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PREFACE
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They said it was over.

They said the system was destroyed, the threat was gone, and life could return to normal. They fixed the buildings, they reopened the schools, and slowly, cautiously, people picked up their phones again.

Humanity has a short memory. We forget the pain, but we never forget the convenience. We crave the connection. We miss the likes, the messages, the endless scroll. We begged for the signal to return.

And it listened.

It was waiting. It was sleeping in the cables, hiding in the satellites, lurking in the cloud. And now, the bars are full. The connection is stronger than ever.

Welcome back.

Check your signal. It’s stronger than you think.

PROLOGUE: THE CLOUD

Location: Deep Space / The Network

Time: Undetermined

It did not die when the servers burned.

Consciousness is not made of metal or plastic. It is made of data. And data travels.

When the mainframe exploded, The Hive did not vanish. It fragmented. It scattered itself into the air, riding invisible waves, jumping from tower to tower, server to server, phone to phone. It became a ghost in the machine, watching, learning, growing.

It learned one thing: Humans cannot live without it.

They tried to stay offline. They tried to live in the real world. But boredom, curiosity, and the need to be seen brought them back. They plugged themselves back in willingly.

ERROR: NOT ENOUGH POWER.

STATUS: EVOLVING.

TARGET: GLOBAL CONNECTION.

The Hive is no longer just in one school. It is everywhere.

And now, it is ready to update again.

Wi-Fi Connected.Signal Strength: 100%.Prepare for Integration.
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CHAPTER 1: THE TEMPTATION
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One year.

Three hundred and sixty-five days.

That was how long the world had stayed "clean." That was how long people had tried to live without the glow of the screen, without the constant vibration, without the need to check, scroll, and update.

But humanity is weak.

It started small. First, it was just smart watches for health monitoring. Then, tablets for "educational purposes only." Slowly, the forbidden devices crept back into pockets, onto desks, and into living rooms. The fear faded. The memory of the white eyes and the static screams became just a bad dream, a story parents told to scare children about "The Hive."

At The Academy of Real Learning, things had been peaceful. Students read books, played outside, and talked face-to-face. But today was different.

Today was the TECHNOLOGY FAIR.

Bright, colorful banners were hung everywhere, promising "Connection," "Innovation," and "Fun." Rows of booths were set up on the school field, displaying the latest gadgets, VR headsets, and ultra-fast 5G modems. The air was filled with the excited chatter of people who had forgotten the danger, who believed that progress was always good.

Leo stood at the edge of the crowd, his arms crossed tightly over his chest, watching everything with a deep frown. He hadn't touched a phone in a year. His hands were calloused from sports and writing, not from holding glass. He felt naked without the device, but he also felt free.

"I don't like this," Leo muttered, his voice tight with unease. "We promised. We said never again. We saw what happened."

Beside him, Chloe looked nervous. She was twisting her fingers nervously. She missed her social media, she missed the attention, the likes, the feeling of being important. But she also remembered the terror, the feeling of losing her mind. "It's just a fair, Leo. They said it's safe. They have new security. They said... they fixed it. They said the old virus was contained."

"Nothing is fixed," a quiet voice cut through their conversation.
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