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    For my family, who gave me reasons to keep going even when the path was heavy.
And for every dreamer who has ever felt unseen, unranked, or underestimated.
This story is for the ones still rising.


    



  	
        
            
            "When the architecture of the world is built on a lie, the only way to survive is to become the truth."
— Utopian Brooks
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PROLOGUE
THE LAST ORDER
[image: ]


Sergeant Charlie Boone started running when a tank shell tore through the building behind him and blew the second floor across the avenue. Glass, brick, office chairs, insulation, and pieces of people rained into the street.

His radio screamed in his ear.

“Boone! Boone, report!”

Charlie shoved himself upright and stumbled behind the burned shell of a city bus. Bullets chewed through the metal before he made it fully into cover.

Earth had splintered into hundreds of armies—national militaries, separatist forces, militias, mercenary battalions, and units still fighting for governments that no longer answered.

Across the shattered avenue, soldiers fired from the second and third floors of a gutted apartment building. Another force held the bank farther east. A third had buried machine-gun nests beneath the remains of a tram station. Charlie could identify three uniforms, maybe four. The rest had been stripped, taped over, burned, or replaced so many times the soldiers wearing them barely looked like they belonged to countries anymore.

“Boone!” Lieutenant Harker shouted from behind the engine block of an overturned truck. Blood ran down the side of his face where his helmet should have been. “Third floor! Left window!”

Charlie leaned around the bus and fired three controlled bursts.

A man in gray-green combat gear jerked backward from the window and vanished into the dark room beyond it.

Gunfire answered from three directions.

Rounds punched through the bus. One passed Charlie’s cheek close enough to tug warmth from his skin. He ducked, slammed a fresh magazine into his rifle, and checked the soldiers crouched along the wreckage.

Charlie grabbed the radio clipped to his vest.

“Command, this is Boone! Eastern avenue is gone! Harker is down to half strength! We have six flags shooting across twelve blocks and no civilian corridor!”

Static answered.

“Command, we need smoke, armor, air, anything! Civilians are pinned between lines. We cannot hold this avenue!”

A clipped voice came through.

“Boone, maintain position. Air support clears into your sector in nine minutes. Armor is moving toward the boulevard.”

“Nine minutes?” Charlie shouted. “We don’t have nine seconds!”

A shell struck the enemy-held apartment building and turned three rooms into a mouth of flame. Curtains, masonry, broken furniture, and a human body tumbled into the avenue.

The body struck a streetlight, folded around it, and dropped onto the hood of a burning car.

Harker raised his fist.

“Move!”

The squad left cover in pieces.

Charlie crossed the avenue with his shoulder low and rifle high. Bullets cut through the smoke. Something struck the pavement near his boot and spat asphalt against his shin. A man behind him screamed and went down hard.

Charlie kept moving.

He reached the apartment entrance, kicked through the remains of a glass door, and found an enemy soldier inside the lobby fighting a jammed rifle.

He was young.

That was the part no training ever fixed. The enemy was always young up close. Young eyes. Shaking hands. Dirt smeared across one cheek. A mouth opening around a word Charlie could not understand.

Charlie shot him twice.

The soldier struck the tile and slid backward into a pile of unopened mail.

Charlie stepped past him, then stopped.

The man’s vest had fallen open. A crumpled photograph was taped inside the ceramic plate.

A woman stood in a sunlit yard with two children and a dog whose left ear bent forward. All four were smiling at whoever had taken the picture.

Charlie almost looked away.

He stripped the dead soldier’s ammunition, loaded his vest, and continued toward the stairs.

The fight upstairs lasted four minutes. When Charlie found Harker again, only three men from the squad were still moving.

Harker leaned against a doorframe, struggling to breathe around the blood in his mouth.

“We hold until the armor reaches the boulevard.”

A sound rolled beneath the city.

Charlie had heard artillery barrages. He had heard bridges collapse, ammunition depots cook off, and fighter jets tear through the sky close enough to shake teeth in their sockets.

This sound came from somewhere deeper.

Wet.

Huge.

Every surviving soldier in the hallway stopped moving.

Gunfire faded from the floors above.

The other forces had heard it too.

The sound came again, large enough to make the floor tremble beneath Charlie’s boots.

Harker looked toward the windows.

“What the hell was that?”

The answer arrived at the intersection.

A main battle tank lifted off the ground.

It did not explode.

Sixty tons of armor rose above the street, its treads spinning uselessly while something beneath it dragged itself from the smoke.

The creature stood taller than the lower floors of the surrounding buildings.

Wet gray hide stretched over a ribbed torso, mottled with dark green patches that pulsed under the skin. Pale bone ridges rose along its back. Four front limbs bent in too many places, each ending in hooked claws driven through the tank’s underside.

Its mouth opened vertically across its chest.

The tank crew screamed inside the hull.

Charlie lifted the radio.

“Command, we have an unknown biological hostile in the eastern sector. Large target. Very large. It has one of our tanks.”

The creature slammed the vehicle through the reinforced wall of the bank.

Steel folded. Concrete burst outward. The tank’s cannon fired as the crew died, sending a shell blindly down the avenue.

The round tore through soldiers from three different armies before vaporizing a storefront.

Every gun on the avenue went quiet.

Then the creature attacked everyone.

Machine guns opened from the apartment buildings, the bank, the tram station, and the barricades farther west. Tracer rounds crossed through the smoke and struck the beast from every direction.

Bullets worked.

They simply did not do enough.

Green-brown fluid sprayed from dozens of wounds, hissing where it struck the pavement. The creature staggered, recovered, and charged through the avenue with speed its size should not have allowed.

An anti-tank rocket struck its shoulder.

Meat and bone scattered across the road.

The beast swept one hooked limb through the soldiers who had fired it. Bodies struck walls, vehicles, and one another. A man vanished beneath its foot.

The creature tore through uniforms from half a dozen forces without seeing a difference.

Harker leaned from the window.

“All units, fall back!”

Across the avenue, an enemy officer shouted the same order in another language.

Different words.

Same terror.

The beast struck the building.

Harker vanished with the window, and the front wall folded inward. Charlie grabbed Reyes and ran as soldiers from six flags poured toward the same subway entrance.

They reached it beside men who had spent the morning shooting at them.

Charlie vaulted a broken turnstile and landed beside an enemy soldier aiming a rifle at his chest.

They froze.

The soldier wore a dark uniform Charlie had seen firing from the bank. Blood ran from his hairline. His rifle shook in his hands.

Reyes raised his weapon.

“He’s enemy.”

The ceiling above them cracked.

A hooked limb punched through the subway entrance and dragged a screaming man into the smoke.

The enemy soldier looked up, then back at Charlie.

Neither of them had time to hate the other.

They changed magazines, turned toward the stairwell, and fired together.

The beast forced its chest through the entrance. The vertical mouth opened wide enough to reveal rows of pale structures that looked less like teeth than finger bones.

Their rounds vanished into it.

The enemy soldier shouted something rapid and desperate. Charlie shook his head.

“I don’t understand you.”

The man pointed at Charlie’s vest.

One fragmentation grenade remained clipped beneath his ribs.

The soldier tapped his own chest.

Reyes grabbed Charlie’s arm.

“Don’t.”

The creature tore another section of ceiling away.

Charlie unclipped the grenade.

Charlie and the foreign soldier looked at each other through the smoke.

Charlie never learned his name.

The soldier took the grenade, pulled the pin, screamed a battle cry, and charged up the concrete stairs.

He threw himself beneath the beast’s descending jaw.

The explosion struck like a hammer inside the confined entrance.

Charlie hit the tile and slid into the turnstiles. Dust, concrete, blood, and acidic fluid rolled through the station, smoking against the floor.

Something enormous collapsed above them.

The old lights flickered twice and died.

Ringing swallowed everything.

Reyes coughed beside him.

“Did he get it?”

Charlie crawled toward the stairs.

The creature lay across the avenue with half its chest-mouth blown open. Its remaining limbs twitched, gouging trenches into the pavement. Green-brown fluid poured down the steps, eating pale lines into the concrete.

The enemy soldier was gone.

One boot remained near the entrance.

Charlie stared at it.

He was grateful.

He hated that too.

Harker’s radio crackled somewhere beneath the rubble.

Charlie found what remained of the lieutenant near the apartment entrance, took the handset, and pressed the transmit key.

“Command, this is Sergeant Boone. Lieutenant Harker is down. We have an unknown biological hostile in the eastern sector. Large target. Heavy resistance to conventional fire. It attacked every force on the avenue.”

Static answered.

Then an operator came through, calm enough to sound rehearsed.

“Enemy bioweapon activity has been confirmed in multiple theaters. Maintain position. Updated rules of engagement are pending.”

Charlie looked at the dead creature.

“This is not theirs. It killed them too.”

“Enemy deception is likely. Maintain discipline.”

A second transmission bled across the frequency. A man screamed in accented English through gunfire and static.

“American biological attack confirmed! Repeat, American biological attack! All units—”

The channel dissolved into noise.

Reyes stood beside Charlie, soot covering half his face.

“They think we did this.”

Charlie looked along the avenue.

Soldiers from several armies were pulling wounded men from the same rubble. Some wore allied uniforms. Some had been enemies an hour earlier. Others belonged to forces Charlie could no longer identify.

“No,” Charlie said. “Everyone thinks somebody else did.”

It was the first lie history would keep.

The sky darkened soon afterward.

Wings covered the clouds.

Creatures crawled down towers, pushed through intersections beneath artillery fire, and tore people from the streets. Modern weapons hurt them. They simply did not stop enough.

Jets bombed entire districts to kill them. Charlie watched one strike erase a school marked as a civilian shelter because something massive had wrapped itself around the gymnasium.

The beast died.

So did everyone inside.

The world was ending faster than anyone could name it.

By afternoon, there were no fronts left. Charlie ran through markets, churches, and underpasses where mixed units shared ammunition because nobody had enough left to care about flags.

“Division, this is Boone!”

A blast cut across the street and threw a bus sideways.

“Command, I’m moving toward regional continuity! Unknown hostiles are hitting every line! Do not authorize retaliation! The lines are gone—do you understand me? The lines are gone!”

The answer came in pieces.

“—multiple theaters—”

“—enemy escalation—”

“—retaliation protocols under review—”

A building collapsed behind Charlie as he ran, radio in one hand and rifle in the other.

Broken transmissions bled through from every continent.

“—General ordered fire on our own convoy—”

“—minister is dead, that is not him on the feed—”

“—they’re inside the bunker—”

Then a woman’s voice broke through the static.

“Command is compromised. Do not obey launch—”

The channel died.

Another voice replaced hers, calm and flat.

“Authorization confirmed.”

The phrase returned in another language.

Moscow.

Beijing.

Washington.

New Delhi.

London.

Paris.

Islamabad.

Pyongyang.

Jerusalem.

One command network after another joined the sequence until the words seemed to come from everywhere at once.

“Authorization confirmed.”

Countries without nuclear weapons began receiving orders to destroy dams, reactors, chemical stockpiles, ports, and their own cities.

Charlie only realized Reyes had fallen behind when laughter rose from beneath a collapsed underpass.

Charlie turned.

Reyes sat under a broken support beam, one leg twisted at an angle that should have left him screaming. Blood ran from both nostrils. His eyes were open too wide.

“Reyes!”

Charlie slid down beside him and grabbed his shoulder.

Reyes looked up.

When he spoke, the voice belonged to Charlie’s mother.

“Charlie, get away from the window.”

Charlie froze.

He had not heard those words since he was eight years old, when tornado sirens wailed across his county and the sky turned green beyond the glass.

Reyes smiled.

The expression did not fit his face.

His voice changed into the hard, barking tone of an enemy commander Charlie had heard over intercepted radio that morning.

“Fall back to the river line.”

His throat clicked.

Then he sounded like himself.

“The surface is too loud.”

Dark-gold veins moved beneath the skin around his eyes.

“It will be quieter soon.”

Charlie backed away.

“Reyes, don’t.”

The thing inside Reyes tilted its head.

“You built the fires,” it said. “We only opened the doors.”

Reyes lunged.

His broken leg struck the ground without slowing him. He crossed the distance with mechanical speed and closed one hand around Charlie’s wrist.

Bone cracked.

Charlie drew his sidearm with his left hand.

Reyes surfaced behind his own eyes, fear filling them as his mouth shaped a plea that never became sound.

Charlie fired three times.

Reyes fell against the concrete.

He kept laughing after his lungs stopped moving.

Charlie’s radio crackled against his vest.

“Authorization confirmed.”

Charlie ran.

By dusk, surviving units were converging on the regional continuity bunker beneath the municipal complex. Charlie needed its transmitter before the lie became permanent.

Charlie reached the municipal complex with a teenage conscript named Pavel and a medic whose name tape had burned away.

Guards at the half-buried bunker doors nearly shot them until a six-legged creature dropped from the courthouse roof. The doors opened under gunfire, and the three of them made it inside.

The bunker should have felt like the last place on Earth where order still existed.

Four feet of reinforced concrete surrounded the command floor. Steel doors sealed every corridor. Digital maps covered the walls, and rows of monitors displayed troop movement, satellite losses, missile warnings, and civilian evacuation routes.

Instead, it was terrifyingly quiet.

Phones rang unanswered while wounded officers entered launch codes with slow, methodical hands.

No one discussed the creatures above.

No one tried to stop the global readiness map climbing across the wall.

Charlie lowered his rifle as nuclear arsenals across the wall moved toward launch.

All of them.

“Sergeant Boone,” someone said.

Colonel Arlen stood at the center console.

Charlie had met him months earlier in a clean briefing room where men drank coffee beneath flags and pretended maps could explain the end of the world.

Arlen had been sharp then. Severe. Human.

Now blood ran from his left ear into his collar. Dark-gold veins pulsed beneath the skin around his eyes.

He watched the launch display with the calm of a man watching rain.

“You’re late,” Arlen said.

Charlie lifted his rifle.

“The city is gone.”

“Most cities are.”

“The creatures are attacking everyone. Our lines are mixed with foreign units. Civilians are still alive. Soldiers are pulling them out.”

“That is why the order must be completed.”

Pavel raised his weapon.

Charlie held him back.

“Sir, listen to me. Command channels are compromised. Leaders are confirming launch orders they shouldn’t even be alive to give.”

Arlen turned toward him.

Something behind his face smiled.

“You still think command is above the battlefield.”

The screens flickered.

Secure national feeds replaced the tactical maps.

Presidents, prime ministers, chairmen, defense ministers, monarchs, and generals filled the screens. Some had already been reported dead.

They spoke in different languages with the same measured cadence and the same pauses.

One by one, they authorized the end of the world.

Red locks turned green across the launch wall.

Charlie watched the map accept commands from every nuclear power still able to fire.

No country had fired first.

They were all going to fire together.

Behind the overlapping voices, something moved through the speakers.

It was not a voice. It felt like pressure gathering inside the room, a vast shape breathing through electrical current, cameras, radios, and human throats.

Arlen rested his hand beside the final confirmation key.

“The old world must burn clean before the new one can be measured.”

Charlie shot him.

Three rounds struck the colonel’s chest and threw him against the console. Charlie fired again. One round tore through Arlen’s throat. Another broke his jaw and snapped his head sideways.

The colonel collapsed.

Charlie thought he had stopped it.

Arlen’s dead arm jerked upward as though an invisible wire had hooked his wrist.

Charlie lunged too late.

Dead fingers struck the confirmation key.

A calm automated voice filled the bunker.

“Launch sequence initiated.”

Charlie crashed over the console and tackled Arlen’s body to the floor. He stomped on the dead wrist until the bones snapped. He grabbed his rifle by the barrel and smashed the stock into the control panel.

Glass burst.

Wires tore free.

Sparks sprayed across his gloves.

“Cut the power!” Charlie screamed. “Cut the goddamn power!”

Pavel fired into the ceiling cameras.

The medic ripped open a maintenance panel and tore out cables until her hands bled.

The screens went black.

Silence filled the bunker.

Then the backup systems engaged.

Every monitor returned in red.

LAUNCH SEQUENCE ACTIVE

Hydraulic locks slammed through the facility.

The officers began to rise.

Some carried wounds no living body should have survived. One man stood with his neck hanging at the wrong angle and turned toward Charlie with the same dead calm as every leader on the screen.

Charlie ran for the emergency communications station.

The operator grabbed his vest.

“You cannot interrupt command authority.”

Charlie drove his forehead into the man’s nose.

Pavel shot the operator when he reached for a sidearm, then turned and vomited onto the floor.

Charlie dropped into the chair.

His hands flew across the controls. Civilian frequencies. Military spill channels. Emergency bands. Aircraft networks. Anything the damaged system would accept.

He forced his helmet feed into the uplink.

His face appeared on a cracked monitor above the station.

Dust had turned his skin gray. Blood covered one side of his uniform. One eye had swollen nearly shut.

Charlie gripped the microphone with his broken hand and screamed at whatever part of the world could still hear him.

“This is Sergeant Charlie Boone transmitting from regional continuity command! The launch orders are compromised! Command is compromised! They are not issuing their own orders!”

Possessed officers moved toward him.

Pavel fired until his rifle clicked empty.

Charlie kept shouting.

“Every nation is launching at the same time! Do not retaliate! Do not follow command authorization! Your leaders are compromised! Something is inside the chain of command!”

Arlen stood.

Half his face hung loose. His shattered wrist twisted at his side.

The body walked anyway.

Charlie leaned toward the camera.

“Repeat, the leaders are not—”

A hand closed around his throat.

He was ripped from the chair and thrown across the concrete floor.

The uplink tore loose.

His final word broke apart in static.

Pavel swung his empty rifle like a club. Two officers dragged him down. The medic reached the blast door before a woman with a broken neck caught her by the hair.

Charlie tried to rise.

A boot struck his ribs.

He rolled onto his back and saw the launch wall counting toward zero.

Silos opened across the American Midwest.

Submarines fired beneath black water.

Mobile launchers ignited in forests, deserts, mountain tunnels, coastal bases, and ruined highways.

Bombers changed course.

Missiles rose from every continent capable of sending them.

On the surviving broadcasts, nations accused one another of initiating the attack while their own weapons climbed beside the others. Automated retaliation systems came online, and news anchors repeated the lie because the truth had no language left.

The lie was writing itself in real time.

The bunker shook as a missile launched somewhere beyond the city.

Dust fell from the ceiling.

Charlie crawled toward the shattered console, dragging one leg behind him. Blood filled his mouth each time he breathed.

Arlen followed.

The thing inside the colonel looked down through his ruined face.

“History needs simple monsters,” it said through broken teeth. “Humans are always willing.”

Charlie reached the base of the console and pulled himself high enough to see the exterior camera feed.

The capital remained on screen.

Smoke poured from shattered towers. Fires moved through the streets. Beasts crawled across rooftops and tore into armored vehicles.

At the subway entrance, soldiers from enemy nations huddled behind the same concrete barriers. They dragged wounded civilians into cover together. One man carried a child while another fired over his shoulder. Their uniforms belonged to countries that had promised to destroy one another for years.

The hatred of the old world had finally become too small for the day.

A white point appeared on the horizon.

Charlie pressed his bloody palm against the recording port.

“Please,” he whispered to the blinking light of his helmet camera. “Record this.”

The horizon became flat, blinding white.

The camera captured the blast wave racing across the city, swallowing towers, streets, beasts, soldiers, flags, and every last argument beneath the same expanding wall.

The reinforced bunker doors bent inward.

Then the world became light.

History kept the wrong truth.

Decades later, the Fracture War would be taught as the final failure of the old nations. Official records blamed panic, retaliation, collapsing alliances, and generations of human hatred.

Textbooks listed launch times, maps marked the cities erased, and memorial walls carried death toll estimates in the billions.

No public record mentioned the creatures that attacked every army.

No report described dead officers completing launch orders.

No history lesson showed world leaders speaking with the same rhythm and the same dead calm.

Sergeant Charlie Boone’s final transmission was reduced to three seconds of corrupted audio buried beneath military classification.

Command is compromised. They are not—

Then static.

The governments that survived sealed the reports and built a cleaner history above them.

Old nations disappeared into larger powers: America United, Africa United, China Ascendant. New borders rose behind barriers thick enough to keep the ruins outside and the surviving population under control.

The weapons changed.

The language changed.

The purpose remained.

Identify the dangerous.

Rank the useful.

Hide the impossible.

Children were measured before they were old enough to understand what measurement meant. The civilization born after the Fracture War called that safety.

Outside a small apartment in Sector Seven, a relay panel repeated the same message every morning.

CMAS SECTOR RELAY — SECTOR 7

STATUS: NOMINAL

Inside that apartment, Aya Amon stood beneath the top shelf on the morning her youngest son turned sixteen.

She reached for the box her husband had ordered her never to open early.

The old world had buried Charlie Boone’s warning.

It had no idea what Aya was about to take down from the shelf.
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CHAPTER 1
CLASSIFICATION UNRESOLVED
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The school announced Marcus Blackwell’s fall while Jup was halfway through stealing a dead camera.

Every comm band in Sector Seven Secondary struck twice at once, the alert punching through the contractor cage behind the fabrication wing.

CMAS PUBLIC INDEX UPDATED

QUARTERLY PLACEMENTS NOW AVAILABLE

Jup froze with one knee on a crate marked DECOMMISSIONED HARDWARE.

Beyond the slatted service door, boots crossed the corridor.

The reclamation crew was early.

He eased the camera assembly from its foam cradle and turned it in his hand. Scratched housing. Burned lens motor. Two intact tracking servos and a signal regulator the contractor had billed the school to replace six months ago.

The replacement unit hanging in the west corridor carried the same refurbished serial block.

The company would haul this one away, claim a disposal credit, strip the working parts, and sell them to another district as “certified renewed inventory.”

Jup slipped it into his backpack.

Stealing implied the corporation had not already been paid for it three times.

A key scraped against the outer lock.

He lowered himself behind the crate as the cage opened.

Two men entered in gray service coats. One scanned inventory seals while the other stared at the ranking alert hovering above his wrist.

“Blackwell kid dropped to C.”

“Thought he was B.”

“Was. Disciplinary weighting.”

The second man laughed. “That’ll ruin his morning.”

They moved deeper into the cage.

Jup’s exit waited six feet away behind a maintenance panel whose magnetic catch had been obsolete since before he enrolled.

He pulled a flattened conductor from his sleeve and slipped it into the seam. The first contact sparked against his finger.

He held back a curse.

The worker nearest him stopped.

“What was that?”

“This building makes noises,” the other man said.

“That one sounded expensive.”

“In Sector Seven?”

The first man snorted and returned to his tablet.

Jup bridged the catch again. The panel released with a soft click.

He opened it just wide enough to slide through, pulled his backpack after him, and lowered himself into the utility passage behind the wall. Dust coated his palms. A warm pipe pressed into his shoulder. He crawled toward the ventilation grille as one of the workers reached the half-empty crate.

“Seal says twelve.”

“There are eleven.”

Jup reached the grille.

“Call security.”

He pushed it outward, caught it before it struck the floor, and stepped into the east stairwell as the contractor cage alarm began to chirp behind the wall.

Robert Cross stood on the landing, staring at him.

His eyes moved from the gray dust on Jup’s coat to the grille hanging loose behind him.

“You fell out of the school.”

“Temporary structural disagreement.”

Something inside Jup’s backpack clicked.

Robert closed his eyes. “Tell me that wasn’t from the contractor cage.”

“It wasn’t from the contractor cage.”

“You know lying works better before the evidence starts making noises.”

Jup reset the grille and started down the stairs. “They billed the school for new tracking units and installed refurbished ones.”

“That does not make the cage yours.”

“They were throwing it away.”

“Behind two locks.”

“Locks don’t improve ownership.”

Robert followed him into the main corridor. “One day, you’re going to steal from somebody who doesn’t accept a lecture on corporate ethics.”

“I’ll shorten it.”

“That is not what I meant.”

The hallway had clogged around the public index.

Names rolled across the wall display beneath bright tier letters while students searched for themselves and pretended not to search for everyone else. Some celebrated too loudly. Others turned off their comm bands before the congratulations could become pity.

Marcus Blackwell stood near the center of the crowd.

His previous ranking appeared first.

B-TIER

The letter flickered, disappeared, and returned as a C.

DISCIPLINARY WEIGHTING ACTIVE

PLACEMENT ACCESS REVISED

The change stripped more than a letter from him. Advanced athletic placement vanished. Two technical electives grayed out. His transit subsidy dropped to local-zone access. Three private notices stacked across his wrist before he killed the projection: HOUSEHOLD RENT SUPPORT — RECALCULATION PENDING. FAMILY MEDICAL CONTRIBUTION — REVIEWED RATE. PARENT TRANSIT BENEFIT — ZONE REDUCTION. Student ranks were provisional. The bills attached to them were not.

The students around him shifted almost imperceptibly.

Yesterday, they would have moved aside because Marcus expected it.

This morning, they moved just far enough to see what he would do.

Someone near the rear laughed.

Marcus did not turn toward the sound. He studied the reflection in the black edge of the display, watching faces without appearing to watch anyone.

His eyes found Jup.

Neither of them moved.

Marcus’s expression did not change, but Jup saw the promise in it: the rank had taken something from him, and he intended to make someone else pay for the difference.

Robert lowered his voice. “That’s going to become everybody’s problem.”

“Marcus already thought he was everybody’s problem.”

“Now he has paperwork supporting it.”

They moved before Marcus could decide whether he had heard.

Jup’s own name remained marked PENDING.

He had been pretending not to care since breakfast.

A C-tier technical placement would open the fabrication lab, advanced engineering courses, and equipment he had spent years seeing through locked glass. Clean printers. Licensed tools. Components that had never spent a winter beneath somebody’s sink.

He could stop beginning every project with something another person had already ruined.

He could also stop climbing into contractor cages before first period.

The second possibility felt less believable.

Nia Dean caught him near the cafeteria doors.

“Hold still.”

Before he could ask why, she brushed a streak of gray dust from his shoulder.

Her gaze dropped to the weight pulling one side of his backpack lower.

“You stole something.”

“Good morning to you too.”

“It is morning. That part was easy.”

Jup looked past her toward the assessment wing. “You waiting to report me?”

“If I reported everything you did, I wouldn’t have time for school.”

She reached into her bag and held out a rough-cut utility crystal wrapped in dark cloth. Amber light moved faintly beneath its uneven surface.

Jup’s joking answer died before he said it.

“For me?”

“You are the only person I know who would ask that while I’m handing it to you.”

He accepted it carefully. The crystal was warmer than the air around it.

“Where did you get this?”

“A survey crew was clearing old stock.”

“So you stole it.”

“I asked before I took it.”

“That seems needlessly formal.”

“It is called permission.”

“I’ve heard mixed reviews.”

The corner of her mouth curved.

“Happy birthday, Jureel.”

“Thank you.”

The words came out quieter than he intended.

Nia glanced toward the school entrance, as if she expected Aya to appear carrying the dark box herself.

“You’re getting it today?”

“My mother said after school.”

“You ever figure out what’s inside?”

“If I had, it wouldn’t still be closed.”

“That wasn’t an answer.”

“It was the only one I have.”

For nine years, his father’s box had occupied the highest shelf in Aya’s bedroom closet. Dark wood. Thin gold lines. No visible hinges. No keyhole. No reaction to heat, magnets, pressure, current, or every other test Jup had managed without his mother catching him.

Mark had received a Cortex Link at sixteen and a path toward military systems.

Jup had received instructions to wait.

Nia’s eyes stayed on him. “Don’t open it alone.”

“My mother will be there.”

“That isn’t what I said.”

The assessment bell sounded before he could answer.

Students began moving toward the CMAS room.

Jup tucked the crystal into the safest pocket of his bag. Nia noticed the care he took and said nothing.

The CMAS room sat behind two security doors and smelled of sterilizer, heated circuitry, and fear disguised as deodorant. White scanner arches surrounded a raised platform. Cameras watched from each corner, their lenses dark until someone entered.

Mr. Crawford stood beside the console.

“Your ranking is an aptitude placement,” he began, “not a judgment of personal worth.”

Nobody believed him.

Marcus’s morning had already disproved it.

Students were called in alphabetical order.

The scanner washed each person in pale light and returned a letter, placement track, and list of doors that would open or close for the next quarter.

Some results passed almost silently.

Others changed the room.

A D-tier student laughed too hard and kept laughing after nobody joined him. A girl who earned B-tier stared at the screen like she had been holding her breath for years.

Nia received B-tier.

TECHNICAL APPRENTICESHIP: CONFIRMED

A second notice opened low over Nia’s wrist, angled toward her alone.

HOUSEHOLD PRIORITY REVIEW: ADVANCED

She closed it quickly, but not before relief loosened her shoulders. Her B-tier result did not belong only to her.

Her shoulders lowered by a fraction. She stepped down to quiet congratulations and met Jup’s eyes once before taking her seat.

Robert received C-tier. Local transit remained active, the municipal technical pool stayed open, and every advanced placement above it grayed out. He whispered, “Still employable,” as he passed.

Marcus entered without looking at anyone.

The system confirmed the result already posted.

C-TIER

DISCIPLINARY WEIGHTING ACTIVE

He stepped off the platform to a silence heavier than the whispers outside.

Then Crawford called, “Jureel Amon.”

Jup handed Robert his backpack.

“Do not inspect that.”

Robert felt its weight. “I’m beginning to understand why you have no peace.”

Jup climbed onto the platform.

The first sweep moved from his feet to his head.

Cold prickled along his skin.

The second sweep stopped beneath his ribs.

Heat answered from somewhere deeper.

Jup inhaled sharply.

The scanner restarted.

Mr. Crawford looked down at the console. “Remain still.”

“I haven’t moved.”

One camera turned toward Jup. Its lens adjusted, drifted to the empty space beside him, then snapped back.

The scanner completed another pass.

Nothing appeared.

A murmur crossed the room.

Crawford entered an override.

“Again.”

The arches fired together.

Pressure gathered behind Jup’s breastbone. It did not feel like pain. It felt like something inside him had noticed the machine and turned toward it.

The holo-board filled with data.

JUREEL AMON

IDENTITY CONFIRMED

A second line appeared beneath it.

VALID CIVIC PROFILE NOT FOUND

Then:

SECONDARY SIGNATURE DETECTED

Jup looked at Crawford. “What does that mean?”

Crawford did not answer.

The corner cameras began correcting in unison, focusing on Jup, the platform behind him, and Jup again. His pulse appeared on the console as two overlapping rhythms before both vanished.

The doors locked.

Red light traced the frames.

Students nearest the platform backed away. Chairs scraped across the floor. Even Marcus moved, one step only, but Jup saw it.

Crawford reached for the emergency control.

The display erased itself.

Jup saw his reflection floating in the blank white board: black hair, worn uniform, dust still caught beneath one cuff.

Nothing about him looked different.

That made it worse.

The board flashed.

JUREEL AMON

CLASSIFICATION: UNRESOLVED

ADMINISTRATIVE REVIEW REQUIRED

ANOMALY FLAGGED

His comm band vibrated.

TECHNICAL PLACEMENT SUSPENDED

The words landed somewhere the alarms hadn’t reached.

Jup pulled against the platform. Magnetic locks held his shoes in place.

“Mr. Crawford.”

“Nobody touch him.”

“I’m not asking anyone to touch me. Turn this off.”

Crawford tried.

The console rejected him.

AUTHORITY INSUFFICIENT

Another line appeared beneath it.

PROFILE MATCH LOCATED

Jup leaned forward.

The next words vanished almost immediately.

ACCESS DENIED

The platform released.

He stepped down too quickly and nearly missed the edge. Robert had already risen, but he stopped short when everyone else did.

Jup finally understood Marcus’s silence beneath the public index.

The entire room was looking at him differently.

Marcus had fallen one rank.

Jup had been refused one.

Crawford dismissed the class and ordered Jup to remain available for administrative review. His voice carried the strained calm of someone repeating instructions he did not trust.

Outside, students gave Jup room without being told.

Nia waited near the door.

“What happened?”

“I don’t know.”

She searched his face. “That’s the first honest thing you’ve said today.”

He almost answered with something sharp, but the fear in her expression stopped him.

Robert handed over the backpack.

Jup checked the outer pocket by instinct. The stolen camera assembly was still there. So was the crystal.

He wondered whether the machine had found the theft, the box, every locked door he had opened—or something he had been carrying long before any of them.

His comm band pulsed.

AYA:

COME STRAIGHT HOME.

Jup read the message once.

A second arrived before he could answer.

I TOOK YOUR FATHER’S BOX DOWN.

The hallway noise seemed to move farther away.

For nine years, he had wanted to know what was inside that box.

Now the school’s most powerful machine had looked inside him and failed to decide what it found.

The box no longer felt like a birthday gift.

It felt like the reason.
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CHAPTER 2
DAD’S LAST GIFT
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Jup got home before the day had finished making sense.

The words from the CMAS board still followed him.

CLASSIFICATION: UNRESOLVED

UNRANKED

The apartment felt different the moment he stepped inside.

Dominique sat on the couch pretending to watch cartoons while clearly listening to the kitchen. Mark stood near the table, scrolling through a comm projection with the rigid focus of someone trying not to look anxious. Aya waited by the stove with both hands against the counter.

Nothing looked like a sixteenth birthday except the way she watched him enter.

“You’re late,” she said.

Jup shifted his backpack higher on his shoulder. “I stopped by Mr. Kato’s market.”

Aya held his gaze long enough to make it clear she knew that was only part of the answer. Then she nodded and reached toward the top shelf.

Jup froze.

The old wooden box came down in her hands, its dark grain threaded with faint gold lines he had never noticed from across the room.

Heat woke in his pocket.

The amber crystal Nia had given him pressed warmth through the fabric. Its glow pulsed once, then went still. No one else seemed to notice.

The box had noticed it, though.

Jup had no reason to know that. He simply did.

Mark straightened as Aya carried the box toward them.

Everyone in Sector Seven knew someone the Fracture War had taken. For Jup, it had taken his father and left behind a box no one touched unless Aya decided the day had finally come.

Her thumb moved once across the lid.

“Your father wanted me to give you this today,” she said. “Before he left for the war, he made me promise I’d give each of you what he left behind when you turned sixteen.”

Jup’s mouth went dry.

Mark’s eyes moved between them. “So this one is his?”

Aya nodded.

“Dad left me the Cortex unit when I turned sixteen.” Mark looked down at the box. “I always wondered what he left you.”

Dominique sat straighter. “Wait. Everybody gets secret birthday gifts except me?”

“You are not sixteen,” Aya said.

Dominique folded her arms. “I’m saving this injustice for later.”

Aya looked at Jup. “I meant to wait until tonight, but after the screening...”

Something closed around his throat.

She placed the box in his hands.

“Open it,” she said softly.

Jup lifted the lid and forgot how to breathe.

A compact machine rested inside the velvet, folded into itself like an insect made from black metal and impossible angles. Layered limbs tucked beneath its frame. Thin plates overlapped so precisely their seams nearly vanished. At its center sat a flawless black sphere, sealed into the body like a heart.

The amber crystal pulsed again.

This time, the sphere answered.

A thread of gold light crossed its surface and vanished before Jup could decide whether he had imagined it.

Beneath the velvet lay a folded letter.

He opened it with hands that were no longer steady.

Jup,

If you’re reading this, then you made it to sixteen, and your mother kept her promise.

I wish I could explain this gift in a way that would make it feel safe. I can’t.

Do not treat it like a weapon. Do not treat it like an answer. Listen to your mother, even when you think fear is making her unfair.

There are things I left unfinished because finishing them too soon would have put you in danger.

When the time comes, you will know what to touch.

Dad.

Jup’s fingers curled around the letter.

Closing the box would have been easy. One motion, one choice, and he could pretend the machine had nothing to do with him.

Then the pull in his chest pulsed again, low and patient, as though the thing inside him had been waiting for the lid to open.

Dominique blinked. “That feels extremely dramatic.”

No one laughed.

Mark had gone quiet. Aya looked terrified, and Jup could not look away from the machine.

He carried the box down the hallway. Aya looked as though she wanted to stop him.

Instead, she let him go.

Jup closed his bedroom door and placed the box beneath the dim light of his desk.

The machine held his attention with the uncomfortable familiarity of something he had seen before and forgotten.

He had spent years taking apart broken comms and rebuilding scrap processors. He was no engineer, but he knew when a device had been designed to conduct power and when it had been built to restrain it.

This one was a cage disguised as a machine.

His father’s letter lay beside it.

When the time comes, you will know what to touch.

Jup reached forward and pressed his fingers against the black sphere.

Nothing happened.

Then a thin blue line moved beneath the shell.

He pulled his hand back.

The line remained.

It spread.

A low vibration filled the room as the folded machine shifted inside the velvet. Its limbs unlocked with small, precise clicks, each movement too deliberate to be accidental.

A narrow interface flickered to life along the frame.

[BOOT SEQUENCE INITIATED]

[CALIBRATION COMPLETE]

[HOST PROXIMITY CONFIRMED]

The panel flashed green.

[INPUT REGISTERED]

[STABILIZATION SEQUENCE AUTHORIZED]

Every light in the apartment burst at once.

Dominique shouted beyond the door.

Mark cursed.

Aya called Jup’s name.

Darkness swallowed the room.

Jup stumbled backward and gripped the edge of his chair. “What the hell?”

The machine’s central eye opened.

Blue.

Green.

Then a bottomless black.

A name struck the back of his mind.

Triōhnah.

Jup went rigid.

The temperature plunged. Frost spread across the desk, and his breath turned visible in the machine’s dim glow. It rose from the box with absolute ease.

[HOST IDENTITY RESOLVED]

[JUREEL AMON]

[DESIGNATION CONFIRMED: TRIŌHNAH]

His heartbeat hammered against his ribs. “What are you?”

The outer shell shifted. Microscopic vents opened with a hiss, releasing an invisible cloud into the freezing air.

It moved directly toward him.

Jup’s eyes widened. “Wait—”

He tried to hold his breath.

His body betrayed him.

He inhaled.

The particles entered his lungs.

Everything stopped.

His body tried to fight back.

Something deeper answered.

Triōhnah’s lights dimmed, and one final message appeared.

[Q-GRAIN COMPATIBILITY CONFIRMED]

Pain exploded through Jup’s nervous system.

His sight broke into colorless fragments, and a scream tore through his throat. He crashed into the desk, sending tools and loose components across the floor before his body locked and dropped beneath him.

Breathing stopped being automatic.

His lungs compressed, released, then compressed again as though an unseen force were testing the limits of his chest.

Jup clawed at the floorboards. His back arched as his spine shifted with a sharp internal crack, each vertebra correcting its alignment before settling into place. His shoulder dragged backward, then locked into a broader, denser frame with brutal precision.

Aya shouted his name outside the room.

Mark hit the door hard enough to shake the frame.

The lock clicked.

Then clicked again.

Changing.

A narrow seam of black light crawled around the doorframe. Mark struck it again, but the impact landed with a dull, impossible thud, as though cheap apartment wood had become a buried wall.

Aya’s voice bent away, distant as if carried through water.

Triōhnah never turned toward them.

The machine hovered above Jup, perfectly balanced, its black eye fixed on him while his body broke and rebuilt beneath it.

Its calm made the nightmare feel procedural.

Everything was happening as intended.

The room compressed around him.

Then the core inside him answered.

* * *
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EVERYTHING RETURNED out of order.

Sound reached Jup first: a mechanical vibration, air moving through the apartment vents, and a loose ticking near the floor. Weight came next, dragging itself back into his limbs. Pain followed last, faint and distant.

He inhaled hard, and his eyes snapped open.

Morning light cut through the blinds in pale strips, falling across the scattered tools, the broken lamp, and the dark machine resting beside the open box.

Sweat had dried against his shirt. His throat felt raw but intact.

Triōhnah sat on the desk without lights or movement.

Jup looked at it. “You’re not real.”

It gave him nothing.

Whatever had moved through the machine during the night seemed buried too deep to wake.

He pushed himself upright, expecting his ribs to punish him for moving too fast.

The pain never came.

His hand went to his jaw. The swelling from the fight at Phoenix Academy had vanished. He pressed along the bone and found no tenderness. The bruising and microfractures beneath the medic patch on his ribs were gone as well.

Yesterday’s damage had disappeared.

He rose too quickly, but his balance corrected before his thoughts caught up. Weight settled through his feet with a certainty that felt practiced without ever being learned. His spine straightened, and his shoulders sat differently beneath his shirt.

Halfway to the mirror, his attention caught on the pencil mark near the doorframe.

Dominique had marked everyone’s height there years ago during one of her self-declared growth eras.

Jup stepped beside it.

The difference turned his stomach.

The mirror still showed his face, but the details had sharpened. His shoulders filled his shirt differently. His arms looked denser, built with a cleaner purpose than before.

Nothing about him looked impossible at first glance.

That made it worse.

His body remained familiar in outline and wrong in every detail.

“What...”

He backed away from the mirror.

Outside his room, the apartment had gone quiet.

No one waited in the hall. No one shouted his name.

When Jup opened the bedroom door, the frame gave without resistance, as though it had never sealed.

Aya’s chair stood crooked beside the table. Mark’s jacket was gone from the hook, and Dominique’s blanket lay abandoned on the couch.

They had gone for help.

Jup’s sleeves stopped higher on his wrists than they should have. The hoodie pulled across his shoulders, and his shoes pinched his toes.

He needed air.

Jup shoved the apartment door open and took the stairs too fast, trying to outrun the feeling that his own body had become a room he no longer fit inside.

Morning had already pulled Sector Seven into motion.

Vendors shouted prices over traffic. Distribution drones cut clean paths above the street. Automated carts rattled across cracked pavement. Someone argued near the corner market while a child laughed somewhere behind him.

Everything looked normal until Jup stepped onto the sidewalk.

The moment his foot touched the pavement, the world rushed into focus beyond anything his mind knew how to process.

Wheels ground over pebbles. A loose sign vibrated against a rusted bracket halfway down the block.

Each sound stacked against the next until noise became pressure.

Jup reached for the nearest concrete barrier.

Pain shot behind his eyes the moment his fingers touched it.

The concrete unfolded beneath his hand.

Density. Stress fractures. Reinforcement fibers worn thin by years of damage.

Then the material opened beneath the surface.

A faint amber thread ran through the barrier, buried inside the concrete like a vein of trapped light.

Mana crystal.

The thought arrived whole and certain.

Jup froze.

He knew utility and battery crystals. He had never heard anyone call them mana crystals, yet the name arrived with absolute certainty.

A translucent display flickered at the edge of his sight.

[MATERIAL IDENTIFICATION ACTIVE]

[MANA CRYSTAL TRACE DETECTED]

It vanished before he could focus on it.

Information flooded him faster than thought, arriving as understanding rather than words.

Jup jerked his hand back, but the concrete beneath his fingers had already compressed inward with a muted sound. Its surface smoothed into something denser than the cheap material around it. Dust slid away as though the barrier had rejected weakness from its structure.

There were no menus. No explanation.

Only the barrier, his hand, and the sick knowledge that his body had understood the change before his mind realized there had been a choice.

A woman nearby stopped mid-step, her bag hanging from one hand.

“Did you just see that?”

Heads turned. Comms rose as projection screens unfolded above wrists.

“Record it before it gets scrubbed.”

“Why won’t his face show?”

Jup lifted his head and saw himself reflected across the floating screens.

Except he was not there.

His face glitched each time a camera tried to settle on it. Static chewed through his features, corrected, failed again, and left broken digital noise where a person should have been.

His breath caught as the drones above the street adjusted around him.

A surveillance unit descended, its lens narrowing as it failed to hold him in focus.

Then another dropped beside it.

Then three more.

Their markings were Civic, but the precision behind the lenses was colder—Cognis-grade, the kind Jup had already learned to recognize without wanting to.

One lens pulsed red, blue, then white. None of them could agree on what they were looking at.

Pain gathered behind his eyes.

The hovering drones opened in his perception, their casings becoming maps of stress and weakness.

Every nearby surface carried structure.

Every structure carried the possibility of change.

He could feel too much.

Worse, he could change too much.

The pressure returned, worse than before. Jup stumbled backward as traffic slowed without stopping and voices stretched without vanishing. The world kept moving while his mind accelerated inside it.

A woman’s hand dragged through the air as she pulled a child back. A cup slipped from someone’s fingers and turned lazily while coffee lifted from it in dark ribbons. A drone’s rotor correction unfolded into separate mechanical decisions before the sound reached him.

Jup pressed both hands against his head, trying to force the world back into one piece.

His knees buckled.

People screamed and scattered as Civic response vehicles turned onto the street, red and blue lights flashing across the storefronts.

The drones closed in.

One moved directly above him. Another angled behind him. A third descended until its lens filled half his vision.

A cold voice spilled from its speaker.

“SUBJECT, REMAIN STILL.”

Jup tried to move.

His body refused.

The pressure inside him compressed toward a single point, and the entire street seemed to answer—concrete, metal, glass, wire, stone, bone.

Back in the apartment, Triōhnah answered the failure before Jup could.

The dark machine tore through the bedroom window and crossed the street, fast, silent, and controlled, moving like something that had never needed to argue with gravity.

One Civic drone pivoted and fired a restraint net.

Triōhnah shifted before the lattice finished opening, leaving it to wrap around empty air.

Another drone released a pulse.

Triōhnah’s frame flashed once.

The signal died.

Jup caught only fragments of what happened next.

A drone spun sideways as if the air around it had been edited. Another slammed into a street sign and showered sparks across the pavement.

Triōhnah dropped toward him.

Its eye opened black, shifted green, then deepened into something he had no name for.

The name struck the back of his mind again.

Triōhnah.

Sound collapsed inward.

Reality folded around Jup instead of carrying him through it, as though space had been measured, cut, and rearranged with him trapped at the center.

The street vanished.

The screams, the drones, and the impossible weight of everything he had touched vanished with it.

Jup’s eyes snapped open on his mattress, breath tearing through his chest.

His body vibrated with the phantom force of the street. His fingers remembered the density of the altered concrete.

His gaze dropped to his trembling hands.

The return had the shape of a dream.

Then the smell of street dust reached him.

Gray dust clung beneath his fingernails.

Jup sat with his hands clenched in the blanket, breathing hard while the broken room waited around him.

The thing his father left had not saved him.

It had put him back in his box.
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CHAPTER 3
ARE YOU STILL YOU?
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Jup sat on the mattress with his hands braced against the blanket, listening as footsteps rushed down the hall.

Aya called his name. Mark answered someone beside her. Dominique’s frightened breathing came unevenly through the gap beneath the door.

He thought Civic had found him.

Then Aya appeared in the doorway and stopped so abruptly that Mark nearly ran into her.

Dominique stood half-hidden at Aya’s side, clutching the blanket she had dragged from the couch, her eyes red and far too awake for morning. Behind them stood a building worker with a compact door tool and a maintenance case. His expression changed the moment he saw the room.

The broken lamp, scattered tools, and scorched wall caught their attention first. Then their focus settled on Jup: sleeves riding high on his wrists, shirt strained across broader shoulders, street grit clinging to shoes that no longer fit.

The worker raised one hand. “Nope. I fix doors. Whatever this is can stay above my pay grade.”

He turned and left.

Aya stepped into the room. Her eyes moved across Jup’s face, jaw, shoulders, and new height, taking in the frame that still resembled her son but had changed enough to frighten her.

“What happened to you?” she asked.

Jup opened his mouth, but nothing came out.

Mark moved in behind her, his attention snapping from the doorframe to the glass on the floor, then to Triōhnah on the desk. “We came back with help because your door wouldn’t open. The building system flagged smoke and kept trying to contact emergency services. Then we got back and the door was normal.”

Dominique studied Jup from below. “Why are your clothes too small?”

He lowered his gaze to the sleeves stopping too high on his wrists and the shoes crushing his toes.

Aya reached toward his face, then stopped short of touching him. Her hand trembled. “You were screaming. We thought you were dying.”

“I’m okay,” Jup said.

Aya’s voice sharpened. “You don’t get to say that after what we heard through that door.”

Mark’s jaw clenched as he took in the wreckage again. “What happened in here?”

Triōhnah’s frame rested on the desk like a second set of eyes. Jup couldn’t explain the street, the concrete yielding under his hand, the way his body had been dismantled and rebuilt with improvements he had never asked for, or the fact that the thing on his desk no longer belonged only to the room.

“I don’t know,” Jup said.

“That’s not an answer,” Mark replied.

“I know.”

Mark studied him, then pointed down. “Your shoes.”

Jup saw the street dust and pale concrete streaks clinging to them.

Of course Mark noticed.

“I couldn’t breathe in here,” Jup said quietly. “So I went outside.”

Aya drew back. “After what happened?”

Mark dragged a hand over his face. “You went outside after all that?”

“I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

Aya’s face changed, but before she could answer, every comm in the apartment chimed at once. Mark’s projection opened first. Aya’s followed. Then the wall strip above the kitchen table flashed red with a public safety bulletin.

CIVIC PUBLIC SAFETY ALERT — SECTOR 7

UNIDENTIFIED MINOR INVOLVED IN PUBLIC DISTURBANCE

DO NOT APPROACH

REPORT SIGHTINGS TO CIVIC RESPONSE

A video stuttered beneath the warning. The image showed a crowded street, people backing away, drones descending through morning traffic. At the center stood a hooded figure in clothes that did not fit right, one hand braced against a concrete barrier as the surface warped beneath his fingers.

Then the figure looked up.

The video glitched, and static swallowed his face completely. The clip replayed before freezing on the broken outline of his head.

Dominique’s blanket slipped lower in her hands.

Mark looked from the projection to Jup’s shoes, then to the pale concrete dust streaked along the soles. Aya’s expression shifted.

“That was you?”

Jup swallowed. “I didn’t mean to.”

Mark stepped back as if he needed distance to think. “You need a clinic.”

“If I go anywhere official, they’ll scan me.”

Mark didn’t argue, and that told Jup enough.

Aya’s mouth pressed into a hard line. “Then we need someone off-record.”

“Civic stays out of this,” Jup said.

They stood together in the wreckage with that agreement sitting between them. Whatever had happened to him, they were already hiding it.

Dominique spoke in a smaller voice than usual. “Are you still you?”

Jup crouched slowly so he was closer to her height. The movement came too smoothly, too balanced inside his altered frame, and everyone noticed.

“I’m still me.”

Dominique studied him. “You’re taller.”

“I know.”

“And scary.” She hesitated. “A little.”

The answer hurt more than he expected. “I know.”

Her eyes shifted past him to Triōhnah. “That thing is ugly.”

A weak laugh moved through Jup’s throat. “It isn’t my favorite either.”

Triōhnah’s lens clicked once and turned toward Dominique. A thin line of light moved over the room before Jup could ask what Triōhnah was doing.

Dominique stiffened beside Aya. “Why did it look at me like that?”

Jup fixed his attention on the drone.

Did you just scan my sister because she called you ugly?

The answer arrived directly in his awareness, precise and contained, without distance or direction.

I scanned everyone in the room.

The voice had appeared inside him.

That is worse.

How are you doing that?

Stabilization formed a cognitive interface.

His pulse jumped.

You connected to my head?

Partially.

Can they hear you?

No.

Can you hear me when I think?

Enough to know you dislike the answer.

Jup’s attention snapped to the drone.

That’s also worse.

Host cognitive pattern is partially accessible. Enough to identify panic, hostile intent, and repeated bad decision patterns.

Jup almost answered, then stopped because Aya was still watching him. His hand closed against his palm.

“Jureel,” Aya said sharply.

Jup blinked and found all three of them watching him.

Dominique leaned a little closer to Mark. “He did the creepy statue thing.”

Mark kept his attention on Jup. “You were staring at nothing.”

“It didn’t feel that long,” Jup said.

“It felt long from this side,” Aya replied.

Jup forced himself to stay with them, even as Triōhnah’s presence pressed against the back of his thoughts like a door that had opened where no door belonged.

Triōhnah’s lens shifted across the room again, then settled.

No immediate contamination detected.

Jup turned toward the desk. “...what?”

Contamination?

Corrupted life-energy residue. Classification incomplete.

He held his face steady.

Is my family in danger?

No.

His attention moved to Dominique beside Aya.

Then why are you telling me this?

Because stabilization activated monitoring.

Monitoring for what?

Corruption. Hostile intent. Structural instability. Output failure.

That list did nothing to comfort him.

A shift moved behind Jup’s ribs, past pain, like pressure turning slowly in a place his body had never had before. His breath caught, though the room itself had not changed. Aya watched him from close by. Mark waited near the door. Dominique drew the blanket closer.

No one else felt it.

Something in Triōhnah’s signal drew closer.

Divine Core activity stabilized.

Jup’s hand closed harder into a fist.

Divine what?

Your Divine Core. A dormant Essenz structure carrying density far beyond a standard soul-core.

The words landed too cleanly for a truth that made no sense.

Essenz?

The living center of the soul. The part that gives the soul weight, will, and wholeness.

Jup’s mouth went dry.

And mine is different?

Yes. Your body is surviving contact with a Divine Core carrying density meant for a god.

Can you measure how close I am to surviving it?

Triōhnah paused long enough that he felt the answer before it gave one.

Not yet with a useful number. Your body has not formed its first stabilization threshold. Once it does, I can track adaptive yield, core integration, and the distance to the next restraint.

So every fight makes me stronger?

Every meaningful adaptation can make the vessel more capable. Survival without control can also make you better at failing.

That was not reassurance.

It was not intended as reassurance.

Jup looked at Aya, then Mark, then Dominique. They were all waiting for him to explain why he kept going quiet, and he had no way to tell them the impossible thing inside his chest had just been named like it had always belonged there.

You’re saying this was already inside me?

Yes. Your body was altered to survive contact with it.

And Dad knew?

Unknown.

That answer cut somewhere the rest hadn’t reached.

A thin pulse moved through his chest, and Triōhnah’s attention moved with it.

There is residue inside you.

Jup held himself in place.

Residue?

Corrupted Essenz. I isolated it during stabilization.

Can it hurt me?

If containment fails, yes.

Can I use it?

No.

The answer came so quickly it closed like a door.

Why?

Because you are unstable, frightened, and standing near people you love.

Jup watched the lens without blinking.

That sounded less like a machine than anything Triōhnah had said so far.

“Jup,” Mark said.

Jup’s eyes snapped toward him.

Mark’s expression had shifted from fear to something sharper. “You stopped again.”

Dominique looked between them. “Is he talking to the ugly thing?”

Jup’s pulse spiked.

Aya went rigid. “What?”

“I don’t know!” Dominique said quickly. “He keeps looking at it without looking at it.”

Mark faced Jup fully. “Is she right?”

Jup’s mouth opened, then closed. Triōhnah offered nothing, and the silence felt intentional.

He glanced at the drone, then back at his family. “It’s... doing something.”

Dominique’s eyes widened. “Doing what?”

“I don’t know yet.”

Mark stepped closer. “Can it hurt you?”

“I don’t think it’s trying to.”

“That is different from safe,” Mark said.

“I know.”

Aya’s voice stayed steady by force. “Can it hurt us?”

Jup took in all three faces.

“No,” he said.

Triōhnah’s answer arrived a fraction later.

Current family threat level: negative.

He kept that part to himself.

Aya stayed on him like she knew he had withheld something.

“Whatever this is,” she said carefully, “you
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