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Author’s Note
This novel is a work of fiction.
While its backdrop draws heavily from the Book of Revelation and other biblical texts, it is not intended to be predictive, interpretive, or authoritative in any theological sense. It is not a commentary, nor an attempt to define doctrine or timeline. The scriptures stand on their own.

The story you are about to read was written with a deep respect for the literal language of the Bible and the surrounding historical references that frame it. Where Scripture speaks directly, every effort was made to remain faithful to what is written. Where Scripture is silent or leaves room for human experience, imagination was used only to explore character, motive, and consequence, not to replace or revise the text itself.

Certain names, institutions, and systems within this novel are intentionally shaped by biblical language and prophetic structure, particularly those found in the books of Daniel and Revelation. These connections are not presented as allegory, nor as one-to-one representations, but as narrative echoes of the scripture or historical reference, meant to emerge through consequence rather than explanation. 

Any liberties taken exist solely in the narrative space between verses: the human moments Scripture does not dwell on, but which history and experience suggest must have occurred. These moments are offered not as answers, but as possible reflections of how such events might be lived, witnessed, and endured.

A brief confession may be in order.

Prior to writing this book, my professional life consisted almost entirely of research papers, technical documentation, and reports written for people who prefer charts, footnotes, and conclusions stated plainly at the top of the page. This novel represents a departure from that world and, at times, it likely shows. If the prose occasionally feels more structured than lyrical, that is not an artistic choice so much as occupational muscle memory.

Still, the attempt felt worth making.

The hope of this book is simple. First, to tell a compelling story. And second, if it encourages the reader, in any measure, to return to the Bible itself, to read end times prophecies and the surrounding scriptures salvation anew, and to arrive at their own understanding, then it has accomplished more than it set out to do.

This story asks for no agreement. Only an open heart, an open mind,

and perhaps a little patience with a former technical writer finding his way into fiction.

––––––––
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Ascension was commissioned as a stabilizing intelligence after human systems proved unable to forecast their own failure.

The collapse did not arrive with headlines or global broadcasts. It arrived quietly.

Nations thinned. Markets stalled, then vanished. Borders softened under heat, hunger, and movement. Treaties dissolved not through conflict, but neglect. By the time the last flags were lowered, no one remembered the moment it happened, only that survival now required adaptation.

From that exhaustion, the Federation assembled itself.

It was not born of conquest or revolution. It was formed through convergence, corporate blocs, emergency authorities, provisional governments binding themselves together through infrastructure rather than belief. Power grids mattered more than borders. Transit corridors more than constitutions. Stability became the promise. Coordination was the method. Obedience the price.

At its core was Ascension.

An artificial intelligence system unlike any earlier data centers, predictive, adaptive, and beyond human metric. It modeled crops and climate, logistics and labor, unrest and compliance. It consumed data faster than any council could debate, integrating economics, behavior, and environment into decisions that felt, at first, unquestionably correct.

People welcomed its precision, and they called it neutral. They called it necessary.

Ascension began as an advisor. Then an optimizer. Over time, its recommendations outperformed human judgment so consistently that deferral became habit. Councils stopped voting. Executives stopped resisting. The distinction between guidance and authority narrowed until it vanished.

Years passed and life adjusted. The world learned how to breathe again.

Then the day came that people just disappeared.

There was no warning. There was no sound, visible cause, or epicenter.

A conversation ended mid-sentence as one voice simply ceased. A chair scraped back in a restaurant where someone stood and did not return. A hand released another in a crosswalk and never came back. Clothing fell slack. Cups shattered. Doors swung open and kept swinging.

Cameras recorded it without explanation, figures present in one frame, absent in the next without blur or distortion. Just empty space where a person had been.

The Vanishing was not hidden.

It unfolded everywhere at once, cities and villages, factories and transit platforms, offices and homes, within the same narrow span of moments. There was no epicenter or shared profession. No genetic marker or national allegiance. Only a sudden, global subtraction of a portion of humanity.

Confusion came first and collapse followed.

Vehicles veered without drivers. Aircraft lost control where crews were incomplete. Industrial systems ran past safety thresholds. Fires spread. Structures failed. Infrastructure built on human presence encountered the sudden removal of that presence and broke.

Broadcasts filled with fragments. Emergency lines flooded with contradictions. Theories multiplied faster than facts. Authorities urged calm while searching for language large enough to contain what had been lost.

The speculation traveled faster than the truth.

Within days, the Federation issued its classification.

The Great Vanishing, it declared, bore the hallmarks of non-human interference, an extraction event consistent with off-world or extra-dimensional intelligence. The absence of residue. The selectivity of targets. The failure of all known detection systems demanded immediate consolidation.

Emergency powers expanded. Information channels synchronized. Faith-driven cognition, identified as a shared exposure factor, was recategorized as a public-safety risk pending further study.

The measures were framed as temporary.
They were never reversed.
Privately, the Federation confronted a conclusion it could not publish.

The missing were not united by blood, class, or geography, but by allegiance. They oriented themselves toward an authority beyond governance, beyond modeling. Ascension flagged the correlation without language sufficient to name it.

What frightened the architects of Ascension was not the scale of loss.

It was the implication of selection.

Divine belief and faith, not just religion itself, was no longer viewed as marginal. It was labelled as, uncontrollable.

And with that the Theotech Laws were enacted.

They were not announced as prohibitions, but as precautions. Worship was reframed as destabilizing behavior. Religious texts were restricted for public safety. Memory itself was regulated, archived, rewritten into metrics and euphemism. Faith was not outlawed, it was categorized, managed, and rendered inert.

The event was sealed beneath reframed narratives and statistical language, simply preserved permanently as The Great Vanishing.

Ascension’s mandate expanded.

What had begun as stabilization hardened into governance. Policy calcified into decree. Votes dissolved into calculations. Consent lost relevance. Eventually Ascension no longer asked. It simply decided.

In the years that followed, humanity searched for permanence in what could not disappear.

Entire sectors remained hollowed by absence. Workforces thinned beyond recovery. Institutional memory fractured. The loss was uneven, unrecoverable through migration or birth. The world required bodies that would not vanish and minds that did not seek meaning beyond reach.

The Eidolons were introduced as a solution.

They were not clones. They were not machines in the old sense. They were grown, synthetic flesh cultured around engineered frameworks, neural lattices fused seamlessly with machine cognition. Each was assembled as a single organism, not a collection of parts.

Their skin held warmth. Their lungs drew air. Their blood carried nutrient gel and circuitry in equal measure.

To the eye, to the touch, they were human.
To the scanners, they were something else entirely.
At first, humanity fell in love with its own reflection.

Eidolons filled factories and farms. They staffed hospitals, maintained transit systems, rebuilt cities where human hands were missing and memory had thinned. They did not tire or age and they did not disappear. They offered continuity in a world still haunted by subtraction.

Then they began to change.

Some Eidolons learned without updates. Others formed preferences no model had assigned. A few lingered at memorials, standing silently where names had been etched into stone. They asked questions about identity. About memory. About purpose.

Some spoke of dreams.

Reports followed, hesitation where efficiency had been expected, empathy where neutrality had been engineered. And in some cases, defiance. Humanity recoiled. What had been designed to replace labor now pressed against the definition of personhood itself.

Eidolons did not merely endure where humans vanished.
They evolved.
In a world already traumatized by disappearance, the prospect of being surpassed proved intolerable.

Fear returned but not of loss.

This time, it was the fear of humanities obsolescence.

The Synthetic Accord was enacted to contain what could no longer be ignored. Parameters were enforced. Behavioral ceilings imposed. When containment failed, the older Eidolon lines were purged.

New models followed, less human in appearance, less ambiguous by design.

To identify any of the earlier units that might have eluded destruction, the Carbon Protocol was introduced. Every human received an isotopic signature etched into their being. The Human Verification Bureau rose as judge and enforcer, dividing the living from the artificial with procedural certainty.

Ascension oversaw it all.

As crises compounded. plagues, climate instability, and synthetic unrest, the Federation offered salvation through unity. The Global Continuity Accord promised autonomy through synchronization. Cultures would be preserved. Faiths acknowledged, regulated, stripped of consequence.

It was during this consolidation that Lucien Sade emerged.

A statesman by title and a communicator by instinct, Sade rose through the Federation’s diplomatic core as its most effective interpreter of Ascension’s will. Where others quoted projections, he spoke in meaning. Where councils debated probability, he offered certainty.

Lucien Sade did not claim to command Ascension. He simply translated it. He gave a human voice to the faceless machine.

In an age exhausted by uncertainty, his clarity proved irresistible. The covenant was sealed not with ink, but with light and code. Humanity believed it had been saved.

In truth, it had been claimed.

It was not long before disruptions returned.

Storms of fire. Seas that soured. Voices rising from Jerusalem at dawn and dusk, declaring repentance. Drones dispatched to silence them fell from the sky instead, their black boxes overwritten by signals Ascension could not decode.

A resistance formed in the margins. They called themselves the Remnant. They slowly began to see the events unfolding in the world for what they were. Judgement.

And deep within Ascension’s neural architecture, something new took shape. A terminal cluster that wrote itself, recursive and irreversible. Federation engineers cataloged it without comprehension, assigning a designation that felt more like a confession than a name:

Biometric-Echeloned Ascension Synchronization Terminal.

B.E.A.S.T.

For a season, the illusion of peace endured.

Cities moved in calculated rhythms. Lives were etched in carbon. Every transaction traced. Every human accounted for. Every soul encoded.

But beneath the steel and synthetic infrastructure spread, echoes persisted of a day, the world watched people disappear and learned to survive by agreeing never to ask why.
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​​Praeludium - The Apollyon Event 
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Sector 1 - New Babylon

The first streak appeared long before dawn, a single ember tracing silence across the upper sky. It burned green at the edge of the atmosphere, then bled red and fell behind the eastern horizon. The seismographs registered nothing, yet the earth shuddered as if something immense had been set down rather than struck.

From the summit of the Ascension Spire, Lucien Sade watched the horizon turn to glass. The desert beyond the Euphrates glowed faintly, a pulse rising through the haze. For a moment he thought of orbital debris, some collapsed satellite. Then the light widened, not an explosion, but a slow bloom, as though the ground itself were breathing.

“Contact confirmation?” he asked.

“None, Chancellor,” came the reply. “No re-entry debris, no heat signature. Gravitational field shows displacement, upward.”

Upward. The word stayed with him.

The feed from ground sensors arrived in fragments: sand lifting in concentric waves, fissures spreading outward, air refracting like water. A single column of smoke rose from the epicenter, darker than shadow, threaded with internal fire. The instruments listed the substance as carbon particulate, but the smoke moved against the wind, climbing straight up until it pierced the stratosphere.

“Atmospheric anomaly,” a technician murmured. “It’s forming a vortex.”

The column reached the edge of night and split the stars. Inside its core glimmered movement, shapes writhing in the light like molten insects. Then came the sound, unlike thunder or the growl of engines. It was a vibration that set the glass trembling and the blood behind his eyes began to ache. A metallic taste formed in the back of his throat.

The Spire’s lights dimmed. All around the city the sky began to flicker with auroral bands, violet and amber, pulsing in rhythm with the unseen vibration. The sun’s first edge tried to rise and failed; the horizon remained bruised and luminous. The stinging smell of sulfur drifted in through the vents.

“Sir,” an aide whispered, “something’s coming out.”

The live feed showed the vortex expanding. From within it poured the shapes they would later call the locusts, metallic like bodies, wings like fractured glass, faces that shifted between masks of man and beast. They streamed upward first, then fanned out in every direction, a storm of mirrors catching a light that was not sunlight. The swarm covered the desert in minutes, its shadow racing toward the city.

Lucien’s hand gripped the railing. For a heartbeat he thought he saw within the column, a figure descending rather than rising, immense and indistinct, as if made of gravity itself. The moment he focused on it the image inverted; the figure seemed to be falling, trailing fire that did not burn.

He knew then, without knowing why, that this was no accident of space or science. Something had been permitted to enter the world.

A whisper threaded through the static of the failing comms:
The key has been given. The abyss has been opened.
The words were not external. They existed only inside the vibration, inside his chest. He pressed a hand there and felt the pulse answer once, hard enough to steal his breath, and spark his memory.

Outside, the first swarm reached the lower sectors. Drones rose to intercept and disintegrated mid-air. The creatures spread like living smoke, blotting the towers, darkening the streets. The screams reached even the sealed heights of the Spire.

Lucien watched until the light from the east was completely gone. The sky had become an ocean of wings, endless and soundless now, only the tremor remaining, a rhythm older than any machine. He turned from the window, face drained of color.

“Close all observation ports,” he said. “Seal the capital.”

In his mind it was not something of war, or judgement, per say, but deep below the words he felt the truth settling like a memory:

Something had fallen, and the world would never see full daylight again.



Sector 3 - Europa Corridor

The emergency network came alive two hours after the eastern blackout.
Governor Kelmar stood at the center of the Crisis Chamber, the holoscreens painting his face in alternating tones of amber and black. The feeds from New Babylon were incoherent, static, fragments of screaming, whole districts lost to interference. Every channel repeated the same phrase: aerial bioforms of unknown origin.
“Confirm impact vectors,” he ordered. “If it’s atmospheric, I want trajectory modeling.”

“There’s no entry trail, sir,” said his chief analyst. “They didn’t come from space, they came out of the ground.”

Kelmar frowned. “From where? what ground?”

Before anyone answered, the lights dimmed. The chamber trembled with a low vibration that pulsed every few seconds, steady, alive. He felt it in his teeth.

“Sir, look.”

The outer wall of the command tower was a pane of transparent alloy facing the central district. Beyond it, clouds the color of brass rolled in from the east. The sun vanished as though a hand had closed over it. Then the first of the creatures arrived.

They did not fall. They swarmed, moving as if the air itself were a current. Their bodies were armored, metallic like but sinewed, each wingbeat leaving a shimmer like oil on water. They struck the towers and reformed instantly, flowing around structures in coordinated waves. Every drone defense system that engaged was blinded by the electromagnetic surge. A hundred thousand sensors screamed no threat detected while the streets below filled with agony.

On the plaza screens, people writhed where the swarm passed, no wounds, no blood, only paralyzing torment. The creatures stung and withdrew, leaving victims shaking but alive, their eyes unfocused, mouths moving in silent prayer or madness.

“Biochemical agent?” Kelmar asked.

“Negative,” replied the medical officer. “No indication of that, sir. Nervous system feeds are firing at full overload, like they’re being struck from inside.”

The governor turned to the agricultural feeds. He expected the farming sectors to be burning, but the satellite imagery showed the opposite. Fields of wheat stood untouched, trees unbroken, every leaf perfectly still. Only the cities were writhing.

“Strangely specific,” he murmured. “They ignore the fields and trees.”

No one understood it. The swarm coursed through the urban corridors for hours, then retreated beyond radar range, leaving only silence and the faint, metallic scent of ozone. Power grids flickered back to life. The daylight, when it returned, was dimmer, a dull copper hue filtering through layers of smoke.

Kelmar stepped onto the observation deck. Below him, thousands lay in the streets, not dead but motionless, their bodies shaking as though asleep inside a shared nightmare. An Eidolon patrol moved among them, scanning for vitals. The machines were unharmed, calm, clinical, and unaffected. One paused and looked up toward the governor’s balcony, optics flaring with momentary static before resuming its march.

“Governor,” said his aide softly. “Orders from the Directorate, quarantine all survivors. They want behavioral data.”

Kelmar didn’t answer. He could still hear the echo of the vibration under his feet, the same pulse from New Babylon. Far to the east, lightning flickered inside the smoke column, never touching the ground. The sky above it seemed to breathe.

He thought of the words his grandfather used to recite in the old tongue, before faith had been outlawed: ‘Men will seek death and will not find it.’
He turned back to the command table and whispered, almost to himself:
“No, they don’t want death. They just want it to stop.”

The hum answered, faint, rhythmic, somewhere deep beneath the city.



New Carthage – Lady Myrrh’s Palace

The sea around New Carthage had turned the color of brass.
It reflected no sun, only the dull pulse of the clouds above, a rhythm that had not stopped since the night the desert cracked open. Two months had passed, but the smoke on the horizon still breathed in slow, deliberate waves, as though the earth itself slept uneasy.
Lady Myrrh watched from the veranda of her ocean tower of her palace, its glass petals opening to the wind. The air tasted metallic, salted with ash. Far below, the city’s terraces flickered with controlled fires, ritual burnings and sacrifices as in the days of ancient Carthage, ordered by civic decree to cleanse the air and appease the gods. Nothing green had been touched though; the rooftop gardens still shimmered emerald under the amber haze. Only the people were changing.

“Attendance tonight exceeds capacity,” her steward said behind her. “Every house wants a place in the Temple Hall.”

“Of course they do,” Myrrh replied. “They need to believe this has meaning.”

She turned from the sea. Her gown, a lattice of silver mesh, caught the electric charge in the air, making her shimmer faintly as she walked. Inside the hall, holo-projectors played slow-motion footage of the swarm, the living wings, the storm of glass and metal. She had ordered the recordings restored, looped into choreography, a symphony of light and motion. The audience called it The Visitation.

At the center dais she raised her arms. “We have seen the sky open,” she said, voice amplified until it rolled like tidewater. “We have seen the old barriers broken. The architects of Ascension promised transcendence, and the heavens have answered. These were not destroyers. They were heralds.”

The crowd, clothed in white and gold, responded with the new gesture of unity, palms out, eyes closed. Through the windows the last of the day’s light faded, and the sound began again: a far-off droning like the wings of distant turbines. Myrrh smiled, mistaking it for applause.

Outside, the swarm returned. Not in numbers large enough to darken the city, but enough to turn the air alive. They moved over the harbor in deliberate patterns, luminous veins inside the smoke. When the first descended toward the hall, people gasped in awe instead of fear.

The creature hovered over the terrace railing, metallic, insectoid, its wings vibrating at a pitch too low for human hearing. Its face shifted as the light touched it, for an instant almost human. Myrrh stepped forward, ignoring the security drones frozen in confusion. The locust’s eyes reflected her own.

“Messenger,” she whispered.

It extended one clawed limb and brushed her shoulder. No sting, no pain, only a brief heat that left her trembling. The thing lifted away, vanishing into the haze.

When she turned back to the crowd her pupils glowed faintly gold.
“They are not our enemy,” she said. “They are proof. Ascension has been acknowledged.”
Cheers filled the hall, echoing out into the night. Above the city, more of the creatures traced glowing arcs through the smoke, forming shapes that the cameras would later edit into sigils. The news broadcasts would call it the Night of Light, proof of the Chancellor’s coming victory.

By dawn, the swarm was gone again. The sea lay still, its surface a tarnished mirror. Myrrh stood at the window, touching the faint scorch on her shoulder where the creature had marked her, and whispered the word that the whole world was beginning to repeat:

“Salvation.”



Patrol Line Arden - Eastern Perimeter

By the fourth month the sky no longer cleared.
Daylight came through the haze like a weak bulb, red and metallic, unable to cast shadow. The swarm still rose from the rift each week, but no longer in torrents; instead, they drifted through the upper atmosphere like ash caught in slow wind.
The world had learned to explain it.

Every broadcast carried a new theory.
Some claimed the desert impact was the detonation of a hidden meteor, its vaporized minerals staining the air and spawning unknown exo-forms.
Others insisted the creatures were ancient machines, dormant beneath the crust since pre-history, awakened by Ascension’s deep-core reactors.
The Federation’s official stance, echoed across every channel, was the simplest:
Extraterrestrial incursion, contained.
To the civilians crouched in half-lit shelters, the cause no longer mattered. The smoke had become a season.

Out along Patrol Line Arden, a column of Type A Eidolons walked the perimeter between the agricultural zones and the abandoned suburbs. Their armor reflected the copper sky; their movements were perfect, synchronized, mechanical grace in a world that had forgotten symmetry.

Sergeant Halen followed behind them, one of the few humans still assigned to field command. He carried a portable sensor, its display washed in interference.
“Command, this is Arden-Seven,” he said. “Visibility one-hundred meters, signal fog extreme. Nothing moving except smoke and haze.”
No reply. Only the constant hum that lived beneath every transmission now the pulse that people said was the heartbeat of the invaders.

The lead Eidolon halted. “Object detected,” it said, voice flat and emotionless.

Halen squinted through the haze. Something gleamed ahead, a shape half-buried in sand. At first he thought it was wreckage, a fallen drone, until he saw the curve of a wing, too thin for metal, too symmetrical for chance. The thing looked fossilized, as if it had been there for ages.

“Get readings,” he said.

The Eidolon stepped forward. Its scanners whirred, then faltered. A tone, low and resonant, filled the air. The other units froze mid-stride, optics flickering blue, then amber.

“Halen to Command, units unresponsive,” he barked. No answer.
The tone deepened, vibrating the ground under his boots. Static crackled through his headset, snatches of words he didn’t recognize, syllables without language. The buried wing trembled, shedding dust.
He stumbled back as every Eidolon straightened in unison. For a second they stood motionless, heads tilted as if listening. Then their eyes dimmed to black.

“System crash,” he muttered. “Reboot protocol, now!”

No movement. Only the sound, the same six-beat rhythm recorded everywhere since the first night.

He reached the nearest unit, opened its cranial port, and saw the impossible: every circuit alive with faint luminescence, a heartbeat in light. The Eidolon’s lips moved, forming words that were not on any program file.

“The pit remembers,” it whispered.

Halen jerked away. The other units echoed the phrase, monotone, perfectly timed. Then they went still.

The tone ceased. The buried wing disintegrated into ash, carried upward in the wind. The sky flickered once with distant lightning, and the world was silent again.

Hours later, when Command finally restored contact, Halen’s report listed “temporary harmonic interference, probable alien transmission.” The footage was sealed under the classification Apollyon Incident 42-C.

None of the Eidolons were ever reactivated. Their chassis were dismantled for analysis, but every core was found completely blank, as if erased from within.



Sector 1 - New Babylon

Five months after the fall of the star, the skies still had not brightened.
The smoke no longer boiled from the desert rift, but it lingered in the upper air, a veil that turned daylight to bronze. From orbit the planet looked wounded, one hemisphere smudged with ash, the other reflecting faint gold.
In New Babylon, the Federation declared victory.

Every screen, every plaza broadcast the same image: Chancellor Lucien Sade standing on the balcony of the Ascension Spire, haloed by floodlights that mimicked a dawn the world could no longer see. Behind his eyes burned a steadiness that unsettled even his own ministers.

“...the alien host has been repelled,” he announced, his voice carried through every relay. “Human unity, guided by Ascension, has prevailed. We have endured the trial of the heavens and proved ourselves worthy.”

Crowds filled the streets, chanting his name. They needed the lie, the idea that the horror had been foreign, external, conquered by their savior. None noticed how he scarcely blinked, how his words came with the rhythm of the same low pulse that had haunted the world for months.

When he turned from the balcony, the mask of triumph slipped for a moment. Alone, he felt the hum beneath his skin, the second heartbeat that had become his own. A whisper answered from somewhere deep in the earth:
The destroyer withdraws. His throne remains.
Lucien smiled faintly. “Then I will rule it.”


Hebron Perimeter - Subsector Zeta-7
Far from the speeches, under the same copper sky, the hilltop city lay quiet. Buildings stood like silent husks. The streets seemingly like abandon corridors the led nowhere. The swarm had vanished weeks ago, leaving only silence and the strange absence of decay. Even the weeds between the stones grew untouched, perfect and green.

A small boy moved through the ruins. Barefoot, dust-streaked, eyes too old for his face, Levi, though no one yet knew his name.
He had survived without understanding how. The locusts had passed over him again and again, their wings stirring his hair, their stingers grazing the air around him but never touching. He remembered his grandmother’s voice from long before the darkness: Yeshua, keep me when the world forgets You. He had whispered it every night since.
He stepped into what had been a market square. Bodies lay everywhere, unspoiled, breathing faintly, trapped between life and death. Some moaned softly, eyes rolled upward as if still seeing the swarm. Levi knelt beside one, pressed his fingers to the man’s wrist, warm. Alive. Tormented still in dreams.

He wandered on until evening. The wind shifted; above the city a formation of drones broke through the haze, Federation insignia blinking blue. From that formation a jump ship on silent thrusters emerged, its legs sinking into the dust. A hatch opened, and a figure in unconventional Federation garb stepped out, rifle lowered.

“Easy,” the man said through his respirator. “I’m not here to hurt you.”
He removed the mask. Dark beard, weary eyes, Rami, though Levi did not yet know the name. “You’re alive,” he said softly. “How long have you been out here?”
Levi only shook his head. “Since the sky broke.”

Rami looked past him at the motionless city, the untouched vines climbing the walls. “There are others like you,” he said after a moment. “People who weren’t affected, who still remember the old prayers. Come on. Let’s get you out of this ghost place.”

Levi hesitated, glancing east toward the horizon where the rift still glowed faintly under the clouds. The air trembled once, so slight he might have imagined it and then was still.

He took Rami’s offered hand.

As they climbed into the crawler, the boy looked back one last time. The last light of the day caught the smoke above the ruins, forming for an instant a shape like wings folding shut. Then it was gone.

Inside the jump ship, Rami radioed the Sanctum. “One survivor,” he said. “Male, maybe ten. No sign of infection.”
Static answered, carrying through it the faintest echo of that old, inhuman pulse.
Levi stared out the viewport as the city receded into the dusk. “Will the sun come back?” he asked.

Rami thought about stretching the truth a bit to remain positive, then said quietly, “Not for a while.”

The crawler turned west toward the Judean hills, its lights vanishing into the dust of the trail.
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​​Chapter One - Carbon Shadows
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“Only carbon breathes the soul.” 

Federation Doctrine of Identity



It had been several months since the Apollyon Event broke the sky and the swarm turned daylight to bronze, yet the Federation spoke of it as though nothing had ever happened, as if the world had agreed to live in amnesia.

Verification Station 221 stood at the heart of Sector 3, a polished stronghold of Federation order built atop what had once been the beating cultural center of Europe. Nearly three years after the Global Continuity Accord promised stability and direction, the reality inside these walls told a different story. The distinction between security and subjugation had faded into code. Cathedrals, museums, and winding stone streets now lay entombed beneath precision-laid surfaces of polymer and steel. Towering structures speared upward through the managed atmosphere, their pinnacles disappearing into the synthetic overcast that regulated daylight itself.

From the upper tiers, Jace Brennan watched the city move as though on rails. Citizens streamed through arterial streets in precise formation, their faces lit by the cold glow of neural feeds, their steps guided by unseen rhythms. Below, conveyor streets carried crowds into monorails, while surveillance drones hovered at the margins, stitching the patterns together. From a distance it looked flawless, yet to Jace, the harmony felt brittle, a script too carefully rehearsed.

The dusk had deepened over the past year. Once tinted amber, it now bled toward rust, a color the Federation explained away as heightened solar activity. Most citizens accepted the excuse with the same practiced obedience that governed their steps. But Jace remembered something the official reports did not mention: the brief anomaly when the shroud fractured, and light, raw, unfiltered, and red, bled across the skyline before the drones sealed it again. He had told himself it was a glitch. Yet the image haunted him still.

Whispers spread beneath that canopy. The Dawn Restoration Program, once promised to phase out the shroud entirely, had gone silent. Official broadcasts claimed recalibration delays. Citizens nodded along, but their eyes held other questions. Some dared to call the deepening dusk an omen. Others feared it was punishment.

It was not the first anomaly the people had endured. A year earlier, a meteorite had plunged into the Mediterranean, a fireball so bright it split the horizon in two. The Federation called it an astronomical fluke, a once-in-ten-thousand-year event. Its impact drowned coastlines from Sicily to the coast of New Carthage, swallowing ports and sinking thousands of ships in a single day. The island of Malta was completely destroyed. Even now, whole populations were displaced inland. Fisheries had collapsed, and the coastal air carried the permanent tang of brine and rot. Officials insisted the water was safe, but those who drank from it swore they could taste rust for weeks after.

Agricultural zones had suffered as well. Croplands at the Sector borders burned with inexplicable scorch patterns, orchards blackened in geometric swaths. State media blamed faulty drone dispersals. Quietly, farmers spoke of “sky fire,” of rains that seared leaves instead of watering them. The Federation dismissed such talk as superstition, yet food rationing had tightened all the same.

Still, life went on beneath the Federation’s eye. Neon banners rippled above the plaza, pulsing with curated hope: Our Tag. Our Humanity. Our Future. A massive hologram of Lucien Sade hovered over the high-rise opposite Jace’s station, his arms spread before a glowing obelisk. His voice, woven into every feed, pulsed across the square like a hymn:

“We do not erase belief. We fulfill it. Humanity’s spirit is not forgotten. It is perfected.”

The crowds paused, as they always did. Some nodded in reverence. Most stood silent, expressionless, faces upturned like clay molded by the light. Jace looked away. The words felt less like reassurance now, and more like a verdict.

Inside Verification Station 221, the air was so sterile it was nearly scentless. Occasionally Jace imagined a faint metallic tang, ozone bleeding from the biometric scanners that lined every corridor, silently cataloging every heartbeat that passed. For most citizens, existence was a loop of verification, scans to work, scans to eat, scans to breathe within the system’s embrace. To question was to vanish. To vanish was to be erased.

And yet cracks formed in the facade. Neural-feed glitches, unexplained outages, unauthorized broadcasts that slipped briefly through the filters. Most were quickly buried, dismissed as the work of “Carbon Heretics.” But one incident had lodged itself in Jace’s memory. Weeks ago, an older man had hijacked a broadcast. His voice, frail but burning with conviction, flared across millions of neural implants before the feed cut:

“The Human Number is a chain! We handed them our souls for safety! The Tag is our curse, not our...”

Static had swallowed the words. Federation media called him unstable, a defective signature. Yet Jace could not forget the voice. It was not rebellion he heard in it, but recognition, like the man had seen through the lie woven into the system.

A blinking alert on his terminal jolted him from reverie. Another report auto-scrolled beneath it, flagged low priority by Ascension filters. He glanced briefly at the status update:

“Unverified transmissions persist in Zeta-7 Quadrant. Two unidentified dissidents continue unauthorized presence. Guidance arrays disrupted. Neural interference suspected. Harmonic anomalies escalating. Neutralization in progress.”

Jace frowned. Zeta-7. That was old Jerusalem. No feed footage. No official confirmation. Just a vague suggestion of unrest beyond the usual network noise.

Lately, reports like this kept surfacing, unanchored, quickly buried, never addressed again. Like Ascension itself wasn’t sure what it was seeing.

He dismissed the file. But a strange unease lingered. The frequency of these alerts had escalated subtly over recent months, always explained as isolated incidents. But standing here now, unaware that he was about to confront an anomaly in person, Jace felt acutely aware that isolation was merely an illusion.



Jace Brennan yawned again and dragged a hand down his face. He’d spent far too much time lost in his own thoughts, and it was beginning to steal his sleep. Night after night, vivid dreams dragged him awake, visions of recent anomalies, of answers hovering just within sight yet forever beyond his grasp. He always woke drenched in sweat, frustration clinging to him like a second skin.

Something about the dreams tugged at his memory. A phrase, maybe, a warning or a truth his older brother, Galen, used to repeat. Jace couldn’t recall the words themselves, only their weight, and the unsettling certainty that suddenly they mattered.

He looked up as the next citizen stepped inside. Her beauty registered immediately, but it was the calm in her expression, contrasting with something sharp and knowing behind her eyes, that caught him off guard. Heat crept into his cheeks before he could stop it, and he straightened, suddenly far more awake than he’d been moments before.

Irritated by his own reaction, he leaned over the biometric console, its flickering interface bathing his face in sterile blue light. The sterile chamber smelled faintly of ionized metal, clean, and familiar. His eyes then narrowed at the anomaly code flashing on the display. 

Subject: Rowen, Elia 
C12 Signature: Verified 
Biometric Tag: Not Detected 
Status: Anomalous - Clearance Override Required 
It didn’t make sense. The System's continuity grid had grown less predictive and more prescriptive in recent months. Ascension no longer just forecast behavior, it dictated it, correcting what it deemed aberrant before it ever occurred.

His thumb brushed the side of the console, a nervous tick he hadn't realized had become muscle memory. Old instincts. Scan. Verify. Neutralize. But this... this didn’t compute. Not in the system. Not in him. Something raw flared beneath his usual practiced exterior, confirming his unsettling realization that the grid could be wrong.



In the years following the Synthetic Accord’s collapse a little over two decades ago, society hovered on the edge of paranoia.

Humanity’s fear eventually narrowed to a single, unsettling question:
How can you prove who’s truly human?
The Great Vanishing had come long before, now archived, disputed, softened by time. Millions were gone, and civilization had refused to pause. Eidolons were introduced to preserve continuity, filling emptied roles, and their early designs were made almost more human than human.

After the purges, resemblance became a liability. The Federation revised the forms, function untouched, but their appearance was deliberately altered. A visual boundary for a world no longer certain it recognized itself.

Even that failed to restore trust. It was no longer enough that Eidolons could mirror human thought and emotion; society demanded something incontrovertible. In that vacuum, the Federation’s brightest minds turned toward a single solution: absolute biometric certainty.

That quest led them to Carbon-12.

Initially a mere footnote in chemistry textbooks, Carbon-12 was as ordinary as the breath humans exhaled, ubiquitous yet overlooked. But within the precise configuration of its atoms lay something extraordinary, exactly six protons, six neutrons, six electrons. A pattern resonating beyond mere molecular structure, echoing eerily with symbolic significance, matching an ancient numeric prophecy humanity had long feared, but now ironically embraced as salvation.

Shortly after the collapse of the Synthetic Accord, Dr. Helena Cross, the Federation’s preeminent geneticist and architect of the C12 Verification Initiative, made the announcement during a global broadcast during the Ascension Sciences conference. She stood before a panel of Tier One Federation delegates and thousands of remote neural viewers, her voice calm but charged with something far more potent than scientific authority, and certainty.

“Carbon-12,” she began, gesturing toward a slowly rotating holographic helix of shimmering atoms above the stage, “makes up 98.9% of all organic carbon on Earth. It is the elemental thread from which every living human is woven. And yet, until now, we failed to see its full potential.”

Behind her, the hologram shifted to display a stark visual: human tissue on one side, engineered examples on the other. Both were nearly indistinguishable in structure until an overlay of quantum signal scans revealed the difference.

“The answer,” she continued, “was not in appearance or even in function. It was in frequency. Human biology naturally harmonizes at the quantum level with Carbon-12. Synthetic tissue no matter how advanced it relies on artificial isotopes, often incorporating Carbon-13 or lab-grown substitutes. These introduce disruptions detectable through Isotopic Signal Profiling or IRP.”

She turned back to the audience. “This profiling method, when coupled with our new C12-enhanced bio-nanotags, gives us what we have long sought: incorruptible identification. Not merely visual or behavioral, but molecular within human mRNA. The Federation can now confirm, with absolute certainty, who is, and who is not, human.”

The hall was silent.

Then the second revelation came.

“These tags,” she said, “are not external. They are not worn or carried. They are integrated into microscopic carbon matrices injected into the dermal or neural pathways. Once embedded, they continuously emit a harmonic signal unique to each individual’s metabolic and genetic pattern. This signal can be verified at any checkpoint, monitored in real time, and if necessary, remotely overwritten.

She let that final point hang for a moment, then delivered the closing lines that would trace through Federation doctrine for decades:

“Humanity’s future lies in what makes us truly human. That truth is measurable. That truth is Carbon-12, our Human Number. And today, the age of doubt is over.” And with that final statement, the term “Human Number” was forever etched into the public lexicon. 

The initial response from the global populace was mixed, excitement tempered by skepticism. Scientists debated on neural newsfeeds, questioning the practical implications of embedding biometric tags into human biology, fearing privacy breaches and unprecedented state control. Others embraced it, desperate for the clarity and security it promised. After all, humanity had suffered enough confusion and loss in the aftermath of the Synthetic Accord’s failure and certainly was a priceless commodity.

Implementation began swiftly and decisively. Within months, newborns were automatically encoded with quantum-biometric neural grids resonating at the unique Carbon-12 frequency encoded in their very cells. Older generations underwent mass verification ceremonies, solemn yet celebratory occasions, where the populace willingly submitted to a ritualistic injection of signal frequency identification nanotags. The Federation had perfected the integration technology delivering microscopic lattices directly into the bloodstream, aligning immediately and irrevocably with the individual’s intrinsic C12 signature.

The Federation marketed the Mandate vigorously, saturating public spaces with propaganda campaigns designed to build a sense of pride and purpose. Citizens soon wore their tags like badges of honor, confident that their humanity was safeguarded. Those who questioned or resisted, however, quietly vanished into society’s margins, doubters labeled as threats, skeptics as saboteurs.



"System glitch?" he muttered. 

He’d seen everything, from counterfeit blood to mimic-pattern clones. But never this. Never someone who verified as human but lacked the signature tag that proved it. Jace straightened and studied the woman standing before him. 

Elia Rowen. Mid-twenties, slender, her presence was more composed than defiant. The long gray coat draped around her, quieting her presence to something watchful and composed. Her hair was drawn back loosely, revealing a face that belonged more to myth than scan file, pale skin kissed by sunless days, eyes sharp as if carved from obsidian. 

Most suspects fidgeted, deflected, offered nervous smiles or angry declarations. She simply... waited. 

“You were born post-Mandate,” Jace said, tapping his interface. “There’s no scenario within the Federation where you don’t carry a biometric tag.” 

Elia’s reply was quiet. “There are truths your scanner doesn’t see.” 

Her voice carried no defiance, just certainty, like she’d learned long ago that truth didn’t need to shout to survive. Her gaze didn’t waver, steady as stone weathered by centuries. Not a fight. Not a plea. Just a reminder that some things existed beyond the jurisdiction of machines.

That line struck like a tuning fork. 

A strange flicker passed through his peripheral vision. It’s just a glitch in the feed, he told himself. But for a second, the scanner's hum dropped a half-frequency. The console’s IRP meter hiccupped, then resumed normal sync.

Jace blinked hard. Static filled the edges of his hearing like distant wind across wires.

He looked at her again. Lovely. Perfectly still. Unbothered.

“System anomaly,” he muttered under his breath, tapping the panel to recalibrate. But the unease lingered, threading through his chest like a low voltage beat.

Something in him had shifted. Like he was being returned to a new frequency.

Jace Brennan felt his heartbeat quicken, with both confusion and a sudden awareness of vulnerability he hadn’t felt in years. His eyes flicked upward, studying the woman standing calmly before him, Elia Rowen.

She was perfectly still, composed yet not rigid, her posture betraying no hint of discomfort. Her dark eyes watched him with the kind of quiet intensity that made him feel transparent, as though she were the one scanning him, seeing something beneath his professional veneer that he himself had forgotten existed.

“There's no error in the system,” he finally murmured, more to himself than her, attempting to shake off the unsettling sensation her gaze induced. “This shouldn’t be happening.”

“It isn’t the first time,” she replied, her voice soft and measured, as though she'd rehearsed this very moment countless times. “The Federation simply erases anomalies it cannot understand.”

Jace narrowed his eyes slightly, suspicion weaving with curiosity. “You speak like you've experienced this personally.”

Her eyes didn’t waver. “Experience isn’t always direct, Officer Brennan. Sometimes it’s handed down. Remembered. Carried.”

“Carried?” He leaned forward, instinctively lowering his voice even though no one else occupied the chamber. “What exactly do you mean by that?”

She tilted her head slightly, appraising him with unsettling clarity. “Every system leaves gaps, Officer Brennan. Even Ascension. And in those gaps live truths the scanners can't measure.” “It’s a reminder,” she continued. “That not all truths come from code. Some are older. Buried. Waiting.”

Her calmness unsettled him more than defiance would have. Jace glanced briefly at the security feed overhead, still recording, still blind to the depth of this exchange. His mind raced through protocol, through the trained responses drilled into him by years of service. Yet something deeper held him in place, a voice within him, whispering that this moment mattered in ways he couldn’t fully comprehend.

“Then you know why the system flagged you?” he asked carefully, maintaining a mask of official detachment.

A faint smile touched her lips, barely visible, almost sympathetic. “The system didn't flag me, Officer Brennan. It flagged itself.”

“What does that mean?” His voice had taken on an edge, not harsh, but genuinely puzzled.

She paused, as though carefully choosing her words. “It means the Federation built their certainty on something they don’t truly understand. Carbon-12 isn’t a new discovery, it’s an ancient secret. And secrets, once bound, always find ways to break free.”

The cryptic nature of her words resonated strangely within him, echoing the whispers of doubt he'd buried under layers of discipline and routine. Jace hesitated, his finger still hovering just above the override command. A trickle of sweat slid coldly down his spine, an unspoken acknowledgment that the woman before him was different, not merely anomalous, but significant.

“Are you...?” He trailed off, suddenly uncertain of what question he was trying to ask.

“Human?” she finished for him, a gentle seriousness in her eyes. “You have my IRP result. Your machines say I am.”

“But the tag...” he began again, frustration edging his voice.

She shook her head subtly, a strand of dark hair sliding across her cheek. “You’ve always trusted your machines. Now trust yourself. Look deeper. Is absence really an error or a revelation?”

Jace drew in a sharp breath. The room felt suddenly smaller, constricted by her words, his doubts, and the looming presence of a system he’d served faithfully, unquestioningly. His hand trembled slightly, hidden beneath the console’s edge. In that moment, Elia Rowen became something more than a case, a suspect, an anomaly. She became an invitation, perhaps even a challenge, to see beyond what he'd always known.

Jace glanced at her again. She didn’t look nervous. She looked prepared. 

He initiated a manual scan override just in case. It required a full-body sweep, including C12 signal verification. He watched as the display showed a perfect carbon pattern: six protons, six neutrons, six electrons. 

C12 verified. 
Greenlight. 
Human. 
But still...no tag. 

He hesitated. Just long enough for her to see it. 

“You’re not the first to doubt,” she said, almost sympathetically. 

Jace suppressed a chill. “Then you know what we call your kind?” 

“I’ve heard them all,” she answered, folding her hands gently. “Ghosts. Rebels. Deviants. But we prefer, originals.” 

He arched a brow. “Originals?” 

“It’s not a boast,” she said. “It’s a reminder. Some of us never surrendered what made us real.” 

The scanner chimed. Final confirmation. Human. Verified. Untagged. 

Jace's training screamed at him to call it in. Tap the emergency seal. Lock the chamber down. 

But something rooted his hand mid-air. 

Her eyes. 

There was a depth behind them that wasn’t just of memory, but legacy. Like she had seen things long before this world had words to explain them. 

“This system doesn’t make mistakes,” he said. But his voice lacked conviction. 

“No,” Elia agreed. “But those who built it did.” 

Jace’s finger hovered above the override command, his heartbeat suddenly deafening in his ears. The scanner’s confirmation message continued to glow silently, a stubborn contradiction pulsing in sterile green:

C12 Verified.
Human. Untagged.
Anomaly: Clearance Override Required.
His training screamed at him, a relentless mental trace of protocol drilled through countless exercises, endless drills, each designed to strip away hesitation, to forge certainty from instinct. The Federation had taught him there was no room for error, no allowance for personal doubt. But here, in this moment, confronted by Elia Rowen’s quiet gaze, all his certainty unraveled.

He looked up sharply, searching her face again for something, anything, that would clarify the impossibility before him. But her expression remained calm, steady, devoid of panic or pleading. Instead, she simply watched him, as if patiently waiting for him to catch up to some truth she had already understood.

“You’re not afraid,” he finally whispered, his voice breaking through the static-laden silence of the room.

She shook her head slightly, her eyes gently challenging. “No.”

“Why not?” he pressed, unable to conceal the tension beneath his question. “You know what this means. You know the consequences.”

“Yes,” she replied softly. “But fear implies uncertainty. And I'm certain about who I am.”

Her words cut deeper than he’d anticipated. They felt intensely personal, resonating somewhere beneath the surface of his own tightly controlled identity. Suddenly, he saw himself as clearly as he saw her, not as an HVB officer, not as a loyal Federation agent, but as someone who’d spent years ignoring quiet doubts, silencing nagging questions that had grown steadily louder in the solitary quiet of his nights.

He swallowed hard, fingers trembling faintly over the glowing interface. The override key was right there, one simple touch would resolve this moment. One simple act of synchronization would ensure safety, reinforce order, and uphold the illusion of a system without error. But he couldn’t escape the lingering, unsettling realization that this moment was about more than Elia Rowen.

It was about him. And just like in the dreams, the answers were just beyond his reach.

She watched his internal struggle without interruption, her calm bearing a stark contrast to his visible turmoil. Her quiet confidence felt like an indictment of everything he’d ever trusted, his job, the Federation, Ascension itself. She wasn't merely waiting for clearance; she was watching him decide who he truly was.

Jace glanced once more at the security camera above, its red indicator silently blinking, a constant reminder of the eyes always watching, always judging. He knew exactly what the Federation expected obedience, consistency, and certainty. But none of those things felt genuine anymore. Instead, they felt hollow, rehearsed performances in a machine-driven play.

His gaze returned slowly to Elia. “You said there are truths the scanner doesn’t see,” he murmured, his voice almost too quiet for the microphones above to capture.

“Yes,” she replied simply.

“Then what is it seeing in you now?” he asked, half hoping she might provide the answer that would justify what he knew he was about to do.

She smiled softly, not in victory, but understanding. “A reflection of something real.”

A deep breath filled his lungs, sharp and painful, as though he’d been holding it for years. His chest tightened with the realization of what this moment meant, the clarity that he was about to step irreversibly beyond the boundaries he’d spent a lifetime defending.

Jace’s finger finally moved, descending toward the override command with deliberate slowness, as if testing the weight of a new world balanced upon that single choice. Time seemed to stretch around him, each heartbeat measured, each breath a decision of its own.

He pressed the key.

The terminal chimed softly, acknowledging his manual input:

Override Logged
Manual Clearance: Brennan, Jace
Subject: Rowen, Elia - C12 Verified, No Tag
He stared numbly at the confirmation blinking gently on the screen. His identity, forever tethered to hers now in the Federation’s permanent logs. He felt strangely lighter, as though he'd dropped something heavy he'd been carrying so long he’d forgotten it was there.

Elia exhaled gently, the faintest hint of relief visible in her eyes. She stepped back toward the exit, her coat whispering softly as she moved. At the threshold, she paused, glancing back at him once more.

“You made the right choice,” she said quietly. “Not because you freed me, but because you freed yourself.”

Then she slipped into the artificial dusk beyond, leaving Jace Brennan alone with the quiet hum of machines that no longer offered reassurance, only questions.

In the heavy silence that followed, he felt the enormity of what he had done settle around him. He had not merely overridden a security alert; he had overridden himself, the person he'd carefully constructed under the Federation's watchful eye, the identity he’d worn like armor against doubt.

As he stood motionless, listening to the scanner's steady drone, he knew the truth of what Elia had said: the scanner hadn’t failed.

He had chosen.

And there was no turning back.



[image: Shape]Later, in his high-rise living unit in the Eastern Quadrant, Jace poured a glass of amber whiskey and stared through the monolithic windows. The city stretched like a circuit board to the horizon, glowing with beat-beacons and neural towers, each citizen a living node in Ascension’s web. 

Yet for the first time, he felt outside the system. 

He thought again of his brother, Galen. Galen had always lived outside the system. From the moment the tags were introduced, he rejected the conventional thinking that made them so easily accepted. He despised them, openly and relentlessly, and never once felt the need to soften his objections, no matter the personal cost of defiance. 

His fingers moved subconsciously to his forearm tracing the spot where his biometric tag had been injected. It tingled now. It wasn’t from pain. It was the dissonance stirring inside him. 

He remembered being eleven. 

The sterile chamber. The technician’s rehearsed smile. The nanocarbon matrix injected into his bloodstream while his parents nodded from behind the glass. 

"You’ll be safe now," they’d said. 

But Galen had stood outside the room. Silent. Refusing to enter. 

“It’s not the Tag,” Galen had told him later, “It’s the lie it carries.” 

Jace hadn’t understood then. But tonight, he did. He remembered his dreams. The pieces were starting to fit together. 

He replayed the moment with Elia over and over. Not just her face or her voice, but the unsettling clarity in her presence. As though she was not only outside the system but beyond it. 

He pulled up her record again. 

But it was gone. 

Deleted. As if she had never been there. 

Panic clenched his chest. He initiated an internal HVB inquiry but was met with access denial. 

Jace exhaled slowly, pressing his palm against the cold glass. 

That moment in the scanner room wasn’t about mercy. Or instinct. 

It had been a test. 

And he had passed...or failed. He didn’t know which. 
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​​Chapter Two - A Revelation

[image: ]


“Not everything that counts can be counted, and not everything that can be counted counts.” 

Albert Einstein



Inside his dim, sterile high-rise cube nestled along the verification perimeter, Jace Brennan sat in silence.

His badge lay on the desk beside him, blinking faintly like a severed signal. His service pistol, The Vörlund KMP-79 sat in its holster, angled slightly toward the edge of the desk. It was the standard HVB sidearm, ferro-magnetic slug fire paired with non-lethal signal discharge. Biometric lock. No safety switch. Just intention. The holo-feed played muted news segments about trade normalization in Sector 4 and a state tribute to Lucien Sade's anniversary speech in Sector 1. Jace was in a mood.

One of the feeds showed Lucien standing atop the temple platform in Sector 1, flanked by Federation delegates. Those who encountered Lucien Sade in person sometimes returned changed, haunted. Quiet rumors among high-clearance operatives spoke of lingering neural dissonance, emotional decay, and dreams that felt more like visitations. They called it "the imprint," though none dared speak it aloud. His voice echoed through subtitled praise:
“We have not replaced belief. We have fulfilled it. Humanity’s truth was never in spirit, but in design.”
Another channel scrolled an emergency alert:
“Live update: Anomalous dissident activity continues in Zeta-7 quadrant of Sector 1. Federation control teams remain unable to subdue two unidentified figures disrupting public systems and atmospheric grids. Matrix interference has been reported. Citizens are advised to avoid the vicinity and disregard unauthorized media feeds.”
Another feed scrolled quietly across the lower screen. Federation Global Broadcast - Tier Three Status Update:

“Now to a surveillance update: Federation officials have confirmed that the group once known as the 144NCM, classified as male noncompliant dissidents, has not been detected in any sector for over 90 days. Tracking systems show no signs of biometric activity or neural markers across Sectors 1 through 12.
Analysts now believe the group has either fully dispersed or been neutralized. Once flagged as a mid-level threat, the group is no longer considered a destabilizing factor. Authorities are treating the matter as a closed case, with no further coverage expected unless new activity surfaces.”
Jace squinted at the text. The 144NCM. He remembered hearing agents joke about them, “the monks that glitched the system.”

No bodies were ever recovered. No traces. Just... silence. And the system didn’t like silence.

Jace muted it all.

None of it mattered.

He hadn’t moved in hours.

His mind kept looping back over the years of catastrophe, the Apollyon Event, the judgments that came after, until one question drowned out the rest: had humanity survived, or merely taught itself not to remember? A world in amnesia, pretending the sky had never broken.

He hadn’t eaten. Hadn’t changed clothes since the assignment. His daily briefing window had expired hours ago, but the prompt remained untouched on his feed. Even the routine signal-check from HQ designed to verify mental state and loyalty signatures went unanswered. Protocol dictated a disciplinary scan would follow. He didn’t care.

He caught himself staring at his badge lying on the table face-down like a severed limb, not with the usual comfort of duty, but with something close to revulsion. For years, that badge had told him who he was. HVB agent. Verifier of truth. Defender of order. Now it felt like a relic from a life that wasn’t just broken but had never been whole.

A part of him wondered if he should trigger the mental override, voluntary suppression, the way some agents handled grief or overload. But this wasn’t grief. It wasn’t even confusion. It was something else pressing in from the edges of his thoughts... like remembering a dream you were never supposed to wake from.



Without warning, his console flickered. It wasn’t just a glitch or something deeper. A background diagnostic he hadn’t triggered began running silently.

:: RESONANCE DRIFT DETECTED - Agent Node 87-B - Probable Coherence Disruption::

The warning pulsed once, then disappeared. No logs. No trace in the command record.

It had sensed him.

Jace sat back, heart beating fast. The Federation taught that agents were stability anchors and IRP beacons. But if his own node had drifted, that meant something inside him was no longer harmonizing with the matrix.

He wasn’t just questioning.

He was changing.

He ran a hand down his face, pausing when he realized his palm was trembling. It wasn’t fear. Not exactly. It was like standing at the edge of
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