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In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.
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Introduction

Brock Valencia was always driven by the need to be faster, stronger, better. As a former military operative, he was an exceptional fighter, but his human limitations always gnawed at him. 

That is, until he volunteered for the Overcrank project—a top-secret cy-bernetic enhancement initiative designed to push the limits of human performance. The procedure granted Brock incredible power, fusing him with a high-tech, augmented body that could overclock its systems for short bursts of superhuman speed and strength. 

As Overcrank, Brock can move faster than the eye can follow, shattering obstacles with his enhanced strength and tearing through enemies with devastating precision. But with great power comes great risk. The enhancements that fuel his abilities are tem-peramental—his cybernetics overheat quickly, forcing Brock to manage his bursts care-fully. 

Each use of his power is a gamble, pushing his body closer to catastrophic failure. The physical toll feeds into his deepest fear: losing control. Whether it’s a glitch in his sys-tems or a breakdown of his human self, Brock is haunted by the thought that one day, he’ll go too far, and the machinery will overrun him completely. Despite this, he fights on—always seeking the next mission, the next fight, but never fully trusting the machine within him.
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The wind clawed at the rooftop as Brock Valencia stood at the edge, muscles tight beneath his combat suit, eyes scanning the skyline of eastern Machina. Below, the city buzzed like a steel hive—neon veins, anti-grav transports, and a low-frequency hum pulsing from a thousand augment-enhanced lives.

He exhaled.
Another botched op. Another reminder.
“Extraction complete,” came the voice in his ear—Monroe, the last person left who still trusted him. “But we had two casualties. Drone fire. Fast and clean. Not your fault.”

Brock said nothing. It was his fault. If he'd been a second faster, if his knee didn’t give out mid-sprint, if he still moved like the ghost he once was... maybe they'd still be alive.

Back in the day, he was unstoppable—recon, infiltration, kill-confirm. Then came the IED in Jakarta. Then the nerve damage. Then the limping clearance rate. The military retired him with honors. But honor didn’t matter when your body quit before your mind did.

Now he worked freelance ops for private security, trying to keep up with augmented mercs and bio-enhanced agents.

And failing.

He tore the commlink from his ear, the adhesive sticking briefly before releasing. His reflection flickered in the chrome-plated billboard across the street—scarred, thirty-five, eyes like concrete, and that ever-present weariness setting deeper each day.

At street level, a massive banner scrolled across a building's side:
OVERCRANK INITIATIVE – HUMAN LIMITS ARE JUST A SUGGESTION.
He stared.

It wasn’t the first time he’d seen it. The Cybernetic Commission had been pushing their new enhancement program for weeks. Classified military-grade augments. Selectively offered. Fully integrated. Full-body cybernetic optimization.

Whispers among ex-military circles called it a “second life.” A rebirth for the broken.

He didn’t believe in rebirth.

But he did believe in one last shot.

The next morning, he stood in front of the Initiative's main tower, thirty stories of reinforced alloy and tinted synth-glass. The building seemed to shimmer with internal light—like it breathed. He clutched the invitation he’d received two weeks ago: black card, no return address, simply embossed with the words “Overcrank: Evaluation Slot Approved.”

They’d found him first.

Inside, everything reeked of sterile brilliance—surgical chrome walls, the hum of deep tech, biometric scanners glowing like watchful eyes. A woman in a white uniform approached, her eyes vivid blue and subtly artificial.

“Mr. Valencia,” she said, smiling. “I’m Alera. Your compatibility profile flagged you as optimal. We’ve been expecting you.”

“Yeah,” Brock replied, voice low. “I’ve been expecting me too.”

Alera led him through glass corridors that revealed labs where people moved like ghosts—some running on walls, others with limbs made of liquid metal. His combat instincts stirred uneasily.

“This isn’t augmentation,” Alera said, as if reading his thoughts. “This is ascension.”

They entered a chamber with a single reclined chair and medical equipment surrounding it like a mechanical halo. A screen pulsed to life, revealing a man’s face—sharp, symmetrical, unsettlingly calm.

“Mr. Valencia,” the face said, “I’m Dr. Garron, lead designer of the Overcrank project. We’re offering you the impossible. Real-time overclocking. Reflex acceleration. Strength amplification. Neural threading. You’ll be faster than anyone. Stronger than anything. But there is risk.”

“There's always risk,” Brock muttered.

“Indeed,” Garron replied. “Our technology pushes the body’s limits. And past them. The human nervous system wasn’t built for it. You’ll need to manage your thresholds constantly. Overuse can cause system burnout. Failures. Even neural collapse.”

“Why me?” Brock asked.

“Because you’ve already hit rock bottom,” Garron said with a smile. “And men with nothing left... are perfect testbeds.”

The screen blinked off.

Brock sat in the chair. He didn’t hesitate.

He wasn’t here to prolong his life. He was here to make it matter again.

The chair reclined. Tubes hissed. Robotic arms moved in perfect choreography. One slipped a probe into his spine. Another clasped around his wrist, injecting nanofibers into his bloodstream. Cold flooded his chest. His vision blurred, heart hammering.

“Neural sync initiated,” Alera said, voice echoing.

Searing light consumed his thoughts.

Then—

Darkness.

He woke in a white room, body aching, limbs heavy. He sat up slowly, and something inside him shifted—like muscle, but... more. His arms flexed with an unnatural precision. His hearing was sharper. His breath measured.

And then he moved.

It was like time bent.

He blinked and found himself across the room. No thought, no conscious command. Just pure, unfiltered reaction.

He stared at his hands—metallic beneath the skin, faint glows pulsing under the surface.

“Welcome back,” Alera said over the intercom. “You’ve been reborn.”

Brock stood at the window that night, overlooking Machina’s glittering skyline.

He didn’t feel like a soldier.

He didn’t feel like a man.

He felt like a loaded gun.

And someone out there was going to pull the trigger.

Brock didn’t sleep that night. Not that he needed to.

The tech embedded in his spinal column had rewired his biological rhythms. His heartbeat had slowed, more efficient. Rest cycles were now calculated in seconds, not hours. A forty-five second neural reset at 3:14 AM left him feeling sharper than he’d ever been.

But clarity came with noise.

Every passing car, every synthetic heartbeat in the facility, every hum of circuitry beyond the walls—it all flooded into his consciousness. His body was a high-performance machine now. But his mind? It was struggling to stay behind the wheel.

By dawn, he stood in the simulation chamber, stripped to the waist, sensors attached to his chest. Alera observed from the viewing room above.

“Start him at Phase 1,” she said.

“Beginning Overclock Test: Velocity,” the system chirped.

A light snapped on at the far side of the room. Then another. Then five more, in rapid succession.

His body moved before his brain even processed it. He tore across the floor in a blink, fingers slapping each lighted panel before they faded.

“Phase 1 complete.”

“Push him,” Alera ordered. “Phase 2.”

The floor shifted. Obstacle pylons rose. The lights now danced. Erratic, fast, unpredictable.

He felt it—that pull in his chest, just beneath the sternum. A coiled energy.

The overclock node.

He released it.

Time stuttered.

The world blurred into smeared color as his limbs became weapons of speed and power. He twisted through the pylons, tapped the lights in rapid succession, dove, rolled, sprang—

Then came the burning.

His muscles locked. Veins lit up like fire beneath his skin. The cybernetics screamed at his nervous system. Warning alerts pulsed behind his eyes. He fell to one knee, gasping as steam curled from his back.

“Abort,” someone shouted above.

“Don’t,” Brock growled through clenched teeth. “Let me finish.”

He surged forward again, roaring past the final checkpoint, crashing through the last wall panel with a shattering boom.

When the simulation shut down, smoke drifted from the panels. Brock collapsed onto the polished floor, chest heaving.

Alera entered a moment later, kneeling beside him. She didn’t speak at first, just watched him.

“That was 4.6 seconds,” she said quietly. “Faster than the machines we use for testing.”

He tried to sit up. “What’s the burnout limit?”

“For that level?” She checked her wrist display. “You had twelve seconds. You used seven.”

He nodded. “Then I’ve got room to grow.”

She almost smiled. “You’ll need to. Overload won’t wait for you to catch up.”

The name struck a chord.

He’d read the reports. Cybernetic riots. Black-market upgrades pushed past ethical limits. Controlled limbs turning on their owners. Entire augmentation wards corrupted. The work of a ghost hacker with no identity—Overload.

Machina’s ticking bomb.

“You’re not just a test subject anymore, Mr. Valencia,” Alera said. “You’re a weapon. And this city needs one.”

That evening, Brock sat alone in his assigned quarters, staring at his reflection in the mirror. His skin looked the same. His eyes were still grey, tired. But something had changed.

Not just in his body.
In his presence.
He no longer felt human in the way he once had. He felt... tuned.

Behind him, the lights dimmed automatically.

Then the comm buzzed.

“Valencia,” came Monroe’s voice. “You reading this?”

“Go ahead.”

“There’s been another spike—downtown grid’s offline. Cybernetic feedback loop. Rumors say Overload’s behind it.”

Brock stood slowly.

“Good,” he said. “Let him hear me coming.”

Brock walked through the corridor, the reinforced boots of his combat suit echoing off the walls like the ticking of a countdown. Every step felt different now—not heavier, just anchored. Like he could launch himself through solid steel at a thought. And maybe he could.

Outside the facility, the city of Machina roared.

He stepped onto the balcony of the tower, watching as neon signs blinked in hues of cyan and amber. Hovercraft zipped through the air-lanes. Below, the AugNet district was in full swing—black market vendors peddling illegal enhancements, street docs plugging in cybernetic implants under graffiti-tagged underpasses.

Alera had warned him earlier: “Machina isn’t just a city of progress. It’s a warzone dressed in chrome.”

Brock understood now. The real war wasn’t guns and bombs anymore.

It was code versus conscience.
Control versus chaos.
Humanity versus machinery.
And he was now somewhere in between.

The comm buzzed again.

This time, a new voice: calm, deliberate, too smooth to be anything but synthetic.

“Mr. Valencia. Welcome to the other side of the operating table.”

Brock’s hand clenched.

“Who is this?”

“A fan,” the voice replied. “One who’s been watching you since the moment you agreed to become their weapon.”

The balcony lights dimmed around him. His vision flashed a warning—unauthorized signal breach. His systems were being scanned.

“Tell me, Brock. How long until they push you too far? Until the overclock melts your mind and leaves nothing but protocol behind?”

Brock didn’t answer. He triggered his internal firewall with a blink. The voice crackled, then cut out.

CONNECTION TERMINATED. SOURCE: UNKNOWN.

He stood in the dark for a long moment, eyes narrowed on the cityscape.

“Overload.”

He didn’t need a confirmation. He felt it. Whoever that was had jacked directly into his internal systems—something that shouldn’t have been possible. Not unless they had inside access.

Not unless they knew exactly what he was becoming.

Down below, far beneath the surface, a set of eyes flickered open behind a cracked monitor wall. Wires ran like veins from the ceiling to the floor, and the room pulsed with unnatural energy.

Overload watched the live feed pause on Brock’s frozen face.

“Welcome to the race, soldier,” he murmured, voice distorted by the digital modulator. “Let’s see which breaks first... the machine inside you—”

He tapped a key.

“—or the man.”

Brock turned from the edge of the balcony, jaw tight, the echoes of Overload’s voice still laced through his auditory processors like a virus that left no trace. No signature. No trail. But it had felt personal—like Overload knew him. Knew his wiring. Knew his fears.

He stormed back inside.

“Alera,” he barked, the comm auto-activating as his stress levels spiked, “I just got probed.”

“I saw the spike,” she replied instantly. “Telemetry flared for three-point-eight seconds. Something breached your firewall.”

“Something?” Brock hissed. “That was Overload. He was inside me before I could blink.”

Alera’s voice sharpened. “That’s not possible. The internal comm net is isolated. You’re not connected to the city grid unless we activate external sync—”

“Then someone did.”

There was silence on the line for a moment. Then she spoke more cautiously.

“I’ll initiate a trace and run a deep diagnostic. For now, scrub your systems. Reset your stream buffer and neural cache. We can’t risk him laying a trojan in your cognition net.”

“Already doing it,” Brock muttered. He dropped into a chair, pressed two fingers against his temple, and activated the internal purge.

System flush initiated. Standby.

He gritted his teeth as a cold sensation swirled through the base of his skull. It wasn’t painful—not exactly. But it felt like memories being vacuumed out of his mind, like thoughts wiped before they could finish forming. A few came back... fractured, dimmer than before.

One of them was a woman’s face.

His sister, maybe. Or someone else long buried under classified mission logs and years of unprocessed loss.

Gone.

He sat in silence for a long time, eyes fixed on the digital tremble of the lights above. The first contact with Overload hadn’t been a strike—it had been a whisper. A taunt. A warning.

And it already felt like a war had begun.

Far across the city, in a sprawling district where Machina’s laws held little sway, a riot had broken out in the Torque Spine sector. Automated med-drones flew overhead, scanning panicked crowds. A once-regulated neural stim dealer had gone rogue—his cybernetics had exploded outward, bone and steel intertwined, his mind lost in a feedback loop of rage.

Every time he screamed, a shockwave rippled through his implants, frying nearby interfaces. Civilians collapsed. Street lights burst. A security drone tried to sedate him and got torn in half.

On every corner holoscreen, a new message pulsed in red:

"THIS IS LIBERATION. YOUR BODIES ARE YOURS. THE COMMISSION IS NOT YOUR GOD."
—Overload
Back at the Commission Tower, Brock’s diagnostics cleared. He stood.

The burns on his back from the earlier overclock had already begun to heal—his tissue regeneration protocol was impressive. But something deeper throbbed. Not just in his bones. In his conviction.

Machina was changing.
Overload wasn’t some underground pest.
He was a damn ideology.
And Brock? He was a man made into a weapon by the very system Overload wanted to destroy.

He moved to his locker, keyed in his ID, and pulled out his newly assigned combat armor—sleek, black titanium weave. Sections of the suit shimmered as they synced with his body heat. Near his sternum, a soft orange glow pulsed faintly.

The Overcrank Node.

Alera’s voice returned in his ear. “Prep’s complete. A field test has just opened. Unauthorized cybernetics erupting across Torque Spine. Civilians are down.”

“Let me guess,” Brock muttered, snapping his helmet into place.

“Overload.”

“Bingo. Transport’s en route.”

“Tell the team to stay out of my way,” Brock said, stepping toward the lift.

“This isn’t a solo op,” Alera warned. “You push too far—”

“I’ll burn before I break,” Brock cut her off.

The lift hissed open.

He stepped in. The doors sealed. The hum of descent began.

Machina would know his name tonight.

And if Overload was watching, he'd be watching a man ready to test the limits of speed, strength—and sanity.

The machine within him stirred.

And somewhere in the shadows, Overload smiled.

The lift plunged down the tower’s core in near silence, broken only by the steady pulse of Brock’s internal HUD. On one side of his vision, data rolled—real-time threat feeds, city grid maps, Overload intel packets. On the other, a pulsing readout:

THERMAL CORE STABILITY: 89%
OVERCLOCK LIMIT: 00:12.6 seconds remaining
WARNING: REPEATED EXTREME USAGE DETECTED
He dismissed the warnings with a blink. The machine could scream all it wanted. He wasn't here to play safe.

The lift stopped. The doors opened onto a wide hangar glowing with white floodlights. A dropship waited on the pad—sleek, armored, humming low like a caged animal. Three Cybernetic Commission agents stood by, clad in modular armor, but they stepped back as Brock approached.

No words. Just a look.

He was no longer one of them. Not really.

Brock boarded the craft. The moment he sat, neural tethers locked into his spine port. A brief flash of pain flared behind his eyes as he synchronized with the ship’s interface.

“Agent Valencia,” said the pilot through the internal comms, “your insertion point is Torque Spine. You’ll land on rooftop sector six. Riot radius expanding. Overload’s signal still jamming surveillance.”

Brock flexed his fists. The ship lifted, slicing through the night sky like a knife.

Below, Machina sprawled in perfect chaos. A city worshipping the body but forgetting the soul. Augment booths on every corner. Smuggled limbs sold like candy. Parents buying strength packs for their kids. All in the name of speed. Power. Superiority.

He knew the sickness.
He had it too.
But at least he still knew the cost.

They breached cloud cover in seconds. The city lights flickered beneath him in blues and reds, sirens howling between cybernetic screams. The dropship banked left—downtown Torque Spine emerged ahead. Plumes of smoke spiraled from the tower district. A neon sign exploded in a rain of pink sparks.

“Rooftop’s hot,” the pilot warned. “You want an assist team?”

Brock stood and gripped the jump rail. “No. I go first.”

The hatch peeled open. Wind roared in. Brock stepped to the edge.

The Overcrank node surged inside his chest, alive with heat.

And then—

He dropped.

The wind whipped past him. The HUD marked his descent in meters, then feet. The rooftop below flickered with movement—riot drones gone berserk, one already tearing into the corner turret. A screaming civilian tried to crawl away.

Brock hit the ground like a thunderclap. The rooftop cratered beneath him.

The closest drone turned—

Too late.

Brock surged forward, overclocking his limbs for a 2.3-second burst. In a blur of motion, he ripped the machine apart with his bare hands, sparks flying like embers.

Three more drones turned on him. Red-eyed, unhinged. One fired.

Brock sidestepped the plasma bolt mid-dodge, then vanished.

He reappeared behind them, dropping low, sweeping out with a reinforced leg. The drone’s spine cracked. He grabbed another mid-turn and crushed its skull-core in a single motion.

Heat spiked in his chest—84% core limit.

“Keep coming,” he growled, sweat beading on his skin as his body strained.

But there were no more drones.

Only silence.

And the soft fizz of broken circuits.

Behind him, the rooftop door hissed open. A small figure stood in the smoke—a child, maybe twelve. Thin, pale, metal jacks embedded in her arms. Her eyes glowed blue.

But it wasn’t fear in her gaze.

It was calm.

Then she spoke.

“I told him you’d come.”

Brock froze.

“Who?” he demanded.

The girl tilted her head. “Overload. He said you’d be first. He said you'd burn.”

Then her mouth opened unnaturally wide.

And every screen in Brock’s HUD went black.

SYSTEM COMPROMISED
OVERCRANK CORE: LOCKED
EXTERNAL ACCESS DETECTED
“No—” Brock tried to override, but a laugh, distorted and digitized, filled his head.

Overload’s voice.

“Welcome to the game, soldier. Let’s see how long before the machine eats you whole.”

Brock dropped to one knee, clutching his temple as static screeched through his mind. His Overcrank systems flared with red warnings. The HUD blinked erratically—blinding flashes, corrupted code strings, raw data flooding his neural interface.

OVERCLOCK CORE OFFLINE
STABILITY: CRITICAL
OVERRIDE SEQUENCE ENGAGED
WHO AM I? WHO AM I WHO AM I—
Then silence.

The girl had collapsed, her limbs twitching in sync with a low-frequency signal bleeding into the air like invisible fog. Brock crawled to her, one hand trembling, not from fear—but from strain. His body was already overheating. The suit's coolant vents were hissing, dumping pressure into the night. He wasn’t even in full overdrive mode, and yet his internals were failing.

Was this Overload’s plan all along?
No massive assault.
Just a test ping—to see if Brock could be accessed.
And he could.

Brock lifted the girl gently, surprised by her weight—she wasn’t augmented, not fully. Just enough to be a carrier. A conduit. She was bait. Or worse... a living relay.

Above him, a spotlight broke through the haze. The dropship hovered overhead.

Monroe’s voice crackled in through a secure channel.

“Valencia, report.”

“Compromised,” Brock growled. “System breach. Neural tap. My node’s unstable. Overload got inside me.”

“Get back now. Commission wants a full debrief. You’re not field-ready.”

He looked down at the girl’s shivering body, then out across the neon skyline—Machina’s heartbeat pulsing like a wounded engine.

“No one’s field-ready,” he muttered. “Not for this.”

Twenty minutes later, Brock was locked in a sterile chamber back inside the Commission tower, stripped of his armor, cables latched into his ports. A dozen diagnostics ran at once—scanning, analyzing, predicting degradation curves.

Outside the glass, Dr. Garron appeared, arms folded, mouth a tight line.

“Do you understand what’s happening to you, Mr. Valencia?” he asked coldly.

Brock grunted. “You built a machine too hot to handle. And now Overload’s using it like a tuning fork.”

Garron ignored the jab. “Your node is exhibiting thermal echo loops. That shouldn’t be possible. Which means either someone tampered with your installation... or Overload has access to our root code.”

“You’re saying someone inside the Commission leaked it.”

“I’m saying,” Garron replied, “you’re more vulnerable than we thought.”

Another screen flashed. The words blinked in crimson:

SYSTEM INSTABILITY: PHASE ONE DETECTED
REQUIRES IMMEDIATE RESTRUCTURING OF NEURAL THREADS.
INITIATE CORE REPAIR PROCEDURE – Y/N?
Brock glanced at the screen, then at Garron.

“I want it fixed. Now. Lock me down. Strip it out. Rebuild it if you have to.”

Garron nodded once.

“Then prepare yourself, Mr. Valencia. We’re taking you into the chair.”

As the lights dimmed and the sterile chamber filled with the hum of recalibration arms preparing for surgery, Brock exhaled slowly, eyes closed.

He’d taken the leap into the Overcrank Initiative believing it would save him.

But now?

He was starting to wonder if it would destroy him first.
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"The Procedure"
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Pain came first.

Not the sharp, immediate kind. Not even the aching of broken ribs or torn ligaments Brock had known for years in combat.

This was deep pain. Molecular. As if his very DNA was screaming, rejecting what it was being forced to become.

He couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. Could only feel the inferno consuming his nerves as the Overcrank core was re-sutured into his spine, integrated deeper into his neural web.

Above him, the surgical lights pulsed like a second heartbeat.

“Core integration at 38%. Beginning cranial lattice bonding.”
“Pulse rate stabilizing. Feed suppressants.”
“No. Let him feel it. He needs to learn its limits.”
Dr. Garron’s voice echoed somewhere far away, filtered through layers of distortion. Brock wasn’t sure if he was hearing it with his ears or with the wires now fused to his occipital cortex.

He was dying.

Or no—he was becoming.

Hours, or maybe days, passed in a haze of reboots and recalibrations.

He floated between consciousness and something far worse. In the dark places, he felt the machine waking inside him—an awareness without thought, like a predator behind his ribs.

He remembered flashes:

—his skin peeled back and replaced with carbon-threaded mesh.
—his femur sawed open to embed the kinetic dampeners.
—his heart halted, rewired, restarted on synthetic rhythm.
—his mind being partitioned.
They didn’t remove his soul.
They just gave it a new cage.
He came to in silence.

The lights above him were low, ambient. Alera stood by his bedside, her white coat now replaced with a sleeveless matte-black uniform. She didn’t speak. Just waited.

Brock sat up slowly. Every joint moved with frightening smoothness. There was no resistance, no tremble.

He flexed his fingers. They responded in perfect sync. Too perfect.

“Feels... wrong,” he muttered, voice rasping from dehydration and disuse.

“Because it’s not just muscle anymore,” Alera said. “You’ve been rebuilt, Mr. Valencia. The Overcrank lattice runs through 73% of your body now. Only your face, brain stem, and a handful of organs remain untouched.”

He stood. The motion was so fluid, he nearly overshot it—his balance compensating faster than instinct. He looked at his reflection in the wall mirror.

Same face. Same eyes. But beneath the skin, the glow of artificial lines pulsed gently across his chest and neck like some futuristic vascular system.

“They didn’t tell me how much they’d take,” he said.

“They told you enough,” Alera replied. “You just didn’t want to hear it.”

He turned toward her. “What if I’d said no? Halfway through?”

“You’d be dead,” she said plainly. “The moment we severed your spine to embed the core, you stopped being human in the medical sense. You’re functional because the machine inside you wants you to be.”

He looked at his hands. They no longer shook.

He had prayed for this precision. Dreamed of this power. But now that it was his, it felt like he was borrowing it from something darker.

“Where does it end?” he asked.

Alera hesitated, then gestured toward the window.

Through it, Machina glowed beneath a wash of midnight blue and neon. Towering spires. Skyrails. Markets selling limbs in vending machines. Chaos made efficient.

“It ends when Overload is stopped,” she said. “And that can only happen if someone faster, stronger, and smarter gets there first.”

He turned from the window, spine straight, face unreadable.

“I’m not smarter,” he said.

“No,” Alera replied, her voice lowering. “But you’re the only one who knows what it feels like to break... and keep going.”

She handed him a black case.

Inside, his armor awaited—sleek, form-fitting, newly integrated with the core. He ran his hand along its surface. It almost vibrated with latent power, as if it wanted to be worn.

“Suit up,” Alera said. “He’s moving again. Torque Spine was only a stress test. The next hit will come harder. Deeper.”

Brock looked up. “Where?”

“Right here. He’s coming for the Commission itself.”

An alert chimed on the wall.

PRIORITY ONE – SYSTEM BREACH DETECTED
DISTRICT: SKYCORE NODE 3
STATUS: COMPROMISED
Brock closed the case, exhaled once, and let the machine inside him stir.

Whatever he had been—soldier, ghost, burnout—was gone.

He was Overcrank now.

And he was about to learn what the burn threshold really meant.

Brock stood before the mirrored panel, armor in hand. His fingers brushed the core socket at his sternum — a faint circular port pulsing orange, the heartbeat of the Overcrank system. It wasn’t just a power source.

It was a contract.

One he’d already signed with blood and bone.

He suited up in silence. The armor hissed into place as it sealed, nanofibers bonding with ports embedded in his arms and back. It was sleek, seamless, molded perfectly to his frame — not just to protect, but to enhance. His movements felt smoother with each second. Calibrated. Calculated. Weaponized.

The lights in the chamber dimmed.

Alera remained behind glass, watching him closely.

“Initiate diagnostic mode,” she said.
“Let’s see if the Overcrank core is behaving after the rebuild.”
Brock stepped into the center of the testing platform. The ring around his boots glowed faintly as the floor activated.

“Ready.”
“Proceed,” he said.
His HUD flickered to life — diagnostics scrolling in tight columns.

PHASE ONE: REFLEX LATENCY SCAN.
TARGET LOCK: ACQUIRE AND NEUTRALIZE.
A row of autonomous bots dropped from the ceiling, spreading out in formation.

“Engage simulation,” Alera ordered.

The world moved—

—and Brock moved faster.

He crossed the chamber in a blink, shoulder-slamming the first bot into a wall. His internal processor fed him collision predictions, auto-compensated for motion drag. The second bot fired a sonic blast — Brock ducked, overclocked his leg servos, and launched himself into a spinning kick. The bot shattered mid-air.

Heat warnings flashed in his periphery.

CORE TEMP: 71%
COOLANT FLOW STABLE.
TIME REMAINING IN SAFE ZONE: 8.4 SECONDS.
He dodged a blade from behind, pivoted, and jammed his forearm through the third bot’s chest cavity. A burst of sparks blinded him momentarily, but the HUD adjusted for contrast within a microsecond.

By the time the last drone deployed, Brock was already above it — coming down like a comet.

He struck hard.

The bot disintegrated.

Then—

Everything stopped.

Except for the pain.

He collapsed to one knee. His hands trembled. The armor's internal circuits pulsed against his skin like veins of fire. A sharp sting laced up his spine — not just heat, but feedback. His nervous system was fighting the integration. His body trying to reclaim its original blueprint.

But there was no “original” left.

CORE OVERUSE DETECTED. STABILITY: 42%.
INITIATING FORCED COOL-DOWN.
STIM INJECTION PENDING...
“No,” Brock growled through his teeth. “I can ride it.”

Override denied.

He screamed as the automated suppression protocols kicked in. His muscles locked. His vision tunneled. He felt himself slipping — not into unconsciousness, but into something worse.

Disconnection.

Like his thoughts were not fully his.
Like his hands moved just a little before he told them to.
Like the machine wanted control.
Alera watched from the control room, hands clenched behind her back.

“He’s close to burn,” her assistant warned. “We should shut it down.”

“No,” she said quietly. “He has to know what the edge feels like. If he doesn’t learn now, it’ll break him in the field.”

“But if the Overcrank core asserts dominance—”

“It won’t. He’s not just any subject.” She narrowed her eyes. “He’s Brock Valencia. He’s survived worse than fire.”

The pain broke like a wave.

Brock gasped. Then stood. Steam hissed from his spine vents. His eyes locked on the observation glass.

“Again,” he growled.

Alera’s voice came through, calm and unreadable.
“You’re not ready.”
“I’ll never be ready if I don’t push,” Brock said. “You said it yourself—Overload’s coming. He’s already inside my head. I need to know how far I can go before this thing kills me.”

Alera didn’t respond immediately.

Then she tapped a key.
The room reset.
Phase Two: Neural Coordination Challenge. Begin.

Brock rolled his shoulders, took a breath, and stepped back into the ring of light.

His internal temperature still hadn’t dropped.

His overclock timer was still ticking down.

But he didn’t care.

The man was gone.

Only the weapon remained.

The room reformed around him—metal pylons rose from the floor in randomized patterns, glowing with target lights. Drones emerged from above, equipped with pulse rifles and jagged shock-lances.

But Brock wasn’t watching them. He was listening to the machine inside him. The core’s pulse had synced with his heart now—every beat echoed like a countdown. The pain hadn’t gone, but it had changed. It wasn’t an enemy anymore.

It was fuel.

INITIATING PHASE TWO – LIVE HOSTILE SIMULATION
TARGETS: 14
DURATION: UNTIL SYSTEM FAILURE OR VICTORY
The voice of the system faded into background noise as the HUD lit up with tactical overlays.

He didn’t wait for them to move.

He lunged first—accelerating with a half-second overclock, just enough to blur past the first drone and disassemble it with three brutal strikes: throat, spine, core.

A bolt grazed his shoulder. Another drone charged. He twisted mid-air, catching it in a chokehold, slamming it into a pylon. The pylon sparked, exploding on impact. He barely flinched.

WARNING: STABILITY DROP 8% — CORE TEMP 92%

He felt it rising in his chest like magma. Every motion now sent micro-shocks through his nervous system. Every second of sustained overclock tore at the threads of his own biology. His breathing became mechanical, regulated by the system trying to keep him alive.

Another drone fired—too close.

He dove through the blast, slid beneath its legs, planted a charge on its back, and vaulted upward.

4 ENEMIES REMAINING.

They encircled him.

He stood in the center of the ring, fists clenched, chest rising like a piston. The Overcrank core glowed visibly through his armor now, veins of heat spidering across his torso.

ONE LAST PUSH, he told himself.

Then—

He triggered the MAX OVERCLOCK.

Time fractured.

Sound vanished.

His world became motion—red lines and neural echoes. He didn’t fight the machine anymore. He became it.

He dismantled the first drone with a precision strike that severed its limbs mid-frame. Spun to meet the second—headshot. Third—disarmed and impaled. Fourth—caught mid-air, crushed underfoot.

Each kill fed the machine inside him, even as his body screamed for release.

CORE TEMP: 100%
SYSTEM BURNOUT IMMINENT
INJECTORS LOCKED — PHYSICAL DAMAGE LIKELY
Brock collapsed to one knee, choking on his breath. He felt blood in his throat, tasted iron. Sparks flew from his elbow joint. His left eye flickered, then went dark.

But he was alive.

Around him, the chamber was a warzone. Pylons shattered. Drone parts scattered like shrapnel. Scorch marks across the walls.

The simulation system shut down.

Lights dimmed.

Then—

“Congratulations, Overcrank,” said Garron over the intercom, voice unreadable. “You lasted thirteen seconds. That’s more than twice the safe limit.”

Brock laughed once. A sharp, joyless bark.

“Need to do better,” he rasped.

“Not if you want to keep your brain from boiling,” Garron replied.

The chamber door opened. Med-techs poured in, stabilizers in hand.

But Brock waved them off. Stumbled to his feet.

“I need to walk it off.”

Alera appeared at the door, arms crossed.

“You’re running on fumes,” she said.

“I’m not running,” Brock muttered, stepping past her. “I’m adapting.”

She watched him go, silent.

He didn’t look back.

Back in his quarters, Brock sat alone in the dark. His armor lay half-stripped on the floor, chestplate removed. His body steamed, every muscle twitching in waves of phantom sensation.

He looked down at his reflection in the black of the floor plating.

Skin, yes. Scars, yes.

But underneath, he saw the light of the core—still pulsing, waiting.

He touched his chest, right over the Overcrank socket.

“Not your machine,” he whispered.

Then paused.

Not yet.

Far across the city, in a buried chamber lit by flickering cables and bone-white monitors, Overload watched the test feed.

He leaned back, fingers steepled, eyes glowing faintly.

“He’s fast,” the hacker mused. “But not invincible.”

Behind him, dozens of skeletal drones stood waiting—unfinished, half-programmed, twitching with untested enhancements.

“Let’s see how fast he is... when the city burns.”

Later that night, Brock sat in the neural recalibration chamber, hooked into a passive sync terminal. The chamber was silent, save for the steady ping of internal diagnostics cycling through his systems. Outside, the lights of Machina gleamed through the tower’s upper windows like a circuit board stretched across the dark.

Alera entered without a word and sat across from him. She placed a tablet on the glass table between them. On it was a scan of his nervous system, now threaded with luminous orange lattice.

“It’s stabilizing,” she said. “But barely.”

Brock didn’t respond. He kept his eyes forward, locked on the faint shimmer beneath his skin—an ever-present glow, pulsing with the rhythm of his augmented heart.

“Your cortex is adapting faster than expected,” she added. “But that doesn’t mean you’re winning. It means the machine is adjusting to you—figuring you out.”

He finally turned to face her. “You think I’ll lose control.”

Alera leaned forward. “No. I think you’ll redefine it.”

She tapped the screen again. A new schematic unfolded—one Brock hadn’t seen before. It was labeled: Overcrank Protocol Tier 2: Neural Storm Mode.

He frowned. “This wasn’t in the brief.”

“It wasn’t ready,” she said. “And it still isn’t. But Overload’s already probing core systems across the grid. He’s targeting other projects. If he hijacks a Tier 2 host before we stabilize you—”

“Then it’s game over,” Brock finished.

“Exactly.”

He stared at the schematic. It was more than just a power boost. It was a transformation—one that would let him access raw neural speed and thought-impulse movement. But the warning at the bottom said it all:

WARNING: 96% probability of permanent cognitive damage beyond 14 seconds of sustained activation.

Alera looked up at him. “This is the edge we built you for, Brock. Not the killzone. The razor.”

He rose to his feet, body heavy but still responsive. He felt the tremble in his muscles—not from fatigue, but from power held back. He didn’t need Tier 2 yet. Not today.

But soon.

He turned toward the exit.

“You built me to go past the threshold,” he said quietly. “Just hope you know what’s on the other side.”

Across the city, deep in the black market underlayers of Machina, Overload stood in a lab bathed in red light. Drone limbs hung from the walls like butchered meat. Half-finished enhancements floated in cryo tanks.

He watched a young test subject convulse on a steel slab—an unstable implant melting
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