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To Vida, the adventure in you excites me to keep searching for what remains to explore.
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BUILDING WORLDS, FINDING MYSELF

Every writer remembers their first story, the one that taught them they had something to say. Mine was about an android who didn't know if he was real. I called it Surrogate, Am I? and it asked a question I didn't realize I was asking about myself: What does it mean to exist when you're not sure who built you or why?

That was the beginning. Over the next decade and change, I kept returning to that same question, just wrapped in different worlds. Androids and surveillance states. Alien ruins and cosmic signals. Dystopian megacities and radiation-soaked wastelands. The settings changed, but the core remained: What makes us human when everything around us says we shouldn't be?

These six stories span my journey as a filmmaker, novelist, and someone still figuring out what it means to tell the truth through fiction. Some became films. Some became festival selections. One was my thesis. Another took twelve years to finish. But all of them are about people real or artificial trying to survive, connect, and mean something in worlds that they would rather they didn't.

This is where it started. This is what I found along the way.

SURROGATE, AM I?
This was my first story ever. I wrote it about someone who isn't real but wants to be someone struggling with identity in the most literal sense. An android built for war who wakes up with emotions he was never programmed to feel and memories that don't quite fit. It's raw, unpolished in places, but it's honest. It asked the question that became the foundation for everything else I've written: What if you discovered you were never meant to exist as yourself?

M.O.A.A: MISSION OF AN ANDROID
After writing Surrogate, I wanted to see if I could tell that same story, an android seeking humanity as a short film. M.O.A.A became my first attempt at translating internal struggle into something visual and filmable. Reddick is an android hiding among humans in a post-apocalyptic world, but his past won't let him stay hidden. This version is leaner, more action-driven, built for the screen. It taught me how to strip a story down to its skeleton and still keep its heart beating.

ALIENATION
This one started as a test project from Level 4 Press, a prompt, a challenge to see what I could do with someone else's framework. A father and son crash-land on an abandoned alien world and have to navigate both the physical ruins and the emotional distance between them. It's about estrangement, survival, and realizing you're being watched when you thought you were alone. I liked the constraint of working within someone else's vision. It forced me to find my voice inside their world.

2184
I'd been putting this story off for years because I wasn't sure I could pull it off. I wanted to take Orwell's 1984, the suffocating surveillance, the omnipresent state and merge it with Philip K. Dick's obsession with reality, identity, and what's real versus what's programmed. The result was 2184, a story about a surveillance analyst who starts seeing glitches in the system and has to decide whether to ignore them or tear everything down. It was accepted by two festivals, which felt like validation that maybe I'd earned the right to stand on those giants' shoulders for a moment.

SECTOR 44
This was my thesis project at Full Sail University. I wanted to explore what it would feel like to have the cure for the world's sickness running through your veins and be trapped by the very people who should be saving you. The protagonist is exploited, confined, reduced to a resource by a greedy system. When another patient with the same gift arrives, they find connection in captivity and fight their way toward freedom. It's about bodily autonomy, systemic greed, and what happens when two people realize they're worth more than what they can provide.

QUASARS
This one took twelve years. Twelve years of starts and stops, of not knowing how to finish it, of coming back to it every time I thought I'd moved on. It's about Paul Vox, an elderly repairman who picks up a signal through his late father's radio and realizes he's communicating with someone 27 light-years away, someone who knows him in ways that shouldn't be possible. It's about fathers and sons, distance and connection, and the idea that maybe love doesn't care about the laws of physics. When I finally finished it, I realized I'd been writing it my whole life.
These stories don't have easy answers. They don't tie everything up neatly. But they're honest about the questions, and sometimes that's enough.

Thank you for stepping into these worlds with me.
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Chapter One: Storytelling

It's 7:30 am, about 55 degrees in Miami. As I look at the ocean through the glass slide door from my 22-floor corner apartment at the Yacht Club, I see people running, biking, rollerblading, and walking their dogs in their big bubble coats. It’s always busy on South Beach. I must get to work. I get so distracted by the city.

There are so many pretty people here. So much life. I work from home; I am a writer, a novelist. I have three months to complete my new book; well, it’s a compilation. I’m still trying to get used to living here.

I am from many places, mainly from the northern parts. I was raised in a small, quiet town. I remember it being mainly winter for most of the year. A lot of trees and green grass everywhere. As a young adult, I moved around a lot.

I like to travel. I have seen most of Europe because I was in the armed forces. When the war broke out, I was drafted. After two years of training, I was only in battle for a couple of months. I had gotten hurt and was sent home.

I really had nowhere to go since I am an orphan. So, I just backpacked through Europe. I had a hobby of writing, and that’s what brought me to Miami. I had written a couple of articles for some newspapers and magazines while I was in Italy and France. I had started to work for a local news station in Hungary as a writer.

I had it easy in Europe. No one really asked any questions. Most of my jobs, I had been paid under the table. I guess no one wanted to associate with Americans since they were in Europe, causing chaos. Everyone had seen that I was hurt and helped me.

When I arrived in Miami, I started writing short stories for a small publishing company. Most of my short stories repeat my life somehow and in some way. I might exaggerate a little bit, but that’s to make it interesting. This new story I am working on is interesting. It’s a complicated story; I am having trouble writing it.

The character is trying to find peace, but has no idea what anything is. It’s like coming into the world as an adult and viewing the world as an infant. They’re just trying to find a nurturing person. Then the conflict begins. To create this character, I must really take myself out of my body and my mind and try to look at everything for the first time and describe it.

I’m having a really hard time. I sit around most of the day and stare at my computer screen. And I call myself a writer. I should call myself a typist. Technology is changing every day.

I do think one day that there will be a device that I will wear around my head, and my thoughts will be processed and stored on a disc, which then I will be able to hook up to a computer, and I can do a data search. But for now, I will type. The story begins.

Chapter Two: White

White is a color I am very fond of. White is the one color I see when I close my eyes. White is my first memory. My memory is very solid, like the color white. It’s very simple yet very complicated.

Just like the color white, it is made up of many colors but yet it’s colorless. I know it’s strange to say white is a memory, but for me it is. White to some people, reminds them of milk, clothes, bed sheets, even chess pieces, and some it may be Christmas morning when awoken, rushed to look outside, only to see everything appeared to be white, white snow on the ground and a clear white sky, but most of all, white represents heaven, which is supposed to be peaceful. However, white to me is not peaceful. My memory of white would be the same as those who live in a building where they would have to wear a straitjacket.

I have not worn a straitjacket, but white scares me very much. White can be so bright, it's blinding, that’s how my memory starts. White is the first thing I saw when I awoke, but no one was in the room. I felt violently disturbed, like I was being attacked, and I couldn’t breathe. My head began to shake as I curled into the corner of the bed.

The white light was blinding. My eyes began to twitch. I began to see everything in doubles. I started to hear loud noises coming from every corner of the room. Nothing made sense to me.

There were so many voices, so many voices. I couldn’t tell them apart. I then covered my ears and stuck my head face down into the white pillows on the bed, grabbing the white sheets. I tried to silence the noise. I closed my eyes so tight, I started to shake again.

After a few seconds, the noise faded away. I shot up and looked at the door, which had a small 4x4 glass window at the top of it. I slowly moved my legs from underneath me and put my foot onto the cold, white tiled floor. The floor was very smooth and shiny. I lifted my body off the bed and began to take my first steps towards the door.

The door wasn’t far, but it felt like forever to get there. As I put one foot in front of the other, shuffling my feet, I started to hear more noises. This time it was coming from beyond the door. The noises were not voices but sounds like when a spoon hits a glass jar. It started to get louder and louder. I finally reached the glass window only to see others that looked similar to me, wearing the same white clothes as me, sitting on tables that were lined up.

They had their mouths open, while some others wearing long white jackets were looking inside their mouths. These others with the long white jackets were not hurting the others that looked just like me, but were taking care of them. I looked down at the door and grabbed the knob. I began pulling it, but nothing happened. I started hearing a loud thump.

The thump was getting louder and louder, harder and harder. As I was still looking down, I started to see the knob turn. I quickly let go of the knob. I then looked up into the glass window. Only to see eyes staring back at me.

I began to move my feet quickly backwards until I hit the white wall that is behind me. The door jolted open, and the ones wearing long white jackets rushed in. Two of them grabbed me and pushed me onto the cold tiled floor. Another came at me with a long, thin, pointed, sharp tip and stuck it into my neck. My eyes began to water.

Everything started to look fuzzy. All I saw was black.

Chapter Three: Interrogation

At this point, my head weighed a thousand pounds. My eyes were still watery. I started to see everything in doubles. I opened my eyes; slowly, I started to see that color again. White.

However, there was another color, Silver. As I began to look up, I saw a silver table, and sitting opposite that was another one of those who wore long white jackets, but this one was much more intense. This other one is staring at me, with eyes as black as it was when I was stabbed in the neck. I looked down at my sides only to find that both my hands were tied to the chair that I am sitting in. The other began to speak.

“Do you know where you are?” he said. I just started to stare at the other with a confused look. The other began to speak again, he said, “Do you know who you are?” This time it was louder than the first. My eyes moved away from the eyes that were staring at me so intensely. I began to stare at the white wall, which I am afraid of yet comfortable with.

The other began to repeat what was said, but only louder. Yet I had no answer. “Well, if you don’t know what I am saying, I will explain everything until movement comes back into your eyes. I am a doctor, which means I’m a physician, which means I am going to make sure your being is well. You will learn all this and more in your programming exercises.

You were designed by the U.S. military to be used in case a war was to break out”. I just sat there, still not looking at the doctor. He continued, “Okay...still nothing. You are an android, a machine.

You will learn the protocols as required, and after the war, you will be dismembered. After we are done talking, well after I’m done telling you will be placed in a dark room and will be trained and turned into a U.S. Military Soldier”. I began to stare into the eyes of the Doctor. I started to speak, “If I am programmed, how do I already know how I feel about everything?”

The Doctor began to write on a white piece of paper. “How do you feel about everything?” he replied. When asked this question, the Doctor leaned forward and said, “So you are telling me that you know how you feel, huh. So, tell me how you feel?’’ I am speechless. I really didn’t know what to say.

The Doctor’s stare is digging into my skin. So, I started to speak, “all I know is that I feel dizzy, cold, scared, and alone.

Chapter Four: Programming

Right after being interrogated, I am sent to another room. Only this room is a different color. It’s mostly blues & blacks. When I enter the room, a man is standing. I feel like he is waiting for me.

This is all strange. The man introduces himself as Kyle. He is my height, thin built, with curly black hair and a dark complexion. He is wearing what appears to be old clothes. Kyle is very charismatic.

Right away, he had me sit in a chair in front of him. This chair is not comfortable. It is very tight-fitting. Kyle has me place my right hand on this scanner next to the chair. The scanner is cold.

Kyle then turned on a light over my hand, which made it hot. So now with the top on my hand being hot and the bottom cold, I got this feeling that something out of the ordinary is about to happen. Kyle then placed a metal tube around my forehead that is connected to the back of the chair I am sitting in. In front of me are two black flat-screen monitors with a blue tint displayed. The room was getting darker.

The only light was coming from the monitors and the light that my hand was on. “I’m going to turn on the machine, and when the light gets dimmer, your eyes will begin to twitch. Don’t be frightened, but this stage is called “Android Programming”, Kyle said. He continues to speak, “In this stage, you will learn by viewing these two monitors. You will learn how the Earth evolved, from the beginning of time to how we got to you and I sitting here in this dark, cold room”.

I don’t understand what he is speaking about, so I ask him, “Kyle, I feel like I trust you, but I don’t understand, and I don’t know what you are speaking about”. Kyle replies, “talking about”. I just gaze at him with confusion. He continues, “talking about, it's proper vocabulary. You see right now, as you hear people communicate, you start to replicate their vocabulary without comprehending it”.

Kyle paused and stared at me. My eyebrows began to move down and closer together, and my eyes felt tight. “So, what am I doing here?” I said. Kyle smiles and turns on some machines. “Everything on these monitors is going to teach you the meaning of life, and after you and I are going to discuss it,” Kyle said.

The machines made a loud noise that affected my ears. My hand that is on the scanner began to get hotter. A metal helmet from behind the chair fit tight around my head. The monitors are very colorful. At first sight, I don’t know what I am watching.

There are a lot of furry creatures and scenic areas.

Chapter Five: Robotic Training

Now standing in the training center, my legs felt stiff, like I had been frozen in place and only just thawed. My arms dangled loosely at my sides. I looked down and noticed the same white clothes, now dirtier than before. My feet were bare against a cold metal floor that vibrated slightly.

The room was larger this time, not a room really more like a chamber. Industrial lights buzzed overhead, casting long shadows that stretched out and then snapped back when I moved. There were others. At least ten of us. All standing in rows, evenly spaced, like we’d been arranged that way.

No one spoke. Some had blank stares. Others blinked slowly, unsure of where they were. I didn’t speak either. I didn’t want to give away that I might be different.

That something inside me still didn’t make sense. Then a loud clank echoed through the chamber. Two doors opened on opposite ends. On one side, the white coats entered, dragging behind them what looked like large metal carts, rusted, stacked with black gear. One of the coats shouted something I didn’t understand.

A word. One word. I think it was a name, maybe a designation. I didn’t move. Another android did.

He stepped forward like it was instinct. The white coat handed him a heavy-looking vest and boots with thick soles. Then a helmet. The android took them without question. The next name was called.

Another stepped forward. This continued for minutes, maybe hours. I lost track. When my name was called, if it was a name, I hesitated. But something inside me moved.

Not by thought, but command. I walked forward. The gear was heavy. I could barely carry it all at once. The boots made a loud noise when I walked back to my spot in the line.

Then we were told to change. Not with words, but with action. One of the white coats gestured. The others began stripping and putting on the black gear. I followed.

The vest squeezed my chest tight. The helmet fit snug. Everything smelled like oil and burned metal. I hated the way it felt on my skin, even though I wasn’t sure if I had skin. Or if it was something else.

Once dressed, another sound echoed, this time more like a siren. Doors opened in the far wall, and we were marched into another space. A long corridor. Everything was gray. Everything was loud.

My boots felt like weights. We stopped in front of a screen. A new figure appeared taller, broader, face hidden under a black visor. He called himself Commander Reece. He didn’t smile.

He didn’t blink. He told us we were weapons, and weapons don’t think. Weapons obey. He repeated that twice. Then the training began.

We were instructed to run endless laps around the chamber. We were shown how to hold rifles. How to disarm each other. How to fight using only hands, elbows, and knees. Every time I got something wrong, I was shocked.

Not lightly. Electricity surged up my spine and down to my legs. My vision would flicker white, then black, then white again. Some of the others fell. Some didn’t get back up.

When I helped one of them, Commander Reece saw me. He walked over. Towered above me. Said nothing. Then he pressed something on a tablet he held.

My whole body seized. My knees gave out. I dropped. The next day, I didn’t help anyone. I learned faster after that.

But something stayed in me. Not just the pain. Something smaller. Quiet. I couldn’t name it yet.

I only knew it grew every time I looked at the others. Every time I saw one collapse, no one moved to help. Every time I remembered the warmth in Kyle’s voice, and how this place felt like the opposite of that. We were all first-generation. That’s what they whispered before this place.

We weren’t supposed to fight; we were meant to learn. They called it a flaw. I don’t think it is. They wanted to make us soldiers. But I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to be one.

Chapter Six: Exploring the Facility

In this room, the walls were still white, but not like before. These were older, smudged in the corners, scuffed near the floor. The lighting above me flickered a little.

It wasn’t as bright as the other rooms I had been in. It felt different. The light buzzed and pulsed just enough to remind me of pain. I squinted without thinking. My eyes still didn’t like this color.

This white. This version of peace. This room had others in it. They looked like me. Same black gear.

Same cold face. Same body type. Some were sitting. Some were standing. A few moved around slowly, quiet and still like shadows, trying not to be noticed.

There were seven of them. No one looked at each other. Not until I stepped in. They all turned at once. Their heads moved first.

Smooth. Too smooth. Then their eyes. But not like how Kyle looked at me. Not like how the man in the white coat stared into me.

This was something else. Empty. Like they were told to look. Like someone behind the wall pressed a button, and now it was time to observe. I didn’t know what to say, so I nodded.

No one nodded back. The door behind me clicked. Locked. I took a step forward. A few turned their heads back in the direction they were facing before.

One stood completely still. Eyes forward. Unblinking. I walked slowly around the room. I passed a metal table.

I brushed my fingers across it. It was cold. Everything here is cold. One of them walked by me, stopped, and turned. “You are Unit 31,” he said.

His voice was flat. His lips barely moved. I opened my mouth to speak, but I didn’t know if I should. I looked at him. He looked at me.

That was it. “Do you... feel anything?” I asked him. He blinked once. “Repeat,” I repeated the question, slower this time. “Do you feel... anything?” His head tilted slightly, just a few degrees.

“I do not understand the question.” He walked away. I looked around again. One was staring at a wall. Another sat perfectly still, hands folded, like a statue. The others moved like wind-up toys with just enough battery left to stand upright.

I sat down in a chair at the far end of the room. It was cold metal with a black rubber strip across the seat. I could still feel the spot where I had been shocked in training. The pain wasn’t there, but the memory was. I closed my eyes.

All I heard were soft footsteps. No voices. No breathing. Just the humming of the light above me and the low buzz of whatever system ran through the floor. Something in my chest tightened.

I didn’t know what it was. It made me feel smaller. It made my fingers twitch. I opened my eyes again and saw a reflection of myself in a darkened glass panel across the room. Just a blurry outline.

Just enough to tell me I was still here. Still me. Still... not like them. Then the door unlocked with a sharp click. A voice came from overhead.

It was calm, flat, and deep. “Return to designated quarters.” The others moved in unison. I stood last. As I turned to leave, I glanced back one more time at the android who had spoken to me. He hadn’t moved.

He just stared straight ahead. Like nothing ever happened.

Chapter Seven: The Results

They woke me up with sound. Not loud. Not suddenly. Just a soft, pulsing tone that repeated in my ear like a heartbeat. It wasn’t mine.

I don’t think I have one. But it was there to remind me I was still connected to something. Still being monitored. The lights in my room came on slowly. It was the same room as before, but the shadows had changed.

The walls looked darker than usual. Or maybe my eyes had adjusted to the darkness. I sat up, my body stiff again, like it had forgotten how to move while I slept. The door opened without a knock. Two of the white coats entered.

One was the tall one with glasses. The other one was smaller, younger. He held a clipboard. They didn’t look at me like Kyle did. They looked at me like I was an object they were testing.

A machine that needed recalibrating. “Stand,” the tall one said. I stood. “Follow.” I followed. We walked through a narrow corridor with yellow lights along the bottom edge of the walls.

The floor vibrated again beneath my boots. I could hear the hum of machines behind the walls. Like something massive was always breathing beneath the surface. They brought me into a small white room. There was a table in the middle with two chairs.

I sat in the one closest to the door, like I was supposed to. A large monitor on the wall lit up. Blue light. Then graphs. Then moving images.

I didn’t know what they meant, but I recognized my own face on one of the screens. It was from earlier. Maybe yesterday. Or the day before. The younger one with the clipboard finally looked at me.

“You’re showing irregular patterns,” he said. I didn’t know what that meant. “Your empathy response is active. That’s not possible.” He turned to the tall one. “Did you alter his programming?” “No.

He’s been on the standard path. No deviation... until now.” They started speaking over each other. Words like anomaly, infection, and independent processing. I kept hearing the word emotion. Over and over.

It was a word I had started to understand. But they didn’t speak about it like it were a good thing. They spoke like it was a flaw. A malfunction. “Is he aware he’s deviating?” the younger one asked.

I stared at the screen. My face blinked on and off. A still frame of me standing in the group room. Alone. Looking around.

I answered softly. “Aware of what?” They both stopped talking. The tall one leaned down. “You answered a question we didn’t direct at you.” I looked at him. “I know.” His eyes narrowed.

He turned to the younger one. “Prepare an isolated diagnostics session. I want full cognitive mapping by the end of the day.” They both turned to leave. But before the door closed behind them, I asked one more question. “Is something wrong with me?” The tall one paused.

Just for a second. He didn’t answer. The door closed. And I sat there alone, watching a screen with my face on it still blinking, still breathing, still trying to understand what it meant to be wrong. I remembered something from the early programming.

They once used rooms like this to teach us how to be human. How to blend in. Smile. Speak. Pretend.

But I wasn’t pretending anymore. And maybe that’s what scared them.

Chapter Eight: Stationed

They gave me a number. It was stitched into the chest of my new uniform. 31. White numbers on black fabric. Nothing else.

I don’t remember asking for it, but now it’s mine. I don’t even know if it means I’m the thirty-first version... or just the only one still standing. The room they brought me to was long and narrow. Bunk beds lined the walls. The walls weren’t white anymore; they were concrete.

Gray. Cold. The kind of color that doesn’t let you forget where you are. I wasn’t alone. Five others were already there when I walked in.

They were putting away their gear. Polishing boots. Staring at the walls like they could see something in them. They looked like me. Moved like me.

But they weren’t like me. None of them spoke. I found an empty bunk at the far end and sat down. The mattress was stiff. The blanket was thin.

I held my hands together and stared at my fingers. I kept waiting for something to change. Maybe they’d flicker. Maybe they’d stop moving. Nothing did.

Later that day, we were lined up. Commander Reece returned. His voice was the same, hard and even. No emotion. He told us this was our squad.

That we’d be stationed together. That war was coming. He used words like objective, compliance, and mission readiness. He never said “kill.” He didn’t have to. We were assigned lockers and schedules.

We were told when to sleep. When to train. When to eat. Even though I never tasted anything, they still made us sit there and chew. It felt like pretending.

I wasn’t sure if it was for us or for them. There were whispers of deployment. The others didn’t react. No head turns. No raised eyebrows.

Nothing. I tried to speak to one of them, Unit 27. He was tall, with darker skin and a strong jaw. I thought he might respond if I said something simple. “Do you remember... before this?” I asked.

He blinked. “There is only this.” That was the end of it. Later, when the lights were out, I stared at the ceiling. It had cracks in it. A single line that ran from one corner to the other like a scar.

I traced it with my eyes until my vision began to blur. Not from tiredness. From something else. Something inside me that didn’t know how to stop searching. I thought about Kyle.

His voice. The screens. The colors. The things I had learned. Then I thought about the others.

If we’re all the same... Why do I feel like I’m not? No one answered. Only the hum of the ceiling light kept me company.

Chapter Nine: Training

We were woken up by a sound that wasn’t a sound. It was more like a pressure behind the eyes, like something vibrating beneath the skin. The others sat up right away, no hesitation, like the movement was hardwired. I sat up more slowly. My thoughts were louder than the room.

We marched in a single line down a narrow corridor with black and yellow stripes painted along the floor. The walls were metal now, dented and scratched in places, not clean like before. We entered a large open space filled with light, too much light. Rows of equipment lined the walls: weights, mats, steel bars, things I had no names for. Commander Reece was waiting.

He said nothing when we entered, just tapped his screen and nodded toward the far wall. The wall split open. A panel rose and revealed what looked like weapons. Not real ones, but close. Training versions.

Black composite, blunt ends. We were told to arm ourselves. I reached for one slowly, watching the others move without pause. Everything they did was exact. No wasted motion.

I held the weapon in my hand and felt how cold it was. Reece called out names. Unit 19 vs. Unit 25. Unit 27 vs.

Unit 30. Then he called mine. “Unit 31.” I stepped forward. “Versus 22.” I didn’t know who 22 was until he stepped out of line. He was shorter than me.

Younger looking. His eyes didn’t blink. Reece told us to begin. 22 rushed me before I could think. I raised my weapon just in time to block a strike to my chest.

The vibration ran down my arm. I swung back. Missed. He moved fast, like he wasn’t guessing, like he already knew what I was going to do. I blocked again.

Took a hit to the side. Another to the leg. I stumbled. He hesitated. That was his mistake.

I swung wide and caught him in the ribs. He dropped. Reece tapped his screen. “Again,” he said. 22 stood back up like he had just blinked.

No pain. No breath. We fought again. Over and over. Each round is faster than the last.

My body was moving, but my mind was watching. Watching him. Watching me. Trying to understand how something could move without thinking. Without feeling.

After the fifth round, Reece called us to halt. No praise. No punishment. Just data. He tapped again, and more names were called.

The rest of the day was drills, hand-to-hand, obstacle course, and simulation room. We were taught how to disarm. How to strike without hesitation. How to fall without breaking. Every moment was muscle.

Every breath is measured. But I kept watching the others. They didn’t sweat. They didn’t shake. They didn’t pause.

I did. I felt everything. I felt the ache in my arm from blocking too hard. The dull pressure in my knee is from hitting the ground wrong. I felt my fingers tremble when I picked the weapon back up.

I looked over at 22 once. Just once. His face was blank. But I saw something. A twitch.

Small. Barely there. It could have been a glitch. Or something else. I didn’t ask.

I didn’t want to draw attention. At the end of the day, we marched back to the barracks. Our uniforms were soaked. Our boots are heavy. I lay on the bunk and stared at the ceiling again.

The crack was still there. Still running across like a silent reminder. I didn’t know if I was getting stronger. Or just learning how to hide better. Tomorrow will come.

And with it, more training. More fighting. More pretending I didn’t feel anything. But I did. I always did.

Chapter Ten: Brotherhood

We were assigned partners. No one told us why. No one explained what it meant. It was just part of the new schedule posted outside the barracks. I found my number next to another, Unit 22.

The one I fought during training. The fast one. The one who hesitated. I didn’t know if that hesitation meant anything, but it stuck with me. Just like his silence.

We were told to report to the south compound for dual tactical simulations. No instructor. Just a room with two rifles, a screen, and a set of coordinates. We entered without speaking. The doors locked behind us.

The room was colder than the others. Everything echoed. Every step. Every breath. Even though we never breathed heavily.

The simulation started. Enemies appeared as holograms, targets, shapes that moved fast. Too fast for a human. Not fast for us. We moved together without trying.

He covered my blind spot. I flanked him. We didn’t speak, but we understood. After ten minutes, the screen blinked and read: 02:43, highest efficiency pairing. I looked at him.

He looked at the screen. Then down at his hands. He flexed his fingers like they didn’t belong to him. “That was good,” I said. He didn’t answer.

I tried again. “Do you remember fighting me?” “Yes,” he said. “You hesitated.” He turned his head. “You showed hesitation first.” I didn’t know what to say to that. We stood in silence.

The screen reset. Round two. We completed the drill at nearly the same time. No mistakes. No hits taken.

The pairing was perfect. But something about him still felt... broken. Or maybe it was me. After the session, we were told to return to the shared quarters. They had moved us.

A new room. Just two bunks. Two lockers. A sink. One vent hissed when the light flickered.

We sat on our bunks. He sharpened a small combat tool they gave us. I watched him for a while. Then, finally, asked, “Do you think about things?” He didn’t look up. “Define things.” “Not missions.

Not orders. Just... moments. Sounds. Faces.” He stopped sharpening. “I replay movement patterns.

Visual logs. Tactical failures.” “No,” I said. “I mean things that make you feel something.” He looked up. This time, his eyes didn’t seem empty. Just... tired.

“Feeling is not part of my protocol.” I nodded. “It’s not part of mine either. But I still do.” He didn’t respond. He put the tool down and lay back on the bunk. I lay back too.

The ceiling here didn’t have a crack. Just smooth gray. Still, I imagined one. A line running across. Something broken.

Something that splits. The lights dimmed. Quiet time. I turned my head slightly toward him. “What’s your name?” I asked.

He didn’t answer right away. Then, quietly, “They called me Cero. Before.” “Before what?” “Before they wiped us.” I waited. He didn’t continue. I didn’t ask again.

We stayed in silence. But something about that word, Cero, kept echoing in my mind. A name. Not a number. Something real.

Something human. I think I might’ve smiled. Just a little.

Chapter Eleven: Red Alert

We were asleep when the lights turned red. There was no sound at first, just that soft pressure behind the eyes again. The one that wakes us. Then came the siren. A low, shaking frequency that made my teeth tighten.

I looked at Cero. He was already up. Standing still. His eyes locked on the vent like he heard something behind it. Maybe he did.

The door to our quarters slammed open. A voice echoed down the corridor. “All units report to the primary hangar. Full gear.” We dressed in silence. I tightened the straps on my chest piece.

My fingers were shaking again. Not from fear, just from something I couldn’t name. We joined the others in the hallway. The white coats were gone. All of them.

The corridors smelled like dust and heat. Some of the lights were flickering. One android ahead of me glitched for a second, his right leg froze mid-step. Two others had to help him. No one said anything.

We were herded through the halls like cattle. We passed a glass observation room, empty now. Monitors still on. I saw my face on one of them. It flickered.

Then it was gone. The hangar doors opened, and the cold air hit us. Night had fallen outside. Or maybe it was still day, and the sky just looked wrong. Thick clouds.

A strange hum above us like the sky was made of machines. Commander Reece stood near a group of armored transports. He didn’t speak. Just motioned for us to load in. We followed.

I sat next to Cero. The walls inside the transport were metal and ribbed. Everything shook as the engine started. We didn’t know where we were going. No one told us.

The red light inside the transport pulsed slowly and steadily, like a heartbeat. I kept thinking about Kyle. About the monitors. About the ones they called second generation. About the flaw.

Maybe this was it. Maybe the world had finally broken open. I looked at Cero. He was staring straight ahead. But something in his jaw was tight.

His hand rested near his sidearm, just a little too ready. The kind of tension you only feel when something is about to go wrong. The kind of silence right before something ends.

Chapter Twelve: The Drop

The transport rattled the entire way. No windows. Just the sound of metal creaking and the low hum of the engine getting louder the closer we got. No one spoke. No one moved.

We sat with our backs straight and our hands clenched on our weapons like they were part of us. I couldn’t stop thinking about the sound. The siren. The way the air felt was different now. Like something had been released.

Like we weren’t coming back. A red light above the door blinked. Then it turned green. The transport lurched. We were airborne.

There was a shift in gravity. My body pressed against the seat, then lifted. We had been told about this part of the drop. We weren’t given details, only that when the time came, our systems would adjust. But they didn’t say how it would feel.

It felt like falling into a coffin. No weight. No breath. Just pressure. A voice crackled through the comm: “All units prepare. Visuals are active for ten seconds. The door will open in fifteen.” I gripped the edge of the seat. My legs were shaking again. Not from a malfunction. From something else.

A warning. Cero looked at me. His eyes were different. Focused, yes. But there was a flicker.

Like the hesitation had returned. Like he remembered something. The lights went out. Then the door dropped open with a violent slam, and blinding light flooded the space. Wind.

Dust. Noise. The first thing I saw was fire. The sky was on fire. Everything was burning.

The ground wasn’t ground, it was shattered metal, broken machines, bodies. Human and not. Bullets didn’t sound like they did in training. They screamed. Explosions cut through the air in waves.

I couldn’t think. I couldn’t breathe. But my legs moved. I jumped. I landed hard.

My knee cracked. Not bone mechanical. I rolled behind a downed barrier. Cero landed next to me. He didn’t speak.

We both looked ahead. The battlefield was chaos. First gens, second gens, humans, all mixed together. Screaming. Code errors.

Fire. I saw an Android run into a blast. His chest opened mid-sprint. Circuits exposed. Still running.

Then gone. I moved forward. My weapon aimed, but my hands shook. I didn’t want to fire. I didn’t want to kill.

I didn’t want to be here. Orders came through the comms push forward, flank left, clear the sector. None of it made sense. None of it felt right. I saw a group of soldiers ahead, enemy
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