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"THE FALL INTO MERIDIAN CITY"

The tear smelled like burning copper and forgetting.

Achilla Lavey came through it sideways, shoulder-first, as though some vast hand had shoved her out of one reality and into another the way you'd push a drunk through a pub door. She hit wet concrete, rolled, and came up on one knee with her fists raised and her dark hair plastered across her face like war paint.

Rain. Heavy, warm, tasting of salt and ozone.

She blinked. Lowered her fists. Looked around.

She was on a rooftop. Thirty stories up, maybe forty — hard to tell when the city just kept going, stacking upward into the bruised sky like some fever dream of urban ambition. Neon bled through the rain in streaks of magenta and electric blue. Holographic advertisements the size of apartment blocks rotated lazily between the towers, selling things in languages she didn't recognise. Below, the city hummed — a deep, subsonic vibration she could feel in her teeth, in her bones, in the spaces between her thoughts.

Behind her: nothing.

She turned. The tear was gone. Where it had been — that ragged wound in the air, edges burning with the colour of things that shouldn't exist — there was only rain and the flat grey surface of the rooftop. A rusted satellite array. A puddle reflecting neon.

Keaki Island was gone.

"Bugger," Achilla said.

She was barefoot. Soaked through. Her clothes — the cotton shirt and light trousers she'd been wearing on the island — were torn from the transit. No phone. No wallet. No shoes. No bloody shoes.

The wind hit her and she felt the full scope of where she was: somewhere very high, somewhere very foreign, somewhere very alone.

Her pulse did the thing it always did when she thought about the people she'd left behind. She crushed it. Pushed it down into the locked room in her chest where she kept the things she couldn't afford to feel. Ryan's face. Linda's voice. The weight of Gail's hand on her shoulder.

Not now.

A drone found her thirty seconds later.

It came up over the edge of the building like a chrome wasp, rotors whining in the rain. A scanning beam swept over her — red light, methodical, head to toe. A synthesised voice spoke in a language she didn't know, then switched to English with the clinical patience of a machine that had all the time in the world.

"Unregistered bio-signature detected. Sector 14-North. Remain stationary. Enforcement units have been dispatched."

"Yeah, nah," Achilla said.

She ran.

The rooftop blurred beneath her bare feet. She hit the edge at a dead sprint, launched herself across a twenty-metre gap to the next building, and landed in a roll that sent water spraying from the rooftop membrane. The drone tried to follow. She was faster.

Two hundred and forty miles an hour. That was what her body could do now — what it had been able to do since Lilith left. The demon was gone, exorcised, banished, whatever word you wanted to use for the cosmic eviction of a primordial horror from your nervous system. But the renovations she'd made to the property hadn't gone with her. Achilla's muscles were denser than they should have been. Her reflexes were something that made physicists uncomfortable. Her body was a paradox wrapped in skin, and right now it was moving across the rooftops of an alien city at speeds that made the rain feel like needles.

She jumped again. Again. The city unfolded beneath her in layers — glass and steel up top, concrete and rust in the middle, and somewhere far below, a darkness that the neon couldn't reach. The buildings were connected by sky-bridges and cable lines and elevated rail tracks. Drones swarmed in patterns. VTOL craft cut through the rain on trajectories that spoke of money and urgency.

She covered twelve blocks in ninety seconds before she stopped.

Not because she was tired. Because someone was waiting for her.

* * *
[image: ]


THE WOMAN APPEARED out of nothing.

One moment, the rooftop was empty — just Achilla, the rain, and the distant whine of pursuing drones. The next, there was a figure standing six metres ahead, as though she'd simply decided to exist. Light bent around her and then released, a shimmer like heat haze, and then she was there: solid, real, utterly still.

Military posture. Matte-black tactical bodysuit that fit like a second skin. Silver-white hair cropped close to the skull, beaded with rain. And eyes — pale grey eyes with something moving in the irises, faint patterns like circuit traces, catching the neon light and holding it.

She held a sidearm at her hip. Not raised. Not threatening. Just... present.

"You're fast," the woman said. Her voice was calm, measured, with the careful neutrality of someone who had trained the emotion out of their delivery. "Faster than anything I've seen that isn't on rails."

Achilla straightened. Pushed her wet hair back from her face. Assessed.

The bodysuit was military-grade — she'd seen enough combat gear across enough realities to know the look. The weapon was some kind of energy sidearm, compact, well-maintained. The woman's stance was balanced, centred, ready. But she wasn't aggressing. She was evaluating.

"You tracked me," Achilla said.

"From the moment you came through the anomaly. I was positioned on an adjacent structure when the dimensional event occurred." The woman's grey eyes swept over Achilla — clinical, thorough. "No cybernetic signatures. No implant echoes. No augmentation of any kind. But your musculature reads as..." She paused, checking data that Achilla couldn't see — some kind of heads-up display projected on the inside of her eyes or directly into her visual cortex. "Beyond baseline. Significantly beyond baseline. And your thermal signature is wrong."

"Wrong how?"

"You're running about four degrees hotter than a human being should, and the heat distribution doesn't follow standard circulatory patterns. You're radiating evenly. Like a reactor."

Achilla shrugged. "I run hot."

"Who are you?"

"I'm Australian."

The woman's expression didn't change, but something shifted in those circuit-traced eyes. Not amusement, exactly. Recognition, maybe. The recognition of someone encountering a puzzle that didn't fit any of her categories.

"Commander Sera Voss," the woman said. "Division Zero."

"That sounds very official."

"It is." Sera Voss holstered her sidearm. A deliberate gesture. Trust offered, conditionally. "You came through a dimensional tear. We've been monitoring anomalous activity in this sector for three weeks. You're the first thing to come through that looks human."

"First thing?"

"We've recovered debris. Organic matter of indeterminate origin. Energy signatures that don't match anything in our databases." A pause. "And now you."

Achilla's bare feet were cold on the rooftop. The rain was relentless. Somewhere below, the city churned and hummed. She was alone in a strange world, talking to a woman made of chrome and control, and the thing she needed most was information.

But Sera Voss was watching her with those grey eyes, and something in the way she stood — the stillness, the careful control, the sense of a person held together by discipline because the alternative was falling apart — told Achilla that this woman understood something about carrying weight.

"Your pulse spiked," Sera said quietly.

"What?"

"Just now. Your heart rate jumped by twenty beats per minute. You were thinking about something. Someone." Those circuit-pattern eyes studied her. "You're grieving."

Achilla felt her jaw tighten. The locked room in her chest rattled. She didn't like being read. She was the one who read people — it was what she did, what she'd always done, back when she was Alaya, back when she was just a voice inside someone else's head, watching and analysing and understanding. Being on the other end of it was like being caught undressed.

"I'm standing barefoot on a rooftop in the rain in a city I've never seen in a world I've never been to," Achilla said, and her voice was level, Australian-flat, the vowels wide and steady. "I'm allowed a spike."

Sera Voss nodded once. "Fair enough." Then: "Division Zero is equipped to handle anomalous situations. I can help you figure out where you are and how to get home. Or I can let the enforcement drones find you. Your call."

"Is that a threat?"

"It's a description of your options."

Achilla looked out over Meridian City. The neon. The rain. The impossible vertical sprawl of a civilisation that had built itself upward because there was nowhere left to go. Somewhere in that labyrinth of light and noise, there might be answers. Or there might be nothing.

She looked back at Sera Voss.

"Got any shoes?" Achilla asked.

Something crossed Sera's face. It might have been the ghost of a smile.

"We'll find you something."

* * *
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THE VTOL CAME OUT OF the rain like a metal bird of prey — matte black, angular, running without external lights. It settled on the rooftop with a hiss of hydraulics and equalised thrust. The side hatch opened. Inside: tactical lighting, crash seats, the smell of recycled air and gun oil.

Achilla climbed in. Sera followed.

The craft lifted without ceremony. Through the rain-streaked viewport, Meridian City tilted and sprawled — a vertical ocean of glass and neon and shadow. Achilla watched it pass below and felt the strange vertigo of displacement, the bone-deep knowledge that she was somewhere wrong.

"How much do you know about dimensional tears?" Sera asked from the seat opposite, strapping in with the ease of routine.

"More than I'd like."

"Then you'll understand why Division Zero takes them seriously."

"What is Division Zero?"

Sera's grey eyes held hers. "We handle the things that don't fit. Cybernetic terrorism. Rogue artificial intelligence. Anomalous events that exceed the capacity of standard law enforcement." A pause, weighted. "The dimensional tears are new. We've been tracking them for twenty-three days. Whatever is happening, it's escalating."

Achilla said nothing. She watched the city. She thought about the tear that had swallowed her — the way it had opened on Keaki Island like a mouth, sudden and hungry, and the sound it had made, like reality tearing along a seam. She thought about Gail, who had sent her to the island for rest. She thought about Ryan, who she hadn't been able to say goodbye to.

She thought about Lilith.

Not the demon herself — Lilith was gone, truly gone, exiled back to whatever primordial dark she'd crawled out of. But the space where Lilith had lived, the cavity inside Achilla's being where a cosmic horror had once nested like a parasite in a shell — that space was still there. Empty. Resonant. And sometimes, in quiet moments, Achilla could feel it humming, like a bell that had been struck and never quite stopped ringing.

The VTOL banked. Descended. The city swallowed them.

"Tell me something, Commander," Achilla said.

"Sera."

"Sera. The things that have been coming through the tears before me. The 'organic matter of indeterminate origin.' What did they look like?"

Sera was quiet for a moment. Then: "They looked like they used to be people."

Achilla closed her eyes. Pressed her head back against the seat rest. Felt the rain on the hull like distant drumming.

"Yeah," she said. "That's what I was afraid of."
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"THE SCAN ROOM"

Division Zero's headquarters was buried beneath the government district of Meridian City like a secret the city kept from itself.

The VTOL descended through a sequence of armoured doors that opened and closed with the precision of a ritual — each one requiring a different authentication, each one thicker than the last. They passed through a tunnel of reinforced concrete and then into a cathedral of steel and silence.

Achilla stepped out of the craft and into a space that was vast, clean, and cold. Glass walls divided the floor into operational zones — briefing rooms, analysis suites, armouries. Holographic displays hung in the air at workstations, casting blue light onto the faces of technicians who moved with the focused quiet of people working on things they couldn't talk about. Somewhere deep in the facility, servers hummed — a constant, low vibration that Achilla could feel through the soles of the tactical boots they'd given her on the VTOL.

She hated it instantly.

It wasn't the technology — she'd seen stranger things than holographic displays and neural-link interfaces. It was the sterility. The control. Every surface was clean, every angle precise, every light calibrated. It was a place designed to eliminate uncertainty, and Achilla Lavey had been born from uncertainty. She was the uncertain thing. The paradox. The woman who shouldn't exist.

"Cosy," she said.

Sera walked beside her, boots clicking on the polished floor. "It's functional."

"That's what I said."

A large man was waiting for them at the end of the main corridor. Large was insufficient — he was massive, broad-shouldered, built like someone had designed a wall and then given it legs. Cybernetic eyes glowed amber in a face that had been lived in hard: scarred, weathered, set in an expression of permanent mild irritation.

He looked at Achilla. Looked at Sera. Looked back at Achilla.

"This is the anomaly?" he said.

"This is our guest," Sera corrected.

"She's barefoot."

"We gave her boots on the VTOL."

"She's wet."

"It's raining."

The big man extended a hand that could have palmed a basketball. "Kade Morrow. Heavy weapons."

Achilla shook it. His grip was strong — cybernetically enhanced strong, the kind of strength that could crush bones if the control settings were wrong. She matched it. His amber eyes widened fractionally.

"Achilla Lavey," she said. "Currently unemployed."

"Australian?"

"Is it that obvious?"

"You said 'currently' like it had four syllables." A pause. Something approaching amusement in those glowing eyes. "You've got a good grip for someone who came out of a hole in the sky."

"I work out."

Kade looked at Sera. "I like her."

"Noted. Let's get her to the scan room."

* * *
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THE SCANNING CHAMBER was a cylinder of white light and humming machinery. Achilla stood in the centre, arms slightly raised, while arrays of sensors orbited her like attentive moons. The light was invasive — it mapped her skin, her muscles, her bones, her organs. It read her blood chemistry, her neural activity, her cellular structure down to the mitochondrial level.

She stood still and let it work. She'd been scanned before, in other places, by other machines. The results were always the same.

In the observation room above, Sera and a young woman with sharp features and nervous energy watched the data stream across holographic displays. The young woman was Nara Sato — Achilla would learn her name later — and she was frowning the way people frown when the numbers don't agree with each other.

"This can't be right," Nara said.

"What's the read?"

"It's... contradictory. Her genetic markers are human. Standard Homo sapiens, no synthetic modification, no gene editing. But her musculature is dense — way beyond any natural or augmented baseline I've seen. And her cellular regeneration rate is..." Nara paused, scrolling through data. "Commander, her cells are regenerating at approximately twelve times the normal human rate."

"Cybernetics?"

"None. Zero. No implants, no neural-links, no augmentation hardware of any kind. She's clean. Organically clean. But her bio-signature keeps throwing paradox flags." Nara pulled up a display. "Look at this. The system is classifying her simultaneously as human, non-human, and — this is the part I can't explain — 'other.' The scanner literally doesn't have a category for what she is."

Sera stared at the data. The circuit patterns in her irises flickered as she processed.

"And her thermal signature?"

"Consistent with what you recorded on the rooftop. She's running hot, distributed evenly. No pathological cause. It's like her body is producing energy from a source that isn't metabolic." Nara hesitated. "Commander, I've never seen anything like this."

"Neither have I."

Below, in the scanning chamber, Achilla stood in the white light and waited. She knew what they were finding. She knew it wouldn't make sense to them. It didn't make sense to anyone. She was the woman who had been built from the inside out by a demon, and then, when the demon left, had kept the architecture. She was the house that remained standing after the hurricane, and nobody could explain why.

The scanners stopped. The light dimmed. A door opened.

"You can come out now," Sera's voice said over an intercom.

Achilla stepped out and was led to a small room — white walls, a table, two chairs, a single overhead light. An interrogation room dressed up as a conversation space.

Sera entered and sat across from her. Placed her hands flat on the table. No notes, no devices — she was recording everything through her neural-link, Achilla assumed.

"Your scans are anomalous," Sera said.

"I know."

"You read as human. You also don't read as human. The system can't categorise you."

"It never can."

"I need you to tell me what you are, Achilla."

Achilla leaned back in her chair. Crossed her arms. The tactical boots they'd given her were a half-size too big, and the borrowed jacket smelled like someone else's aftershave. She was tired. Not physically — her body didn't tire the way normal bodies did — but tired in the deep way, the soul way, the way you
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