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Inside the Crystal Cove Sheriff's Department, Sheriff Rex staggers through the station soaked in blood and bodily fluids, boots slipping across tile. 
The overhead lights flicker and blackout. 
The front doors explode inward. Glass twists through the air as angry red electricity tears across the room, searching.
A boy steps inside. Robert Stokes. Ten years old. Black suit. Dead!
Static lifts his hair into a halo. Pink light burns behind his eyes. Red current crawls down his arms, snapping from twitching fingertips.
Sheriff Rex fires. The bullets punch through Robert’s chest. The wounds seal instantly, not healing. Erasing.
Robert keeps coming.
“Jesus Christ!”
Rex charges, swinging a shovel. Crack! Steel smashes across Robert’s shoulder, launching him into a desk. Sheriff Rex drives the blade into Robert’s ribs.
“Stay down!”
Robert surges forward. Kaboom! The room goes red.

      ***

Days Before The Madness 


Fog drags itself off the black lake, slipping between the pines. The air tastes wrong. Metallic. The dock shifts with a long, tired groan. A rowboat moves in the mist. No splash, just the slow, deliberate pull of oars. The hull meets the pier with a soft, rotten sigh. The figure rises. Hood up. Head slightly tilted. Not searching, listening.
He steps onto the dock. The wood creaks under him, louder now. Strained. As if it knows. He pushes back the hood. Silas appears. A long hunter’s braid hangs down his back. His eyes glow faint green. He’s beautiful enough to fracture something inside you. A thin thread of blue electricity crawls across his fingertips, alive and hungry. It tastes the want in the air and chooses a target before he does.

      ***Silas drifts past glass and cedar homes posed like trophies. Silent EVs line the driveways. Watching. Dawn leaks through the trees, finding a mailbox shaped like a chemistry flask etched in silver: The Sterlings. 
Inside, an abstract canvas dominates the room, wild animals frozen mid-frenzy in violent strokes of fur and claws. Family photos scatter down the hallway. 
Jessica in Rome, her helmet crooked on a Vespa, laughing straight into the camera like she's flirting with the world. Darren gripping eighteen-year-old Bowie on a dusty African trail. Dirt-streaked and sunburned, both grinning like bandits.
Down the hallway, Bowie’s kingdom spills color onto the walls.
Worn medical textbooks lie open like old battle plans. Polaroids are stuck everywhere. Friends in fake mustaches, bonfire kisses, midnight rides on her electric bike. 
A Harvard banner flutters above her bed like a victory flag she’s already claimed.
Steam coils around Bowie in the shower, her skin flushed rose beneath the scalding spray. She works soap into her collarbone, fingertips drifting over faint, pale surgical scars.
Flashes: Surgical, fast, merciless.
Young Bowie lies strapped to cold steel, eyes wide, breath shallow. Electrodes bite her scalp. An IV drips clear fluid. Monitors flash vital signs. A gloved hand steadies her neck. The scalpel gleams, slicing between the atlas and axis. A sharp scream snaps her back to the moment.
She slips out of the shower drying herself with a towel.
She shimmies into her cheer skirt, slides on Nike high-tops and ties her hair in two messy knots.
Her phone buzzes. Texts:
Akeno: Yo, where r u? First day! Come on, dude.
Bowie: 15 minutes, bitch. We rule this year!
Another buzz: Josh. A photo: abs flexed, six-pack sharp, two fingers in a peace sign just above the waistband. 
Bowie: As if. Done with U.
A battered leather jacket slides over her shoulders, defiance, protection, armor.
In the master bedroom, sunlight drips through sheer curtains soft, golden, catching on half-tangled sheets.
Jessica and Darren are wrapped around each other under the covers, legs tangled, lips pressed together, the kind of kiss that still aches after eighteen years of marriage. 
They break apart, giggling, breathless. They come back together, deeper, needier.
He slides his hand under her shirt. Her body arches into his palm like she’s starving for it. She laughs against his mouth, biting his lower lip.
Bowie opens the door, rolling her eyes.
“Headed to school. Don’t wait up, brats,” Bowie says, flicking the door closed.
Jessica bursts into a giggle. Darren drops his forehead to her chest, laughing like they’re kids again.
“Love you, baby!” Jessica shouts through the door.
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Bowie rockets out the garage on her E-Ride Pro motorcycle, tearing down the street. Tires hiss across wet asphalt as she slings the bike around the corner. 
Silas waits at the edge of the trees. Bowie’s head snaps toward him. A grin ghosts across his lips. Her pulse detonates. The back wheel skips. She muscles it steady and blasts past, but something in her stays behind as she drops toward Main Street.
Main Street feels engineered to calm people down. White storefronts glow beneath soft amber lighting. Cedar facades. Hanging plants. Open-air cafés spill quiet conversations into the air. Everything curves gently. No harsh corners. No visible wires. Even the silence feels designed.

      ***
Bowie cuts through a swarm of feral students, phones up, vape smoke thick in the Crystal Cove High School parking lot.
Jocks spill out of EVs. Artsy kids slump on curbs, scribbling lyrics on their shoes. 
Students brush past David Stokes, a pudgy teen with a tight crew cut and predator eyes. In the blur of bodies, his hands dance. Quick flicks, hidden slips. A Ziploc bag grins with a Joker’s smile. Molly, weed, whatever you crave. A folded bill vanishes in return. 
Bowie swings off her bike and locks it to the rack. 
Two queens strut up. Akeno, all neon braids and don’t-fuck-with-me eyeliner.
Faye, bubblegum pigtails, and boots made for stomping hearts. 
“Senior year, bitches!” Akeno high fives.
They collide in a hug, phones already out. Click. Click. Post. A flurry of likes in seconds.
A pack of letterman-jacket jocks drift by. Josh gives Bowie a chin-lift. She doesn’t blink.
“Brutal,” Faye says.
“Let’s make this shit hole wish it never met us,” Akeno says.  
They link arms and shove through the front doors of the school. 
The hallway erupts around them. Lockers slamming, shrieks ricocheting, perfume hanging in the air.
They pass the trophy case. Bowie is everywhere. Her face glints back from the glass, mid-lift, perfect smile, frozen in gold.
Bowie spots Silas at the end of the hall. Hood down. Backpack loose. 
“Is he new new? Or transfer with a sealed file new?” Akeno whispers.
“He’s hot enough to wreck your GPA over,” Faye snorts.
Bowie and Silas lock eyes across the noise.
The bell detonates. Students surge toward classrooms, lockers slamming, sneakers hammering the floor.

      ***
Hidden in the pines, Archetype Capital waits. Circular. Seamless. Carbon fiber under shadowed curves. Dark glass wraps it like a visor. Drones drift through the trees.
Inside, the atrium rises six stories. Light filters through smart glass, controlled down to the degree. Workstations arc in white carbon pods. Interfaces glow. Data hangs in the air with gene maps and anatomical models. 
Darren’s domain hums with holograms. A synthetic heart pulses. DNA unravels. A rogue algorithm flickers at the edge of control. Numbers stream beside global routes, China, Ukraine and Mexico. Red lines cut across the map, profit, leverage, consequence.
He stands at the center, sleeves rolled, hand moving through data like a conductor of ghosts.
Audrey Naples enters and takes the chair across from him. 
Her gaze skims the floating organs, then settles on Darren. 
Darren swipes the air. The room goes still. 
“Bowie’s headed for Harvard, isn’t she?” Audrey asks.
“She thinks she is. I’d prefer Stanford. My old stomping grounds,” Darren smiles thinly.
“The Ivys are rotting, Darren. Stuck in outdated doctrine, tenured fossils clinging to ideas they didn’t even invent. Bowie’s brilliant too sharp to waste her time there. She should spend a summer with me, learn to build the future, not bow to the past.”
Audrey circles behind him like a predator with one hand sliding to his shoulder. Gentle at first, but the weight pins him to the chair.
“Have Bowie stop by my office this week.”
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Silas stands at his locker, fingers working the combination. 
Across the hall, Bowie sees him.
“Don’t do it,” her brain hisses. “Focus. Harvard. No time for pretty things.”
From the upper level, Jessica lurks like a voyeur, surveilling her daughter.
Bowie stops just behind Silas, watching him fumble with the lock. She slams her shoulder into his arm, knuckles rapping the locker door.
The lock pops. A grin flickers across her lips. Gotcha.
Silas leans close. She feels the hiss of his breath, clean, sterile, metallic, with a faint tang of lake air. He sniffs her neck.
“La Mer body cream, vanilla with a trace of jasmine. You favor your left wrist for the last dab.”
Bowie stiffens, caught, exposed. His eyes flick to the tiny pulse in her neck, counting her heartbeats.
Upstairs, Jessica presses back against the wall, pulse hammering.
That boy… or thing… over my daughter. You wish he looked at you like that. Heat rises, sharp, humiliating. Jessica Sterling: Mother. Wife. Educator. She straightens her coat, checks her watch and walks down the stairs. 

      ***Inside the high school biology lab, there are rows of battered black tables with microscopes gleaming and flasks half-filled with suspicious-looking liquids. Jessica slips on a white lab coat smudged with graphite and scribbles Advanced Biology across the chalkboard with two lines under it for punctuation. 
She spins around, eyes sweeping the room. A few students try to hide phones under desks. 
“Phones off and out of sight. You can call me Mrs. Sterling or Doctor Sterling.” 
There’s a flurry of rustling zippers and guilty glances. 
“Notepads open. Pencils ready. If you’re hoping to coast through, you’ve got the wrong classroom. This is Advanced Bio. We will break down every system, every organ, every line of code that makes your meat suit work. We will dissect real animals. If that makes you squeamish, the door is right behind you.”
A few kids shift in their seats. 
The door creaks open. Silas slips in, owning the air. He glides past rows of slack-jawed students.
Whispers ripple behind him.
“Who the hell’s that?”
“Dude looks like a model, yummy.”
“Freak. Total creepo,” David mutters.
Silas stops inches from Jessica and hands her the hall pass. Their fingers brush, deliberately. Sexual heat surges through Jessica, pulse skipping.
“Forgive my tardiness, Doctor Sterling. The counseling office took longer than expected.”
The students mutter.
“For real?”
“Suck-up.” 
“Fucking cult leader,” David mutters. 
Jessica snaps out of it.
“Take a seat. Next time, be on time.”
Silas dips his head, polite and slides into an empty chair. The entire class watches him like a loaded gun.
Jessica weaves between the rows like a surgeon on a warpath, setting down sealed tubs each holding a limp, furred rabbit specimen.
“Gloves on. Goggles tight. Lay your scalpels and forceps out on the blue sterile sheet. Respect them. They’re sharper than your wit,” Jessica commands.  
Some kids crack the lids. The faint, cold smell of preserved flesh hits. A few gag, others giggle, snapping pics when they think she’s not watching.
David’s phone buzzes.
Jessica spins around to him.
“Put the phone away or I’ll dissect you next.”
David fumbles, red-faced.
“Check your scopes. Plug them in. Adjust the light. You want to see the DNA that kept these rabbits alive long enough to multiply before they landed on your trays.”
Nervous laughs. David mimes humping. The class howls.
“Procreate, David. The word is procreate,” Jessica says.
 “Every cell you cut into today holds a map. A genetic code that made fur grow and lungs expand. It’s the same code that sits inside you right now dividing, replicating, sometimes slipping. One wrong copy, one tiny mutation, that’s all it takes for cancer to grow, for your own cells to turn against you.”  
Jessica’s eyes lock on Silas. He gives her a sexual wink. 
“Place your specimen belly-up in the tray. Secure the limbs with the pins provided. Tension matters. You want a flat surface. Hold your scalpel like a pencil, gentle but decisive. Start with a shallow incision along the midline from the sternum to the pelvis. Don’t saw. Let the blade glide. You’re separating layers, not hacking them.”
David fumbles with the microscope’s cord, one hand still gripping his scalpel, trying to plug it in while half-listening to Jessica’s lecture.
A snap and a flash. The scalpel slips and slices clean through the live

      ***






