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Chapter 1: Fracture Lines
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She had absorbed Sol. She had felt the resonance settle into her bones, healing the cracked titanium rod in her femur, filling the hollow space inside her chest with a warmth that felt like a second heartbeat. She had stood on the cliffs above Valparaíso and decided to fight the world's failsafes. She thought she was finally whole. She thought the war was outside her. She was wrong.

The first crack appeared on a Tuesday, three minutes after midnight, while Aurelia Virex was brushing her teeth. She didn't feel it at first. What she felt was the usual pressure behind her sternum that low, humming ache that had lived inside her since the Helios Prime containment failure five years ago. The doctors called it "residual Helios saturation syndrome." She called it the hive. Because that's what it felt like: a million bees made of light, buzzing just beneath her skin, waiting for something she couldn't name. Then she spat out the toothpaste and looked in the mirror. A thin line of cold fire ran from her left collarbone to her jaw. It glowed a soft, deep orange, like the filament of a dying lightbulb. She touched it with one finger. The skin wasn't hot. It wasn't even warm. But she could feel the crack going deeper than skin through muscle, through bone, through something she had no word for. A fault line in the architecture of her self.

Oh, she thought. It's starting. She had known this day might come. The physicists at the Helios Project had warned her. The UN oversight committee's medical team had shown her the simulations. Her body, saturated with stray particles from the quantum collapse event, was no longer entirely bound by classical physics. Her cells existed in a state of probabilistic flux. And probabilities, left unattended, eventually collapse. But not like this. Not with her standing alone in the washroom of her coastal safe house near Valparaíso, Chile, wearing a faded T-shirt and pajama pants with little cactus patterns on them. The second crack appeared while she was staring at the first. A branch of pale blue light split off from the orange line, climbing up toward her ear. Then a third crack, greenish-gold, arcing down toward her shoulder. She watched herself come apart in the mirror. It was the most beautiful and terrifying thing she had ever seen.

"Aurelia." Her own voice sounded distant, as if coming from the end of a long tunnel. "Aurelia, you need to call someone." She reached for her phone. The cracks spread faster. By the time her fingers touched the screen, her entire left arm was a mosaic of glowing fissures, each one a different colour red and violet and silver and a shade of blue that didn't exist in any normal spectrum. The light pulsed in rhythm with her heartbeat. She called her mother first. No answer. Two in the morning. Of course.

She called the hotline number that the UN oversight committee had given her. The one they said to use only in "extreme circumstances." A man answered on the first ring. " Dr. Virex. We see you." She looked at her bathroom window. Through the blinds, she could make out the shapes of drones three of them, hovering silently in the desert night. Their sensors were already painting her with infrared and gamma-ray detectors and something else, something the military had developed specifically to track quantum instabilities.

"How bad is it? " she asked. A pause. Then: "The fractures are propagating at 0.3 c-fractional. At current rates, you will reach critical destabilization in approximately forty-seven hours." Forty-seven hours. Less than two days before the hive inside her stopped being a metaphor and became a literal event horizon. "What happens at critical destabilization?" Another pause. Longer this time.

"Do you really want us to answer that question, Dr. Virex?" She looked at her reflection one last time. The cracks had spread to her face now a delicate lacework of light across her cheek, her temple, the bridge of her nose. She looked like a stained-glass window of a woman who was still alive. " Yes," she said. " I need to know." The man's voice was gentle in a way that made her more afraid than any threat could have.

"At critical destabilization, your quantum state will decohere completely. The energy trapped in your cellular lattice will release all at once. Every particle you're made of will try to occupy every possible position simultaneously." He paused. "The blast radius is currently estimated at twelve hundred kilometers." Aurelia closed her eyes. The light of her own cracks shone through her eyelids.Twelve hundred kilometers, she thought. That's the entire Southwest. That's California. That's everyone I've ever known.She opened her eyes and looked at the drones outside her window. "What's the military's recommendation?" The man didn't answer for a long time. When he did, his voice had shifted still gentle, but now also tired. The voice of someone who had already done the math and hated the answer.

"The recommendation," he said, "is that you should say your goodbyes." Aurelia did not say her goodbyes. Instead, she got dressed carefully, because the light coming off her skin was bright enough now to cast shadows and walked out her front door into the Valparaíso night. The air smelled of creosote and dust and the distant promise of rain. Crickets sang. Somewhere, a dog barked. She walked for an hour. The drones followed. She knew there were more of them now, and satellites too, and probably a few telescopes pointed at her from various desert mountaintops. The whole world was watching a woman fall apart in real time. She walked past the university where she had once taught physics. Past the taco shop where she had gone on a disastrous first date three years ago. Past the park where she used to sit and feed the pigeons, back when pigeons were still common in Tucson, before the heat got too bad.

She was crying, she realized. Not because she was afraid though she was, deeply, continuously, like a tuning fork that had been struck once and would never stop vibrating\emdash but because she was losing things. Not just herself. Not just the Southwest. She was losing the ability to be a person. To have a body that stayed the same shape from one moment to the next. To wake up in the morning and not feel like a universe being born inside her ribcage. The cracks are beautiful, she thought. Why do they have to be so beautiful? At 3:17 AM, she stopped walking. She had reached the edge of the city, where the streetlights ended and the Atacama Desert began. The sand glowed faintly under starlight. The mountains on the horizon were black cutouts against a sky so full of stars it hurt to look at. She sat down in the dirt. The cracks on her legs flared brighter as she folded them beneath her.

"I'm not going to say goodbye," she said out loud. She wasn't sure who she was talking to the drones, the satellites, the UN man still listening on her phone, or something else entirely. Something inside her that had started to wake up. "I'm going to figure this out. I'm going to hold myself together." The cracks pulsed. For a moment, she thought she heard a voice not outside her, but inside. A whisper from somewhere deep in the quantum noise. You can't hold me forever, the whisper said. Or maybe that was just her own fear, given shape. She sat in the desert until dawn. When the sun rose, it was almost impossible to tell where the light of the sky ended and the light of her skin began.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
y((;? W[g it

/.
h
7 \_

p¥

s 27
= .
-
e o <
R —y - |
L ™) }n}# e\

.?4 -





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





