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Dorian Dunlap arrived in foster care like a shadow cast across a sunlit room. The social worker led him past peeling wallpaper and fluorescent lights that hummed with indifference, her words attempting cheer but landing hollow. At seven years old, he had already learned the geometry of disappointment. He could see patterns in people—how their smiles shifted when they lied, how their hands betrayed nervousness before their mouths did. His intellect was already a weapon, though he had yet to know it fully.

The Dunlap foster home smelled of antiseptic and cinnamon rolls, an odd combination that made his stomach knot. The couple who welcomed him—Mr. and Mrs. Hale—smiled, but Dorian detected the tremor beneath their practiced warmth. He walked through the house silently, observing everything: the arrangement of furniture, the creases in the sofa cushions, the thermostat set just below comfort. Nothing escaped him.

“Dinner is in fifteen minutes, honey,” Mrs. Hale said. She reached toward him, hand trembling slightly. Dorian did not flinch. He had learned, early, that flinching was optional. Observation was mandatory.

Later, in the small bedroom assigned to him, he opened a tattered book someone had left on the nightstand. It was mathematics—a collection of puzzles and logic problems. He ran his fingers over the pages as if they were tactile code, deciphering patterns in the numbers and symbols with a rapidity that made his pulse steady but his mind raced.

This was the beginning of his private empire: a world of logic and consequence that no foster system could touch.

But the world outside had a different curriculum. That night, as he lay beneath the thin blanket, he thought of his mother. He remembered the cold steel of the prison bars, the smell of disinfectant, the faint metallic tang that clung to her clothes. Sofia had always been a storm contained in flesh. She had taught him more in their brief visits than any textbook could convey: patience, perception, and the quiet, terrible art of influence.

Their visits were ritualized. The guards, oblivious to the depth of their exchanges, allowed Dorian a chair opposite her table. Sofia’s eyes were calm, calculating, as if they could measure every molecule in the room. “You are thinking too much about them,” she said once, her voice smooth, even, like ice sliding over steel. “Focus on yourself.

Focus on the pattern they cannot see.”

Dorian had nodded, not because he understood fully, but because he trusted the gravity of her words. She was teaching him to see life not as a series of moments, but as an equation waiting to be solved.

The following weeks were a delicate balancing act. At school, Dorian remained an enigma—too quiet to draw attention, too sharp to be ignored. He solved problems faster than the teacher could grade them. Classmates found him odd; some feared him, some were drawn to the strange confidence that lingered in his eyes. He noticed their reactions, cataloged them, and used the knowledge to navigate the social hierarchy with precision.

Outside of school, he returned home, where the foster family tried to anchor him with kindness. They offered bedtime stories, weekend trips to the park, and home-cooked meals. Dorian appreciated the sentiment but regarded it as variables in an equation.

Human behavior was predictable if observed carefully, and he had already begun testing the limits of those around him, probing gently, recording responses, refining his understanding.

One day, as he wandered near the edge of town, he found her. A girl of his age, sitting on a threadbare mattress under a rusted fire escape, her face dirt-streaked, eyes sharp but wary. The world had discarded her, and she had accepted it. Most would have walked past; Dorian crouched silently at a distance, observing.

Her name was Lily. She smelled of smoke and cold, a scent that clung to the skin like a warning. Dorian saw immediately that she was not like the others. Her mind was alive, attuned to survival in ways that mirrored his own pattern recognition, her intelligence masked by circumstance.


He approached slowly, hands visible, voice even. “Do you want help?”

She tilted her head, suspicion curling in her eyes. “I don’t take charity,” she said. “I’m not offering charity,” he replied. “I’m offering partnership. You and I, we


understand the world differently. We can... observe it together.”

Her gaze lingered, measuring. For a long moment, the silence between them was more communicative than any words could be. Finally, she nodded slightly. “Maybe.”

And just like that, a bond began—fragile, unspoken, built on recognition. Dorian had found a kindred spirit in a world designed to isolate both of them.

That night, as he lay awake in the small foster bed, he traced the equation of his life in his mind: foster parents, school, Sofia’s lessons, Lily’s presence. Variables aligning.

Patterns emerging. Potential calculated.

He understood already that the world had underestimated him. That it had underestimated all of them.


And he was ready to see just how far their combined brilliance could go.
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The rhythm of prison visits became Dorian’s secret education. Every month, he sat opposite Sofia, absorbing the weight of her presence like a student inhaling a lecture in slow motion. To any outsider, it was a sterile interaction: a child across a table from a convicted murderer, walls of concrete separating them from the world. But for Dorian, each word was a key, each pause a calculation, each glance a blueprint.

Sofia had perfected her craft. Her calm was deceptive; her smiles were subtle manipulations, her frowns measured warnings. She spoke of human behavior as though it were an algorithm, a complex system of inputs and outputs. “Emotions are variables,” she told him one day, her fingers lightly tapping the edge of the table. “They can be predicted, influenced, and, if necessary, eradicated.”

Dorian listened intently, absorbing not just the words, but the cadence, the rhythm, the unspoken meaning behind them. He noticed the guards’ routines, the way the visiting room’s lights flickered when a door slammed, and how sound carried differently depending on who was walking nearby. Everything was data. Everything was material to understand, to manipulate.

Outside the prison, life moved with a slower, more chaotic rhythm. School presented new challenges: teachers who underestimated him, classmates who either ignored or envied his precision. Dorian navigated it like a chessboard. Conversations, glances, gestures—they were all moves, all pieces to be analyzed, cataloged, and stored. But even in the midst of this, he never forgot Lily.

Their bond had grown quietly, almost imperceptibly. She trusted him in ways she trusted no one else, and he treated that trust like a rare artifact. Together, they explored the margins of their world: abandoned buildings, empty lots, the hidden corners of their foster town. Lily was fearless in her survival instincts, and Dorian admired that cold clarity. They communicated often without words, the silence between them rich with understanding.

On weekends, when Hales took Dorian on outings meant to “normalize” his experience, he observed them too. The foster parents were good people, kind in ways that sometimes surprised him, but they were limited by compassion. Dorian began to notice the imperfections in their kindness: the hesitation before discipline, the uneven distribution of attention, the way love could be inconsistent, fallible, and fragile.

Patterns again. He cataloged them, not with malice, but with detached curiosity.

One visit to Sofia, he tested his understanding. “Mother,” he said carefully, “what makes people obey rules they don’t believe in?”

Sofia leaned back, her hands folded, eyes narrowing slightly as if calculating whether he would follow through with the thought. “Fear, respect, desire. Sometimes all three. But the most interesting obey only when they think they are choosing for themselves.”

Dorian considered this. He already knew it to be true. He had tested it subtly on classmates, on his teachers, even on Lily in small, ethical ways—suggesting paths and watching how she responded. It was not cruelty. It was an observation. And the
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