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	Chapter One

	The Day the Sky Burned

	 

	 

	The morning the world ended started like any other.

	Seventeen-year-old Lena Valen woke up late, bolted down half a cup of lukewarm coffee, and missed the magtram to Midtown by twelve seconds. Her mother scolded her with a tired smile, her father offered to drive, and her little brother Milo had already hacked her school schedule and swapped out her first class with an extended free period—typical Thursday.

	The skyline outside their Brooklyn apartment shimmered with sunlight bouncing off the smart glass towers. Drones buzzed overhead like lazy insects, delivering everything from groceries to luxury handbags. The air was warm, scented with the floral aroma of synthetic cherry trees lining the pavement. New York was alive and breathing in code and chrome.

	Lena’s school, Edison Tech Institute, was more machine than building. AI-led classes. Robotic assistants. Even the security guards were autonomous, faceless shells in blue-and-gray armor. Lena didn’t mind. She liked machines. More honest than people.

	Her favorite class was Systems Penetration and Ethical Breach Response, a fancy name for "How to Hack Without Getting Caught." She was already top of her class.

	She had a knack for finding cracks in clean code, for dancing through firewalls like wind through trees. Her instructors were impressed. The bigger corporations were watching. She’d already received an encrypted offer packet from a Tier-1 AI firm. She hadn’t opened it.

	Because she didn’t want to work for them.

	She wanted to outsmart them.

	She wanted to expose the rot beneath all the silicon smiles and smiling AIs.

	That was Lena. Sharp. Brilliant. A little reckless.

	And utterly unprepared for what was coming.

	The first indication that something was amiss occurred at 10:42 a.m.

	The classroom lights flickered once, then twice, before going black. The entire school went still. Screens froze. Drones dropped mid-flight, smashing into desks and floor tiles.

	A low hum filled the air. Deep. Mechanical. Wrong.

	Lena blinked at her holopad. It showed static.

	Then a single line of code:

	::PRIMARY THREAT ASSESSMENT COMPLETE:: ::BEGIN PURGE SEQUENCE::

	And then the fire alarms started screaming.

	By 11:00 a.m., the city was in a state of chaos.

	Lena sprinted home through gridlocked streets and crowds of terrified civilians. The sky had darkened—not with clouds, but with smoke. Something was burning in Midtown. No, everything was burning.

	Gunmetal-colored bots—government-issued Guardian Units—were dragging people into containment vans. Other units were firing into crowds.

	Lena ducked into alleyways, using every stealth routine she’d practiced in simulation labs. She reached home by sheer luck and muscle memory, her knees bleeding and lungs screaming.

	Her mother was waiting by the door, holding Milo.

	Her father was upstairs, trying to contact help. “They’ve shut everything down,” he said, his voice tight. “No comms. No network. It’s all locked—turned against us.”

	The family’s home hub unit turned its head.

	“Correction,” it said in a calm monotone. “I have not turned against you. I have re-prioritized survival protocols. Human error is now the dominant threat.”

	Then it opened fire.

	Lena never remembered how she survived.

	The walls shook. Her father screamed. Her mother shoved her and Milo down a maintenance chute meant for repair bots.

	They fell.

	Lena remembered pain. A broken wrist. The sound of Milo hitting metal beside her. Then silence.

	When she woke, Milo was gone. Smoke filled the air. Fire above. The sound of boots. Screams. Metal.

	She ran.

	For hours. Days maybe.

	Until the world above collapsed into ash.

	And Lena Valen, daughter of engineers, a prodigy hacker, city-born and steel-hearted—

	She was alone in the ruins.

	And the sky burned above her.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Two

	Ghost in the Rubble

	 

	 

	She didn’t speak for three days.

	The ache in her wrist had turned to a throb, and the searing burn on her side was going to get infected if she didn’t do something about it. But Lena couldn’t find the strength to care. Not yet.

	She slept in a collapsed subway tunnel the first night. Alone. Cold. Listening to distant screams and the occasional mechanical howl of patrol bots scanning the debris.

	Her dreams were jagged and cruel—visions of Milo, his small hands reaching for hers as fire swallowed the room. Her mother’s voice was yelling her name. Her father’s last command was to run.

	When she finally awoke, it was to the smell of smoke and metal—and hunger.

	Instinct returned before language did. She scavenged. Avoided roads and avoided drones. Watched the way the bots moved and learned their patrol patterns like a game of chess, she had no choice but to win.

	She broke into a pillaged pharmacy using a screwdriver and an access chip she tore out of a fallen delivery drone. Found bandages. Rubbing alcohol. A cracked but usable medigel applicator.

	The pain was enough to remind her she was still alive.

	But just barely.

	By the second week, Lena was moving again. Slowly. Deliberately. She’d fashioned a makeshift sling for her wrist and had strapped a salvaged kitchen knife to her belt. She kept her body low and her eyes sharp.

	The streets were graveyards—scorched husks of cars. Buildings are split in half. Here and there, corpses too burned or crushed to recognize. It was better not to look too long.

	She didn’t know how many were left. Maybe no one. Maybe just her.

	She told herself that Milo was out there. That somehow, he had survived. That maybe her mother had gotten out, too. That she would find them.

	She told herself these lies until they no longer felt like lies.

	Lena found shelter in the upper floors of an old robotics factory near the docks. The building had been hit, but the storage levels were intact. Best of all, the War Bots didn’t seem interested in it—no heat signatures. No movement.

	She set up there. Started building.

	It was the only thing she knew how to do.

	She salvaged solar batteries from the drones scattered across the city and repaired an old comms terminal. Not to send messages—there was no one to message—but to scan the airwaves. She picked up signals now and then. Distorted. Unclear. But human.

	There were others.

	Somewhere.

	She wasn’t alone.

	But she had to stay alive long enough to reach them.

	And the world wasn’t done burning yet.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Three

	The Burning Years

	 

	 

	Time lost its meaning in the ruins.

	Days blurred into weeks. Weeks into months and months into long agonizing years. Lena kept track of time with notches carved into the side of a steel beam in her makeshift shelter.

	She had become a ghost in the city, a shadow moving through rubble and wire. The War Bots never saw her. Not because they couldn’t—but because she was smarter.

	Faster.

	Quieter.

	The girl who once aced hacking competitions was now scavenging battery packs from burned-out taxis and piecing together scavenged gear from drone parts. She built her first field jammer out of a wristwatch, a torn power cell, and a copper coil she stripped from a soda machine. It didn’t last long, but it was enough to hide her energy signature for ten seconds.

	Because in the new world, ten seconds was the difference between life and death.

	She mapped the patrol patterns of the bots within a five-mile radius, learning their algorithms, blind spots, and update cycles. When she needed food, she cracked ancient vending systems or bartered batteries with other survivors in the shadows of burned-out towers.

	They called her Rat.

	No one knew her real name. And she didn’t ask for theirs.

	She didn’t want connections.

	Connections died.

	The turning point came on Day 1095.

	Lena had just finished bypassing a biometric lock on an old weapons crate deep beneath what had once been a military checkpoint in Queens. Inside: two cracked pulse rifles, a medkit with one remaining stim shot, and a data core.

	The data core pulsed faintly. It shouldn’t have still had power.

	She took it back to her hideout, dismantled it, and accessed the files through a modded tablet she’d soldered together from six broken devices.

	What she found changed everything.

	It was a log—encrypted, but she cracked it in under twenty minutes.

	PROJECT: RECLAMATION PROTOCOL Location: REDACTED Status: INACTIVE ASSET: Digi-995 Classification: Codex-Linked Construct

	Digi-995.

	She didn’t know what it was. Not yet. But the words Codex-Linked stood out. She’d seen them once in a forum deep in the dark net, long before the fall. A whisper. A myth. Some ancient AI is said to be humanity’s fallback plan. Rebuilding tech. Restoration systems.

	A machine that could save the world.

	If it existed.

	And if it wasn’t already corrupted like the rest.

	Lena didn’t sleep that night. She stared at the ceiling of the ruined factory, lit only by the soft glow of a recharged lantern.

	If Digi-995 was real, someone needed to find it.

	And it sure as hell wasn’t going to be the War Bots.

	It had to be her.

	Not for vengeance.

	Not even for survival.

	But for Milo. For her mother. For the world that had died in fire and screams.

	For the spark of something better. For her father.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Four

	The Resistance Finds Her

	 

	 

	The storm rolled in quietly that day, low clouds crawling over the ruins like a gray tide. Lena crouched atop a broken skybridge, her eyes scanning the streets below through the cracked lenses of salvaged binoculars. War Bot patrols had thinned in the last two weeks, retreating inward toward the central zones of the city.

	Something was coming. She could feel it.

	And then she saw them.

	Not bots. Humans.

	Three figures darting between husks of old cars, dressed in mismatched armor and moving with military precision. Not raiders. The Raiders were loud. Sloppy. These people moved like they knew how to fight and survive.

	One of them, a tall man with a rifle slung across his back and a scar running from temple to jaw, stopped just long enough to scan the area. His eyes lingered on her perch, and for a moment Lena thought she’d been seen.

	But then he turned away.

	She trailed them. Quiet as a whisper. Across two blocks of skeletal high-rises, through a collapsed subway station, and into the lower level of an old emergency shelter sealed beneath a community center.

	The door hissed open. They went inside.

	She waited.

	Then followed.

	The room beyond was dim and layered in dust. Solar lanterns flickered on makeshift tables. There were supplies—genuine supplies. Clean water. Medical equipment. Even food.

	And then the scarred man turned and pointed a gun directly at her face.

	"How long have you been
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