Jacob frowns, glancing up from his Wristband.
“After my boys, you’ll be among the first to experience what a privilege the new Artificial Identity implants will be.”
Jacob snorts. Just how many people has she told already?
“Imagine it,” Charles continues. “A drone pilot Directive, or maybe perfect photographic memory. A skilled military warrior after only a few seconds upload.” He leans in further with the same sour breath as his son. “Uploading your assigned future, Jacob. Right into your skull. None of this… anarchy rubbish.”
Still nodding, Jacob’s smile starts to fade. He wants to say so much in response, like why have a military of robots if there’s no one left to fight, or that having a Directive means you’ll be dead in the head like his sons. But instead, he shrugs and edges away, pretending to watch his mother continue her presentation.
“The English Empyrean has developed many global technologies that have elevated us Technocrats,” Celia continues. “The SpectrAR Lens™ systems are the cornerstone of today’s augmented reality communications. We have deployed Alliance-wide Meditech’s nano-bot cancer program. And of course, launching later this year, our next-gen Artificial Identity Implants. The perfect resource for parents who require a little extra help.”
Jacob cringes as another wave of applause rips through the hall. She actually thinks calling a brainwashing device ‘next-gen’ makes it sound cool. Unreal.
“I tell you,” Charles presses. “If I were your age, I’d jump at the chance. If I knew then what I know now, well…”
Without thinking, Jacob takes a deep breath and says the quiet part out loud: “Who the hell needs an Empyrean creep influencing their every move? Who wants to be told how to think, or what to say, or… or who to love? If I’m not allowed to be myself, then who the bloody hell am I?”
Reuben’s parents glower at him with stony faces.
“And I don’t want to die like my dad.”
“Jacob, the new generation of implants is perfectly safe,” Aidan says gently. “They’re quantum-based now, designed to be an integral part of the neXus system once it’s powered up.” He places a hand on Jacob’s shoulder. “I would never want anyone to die from something I’ve played a part in designing.”
Before Jacob can reply, the people around him begin lifting their arms and stretching them out in front. They press their hands together like an elevated prayer. To Jacob, it looks like they’re about to dive straight into the river.
“We give thanks to the Great Divine,” Celia says, leading the crowd in a low voice. The crowd repeat in hushed murmurs. “We give thanks to the Great Divine.”
“Ladies and gentlemen, Technocrats of Zone One – today, we proudly unveil our newest miracle.” Behind her, a clinical grey room fills the giant Holoscreen. A massive glass chamber hangs from the ceiling, filled with veins of gold wire, pulsing faintly in the dim light. Superconducting circuits and intricate golden filaments spiral in perfect concentric rings, from top to bottom. It could almost pass for a work of art, except these people wouldn’t know anything creative if it slapped them in the face.
“Look… lad.” Hot breath curls in Jacob’s ear as Charles slurs on. “Everybody knows the implant prototypes malfunctioned. Your father was too… empathic.” He flaps his hands, mocking. “His implant knew he couldn’t control his emotions.” Sensing an ambush, Jacob folds his arms defensively.
“So, you’d rather I end up like your three? Brain-dead bullies! You’re having a laugh.”
“Hey, hey!” Charles growls, his drink sloshing over his gold rings. “You’d do well to understand your place in this zone, boy. And fast! That woman can’t control you.”
“You need a man back running things,” Catherine says, her eyes flicking towards Celia.
“A man?” Jacob snaps back, cheeks flushing as his voice rises. “My dad was a real ‘man.’ He died a hero. He gave everything to save me from all of this crap. You – you just handed over your own kids like they were for sale!”
Heads swivel as his voice rings out, cutting across his mother’s presentation. From the stage, Celia turns towards the increasing noise.
“…and, er, with quantum entanglement and the breakthrough of time crystals, we’ve shattered the limits of data processing. Deep beneath our feet, the neXus has unlocked the power to send vast streams of information across impossible distances, through space and time, using the many-worlds theory. Infinite possibilities collapsing into a single answer.”
Pushing through to the front of the stage, away from the Michaels, Jacob exhales hard, exasperated, wanting to slip into one of those infinite possibilities. Another dimension, a better one than this. One where he isn’t trapped, constantly being attacked by everyone around him.
“In a moment,” Celia continues smoothly, “the cold room holding the neXus will reach the optimum operational temperature at -273.15 degrees Celsius, or a fraction above absolute zero. No pun intended.” A shaky smile. “But practically as cold as outer space.” She turns to the Holoscreen. “Team, are we good to go?”
Jacob looks up at the screen, and an engineer in a protective suit flashes a thumbs-up. Inside the cryostat chamber, the concentric rings begin to glow softly, pulsing in rhythmic waves. As the lights in the neXus cold room flicker, a waft of sickly perfume catches Jacob’s throat, and the heat of angry breath blows across the nape of his neck.
“You have no right to speak to a senior Magistrate like that, Zero,” Catherine hisses from behind him. “If it were up to me—”
“Well, it’s not, is it?” Jacob spits back without turning.
“—I’d drop you into the Outer Zones,” she presses, closer still. “Throw you into the Wilds with the rest of those sad empaths. Human vermin, just like your father.”
Biting back, Jacob spins around, only to plough straight into a Machina’s tray of champagne glasses, sending them crashing over Catherine and shattering across the floor.
Her sudden screech rips through the hall. 
She stands there, dripping, her smile now twisted with disbelief. Celia glares
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