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Stefan was not sure if he was trapped in a dream, dead, or so badly injured that all he had left was his mind drifting in the dark.

Everything was still.

No pain.

No warmth.

No weight.

No breath moving in his chest.

He reached for any sensation at all and found only emptiness.

He should have been panicking.

The thought came from far away, faint but persistent.

Why wasn’t he afraid?

Why did the silence feel so complete?

Why did it feel almost familiar?

Then a voice reached him.

Soft at first.

Distant.

Muffled, as if someone was calling from behind a closed door.

“Stefan... Stefan... are you okay?”

The voice was familiar.

Tera.

Her voice pushed through the darkness with a desperate edge that cut deeper than pain would have. He wanted to answer. He wanted to tell her he was there, alive, somewhere inside the black.

But his body refused him.

His lips did not move.

His throat made no sound.

“Stefan,” she pleaded. “Wake up.”

Something sparked deep inside him.

Not thought.

Not will.

Something lower than that.

His eyelids fluttered.

A dull gray light seeped in as the darkness receded. Shapes formed slowly above him: branches, leaves, the broken pattern of a forest canopy. The air smelled of wet earth, smoke, old leaves, and blood.

His eyes opened fully.

The forest came into focus.

Two soldiers lay motionless nearby, their bodies twisted against the roots of the surrounding trees. One had fallen face down with a rifle still caught beneath him. The other stared upward with open, empty eyes.

Stefan tried to move.

His body felt foreign.

Heavy.

Slow.

Wrong.

His limbs responded as if the signals had to travel through someone else before reaching him. A dull pressure buzzed behind his right eye. His mouth was dry enough that his tongue felt swollen.

Then another voice spoke.

This one was not Tera’s.

It came from inside him.

Calm.

Clinical.

Unmistakable.

STEFAN, YOUR BODY HAS BEEN REPAIRED.

He stopped breathing.

Or maybe he had only just noticed himself breathing.

The voice continued.

SIGNIFICANT BLOOD LOSS DETECTED. VOLUME REPLACEMENT REQUIRED. TIME WILL REPLENISH WHAT HAS BEEN TAKEN.

His chest tightened.

The nanites.

The thought rose slowly, then struck hard.

They were not a dream. Not a feeling. Not some feverish impression at the edge of sleep.

They were inside him.

Assessing.

Repairing.

Speaking.

Dictating.


NANITE INTEGRATION AT SEVENTY-EIGHT PERCENT.

MOTOR FUNCTIONS RESTORED.

HYDRATION IS NECESSARY.


His right hand moved.

Stefan had not told it to.

The movement was clumsy at first, fingers scraping against dirt and leaves. Then his arm stretched toward the nearest fallen soldier’s pack. His trembling fingers found the straps and dragged it closer.

He watched himself do it.

That was the worst part.

Some part of him was participating.

Some part of him wanted the water so badly he could barely think.

But another part, the part still trying to be Stefan, understood that his body was obeying an order he had not chosen.

His fingers opened the pack.

Found a battered canteen.

Unscrewed the cap.

The metal was cold against his palm.

Grounding.

Real.

He drank greedily.

Water rushed down his throat, stale with the taste of metal and plastic. It spilled over his chin and ran down his neck, soaking into the torn collar of his shirt.

It did not matter.

His body demanded more.

FLUID LEVELS IMPROVING.

The voice did not praise him.

It did not comfort him.

It simply reported.

Stefan lowered the empty canteen and sucked in a ragged breath. His chest heaved. The world around him remained strangely quiet except for the faint rustle of leaves stirred by a gentle breeze.

His gaze shifted to the second soldier.

The dead man’s canteen hung at his side.

Stefan crawled toward it.

Each movement was deliberate and detached, as if he were both moving and watching movement happen. His knees dragged through mud and leaf litter. His side ached where the bullet had passed through him.

Where the bullet should have killed him.

The second canteen was smaller and only half full.

He drank it all.

The cool liquid gave him a few seconds of relief before the thirst returned, not as sharp as before, but still present.

“Stefan, over here.”

Tera’s voice cut through the fog.

His head snapped toward her.

She crouched a few paces away, one arm braced against a tree, her face tight with worry. Dirt streaked one side of her cheek. Her rifle hung across her chest. She looked exhausted, but her eyes stayed alert.

She held out a third canteen.

Stefan forced himself to stand.

His legs wobbled.

For one terrible second, he thought they would fold under him.

Then they held.

He staggered toward her and took the canteen from her hand.

“Easy,” Tera said.

He tried.

He failed.

He drank deeply, water spilling over his chin and cheeks, soaking the front of his shirt.

Tera watched him with a look he did not understand.

Fear.

Relief.

Knowledge.

“Here,” she said softly.

She pulled a ration bar from her pocket. The wrapper was crinkled and stained, but the dense bar inside was intact, coated in a thin layer of chocolate beginning to soften in the warmth of her palm.

Stefan took it and ate too fast.

He barely chewed before swallowing.

Sweetness. Oats. Fat. Protein.

Not enough.

Tera handed him another.

He devoured it the same way.


NUTRIENT INTAKE DETECTED.

CONTINUE.


The words slid through his skull without sound.

Stefan looked at Tera.

“Do you hear that?” he tried to ask.

What came out was a broken rasp.

Tera’s expression tightened.

“Come on,” she said. “A little farther.”

She stood and gestured for him to follow.

His steps were uneven as he moved after her.

Was he walking?

Or was something walking him?

His body lurched forward, eyes fixed on the ration bar in her hand. Tera moved backward through the undergrowth, glancing over her shoulder to guide them between roots and fallen branches.

The silence of the forest pressed around them.

No gunfire.

No engines.

No shouting.

Only leaves underfoot and Stefan’s harsh breathing.

After what felt like an eternity, Tera stopped.

She turned to face him and held out the final bar.

He took it without hesitation.

The moment it was in his hand, his legs gave out.

He sank to the ground as he ate, body too heavy to hold upright. His vision blurred. The trees tilted. The taste of chocolate and oats lingered faintly on his tongue.

Tera lowered herself beside him.

“Rest, Stefan,” she whispered.

Her voice was close.

The other voice was closer.

SLEEP NOW.

YOU WILL AWAKEN WHEN ALL IS WELL.

Stefan wanted to ask what that meant.

He wanted to ask what was inside him.

He wanted to ask Tera what she knew.

But his body relaxed before he could fight it. His breathing slowed. Darkness crept in from the edges of his vision.

The voice in his mind was not his own.

It commanded him anyway.

And he obeyed.
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Cass froze.

The door opened.

For one hard second, every part of her went still except her pulse.

A young man stepped into the room with his eyes down, focused on a tablet in his hands. He wore a wrinkled lab coat over a symposium badge, and his hair stuck up on one side as if he had been running his fingers through it all day. He looked tired, distracted, and exactly like the kind of graduate student who might walk into the wrong room without thinking.

Then he looked up.

His eyes widened.

Cass forced her shoulders to drop.

Relax.

Belong.

Be someone boring.

“Hi?” she said.

The young man blinked. “Hi?”

His gaze moved from her face to her bag, then to the boxes on the counter behind her.

Not long.

Long enough.

Cass smiled like this was awkward, not criminal.

He glanced back toward the hallway. “Why aren’t you at the symposium?”

Cass tilted her head and gave a small shrug. “I could ask you the same thing.”

That bought her half a second.

She used it.

“Besides,” she added, letting a trace of annoyed resignation enter her voice, “I’m already slated for the penalty box next week. Skipping the symposium isn’t going to make things worse.”

The student’s expression changed.

Recognition, or close enough to it.

The penalty box meant something here. She had heard the students mention it earlier, and now she watched him decide whether she belonged to a category
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