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PART ONE: THE FALL

	



	

Chapter One – The Gym

	 

	The mirrors reflected everything. That was the problem.

	 

	Morning light filtered through the high windows of a Central London gym, laying pale gold lines across steel and mirrors. Jack stood beneath that light—disciplined, admired, balanced. His body moved with practiced control, each repetition measured, each breath steady. Behind his own reflection, he could see the other bodies moving through the gym—the regulars, the beginners, the ones who would quit by February.

	 

	He didn’t see Julian watching him from the water fountain.

	 

	The barbell came down. Pressed up. Down. Up. On the fifth rep, something shifted behind his eyes. Not pain. Not exactly. A kind of fading, like a television losing signal. The edges of the mirror blurred. The barbell dipped left.

	 

	Jack set it back on the rack and pressed his palms against his temples.

	 

	What—

	 

	“Jack?”

	 

	Julian’s voice arrived before his face did. Then there he was—approaching not rushed, not surprised, but having adjusted his expression into concern.

	 

	“You look pale.”

	 

	“It’s nothing.” Jack pressed fingers to his temple. “Just a headache.”

	 

	Julian hesitated—just enough to seem thoughtful. Then: “I’ve got something strong in my bag. Works fast.”

	 

	Jack shook his head. He didn’t like pills. He preferred control. Discipline. Natural strength.

	 

	But Julian’s insistence was gentle. Protective. Brotherly.

	 

	“Come on. You want to ruin your workout? One pill. You’ll feel like new.”

	 

	Jack looked at his cousin’s face. They’d grown up together. Birthdays. Holidays. The summer at Gran’s when they were twelve and Julian fell out of the oak tree and Jack carried him half a mile to the house.

	 

	Trust me.

	 

	The pill was small. Ordinary.

	 

	Jack swallowed it.

	 

	For the first minute, nothing changed. Jack stood by the dumbbell rack, waiting, feeling vaguely foolish.

	 

	Then—

	 

	The headache didn’t stop. It moved. Shifted from the front of his skull to the back, then dissolved entirely. In its place, something else. A warmth. A clarity. The gym lights seemed brighter. The sounds around him—clanking weights, muffled music, distant conversation—all of it sharpened.

	 

	Jack picked up a forty-five pound dumbbell. Curled it. It felt like nothing.

	 

	“See?” Julian appeared beside him, smiling. “Told you.”

	 

	“What was that?”

	 

	“Just a painkiller.” Julian clapped his shoulder. “Finish strong.”

	 

	Jack finished strong. He finished inhuman. New personal records on every lift. The weights moved like they were filled with air. When he finally stopped, his body humming, his mind razor-sharp, he caught his reflection in the mirror again.

	 

	Different eyes looked back.

	 

	Who is that?

	 

	But he knew who it was. It was him. Just… more.

	 

	Across the room, Julian watched his cousin in the mirror.

	 

	And smiled.

	

Chapter Two – The Shift

	 

	The energy did not fade.

	 

	It followed Jack out of the gym, down London streets, into the evening where Celine waited.

	 

	She was waiting where she always waited—the bench by the tube station, the one with the chipped green paint. When she saw him approaching, her face did something complicated. Happiness first, then confusion.

	 

	“You look…” She stood. “Different.”

	 

	“I feel different.” He kissed her. She tasted like mint and the coffee she’d been nursing for the last twenty minutes. “Good different.”

	 

	He held her hand differently. Spoke with new certainty. Confidence that bordered on dominance.

	 

	He felt invincible.

	 

	Later, walking home alone, he thought of the pill.

	 

	Just a painkiller.

	 

	Just help.

	 

	Just once.

	 

	But somewhere deep inside, something had shifted.

	 

	And something had begun.

	


Chapter Three – Before

	 

	The second pill came three days later.

	 

	Jack didn’t ask for it. Julian offered, same as before—headache, exhaustion, here, take this, you’ll feel better. Jack took it. Of course he took it. The first time had been fine. One pill wasn’t a pattern.

	 

	The third pill came four days after that. Jack asked.

	 

	Just for workouts, he told himself. Just for the gym.

	 

	But he started noticing other things. The way his mood dipped on days he didn’t take anything. The way his hands trembled slightly in the morning. The way he’d catch himself calculating—how many left, how soon can I get more—and then force himself to stop.

	 

	He stopped going to parties. Stopped answering texts from old friends. The world outside his small circle—Julian, the gym, Celine—felt like noise.

	 

	“You’re quiet lately,” Celine said one night. They were in her kitchen. She was making pasta. He was watching the red sauce bubble.

	 

	“Just focused.”

	 

	“On what?”

	 

	He didn’t answer.

	

Chapter Four – The Almost Quit

	 

	Six months in, Jack had his first moment of almost-quitting.

	 

	It was three in the morning. He was alone in his flat, staring at the ceiling, his body screaming for something he’d promised himself he wouldn’t take until morning. The clock on his nightstand glowed 3:14. Then 3:15. Then 3:16.

	 

	You don’t need it.

	 

	His hands shook.

	 

	You’re fine.

	 

	Sweat on his forehead.

	 

	Just wait until—

	 

	He was out of bed at 3:17. The pill was in his mouth at 3:18.

	 

	In the bathroom mirror afterward, he looked at himself.

	 

	That was close.

	 

	But it wasn’t close. It was already too late

	

Chapter Five – Julian (The Backstory They Never Knew)

	 

	When Julian was nine years old, his grandmother pinched his cheek at a family dinner and said, “You’re a good boy. Not like your cousin—he’s special, that one. Special.”

	 

	Julian smiled. Said thank you. Excused himself to the bathroom.

	 

	In the bathroom, he stood on his toes to see himself in the mirror.

	 

	Not special.

	 

	He’d heard it before. Teachers. Relatives. His own father once, drunk at Christmas: “Jack’s going places. You? You’ll find something.”

	 

	When Julian was twelve, he climbed the oak tree in the backyard. His mother had told him not to. He climbed anyway, higher than he’d ever gone, and when the branch broke, he fell.

	 

	Jack carried him home. Half a mile. Julian’s leg screaming, his vision blurring, and Jack just kept walking.

	 

	At the hospital, the doctors praised Jack. “Such a strong young man.” “So brave.”

	 

	Julian lay in the bed with his broken leg and listened.

	 

	He never forgot.

	


Chapter Six – The Conspiracy

	 

	Julian and Oscar met quietly.

	 

	Jack was ready.

	 

	Isolated.

	 

	Dependent.

	 

	Vulnerable.

	 

	The plan was simple.

	 

	Expose him.

	 

	Rescue him.

	 

	Control him.

	 

	And inherit everything.

	 

	

Chapter Seven – At Home

	 

	Eleven months. That’s when his mother asked.

	 

	She found him in his old room, sitting on the bed where he’d slept as a child. She stood in the doorway the way she used to when he was sixteen and sullen.

	 

	“Jack.”

	 

	“Yeah?”

	 

	“Where’s all your money going?”

	 

	He looked up. Her face was calm, but her eyes were sharp. She’d always been able to see through him.

	 

	“Stuff.” He shrugged. “Living expenses.”

	 

	“You used to save.”

	 

	“Things change.”

	 

	She came closer. Sat on the edge of the bed. The mattress dipped under her weight.

	 

	“Your father thinks I’m imagining things.” She spoke quietly. “But I’ve been married to him for thirty-four years. I know when I’m imagining things and when I’m not.”

	 

	Jack said nothing.

	 

	“Julian’s around a lot more than he used to be.”

	“He’s my cousin.”

	 

	“He’s your cousin who used to visit twice a year. Now I see him every week.”

	 

	Jack stood up. Crossed to the window. Looked out at the street where he’d learned to ride a bike.

	 

	“Mom.”

	 

	“Yes?”

	 

	“I’m fine.”

	 

	Behind him, her silence said everything she wouldn’t.

	

Chapter Eight – The Confrontation

	 

	They found the stash on a Tuesday.

	 

	Jack’s father opened the drawer looking for a phone charger. Found instead a small plastic bag, a few loose pills, a folded piece of paper with numbers written on it.

	 

	He stood there for a long moment. Then he called for his wife.

	 

	When Jack came home that evening, both his parents were in the living room. So were Julian and Oscar.

	 

	“What’s this?” His father held up the bag.

	 

	Jack looked at Julian. Julian’s face was a mask of concern.

	 

	“I tried to tell them,” Julian said quietly. “I tried to help you.”

	 

	Wait.

	 

	“Julian—”

	 

	“We suspected for a while,” Oscar added. “We were hoping you’d stop on your own.”

	 

	Jack’s mother was crying. His father’s hand trembled.

	 

	Wait. Wait. This isn’t—

	 

	“There’s a clinic,” Julian said. “A good one. I’ve already made calls.”

	 

	Jack opened his mouth. Closed it. Looked at Julian again.

	 

	Something in his cousin’s eyes. Something that wasn’t concern.

	 

	What—

	 

	“I’ll take him myself,” Julian said. “I’ll make sure he’s okay.”
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