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  "Two cities have been formed by two loves: the earthly by the love of self, even to the contempt of God; and the heavenly by the love of God, even to the contempt of self. The former, in a word, glories in itself, the latter in the Lord." 
- St. Augustine of Hippo, The City of God (De Civitate Dei), Book XIV, Chapter 28
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  Chapter 1


Server 29 wasn’t what he expected. His avatar materialized in the simulation. He flinched. The world hit him with color. Neon everywhere. Electric blues. Synthetic purples. Glass towers. The Los Angeles skyline. Too much. Too bright.  
Elias Mercer stood on a street that was as smooth as marble. His legs were strong. Not like the atrophied limbs he had in the real-world. His sharp breath was met with the taste of ozone, and nothing else. 
He took a step. It was nice to have legs again. Working legs.
He shifted his weight, and his calves fired without pain. He flexed his fingers. Ten of them. All functional. The knuckles didn’t pop. The tendons didn’t catch.
It wasn’t his body. It was an avatar. Tomas had mentioned it before, something about resistance-coded shells, pre-programmed with motor functions and sensory overlays, designed for operatives who needed to move through hostile server environments. Enhanced abilities, but best not utilized. Anything too unusual that didn’t fit the native programming of the environment would trigger the server’s AI agents. They’d recognize an intrusion. 
The metropolis was nothing like the war-torn reality of the real L.A. It was as if the war had never happened, or if it had, The United States won, and now had the advantage of crafting the kind of utopia Elias had always dreamed his work might produce.
He’d once sketched cities like this. Not on napkins or whiteboards—in simulation modeling software, back when NeuroSphere was still a company, before he’d realized that the U.S. military had other ideas about how the government could leverage his work. 
Walkways hovered about fifteen feet above the streets, traversed by either real humans who were connected to the simulation or AI constructs—it was impossible to tell which. Holographic signage rotated in the air, shifting languages mid-sentence, tailoring their messages to the “patrons” who passed by, undoubtedly leveraging the algorithms that had been pioneered by the social media giants in the 2020s, all designed to provide the perfect “sales pitch” to whoever saw them.
The weather was perfect, seventy degrees give or take. No clouds. The sky was rendered in perfect baby-blues, laced with a subtle gradient meant to give it the illusion of the real world, a pristine world, devoid of smog or the dust of a world in ruins. 
It was everything he’d dreamed of building.
And it repulsed him.
Too clean. Too even. The pedestrians moved in patterns that were almost organic but not quite—their spacing too regular, their trajectories too efficient. Like watching a choreographed dance performed by people who didn’t know they were dancing. The city was a masterpiece of digital architecture, but had about as much warmth as an operating room. 
A dream without friction. A paradise without sweat.
He rolled his shoulders. Something shifted in his peripheral vision—not external. Internal. A translucent overlay flickered to life across the lower third of his visual field. Data streams. Threat assessments rendered as color-coded proximity gradients. A navigation grid that mapped the surrounding four blocks in wireframe, updating in real time as avatars moved through the space.
His HUD.
Elias blinked, and the overlay responded, cycling through display modes. Thermal. Electromagnetic. Structural integrity mapping. He focused on a passing figure—a woman in a white coat, her avatar perfectly rendered, skin pores visible at magnification—and the HUD tagged her instantly. NPC. Behavioral loop: commercial district patrol, variant 7. Threat level: negligible.
He raised his right hand. Made a fist. The haptic feedback was extraordinary. It felt almost as real as it had when he’d been hooked into his simulation before. He could feel the synthetic tendons tighten, could register the pressure differential across each knuckle. He squeezed harder. Something in his forearm hummed. The HUD flagged it: KINETIC AMPLIFICATION MODULE, STATUS: ARMED.
He released the fist. He knew what that meant. His pre-programmed enhanced abilities.
“I’m like Spiderman,” he muttered. “Without any webs. I think.”
The joke fell flat in the empty street. No one laughed. No one was listening. At least no one he could see. The server itself was probably already busy identifying him, attempting to discern his identity, his presence, whether or not he belonged.
That was the problem with the Eden Protocols. Someone was always listening. Server admins monitored anomalous behavior patterns, flagging deviations from expected avatar conduct. An agent-body performing enhanced maneuvers in a civilian zone would register like a gunshot in a library.
These abilities were emergency protocols. Tomas had made that clear. When a resistance agent infiltrated a system, it was best to blend in. Use the enhancements if necessary, but only if necessary. Don’t use them to have fun or play superhero. Don’t use them at all if you can avoid it.
Elias couldn’t avoid it. Not this time. He needed to get in and out as quickly as possible, before the team realized he’d hooked himself into a server. Once Dr. Chen realized he’d logged in, she’d pull him out. And probably scold him like a disappointed mother afterwards. 
He pulled up the command interface—a mental gesture, like reaching for a thought that was already half-formed—and initiated a consciousness signature scan. The query was simple. 
QUERY: LOCATE NEURAL SIGNATURE — PARK JI-WON
STATUS: SCANNING...
RESULT: SIGNATURE DETECTED — SERVER 29, ACTIVE
Detected. One word. As if that solved anything.
Elias stared at the result floating in his HUD and felt the familiar frustration of a student who’d been given all the right answers to a test, but out of order, as if the professor had shuffled the questions on the test so he didn’t know where to look.
Ji-won was here. Somewhere in Server 29. His unique neural fingerprint was active and registering on this server’s processing nodes. Another intruder, just like him, that the server was likely attempting to eliminate. 
But a neural signature wasn’t a street address. It wasn’t a set of coordinates. The simulation distributed it's data—fragments of consciousness spread across processing clusters, rendered into a three-dimensional space. It was one thing to be outside the server, to search for a code, and deploy a solution. It was another thing to locate the signature from within the simulation itself. 
It was like knowing someone’s blood type and trying to find them in a city of eight million.
Elias closed the scan results and opened the navigation grid. The wireframe map of Server 29 expanded, block by block, sector by sector. Vast. A digital city rendered across what his HUD estimated as 2,400 square kilometers of simulated urban terrain. Ji-won could be anywhere in that sprawl. The signature scan confirmed presence but not position. To translate code-level detection into simulation-level location, he’d need to triangulate—move through sectors, let the signal modulate, track the amplitude shifts that occurred when he physically closed the distance between his avatar and Ji-won’s rendered position.
Old-fashioned tracking. In a world that was a digital illusion. 
He exhaled. The air left his lungs clean. No condensation. No warmth. Another small wrongness in a world of infinite, perfect wrongnesses.
Serafina would have called it soulless. She’d have looked at this city and seen exactly what was missing. Not a flaw in the architecture. A flaw in the premise. 
You can’t build heaven without God, Elias. You can’t have a creation without the Creator. And we humans are never the proficient creators we pretend to be.
He could hear her voice. Could almost feel the weight of her hand on his arm, the way she’d ground him when his mind raced ahead of his heart.
Was she actually here? It was possible. If his family were connected to the Eden Protocols, it was just as likely they were connected to this server as any other. Then again, Navarro would have likely given them something they’d be more likely to accept, a world that was more flawed by design. 
Still, as remote as the possibility was, Elias couldn’t deny it. Serafina might be here. Anaïs and Mateo, too. But the odds were stacked against it. 
They were out there. Somewhere. Either struggling to survive in the real-world, or hooked into a reality that they might not even realize was false. 
Elias set his jaw, oriented himself toward the sector where the signal read strongest, and moved. He found himself face-to-face with a glass building. And his HUD told him to go up. 
“Let’s see if I can play Spiderman, after all.” 
The glass was cold against his fingertips. Not real cold, of course. It was simulated cold. But his brain didn’t care about the distinction. Cold was cold. And fifty stories up the face of a building that shouldn’t exist, cold meant focus.
Elias climbed.
His fingers found purchase on the glass surface, too smooth to reasonably allow him to hold on. But his special “enhancements” allowed it. His left hand shot upward, locked. His right foot pivoted on a ledge thinner than a pencil. He hauled himself another three meters without the kind of exertion a task like this should have demanded. 
The HUD tracked everything. Trajectory arcs projected in amber, plotting optimal paths to the next handhold, the next ledge, the next structural anchor point. He moved fast, faster than he could have run even if he’d been on level ground. Before he knew it, he was so far over the street that his natural fear of heights pinged. 
This isn’t real. None of it is real. Don’t think about it, Elias. 
Sixty stories. Seventy. The city opened below now resembled a circuit board tipped on its edge, streets running in perfect parallels, intersections forming exact right angles, buildings spaced like components soldered to a motherboard. From this height, the pedestrian avatars were specks of coordinated movement, flowing through the grid in patterns too smooth to be human. Traffic—sleek vehicles that moved without sound—followed routes so optimized they never stopped. Never idled. Never collided.
A neon sign on the adjacent tower flickered.
Elias caught it in his peripheral vision. A restaurant advertisement—something in Mandarin, characters glowing tangerine against chrome. The sign stuttered. Went dark. Came back, shifted two pixels to the left, the color slightly wrong. Coral instead of tangerine. Then it corrected.
It struck him that the advertisement was attempting to identify him, to cater its message to his consumerist tendencies. But it didn’t know who he was. It couldn’t identify him. Elias didn’t know if that was a good thing or not. It meant that the server hadn’t identified who he was, but it clearly had found someone who didn’t belong. 
He kept climbing.
At seventy-eight stories, the edge of a building across the street exposed itself. Just for a heartbeat, the textured surface below dissolved into wireframe geometry, a skeleton of vertices and edges glowing faint green. Then the texture repopulated. Smooth marble streets, again. The pedestrians moving on their suspended walkways. The cars back in motion. Seamless. As if nothing had happened.
The ambient city hum dropped out.
Silence. Complete. The kind that doesn’t exist in functioning simulations, because background audio is the first layer rendered and the last to fail. Half a second of nothing—no traffic drone, no atmospheric pressure, no wind at altitude. Just the void that exists between data packets when a server hiccups. Clearly, the simulation wasn’t designed to accommodate an experience at this altitude. 
Then the sound returned. Slightly off-pitch. Like an orchestra re-tuning after its first-chair violinist broke a string.
Elias noticed the anomalies but didn’t slow down.
His forearms burned. Not from exertion—the agent-body didn’t fatigue in any traditional sense—but from the cognitive load of processing the experience. He was supposed to feel a struggle, even though his pre-programmed enhancements were meant to ignore real-world physics. 
His real body, the one hooked up in the chair back at resistance HQ couldn’t have managed a single pull-up. Perhaps something in his mind—not his programming—had told him the experience should be more tiresome than it was. Hence, the pain in his forearms. 
He grabbed the next ledge and pulled.
At ninety stories, the HUD chimed.
CONSCIOUSNESS SIGNATURE — PARK JI-WON
SIGNAL STRENGTH: 67% (INCREASING)
SECTOR: 29-DELTA-7, SUBSECTOR UNKNOWN
STATUS: ACTIVE, ANOMALOUS DEGRADATION DETECTED
Sector 29-Delta-7 was below him. To the southeast. Maybe twelve blocks, maybe twenty—the signal strength told him he was closer, but “closer” in simulation geography was a slippery concept. Ji-won’s neural signature could be rendered in a basement or on a rooftop or in a pocket dimension nested inside a utility closet. The signal was stronger, yes, but imprecise.
ANAOMALOUS DEGREDATION DETECTED. 
That was new. Didn’t sound good. 
Serafina’s face flashed through his mind. A real memory. The angle of her jaw when she was worried. The way her eyes narrowed.
Elias held onto the thought. Finding his family. That’s why he was doing this, why he risked anything at all, and everything all at once. 
He reached the top of the building.
The rooftop stretched flat and featureless. A landing pad, maybe, or an observation deck stripped of furniture. The wind up here was a fabrication, a gentle algorithmic breeze calibrated to suggest altitude without disrupting avatar stability. Elias crouched at the eastern edge and looked down.
Sector 29-Delta-7. Ji-won was there, somewhere. And where Ji-won was, was the answer he needed. The rest of what Ji-won had meant to tell him before an agent had blasted him out of his previous simulation. He was going to tell Elias where to find his family. 
The transition was visible even from this height. The surrounding blocks maintained their idyllic illusion. Towers gleaming, walkways shimmering, holographic signage rotating on schedule. But Delta-7 sagged. The buildings there were dimmer. Their edges were softer. The light that fell across them didn’t match the angle illuminating the rest of the skyline, as if that sector’s rendering engine had drifted out of sync with the master clock.
Exactly the kind of aberration he’d expect if someone had intruded into the system, if they were messing with the environment, hiding their location from the server’s administrators and diagnostic processes. 
Ji-won was in that mess.
Elias stood. The wind pushed against him. Another illusion. He mapped the descent in his HUD: twelve viable infiltration routes, two of which avoided close proximity to the signage, the advertisements that would likely identify his “unidentified” presence. 
He chose the most direct path. 
He stepped off the edge.






  
  Chapter 2


The fall lasted two seconds. The landing lasted less. His legs absorbed the impact through a kinetic redistribution system that translated ninety stories of gravitational force into a controlled compression—knees bending, spine flexing, the shock dispersing through his avatar’s frame like a ripple through water. The rooftop beneath him cracked. Hairline fractures spidered out from the point of contact, the simulation’s physics engine dutifully rendering structural damage that repaired itself immediately.  
Elias didn’t pause. He was already running.
The rooftops were too far apart for a human to cross. But he wasn’t human—well, he was—but this form wasn’t a body; it was code. It was more like a video game than reality. He could do whatever his programming allowed.
He crossed the first gap, thirty meters of empty air between towers, with a single bound. The HUD tracked his arc, his velocity, and the decreasing distance to the next surface. He landed on polished steel. Pushed off. The agent-body didn’t need to gather momentum. Didn’t need to calculate. It leaped, and he steered, a passenger and pilot simultaneously, his conscious mind directing what the body’s programming already knew how to execute.
Security protocols materialized in his enhanced vision as luminous grids. Hexagonal lattices of pale gold light draped across rooftops like fishing nets. Surveillance architecture. Each node pulsed at regular intervals, scanning for unauthorized avatar signatures within its field. The patterns were elegant. Predictable. He read them the way he’d once read circuit schematics, instantly and instinctively. With another leap, he threaded his trajectory through the blind spots where grid coverage overlapped and cancelled, creating null zones no wider than a doorway.
He slipped through one. Then another. A third.
Elias vaulted a ventilation array and dropped two stories to a lower rooftop. The simulation physics handled the descent with graceful dishonesty. He should have broken both ankles, but his avatar barely registered the impact.
He was covering ground. Sector 29-Delta-7 grew larger in his forward view, its diminished glow now unmistakable against the surrounding brilliance. But between here and there, the anomalies were multiplying.
A woman on the walkway below him stopped mid-stride. Turned left. Walked fourteen paces. Stopped. Turned left. Walked fourteen paces. Stopped. The same fourteen paces. The same turn. Elias watched her execute the loop three times before the simulation caught the error and nudged her into a different behavioral script. But the correction was sloppy. She jerked forward, skipping two steps in a blur, her arms swinging out of sync with her legs for a full second before re-calibrating.
NPC degradation. If “NPC” was the right term for these AI constructs. This wasn’t a game after all, even though it might as well have been. Then again, how many games had there been meant to simulate reality, albeit imperfectly? When virtual-reality first came out, with crude headsets and no neural-integration, some of the most popular games involved doing medial, real-world tasks without the consequences of real-world screw ups. 
A building façade to his right loaded wrong. The lower forty stories rendered in brushed titanium. The upper twenty came in as red brick—a Victorian texture set, wildly anachronistic, clashing against the futuristic skyline. Someone was messing with things. It had to be Ji-won. He was getting close.
Three seconds later, the brick shimmered and corrected. Titanium. Seamless. But Elias had seen the seam.
A car horn sounded from the street below. Sharp. Insistent. Elias looked down. No car. The vehicle appeared four seconds later, rounding a corner at the wrong speed, its horn already silent. Cause after effect. The audio layer and the physics layer had desynchronized.
His HUD aggregated the data without being asked:
SECTOR 29-DELTA ANOMALY ASSESSMENT
RENDERING ERRORS: 47 (LAST 6 MIN)
NPC BEHAVIORAL LOOPS: 12 DETECTED
AUDIO-VISUAL DESYNC: 3 INSTANCES
SYSTEM DEGRADATION PROBABILITY: 78.4%
Seventy-eight percent. The sector was rotting from the inside. Whatever was happening where Ji-won’s signal originated, it was bleeding outward, corrupting the surrounding simulation architecture like mold through drywall.
Was that why Ji-won was here? To Navarro and Okoye, he was something of a digital terrorist. Ji-won was trying to take down the Eden Protocols, one server at a time. 
Elias slowed at the edge of a rooftop. Not because the HUD told him to. Not because the security grid required it.
His left hand moved on its own. Rose to his right hand. His thumb pressed against the base of his ring finger.
Nothing there.
The avatar body had never worn a wedding ring. The smooth synthetic skin offered no groove, no indent, no ghost of the titanium band Serafina had placed there nearly two decades ago in a church he’d agreed to get married in because it mattered to her, because he’d been raised in the Church, and that’s just what you did. If you were raised Catholic, you got married Catholic. Though Elias had already doubted the substance of his faith at that point. Now, though, he doubted his doubts. All he had left was faith. If he couldn’t trust the world, or science, what else was there? And he had to admit, escaping his simulation had been a minor miracle. Even if it was a miracle that had cost Kael, one of the resistance agents, his life. And the boy was barely nineteen. 
His thumb pressed against bare skin.
He pulled his hand away. Balled it into a fist. The kinetic amplification module hummed beneath his forearm. The avatar programming misread his tension as a threat response.
He released the fist.
Below, the signal pulsed.
CONSCIOUSNESS SIGNATURE — PARK JI-WON
SIGNAL STRENGTH: 84% (INCREASING)
SECTOR: 29-DELTA-7, SUBSECTOR 14
STATUS: ACTIVE, SEVERE DEGRADATION
Subsector 14. The HUD rendered it as a shaded block on the navigation grid, a compressed zone where the simulation’s geometry had begun to collapse inward, buildings losing their rendered surfaces, streets dissolving at the margins. From up here, it looked like a bruise on the city’s skin. A patch of wrongness where the light bent differently.
Elias mapped his descent. The security grids thinned near the degradation zone. The surveillance architecture itself was failing, nodes going dark as the corruption spread. He had to move fast. If Ji-won finished his mission and took this server down, Elias would have to start over. 
And after this, once they learned what he’d done, he doubted Dr. Chen or even Father Curt would allow him access to the servers again. Not right away, anyway. And Elias needed to learn where his family was. He couldn’t afford to wait until he’d completed his rehab in the real-world. Serafina. Anaïs. Mateo. They needed him to succeed. 
He moved to the edge. 
Ji-won was down there. 
Elias dropped off the ledge and fell toward the failing world below.
Elias landed hard. The agent-body absorbed the impact, but the surface beneath him flickered. A rendering hiccup. The simulation engine struggled to maintain collision physics in a zone where the geometry had lost coherence. He steadied himself and looked up.
Subsector 14 was dying.
Across the street, a storefront rendered its signage in six languages simultaneously; the characters overlapping into an unreadable smear. The sidewalk ahead stretched ten meters before terminating in a cliff edge of pure nothingness. The simulation simply hadn’t bothered to render what came next.
The sky was failing now. Every few seconds, the gradient tore open. The blue peeled back like skin from a wound, revealing the underlying code and a grid—a vast lattice of white lines on black, the architectural framework from which every visual element in the simulation hung. The grid pulsed. Then the blue sutured itself back together. Then it tore again.
Elias moved forward. Carefully.
A streetlight ahead duplicated itself. Two identical posts, overlapping, their light cones intersecting to create a zone of double-brightness that threw wrong shadows in two directions. The drip of water from a broken pipe somewhere to his right thundered, volume cranked to concert levels, each drop a detonation. His own footsteps, by contrast, produced nothing. Silent. The audio layer had fractured, assigning volume values at random.
His HUD flickered. Stabilized. Flickered again. The overlay data was corrupted. It rendered trajectory arcs in the wrong color, with threat assessments displaying as garbled text strings. It was trying to map an environment that kept rewriting itself.
Then he saw it.
The Logic Prison. This wasn’t part of the environment. It was part of the virus, if one could call it that, introduced by Ji-won into the server. 
It manifested in his enhanced vision as a cage of light. Recursive code loops forming interlocking rings that pulsed with a sickly amber glow. The structure occupied what had once been an intersection, its perimeter extending roughly thirty meters in diameter. The code loops weren’t decorative. They were functional, each one a self-referencing algorithm designed to trap a consciousness in an infinite processing cycle. A hamster wheel built from mathematics. Any mind caught inside would spend its computational resources solving problems that generated more problems, an endless recursion that consumed awareness the way a whirlpool consumed water.
It was designed to confuse AI agents, security protocols deployed by the server to stop Ji-won. What Elias’s former intern hadn’t considered was that a real person, Elias himself, would attempt to break through. 
Security protocols orbited the prison’s exterior. Defense algorithms, rendered in his vision as rotating geometric shapes: tetrahedra, dodecahedra. Each one a firewall subroutine that would most likely trap him if he got too close. Elias counted eight. Studied their rotation patterns. Found the rhythm.
He worked the way he’d always worked. Methodical. Patient. His fingers danced across a virtual interface the agent-body projected from his left forearm. Clever, really, though he was still an amateur operating the interface itself, he knew how to handle the code. It was a hacking toolkit, stripped down. He isolated the first firewall’s refresh cycle. Found the 0.3-second window when its authentication handshake reset. Slipped a null-signature packet through the gap. The tetrahedron froze. Went dark.
One down.
The second required a different approach: a brute-force injection masked as a maintenance ping. The third he bypassed by spoofing a system admin credential that was apparently part of his avatar’s pre-programmed arsenal. The fourth and fifth fell together when he identified a shared dependency loop and collapsed it.
Three remained. He didn’t have time for elegance.
He triggered the kinetic amplification module and punched through.
The firewalls shattered. Not gracefully, not cleanly, more like kicking a hornet’s nest. Ji-won’s secondary protections, which Elias hadn’t anticipated, popped into view. But it didn’t matter. Because Ji-won was there. Right in the middle of it all. His avatar, anyway.
Or what was left of it.
His face was recognizable in bursts: the wire-frame glasses, the black hair, the quiet intensity of those dark eyes. Then the features would dissolve into scrolling data, corrupted texture maps, orphaned vertices, strings of broken hexadecimal that cascaded down his form like digital rain.
He was speaking. Or trying to.
“—derivative function nine-nine-seven, FALSE, the—사과나무가—yield calculation OVERFLOW, the roots don’t—seventeen point three eight two repeated—”
Nonsense. The combative programming had its hooks in his language centers, flooding his output channels with junk data. Random calculations. Fragments of Korean. Equation strings that resolved into nothing. It was like listening to a man drowning in information, his mouth full of numbers instead of water.
“Ji-won.” Elias crouched in front of him. The prison’s code loops pulsed around them, amber light painting their faces. “Ji-won, it’s Mercer.”
“—pH balance seven point four, IRRELEVANT, the garden needs—matrix inversion FAILED FAILED FAILED—she said the seeds would—cosine theta equals—”
His eyes weren’t tracking. They darted to the left, right, up and down, chasing data streams only he could see. His hands twitched in his lap. His fingers moved in patterns that might have been typing, or might have been a seizure.
“Ji-won. Focus. Push through it.”
“—NULL POINTER EXCEPTION—the ash—three hundred twelve kelvin—your world has—STACK OVERFLOW—”
Then something shifted. A tremor ran through Ji-won’s avatar. Not a glitch, but a gathering. His fragmented form solidified. Not completely. Not cleanly. But enough. His eyes locked onto Elias with a clarity that cut through the noise like a blade.
“Your world has no foundation, Elias.” His voice was raw, scraped thin by whatever the prison had done to his consciousness. “The ash is an illusion.”
“What ash? Ji-won, what are you—”
The clarity shattered. His avatar splintered back into code fragments, his mouth producing cascading garbage data. “Fibonacci sequence modified, FALSE RETURN, the layers the layers the—”
The HUD screamed.
SYSTEM PURGE INITIATED
ANOMALY CONTAINMENT: SECTOR 29-DELTA-7, SUBSECTOR 14
PURGE PROTOCOL: FULL DISSOLUTION
TIME TO EXECUTION: 47 SECONDS
The ground beneath them began to dissolve. Not in patches, but in sheets. The simulation was eating itself from the edges inward, raw void expanding like a tide of nothing.
Ji-won’s avatar surged back into coherence. One last time. His hand shot out and gripped Elias’s forearm. The contact triggered a data transfer, a compressed packet slamming through the agent-body’s receiving protocols. Elias’s HUD staggered under the payload. An algorithm. Complex. Layered. He recognized fragments of its architecture. Neural pathway mapping, quantum encryption keys, simulation-layer addressing protocols. Pieces of something vast. Something that could—
“I can’t take this with me,” Elias screamed. The purge would strip active data transfers on disconnect. “Ji-won, I can’t—”
“You won’t carry it.” Ji-won’s voice was a whisper beneath the roar of the collapsing simulation. “It will embed. Recover it when you disconnect. Find the residual cache in your neural lace. It’s the key. The only key.”
PURGE EXECUTION: 19 SECONDS
The void reached them. Ji-won’s avatar began dissolving—not into code this time, but into white. Pure, featureless white. The ground vanished. The sky vanished. The prison’s amber loops evaporated like smoke.
“My family!” Elias blurted. “You said you knew where they were!” 
“The layers go deeper than you know!” Ji-won replied. Not answering the question. 
Then he was gone.
The white swallowed everything. Elias felt the disconnect hit. Not gradual, not gentle, but a violent severance, like a cord ripped from a socket. His senses collapsed in sequence: sight first, then touch, then sound. The last thing he registered was Ji-won’s voice, barely an echo, nothing but a memory, already fading into the static between worlds.
The layers go deeper than you know.
White noise. Then nothing.






  
  Chapter 3


Copper. That was the first real thing. Not simulated copper, not a digital approximation rendered by some algorithm pretending to elicit a mock sensation of what blood tasted like. Real copper. Actual blood. His blood, pooling at the back of his throat where he’d bitten through the inside of his cheek. 
Elias convulsed on the medical cot. His spine arched. His jaw locked. The white noise from the disconnection roared through his skull like static from a dead channel, a frequency that belonged nowhere, a sound between sounds. His hands clawed at the thin mattress beneath him—hands that only seemed to just minutes ago scale glass towers and punch through digital firewalls. Now they couldn’t grip a bedsheet.
Dust. He coughed it up. Fine gray particles that coated the inside of his mouth, the same dust that covered everything in the bunker, that seeped through the ventilation, that reminded every soul in this underground tomb that the world above had been reduced to ash.
Except Ji-won had said something about the ash. About illusions.
A hand pressed his chest down. Firm. Practiced. Calloused fingers that knew how to hold a man still without breaking him. Dr. Chen leaned into his field of vision—a compact woman with a face contorted into a constant expression of disapproval, brows furrowed into permanent trenches above dark, unblinking eyes. 
“Vitals are stabilizing.” Her voice was flat. Clinical. She read from a handheld scanner, its cracked screen casting blue light across her jaw. “Pulse one-forty. Neural activity elevated across all cortical regions. You’re lucky your brain didn’t cook itself.”
Lucky. Elias wanted to laugh. Instead, he coughed again. More dust. More copper.
“Easy.” A different voice. 
Deeper. Quieter. 
Father Curt stepped into the edge of Elias’s vision from somewhere behind the doctor. He placed a hand on Elias’s shoulder. Not heavy, just present. “You’re back. You’re here.”
Here. The Sanctuary Bunker. Below what used to be a city. Concrete walls sweating condensation. The smell of recycled air and machine oil, and bodies that hadn’t seen proper showers in weeks. 
Here was real. A part of Elias wished it wasn’t. 
Elias’s breathing slowed. The white noise faded. His body remembered what his mind was trying to forget—the purge, the void swallowing Ji-won’s avatar, his mind ripped him out of Server 29 like a tooth pulled without anesthesia.
“The logs.” His voice came out scraped raw. Barely above a whisper. “Check the logs. Ji-won transferred something. A data package. Embedded in my neural lace. Said it was the key.”
Dr. Chen didn’t look up from her scanner. “You’re not in a position to be giving orders.”
“I’m not giving orders. I’m telling you what happened.”
“What happened is you bypassed the security lockouts, jacked yourself into an active combat server without authorization, and nearly melted what’s left of your stubborn mind.” She set the scanner down. Hard. The sound cracked through the small room. “Do you understand what Dissolution Syndrome is like, Dr. Mercer? Because I’ve treated six cases. Three of them can’t remember their own names. Two can’t form coherent sentences. The sixth screams when she sleeps. Every night. Same scream. Same frequency. Like her brain is stuck in a loop it can’t escape.”
The description landed where she intended it to. Elias flinched.
Father Curt squeezed his shoulder. Gentle. Deliberate. “He needs purpose to recover, not just rest.” His tone carried no argument, just a quiet certainty that settled over the room like a blanket over a flame. Though Elias wasn’t sure if the flame would extinguish or catch the blanket on fire. 
He looked at Dr. Chen. She nodded. Once. But not at Elias. “We’ll look into the data transfer. If there’s a residual cache in his lace, our techs can pull it.”
“It’s important,” Elias pressed. His throat burned.
“Everything’s important down here.” She turned back to her equipment.
Father Curt pulled a stool closer and sat. His knees popped. He didn’t seem to notice. “Did you find what you were looking for, Elias? Your family. Did Ji-won tell you where they are?”
Elias stared at the ceiling. Stained concrete. A watermark in the shape of nothing. “He was taking the server down. The entire sector was degrading around us. I asked him. I asked about Serafina, about Anaïs and Mateo.” He paused and swallowed. Dust and blood. “He didn’t answer. Not directly. He said the layers go deeper than I know. Then he passed along the code and the purge hit.”
Father Curt’s expression didn’t change. But his hand stayed on Elias’s shoulder, and that was enough.
“The code might contain their location,” Elias insisted. “Ji-won couldn’t talk much; his words were jumbled, like what he was doing made communicating difficult. But he said you could access the code. That it was the key. If it’s a simulation-layer addressing protocol, it could map where specific neural signatures are housed across the Eden network. It could tell us where they are. Which server. Which layer. It could—”
“It could be anything,” Dr. Chen interrupted. She was preparing a syringe. What it contained Elias didn’t question. “It could also be corrupted. You can’t even be sure it came from Ji-won. He could just be another construct. For all we know, the real Ji-won is dead.”
“Ji-won isn’t dead.”
“You don’t know that.” She swabbed his arm. “Nothing you see in the Eden Protocols can be trusted.”
Elias huffed and glanced at Father Curt. “I saw him in the Protocols. I trusted him. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.” 
She held his gaze for a moment. Then the needle went in. It felt like a blast of ice in his veins. His arm went numb from the elbow down.
They helped him into
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