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Monday, 07:58 – Push Alert
––––––––
[image: ]

The minus-minute had ended sixty-one days ago, but Jax Carter still woke before every alarm, listening for a bell that no longer existed.
––––––––
[image: ]

He counted the seconds anyway—one-Mississippi, two-Mississippi—until the digital clock on his dresser blinked 07:58.
––––––––
[image: ]

Zero bells.
––––––––
[image: ]

Good.
––––––––
[image: ]

He breathed, rolled over, and came face-to-face with his own tenth birthday.
––––––––
[image: ]

The screen of his phone showed a video he had never recorded: candles, a paper hat, and Mum laughing behind the camera.
––––––––
[image: ]

Fifteen seconds, no sound, perfect quality.
––––––––
[image: ]

Timestamp: Monday 07:58.
––––––––
[image: ]

A push-alert banner glowed beneath it: DETENTION X – NEW ASSIGNMENT.
––––––––
[image: ]

Jax’s thumb moved before his brain did—swipe to delete.
––––––––
[image: ]

The clip was duplicated.
––––––––
[image: ]

Two candles, two mothers, two paper hats.
––––––––
[image: ]

He swiped again.
––––––––
[image: ]

Four.
––––––––
[image: ]

Eight.
––––––––
[image: ]

Sixteen.
––––––––
[image: ]

The camera roll became a multiplying mirror, each copy slightly wrong—icing color shifting, hat elastic snapping in slow motion, and Mum’s smile glitching sideways like corrupted film.
––––––––
[image: ]

He hurled the phone across the room.
––––––––
[image: ]

It hit the skateboard poster and kept playing, light flickering across the walls like a cop-car siren.
––––––––
[image: ]

Downstairs, the kettle screamed—real, metallic, alive.
––––––––
[image: ]

Jax stumbled into the hall.
––––––––
[image: ]

The landing clock ticked to 07:59.
––––––––
[image: ]

Still no bell, but the house felt wrong—too quiet, as if the minus-minute had leaked indoors and nested.
––––––––
[image: ]

His mother appeared, dressing gown flapping.
––––––––
[image: ]

“You okay? You’re white.”
––––––––
[image: ]

He opened his mouth—the phone video behind him still duplicating—when her own mobile dinged.
––––––––
[image: ]

She glanced at the screen and frowned.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Why is the school texting you?”
––––––––
[image: ]

She turned the phone toward him:
––––––––
[image: ]

Saint Catherine’s College
––––––––
[image: ]

DETENTION X – NEW ASSIGNMENT
––––––––
[image: ]

Please report to Room 003 at 08:15.
––––––––
[image: ]

Non-attendance will result in memory deficit.
––––––––
[image: ]

Jax’s stomach folded.
––––––––
[image: ]

The building was closed—boarded, scaffolded, under Ministry investigation.
––––––––
[image: ]

He had helped burn its servers six weeks ago.
––––––––
[image: ]

Yet here it was, sending roll call like nothing happened.
––––––––
[image: ]

Mum tapped reply.
––––––––
[image: ]

The keyboard autocompleted one word: OBEDIENCE.
––––––––
[image: ]

She flinched, thumb hovering.
––––––––
[image: ]

“That’s... odd.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Jax grabbed the kettle and yanked the plug.
––––––––
[image: ]

Silence rushed back, thick enough to choke.
––––––––
[image: ]

He took her phone and powered it off.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Don’t answer. Don’t go to work. Don’t answer anything that beeps.”
––––––––
[image: ]

He sprinted upstairs, snatched his own phone—still playing birthdays—and stuffed it into a sock.
––––––––
[image: ]

The screen kept glowing through the fabric, candles multiplying like a virus.
––––––––
[image: ]

08:00.
––––––––
[image: ]

He had fifteen minutes before the assignment window.
––––––––
[image: ]

Last time, the building had needed a door; now it used signals.
––––––––
[image: ]

If the video reached a hundred copies, if the message hit a hundred phones, would the school rematerialize inside every house?
––––––––
[image: ]

He had to crash the signal at the source.
––––––––
[image: ]

He needed Maya’s code, Dean’s muscle, and Talia’s fire.
––––––––
[image: ]

He needed to be anywhere but here at 08:15.
––––––––
[image: ]

Jax pocketed the sock-phone, grabbed his hoodie, and ran.
––––––––
[image: ]

Behind him, the landing clock ticked 08:01.
––––––––
[image: ]

No bell, but the minus-minute was stretching, reaching, and uploading.
––––––––
[image: ]

The new assignment had begun.
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CHAPTER 2
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Phantom Homework
––––––––
[image: ]

Jax’s skateboard wheels hammered the pavement like a pulse he no longer trusted.
––––––––
[image: ]

The sock in his pocket kept flashing—birthday candles strobing through wool—each new copy pushing the count toward triple digits.
––––––––
[image: ]

He didn’t dare look.
––––––––
[image: ]

He cut across the park, where mist still curled over dew-soaked grass, and thumbed Maya’s speed dial.
––––––––
[image: ]

One ring.
––––––––
[image: ]

Two.
––––––––
[image: ]

She answered with a voice flat from code-dreams.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Tell me your camera roll’s clean.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“It’s not,” he panted.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Detention X just pushed homework to my mom.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Maya swore softly.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Same here. My laptop opened itself and typed WELCOME BACK TO CLASS.
––––––––
[image: ]

I yanked the battery—still typing.
––––––––
[image: ]

Meet at the laundrette—zero Wi-Fi, zero cameras.”
––––––––
[image: ]

She hung up before he could argue.
––––––––
[image: ]

Jax kicked harder, the board rattling over paving slabs, mist parting like corrupted pixels.
––––––––
[image: ]

The laundrette was shuttered at this hour, metal grille half-down.
––––––––
[image: ]

Dean crouched inside, his rugby build silhouetted by fluorescent tubes.
––––––––
[image: ]

He held his phone at arm’s length, screen facing away.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Mine’s duplicating too,” he called.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Spelling-test scores are rolling backwards.
––––––––
[image: ]

I got 400% on ‘necessary’—spelled it backwards, upside-down, in Wingdings.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Talia appeared from behind a dryer, opening a cardboard box with a flick knife.
––––––––
[image: ]

Inside: six Faraday bags—copper mesh, military surplus.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Phones in.
––––––––
[image: ]

Signal dies, duplication stops.
––––––––
[image: ]

We think, we breathe, we plan.”
––––––––
[image: ]

One by one they surrendered devices.
––––––––
[image: ]

Jax’s sock stopped glowing the instant the phone hit copper.
––––––––
[image: ]

Silence felt physical, like a plug pulled on noise.
––––––––
[image: ]

Zane arrived last, hoodie stuffed with printouts—screenshots of the push-alert code, hexadecimal strings bleeding off the page.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Push didn’t come from a server.
––––––––
[image: ]

Came from MAC address 00:00:00:00:00:48.
––––––––
[image: ]

That’s impossible—unless the network itself is the device.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Lila climbed over the counter, camera already recording inside her copper-mesh pouch.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Ghost server.
––––––––
[image: ]

Building’s Wi-Fi is alive without electricity.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Dean shuddered.
––––––––
[image: ]

“I walked past the gates—router LEDs flashing, but the place is boarded.
––––––––
[image: ]

Cables hanging like veins.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Maya spread screenshots on a dryer lid.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Look at the payload string—it repeats every 55 characters.
––––––––
[image: ]

Same interval as the bell.
––––––––
[image: ]

It’s rebuilding the harvest timer in Wi-Fi packets.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Talia flicked her knife shut.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Then we crash the network before 08:15.
––––––––
[image: ]

Cut the vein, kill the pulse.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Zane pointed to the screenshots.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Need to reach the main distribution frame in the IT closet.
––––––––
[image: ]

If we spoof a de-auth flood, the mesh dies for good.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Jax exhaled.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Building’s sealed.
––––––––
[image: ]

Ministry padlocks on every door.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Maya smiled, the coder’s eyes gleaming.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Sealed to people, not to packets.
––––––––
[image: ]

We’ll walk the signal in through the front gate—like a Trojan horse made of silence.”
––––––––
[image: ]

She lifted one of the Faraday bags and peeled a corner—the signal leaked like radiation.
––––––––
[image: ]

“We ride the ghost inside, then choke it.”
––––––––
[image: ]

08:10.
––––––––
[image: ]

Five minutes to the assignment deadline.
––––––––
[image: ]

They pocketed copper-mesh pouches, grabbed tools, and rolled into the dawn—six kids riding a phantom homework they intended to delete before the teacher marked it.
––––––––
[image: ]

Behind them, the laundrette sign flickered 08:11, counting down to a bell that still wasn’t there—
––––––––
[image: ]

but the Wi-Fi was already humming.
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CHAPTER 3
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Mirror Camera Roll
––––––––
[image: ]

The town was still yawning itself awake when they pushed through the school-delivery gate—or what was left of it. The Ministry’s padlock hung severed, chain trailing across gravel like a dead snake. Someone else had already forced entry; someone adult, judging by the boot prints that overlapped their own trainer tracks in perfect, careless symmetry. Jax felt the first needle of unease. Adults only broke in when there was profit or panic on the table—and Saint Catherine’s had already been stripped of both.
––––––––
[image: ]

Beyond the fence the building waited, scaffolded and sheeted in white weatherproof tarp. From a distance it looked clinical—a patient wrapped after surgery. Up close the illusion failed. The sheeting billowed and sagged as though lungs inside still tried to breathe. Every gap between canvas and brick exhaled a smell of scorched plastic and pool chlorine—the after-tang of their last visit. Jax’s empty spray can rattled in his pocket, a ghost of chrome that suddenly felt too light to protect anyone.
––––––––
[image: ]

Dean palmed the bolt cutters like a crucifix. “Distribution frames are in the east IT closet,” he muttered, voice barely steam in the cold. “Fifty meters, two locked doors, one corridor that likes to loop.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Talia flicked her knife open and closed, a metronome of nerves. “We cut what moves; we cut what doesn’t.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Maya shrugged a backpack higher between her shoulder blades. Inside: a Raspberry Pi running custom firmware nicknamed GHOST-BUSTER, a roll of
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