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    To the children who were taught to win before they were taught to forgive.
And to the voices the world tried to mute.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Older men declare war. But it is youth that must fight and die."— Herbert Hoover
"Technology is the knack of so arranging the world that we don't have to experience it."— Max Frisch
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CHAPTER 1: THE HIGH SCORE
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The sky was a perfect, piercing blue—the kind of blue that only existed in a computer.

Leo felt the familiar weight of the haptic suit against his chest. It hummed with a low, rhythmic vibration that matched the pulse of his own heart. Inside the visor, his vision was filled with a high-definition heads-up display. Numbers flickered in the corners of his eyes: altitude, fuel levels, and the most important number of all—his kill streak.

“Leo, bank left!” Sana’s voice crackled in his ear. She sounded calm, as she always did. “Target Delta is moving behind the ridge. If you don't catch him now, he’ll reach the extraction point.”

“I see him,” Leo whispered.

He tilted his body, and the digital jet responded instantly. In this world, Leo wasn't a fourteen-year-old boy with messy hair and a scar on his knee. He was the Ghost of the Stratosphere. He was the highest-ranking pilot in the Cradle, and today, he was about to break the regional record.

Below him, the landscape of Sector 7 unfolded. It was a dusty, brown terrain filled with crumbling stone buildings and narrow streets. It looked like a desert city from an old movie. To Leo, it was just a map. The tiny figures running through the streets weren't people; they were "Assets" or "Opponents." They were programmed to lose.

“Locking on,” Leo said.

A red square appeared on his visor, framing a small, black vehicle speeding away from the city center. Leo’s finger hovered over the trigger on his flight stick. He didn't feel any guilt. Why would he? This was Sky-Strike, the most popular tactical simulator in the world.

He pulled the trigger.

On his screen, a streak of white light shot from beneath his wing. A second later, the black vehicle erupted in a brilliant bloom of orange and red pixels. The explosion was beautiful. The physics engine in the Cradle was the best in the world; he could even see the shockwave distorting the air around the blast.

TARGET NEUTRALIZED.
+5,000 POINTS.
NEW HIGH SCORE!
“Beautiful shot, Leo!” Mikhail cheered from his own terminal. Mikhail was the heavy hitter of the group, always louder and more aggressive. “That’s it. Match over. We’re the champions of the June Tournament!”

The digital world faded to black. The heavy hum of the jet engine died away, replaced by the soft, sterile whirring of cooling fans.

Leo lifted the visor.

The transition always made his head ache for a moment. He was back in the "Rig Room." It was a vast, circular hall filled with fifty shimmering metallic pods. Each pod held a child, some as young as ten, others nearly sixteen. They were all wearing the same sleek, grey jumpsuits.

He pushed himself out of the pod. His legs felt heavy, a common side effect of spending six hours in a zero-gravity simulation.

“You did it again,” Sana said, walking over to him. She was wiping sweat from her forehead with a towel. Her dark hair was pulled back in a tight braid. “You’re officially the best pilot the Academy has ever seen.”

Leo smiled, though it was a tired smile. “It was a team effort, Sana. I wouldn't have seen that truck if you hadn't flagged the heat signature.”

“True,” she teased. “But you’re the one who never misses. Instructor Vane is going to be pleased.”

As if on cue, the heavy steel doors at the end of the hall slid open. Instructor Vane stepped inside. He was a tall man with silvering hair and a suit that never had a single wrinkle. He moved with the precision of a soldier, but he always spoke with the warmth of a proud father.

“Gather round, heroes,” Vane said, his voice echoing in the polished room.

The children hurried over, their eyes bright with the thrill of victory. In the Cradle, they weren't orphans or refugees; they were the elite. They were the defenders of the "Global Peace Initiative."

“Today, you did more than just win a game,” Vane said, placing a hand on Leo’s shoulder. The weight of the hand felt solid and reassuring. “The data we gathered from your flight patterns today will help our AI systems improve safety for people all over the world. You are practicing to become the peacekeepers of tomorrow.”

“Is it true we get to move to the Diamond Tier now?” Mikhail asked, his chest puffed out.

Vane nodded. “Even better. Because of your performance in Sector 7, the Board of Directors has invited your squad to participate in the 'Live Environment' tests. No more bots. No more predictable patterns. From now on, you’ll be playing against the most advanced AI we’ve ever created.”

A murmur of excitement rippled through the group. The Live Environment was the dream. It was said to be so realistic that you could smell the smoke and feel the heat of the sun.

“Go to the mess hall,” Vane commanded with a smile. “Celebrate. You’ve earned a feast tonight.”

As the other children ran off, laughing and shoving each other playfully, Leo stayed back for a second. He looked at his hands. They were shaking, just a little bit.

“Leo?” Sana called out from the doorway. “Are you coming?”

“Yeah,” Leo said. “Just... my head is spinning a bit. That last explosion was really bright.”

“That’s the new engine,” Sana said. “It’s supposed to be hyper-realistic. Come on, I heard they have real chocolate cake today.”

Leo followed her, but he looked back at his pod one last time. For a split second, he remembered the way the black vehicle had flipped over before it exploded. He remembered a tiny detail—a flash of blue in the window of the truck. It looked like a piece of clothing. A scarf, maybe.

He shook the thought away. It’s just code, he reminded himself. Just pixels and light.

The mess hall was a bright, airy space with large windows that looked out over a lush, green forest. The Cradle was located in a remote part of the Swiss Alps, far away from the "Conflict Zones" they studied in their history classes. Here, everything was peaceful. The air was clean. The food was nutritious. They had books, music, and the best technology in the world.

In exchange, all they had to do was play.

Leo sat down next to Mikhail and Sana. Mikhail was already devouring a plate of pasta.

“Did you see the leaderboard?” Mikhail asked between bites. “Our squad is ranked number one globally. Not just in the Academy, but out of all the testing centers. They’re saying we’re the most efficient unit in the history of the program.”

“Efficient,” Leo repeated. The word sounded cold. “I like 'fast' better.”

“Efficiency is what matters,” Mikhail countered. “Low fuel consumption, high accuracy, zero collateral damage to the 'Green Zones.' That’s how you win.”

“It’s more than a game to them,” Sana said quietly, looking at the instructors standing by the walls. “They’re looking for leaders. People who can stay calm when things get chaotic.”

“I’m always calm,” Leo said, though he didn't feel calm. He felt a strange buzzing in his ears. It was the sound of the jet engine, still echoing in his mind.

That night, Leo lay in his bunk, staring at the ceiling. The dormitories were quiet, filled only with the soft breathing of the other boys.

He closed his eyes, and he was back in the cockpit. He saw the red square. He saw the black truck. He saw the explosion.

He played the scene over and over in his head. There was something about the way the truck had crashed. It didn't look like a programmed animation. Most game objects in Sky-Strike had a set of 'death animations'—they would flip in a specific way or break apart into predictable pieces.

But this truck had tumbled awkwardly. It had hit a wall, and the wall had crumbled in a way that felt... messy. Random.

Leo sat up and reached for his tablet. He opened his personal log. As a top-tier student, he had access to his own mission replays. He wanted to see that blue flash again. He wanted to prove to himself it was just a texture glitch.

He swiped through the video files. Mission 402. Sector 7. Target Delta.

The file was locked.

A red icon appeared on the screen: ACCESS RESTRICTED. PERMISSION REQUIRED FROM INSTRUCTOR VANE.

Leo frowned. He had always been able to watch his replays. It was how he studied his mistakes. Why would a standard tournament match be locked?

He tried again, using his administrative bypass—a little trick Sana had taught him during their coding classes.

ERROR. DATA PURGED FROM LOCAL STORAGE.

Leo felt a chill that had nothing to do with the air conditioning in the room. Why would they delete a record-breaking mission?

He looked across the room at Mikhail, who was snoring loudly. He thought about waking him, but Mikhail wouldn't care. Mikhail would just say it was a bug in the system and go back to sleep.

Leo stood up and walked to the window. Outside, the moon was hanging over the mountains. The world looked still and perfect.

He had been in the Cradle since he was eight years old. They told him his parents had died in a natural disaster, and that the Academy had rescued him. They told him he was special. They told him he was a hero.

For the first time in six years, Leo wondered where the "Sector 7" map was actually located. He wondered if there was a real city that looked just like those pixels.

He pushed the thought away. It was a dangerous thought.

He went back to bed, but he didn't sleep. He waited for the sun to rise, and for the next mission to begin. He told himself that tomorrow, he would just play better. He would be more "efficient."

But deep down, a small seed of doubt had been planted. And in the silence of the night, it began to grow.
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CHAPTER 2: THE GLASS GARDEN
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The morning light in the Cradle was always perfect. It didn’t matter if a blizzard was howling against the peaks of the Alps outside; inside the Glass Garden, it was a perpetual spring.

The Garden was a massive, transparent dome situated at the heart of the facility. It was filled with trees from every continent—cherry blossoms from Japan, baobabs from Africa, and thick, waxy ferns from the Amazon. It was a masterpiece of bio-engineering, a place designed to keep the "Pilots" calm, healthy, and focused.

Leo sat on a stone bench near a small, trickling waterfall. He held a physical book in his hands—a rarity in the digital age. It was an old collection of maps. He liked the way the paper felt under his fingertips. It was real. It didn't flicker. It didn't need a power source.

"You’re thinking about the lock again, aren't you?"

Sana sat down next to him. She was holding two glasses of nutrient-rich green juice. She handed one to him.

"I can't help it," Leo said, taking a sip. It tasted like kale and apple. "Everything in this place is recorded. Everything is analyzed. Why would they delete a record-breaking flight? It doesn't make sense, Sana."

Sana looked around, her eyes scanning the garden. Other children were scattered throughout the greenery. A group of younger boys, the "Seedlings," were playing a high-tech version of tag near the pond. They wore white jumpsuits, their faces bright with uncomplicated joy.

"Maybe it was a server error," Sana suggested, though her voice lacked conviction. "The new engine update has been buggy. I saw a bird fly through a building in the training lobby yesterday."

"This wasn't a bird flying through a wall," Leo said, leaning closer. "The physics were too perfect. The way the dust settled... the way the light reflected off the broken glass. It felt more real than the simulation usually does. And that blue flash. I’m telling you, it looked like a scarf."

Sana sighed. She was the best coder in their year. She understood the architecture of their world better than anyone. "Leo, the 'Assets' in the game don't have personal items like scarves. They have skins. They have textures. A scarf is a complex physics object. Why would the developers waste processing power on a scarf for a target that’s meant to be blown up in three seconds?"

Leo opened his book of maps to a page showing the Middle East and Central Asia. "Look at this. Sector 7. In the game, it’s just a desert city. But look at the coordinates I memorized from the HUD."

He pointed to a spot on the map. It was a region near the border of two countries that had been in conflict for decades.

"That’s a real place," Sana whispered, her eyes widening. "But they told us the maps were procedurally generated by the AI."

"They lied," Leo said.

Before Sana could respond, a loud shout echoed through the garden.

"Hey! Ghost! Why so serious?"

Mikhail jogged toward them, looking energized. He had just come from the gym, and his muscles were tight under his jumpsuit. Mikhail was from a family of soldiers—or so he claimed. He had been recruited from a military orphanage in Volgograd when he was nine. To him, the Academy was a paradise compared to the cold, hungry life he had known before.

"We were just talking about the new update," Sana said quickly, closing Leo’s book.

"The update is incredible!" Mikhail beamed, sitting on the grass at their feet. "The haptic feedback in the new suits? I could feel the vibration of the anti-aircraft fire. It felt like someone was tapping on my ribs. It’s so immersive. I felt like I was actually there."

"Doesn't that scare you?" Leo asked.

Mikhail laughed. "Scare me? Leo, we’re the most important kids on the planet. While other kids are sitting in classrooms learning about history, we’re making it. Instructor Vane told me that our scores yesterday helped the Peace Initiative negotiate a ceasefire in the Southern Territories. Our 'game' is literally saving lives."

Leo looked at the peaceful waterfall. "By killing 'Opponents'?"

"They’re bots, Leo," Mikhail said, his tone turning slightly patronizing. "They’re representations of threats. Every time we take out a 'Target Delta,' we’re teaching the global defense network how to neutralize terrorists without putting real soldiers in danger. It’s a bloodless war."

"Bloodless," Leo repeated. The word felt heavy.

A bell chimed, a melodic sound that signaled the start of the afternoon briefing. The children in the garden began to filter toward the exit, their laughter echoing off the glass walls.

As they walked, they passed a group of new recruits. Among them was a young girl, no older than seven, named Amara. She was sitting on the ground, crying silently. A robotic tutor hovered near her, its digital face displaying a soothing yellow emoji.

"Data indicates a 40% failure rate in your last navigation exercise, Amara," the robot said in a pleasant, synthesized voice. "Please recalibrate your focus. Failure to improve will result in a reduction of your evening recreation time."

Leo stopped. He knelt down in front of the girl. "Hey, Amara. What happened?"

The girl looked up, her eyes red. "I couldn't... I couldn't hit the target. It was a little house. There was a light in the window. I didn't want to hit the light."

"It’s just a target, kiddo," Mikhail said, standing behind Leo. "It’s like popping a balloon. You just have to click the button."

"But the light was pretty," Amara whispered.

Leo felt a strange tightening in his chest. He remembered his first week in the Cradle. He had been like Amara. He had hesitated. But then the rewards started coming. The praise. The chocolate. The feeling of being "efficient." They had trained the hesitation out of him, layer by layer, until he was the Ghost.

"It's okay," Leo said softly to the girl. "Just remember it’s a puzzle. The light is just part of the puzzle. If you solve it, the instructors will be happy."

The girl wiped her nose and nodded, though she still looked miserable. The robot tutor buzzed with approval. "Positive reinforcement detected. Resuming training schedule."

Leo stood up and followed Sana and Mikhail out of the garden. He felt a sudden, intense wave of nausea.

The briefing room was a dark, circular theater. In the center, a massive holographic globe rotated slowly. Instructor Vane stood in the middle of the light, looking like a giant standing over the Earth.

"Welcome, Alpha Squad," Vane said. "Today, we move beyond tournaments. Today, we begin the Live Environment phase. You have proven yourselves in the simulations. Now, you will assist the Global Peace Initiative in a real-time 'Shadow Exercise.'"

He tapped a control on his wrist. The holographic globe zoomed in on a mountainous region in Eastern Europe.

"This is the Kraznovian Border," Vane explained. "An insurgent group has seized a communication array. They are using it to spread propaganda and incite violence. Our drones are on-site, but the terrain is too difficult for the standard AI to navigate. We need your human intuition. Your 'gamer's edge.'"

Leo looked at the map. It was incredibly detailed. He could see the individual trees, the patches of snow on the rocks, and a small cluster of buildings near the array.

"The
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