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Prologue – The Spark Beneath the Soil

––––––––
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At first, it was mistaken for helium.

Deep beneath the quiet earth of a forgotten North American town, where grain silos rusted and families spoke in generations rather than progress, a drilling operation stumbled upon a geological ghost. What they unearthed was unlike any known element. It pulsed with a light that didn’t flicker, shimmered with a glow that seemed to breathe.

They named it Luxonite.

When refined with the right chemical blend, Luxonite didn’t burn or deplete—it became a fountain of pure energy. Limitless. Clean. Its output dwarfed fusion. It carried no carbon debt, left behind no waste. It was the solution Earth had begged for and feared to find.

The town changed overnight.

Skyscrapers of silver and plasma rose where wheat once bent in the wind. Roads turned to veins of glowing glass. Rain was regulated. Daylight extended by weather grids. People walked beneath a sky managed by artificial intelligence and whispered about a future unbound by entropy.

The world called it Luxon City.

And it stood alone.

Empowered by Luxonite, Luxon City bloomed into a new superpower—a sovereign city-state that required no borders, no treaties. Its defense systems alone became legend: Luxonite-augmented rail cannons that could vaporize aircraft from beyond the horizon; shields that bent light and scattered missiles like dust. No enemy dared test its reach.

Envious nations watched. Some plotted. All failed.

A new Iron Curtain had risen—not made of steel, but of radiant blue light.

Yet the greatest threat would not come from without.
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At first, the changes were quiet. Miners spoke of strange dreams—vivid things they couldn’t quite forget. Some swore they walked into hallucinations, experienced days that repeated themselves, or voices that whispered from inside stone. Others suffered dizzy spells, nosebleeds, time slippages.

Doctors blamed exhaustion. The Council blamed isolation.

But the original townsfolk, those who had been here before the silver towers and glowing rails, began aging more slowly. They remained healthy. Mentally sharp. Their muscles strong. Untouched.

The Council took notice.

At the Arbiter’s command, a task force of elite scientists was dispatched to investigate the anomaly. Among them, a brilliant and respected physicist—Dr. Thena Mirelle—and the man whose will now steer the fate of Luxonite: Dr. Alaric Mercer, a mind both revered and feared, known for his cold brilliance and dangerous ambition.

Thena was young, intuitive, and loyal to the science. She kept meticulous notes. She asked the questions no one else dared ask.

Until she became the answer.

She began to levitate—first only slightly, without control, during sleep or in moments of intense focus. Then she hovered. Then she flew.

Alaric recorded it all, with growing fascination.

Thena never stopped working. She only stopped hiding the truth when her body refused to obey the laws it once served.

And beneath her beating heart, something else stirred.

She was pregnant.

Luxonite had given more than energy. It had begun to rewrite life itself.

And as Thena rose—quietly, fearfully—into the sky one night above Luxon City, unseen and glowing, she did not yet know her child would one day tear the very fabric of space apart.

She did not yet know her daughter would become a myth.

––––––––

[image: ]


[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One – Whispers in the Sky



[image: ]




Selene sat alone in the shadow of a broken rail tower, her lunch untouched beside her.

The wind was soft today, the kind that lifted dust without purpose, the kind that whispered like ghosts in the concrete bones of old Luxon City. Far above, the towers glinted with blue-veined metal, and light trains streaked silently across their tracks like falling stars caught in orbit. She didn’t look up. Not today.

The holo was flickering again. Third time this week.

She cupped the tiny cube in her hand, brushing away the static until her mother’s face came into focus. Younger than Selene remembered her—hair wild, eyes tired but blazing with that same soft intensity. Like she knew she wouldn’t be around much longer.

“You’ll feel it in your bones first,” her mother’s voice echoed, digitized and distant. “Then your breath. The gravity around you will feel thinner. The air will resist you less. That’s how it starts. But you were meant for more than flight, Selene.”

Selene blinked hard, jaw tight.

“Don’t let them find you too soon. Especially him.”

The holo cut out in a blur of static blue.

Selene exhaled slowly and leaned back against the rusted support beam. Beneath her security uniform, beneath the armored vest and thermal sleeves, she could still feel the faint thrum in her shoulders—something unnatural, something alive. Ever since that night months ago, when her feet first left the ground without permission, she hadn’t felt fully tethered to the earth again.

She knew she had to hide it. Her mother’s warnings were clear.

And yet...

The urge to fly was growing stronger with each day. Each breath.
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Her comm-link chirped. Sharp, clinical. Private line.

She frowned. No ID.

“Selene,” came a voice—too calm, too crisp. “It’s been some time. You’ve grown into yourself beautifully.”

She froze. The voice was unmistakable, even if she'd never heard it in person. She had seen his face enough—on screens, in security briefings, in the forbidden archives that always shut themselves too fast.

Dr. Alaric Mercer.

The man who disappeared from public view five years ago. The one rumored to run the city’s deepest programs. The one her mother once feared—and once trusted.

“I know your secret,” he said. “But don’t be afraid. I mean you no harm.”

Her throat tightened.

“You’ve inherited something special,” he continued. “Something I’ve been preparing for a very long time. We should talk. In person.”

Selene stood slowly, eyes scanning the half-empty courtyard. Something about the moment stretched too far. Too still.

“How do you know my name?” she asked.

“I knew your mother,” Alaric replied.

Silence.

“She told me once,” he added, “that her daughter would tear open the sky.”

Then the line went dead. 
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Chapter Two – A City Divided
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The scanners hummed a tired tune as Selene waved the third patient through.

The last Luxon-free hospital in Luxon City sat on the city’s western fringe, nestled under a jagged cliff of half-demolished tenements. Unlike the crystalline towers and silver monorails near the Luxonite Core, this place smelled of bleach and rust, of dying things and reluctant miracles. A hand-painted sign over the security station still read “NO EXPOSURE, NO EXCEPTIONS.”

Selene tapped her security badge against the panel. It buzzed red, then green. She sighed and let the door hiss open.

She moved like muscle memory. Badge. Scan. Glance. Clear. Badge again.

But her mind was far from here.

That voice.

Alaric Mercer.

She hadn’t even told Lace about the message yet. How could she?

“Hey,” came a voice beside her.

Selene blinked. Lace was standing there with a half-eaten protein bar in one hand and her little shaggy dog, Echo, curled in a mesh bag over one shoulder.

“You’re chewing your lip again,” Lace said, concerned. “That usually means you’re spiraling.”

“I’m fine,” Selene lied, even as her body itched to lift off the ground.

“Uh-huh,” Lace said flatly. “And I’m actually an ambassador from Mars.”

Selene forced a smile. “Don’t tell the Council. They might believe you.”

But Lace didn’t laugh. “You look pale. Like—off. You sleeping?”

“Not really.”

“You talk to anyone?” Lace pressed gently. “You want to?”

Selene shook her head. She wanted to say everything. About the dreams, the hovering, the glow sometimes visible under her skin when she stood too close to the dark. About her mother’s voice. About Mercer’s call.

But the words wouldn’t come.

“Just... tired,” Selene managed, before nodding toward the camera feed. “I’ve got another sweep.”

Lace watched her go, biting her lip as Echo whined quietly. Something was coming. Even the dog knew.
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Deep beneath the Luxonite Core, where even the city’s hum was muffled by reinforced alloy and quantum shielding, the Arbiter's lab pulsed with a light all its own.

Walls of crystal-hardened glass shimmered in soft, blue iridescence. Holo-diagrams floated mid-air—schematics of drones, modular armor, wormhole stabilizers, and something more... angular, less human. Workbenches overflowed with prototypes that hummed and clicked, reacting to unseen frequencies.

In the center of it all stood Dr. Alaric Mercer, perfectly still amid chaos. His visor flickered with data. His fingers steepled in calculation.

The Council projection flared to life in front of him—tall, cloaked figures made of light and echo, voices modulated for security.

“Mercer,” one snapped. “We’ve intercepted concerns from foreign observers regarding unauthorized Luxonite field tests in quadrant thirteen. There’s been a pattern of missing personnel.”

“And Thena,” another voice demanded. “Her disappearance was registered as a lab accident. But our own audit contradicts your data stream.”

Alaric didn’t look up. Instead, he turned slowly, revealing a towering display behind him—experimental exosuits, plasma-threaded rail gauntlets, and a new prototype chassis marked PROJECT: ASCENDANT, half-shrouded beneath obsidian cloth. Every corner of the lab glinted with raw Luxonite, its veins pulsing faintly, like something alive.

“I warned you what evolution would cost,” he said softly. “Thena knew the risks. She volunteered.”

“And now she’s gone.”

“She’s transcended,” Alaric replied. “Just not in the way we expected.”

He tapped a key, and a 3D image of Thena appeared mid-flight, unchained from gravity, surrounded by energy signatures no current model could replicate.

“Luxonite is rewriting biology. Rewriting time. You wanted a weapon. I gave you genesis.”

“We wanted control,” another councilor hissed.

Alaric turned, his eyes unreadable behind the visor. “Then step aside and let me finish what I started.”

The feed cut off.

Alaric exhaled slowly. He stared at the hollow space where Thena’s image had floated. His voice, barely a whisper, echoed off steel and silence.

“Your daughter is ready now, isn’t she?”

He turned to the armor marked ASCENDANT. A new version was forming, redesigned for her proportions, already infused with biometric signatures pulled from Luxon air particles where she passed.
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Chapter Three – Beneath the Core 
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The descent was quiet.

Elevators this deep beneath Luxon City didn’t hum or clatter—they sank, like steel coffins gliding on silent magnetics. As the reinforced doors parted, Alaric Mercer stepped into the lower levels of the Core—a place rarely seen by anyone without direct clearance from the Council.

The walls here were older, not yet retrofitted with sleek alloys or shimmering Luxonite panels. Instead, dull lighting buzzed faintly above security bulkheads and sensor grids that formed the last defense between innovation and mutation.

The scent was different down here. Less sterile. More alive. Ozone, engine oil, and something organic—wet and coppery.

Click-click-click-click—THWIP!

An auto-turret recessed in the ceiling snapped to life, spitting a stream of violet plasma toward the far end of the corridor. The sound echoed sharply as something in the shadows hissed and retreated, its silhouette scraping across the wall like a six-limbed rat made of cartilage and hunger.

Mercer didn’t flinch. He walked through the security curtain without pause, data flowing across his visor in real time.

“GEN-VERM #114 breached airlock. Muscle density x3 baseline. Pupils refract light. Behavior: predatory. Origin: shaft nest, Level 10C.”

Luxonite exposure was mutating vermin now—what began as minor hyperactivity had progressed to aggression, then to intelligent avoidance of light and traps. The council still thought the outbreaks were localized. They weren’t.

He knelt by one of the downed creatures—its jaw split too wide, its spine arched wrong—and extracted a tissue sample with practiced efficiency. His gloved hand trembled slightly, not with fear, but anticipation.

Up ahead, a reinforced door hissed as his clearance pinged through.

Beyond it, a containment chamber glowed faint blue from embedded Luxonite cores. Within the capsule, a huge man floated in a nutrient cradle, muscles slack, veins faintly illuminated, face partially obscured by oxygen tubes and monitors.

Ezekiel.

Once the unshakable fist of the underground, now clinically dead for months. Or so the records said.

But then—

“Cortical spike detected. Synaptic flares increasing. Patient entering Delta State.”

Alaric’s visor lit up with telemetry. Neural maps. Spiking memory loops. Gamma wave crossfiring.

He paused.

Ezekiel’s right hand twitched.

“Reflex motor response restored.”

A heartbeat.

A beat too strong for someone asleep.

“Not yet,” Alaric whispered. “Don’t wake just yet.”
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Alaric Mercer was a man few dared to know deeply.

He was tall, lean—but not frail. Underneath his long black coat, skin wrapped around a body honed by decades of study, survival, and unlicensed augmentation. His bones had been laced with microscopic Luxonite strands—denser than titanium, yet light as breath. His bloodstream carried trace Luxon particles, regulated by a subdermal processor implanted beneath his sternum—a system of his own design.

Only a handful of people ever knew how much he had changed himself.

None of them were alive anymore.

The enhancements came with a price: a steady drain of cellular decay and neural overstimulation. Sleep became fractured. Emotions were blunted, almost unreachable. His gaze—when his visor was lifted—was something no one could forget. Cold and starless, like staring into polished obsidian. His pupils glimmered faintly with Luxonite's unnatural blue.

Most people could barely meet his eyes without looking away, as if some part of their brain whispered: predator.

That’s why he wore the visor. Not to protect his vision—but to protect others from it.

Yet behind the quiet menace was focus. Precision. Mercer’s mind, augmented by neural threadwork and raw purpose, never wandered. It never dulled. It sliced through obstacles. He had no time for dreams, only models. No use for guilt, only timelines.

The man had stopped aging in the traditional sense. He had become something else. Something sharpened.

And still, he was dying. Just... slower than everyone else.
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Selene’s security badge buzzed red.

Again.

“What the hell,” she muttered, tapping it harder against the panel. It buzzed red again, then flashed ACCESS DENIED in cold blue font.

“System’s acting weird today,” said Lace, walking by. “Half my shift disappeared from the schedule. Payroll’s been late too.”

Selene forced a shrug, but her stomach twisted. She had checked her account this morning: her hours were slashed. Benefits flagged for audit. And now access failures?

Her terminal showed a flagged notice:

“Employee ID mismatch. Pending status review. See Supervisor.”

Her name wasn’t even fully listed.

She knew who could do this.

Only one man would bother to use red tape as a scalpel.
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Back in his private chamber, Alaric’s fingers hovered over the glowing surface of a crystalline console. Lines of digital paperwork rearranged, refiled, obfuscated—Selene’s employment record subtly corrupted. Hours reduced. Access downgraded. Health benefits delayed by “compliance checks.”

Another lever pulled. Another test of resilience.

“Pressure will reveal the fault lines,” he thought. “And then... she’ll either break or bloom.”

On the wall behind him, Selene’s profile hovered midair. Her vitals, patterns of flight, heart rate under stress. A glowing model of her skeletal structure now showed a hairline scar on her left shoulder—a trace remnant of their first violent encounter, a gift she’d carry forever.

He was already planning her next move.

Because her story was unfolding exactly as it needed to.

And his plans demanded nothing less. 

––––––––
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Chapter Four – The Truth Burns Brighter


[image: ]




The breakroom lights flickered again.

Third time today.

Selene sat motionless in her uniform, elbows on her knees, eyes heavy with exhaustion she didn’t have the words to explain. The stainless-steel vending machine buzzed faintly beside them, humming like it was holding a secret.

Lace plopped down in the chair across from her, curly hair tucked beneath a blue bandana, her lunch half-eaten in foil. She said nothing at first, just watched her friend.

Selene didn’t meet her gaze.

“You haven’t said two words all shift,” Lace finally said. “Did something happen again?”

Silence.

Selene stared through the floor. Her hands flexed—slow, deliberate—as if she were fighting the urge to shatter something. Lace leaned in.

“Was it him again? That man who called you during lunch?”

Selene flinched.

Lace’s voice softened. “You’re scared, and I’ve never seen you scared.”

Selene let out a brittle breath. Her voice was a cracked whisper.

“I can fly.”

Lace blinked.

“Sorry?”

“I said I can fly,” Selene repeated, louder this time. “Not just jump. Not glide. Fly. I’ve been able to for a while now... and I’ve been hiding it.”

The words sat in the room like a dropped bomb.

Lace’s mouth opened, but nothing came out.

“I didn’t mean for this to happen,” Selene said, voice rising. “I was normal. I used to wake up sore from my bunk. I ate dry cereal. I yelled at slow trams just like everyone else. But then I started floating in my sleep. Then hovering. And one night—” Her hands trembled. “—I took off. Into the sky. Like gravity just gave up on me.”

Lace’s eyes were wide now. “Selene... I—why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because people disappear for less,” Selene said bitterly. “And now Alaric Mercer knows.”

She stood suddenly, pacing, the room feeling smaller with every turn.

“He called me on break. Said he ‘meant no harm.’ Said he wanted to help. But it’s him. He’s the one who found Luxonite. The one who studied it. The same man who’s experimenting on people, who’s behind every missing person flagged for exposure!”

Lace finally found her voice. “Wait... Mercer? The Arbiter? You’re saying he—?”

“He knows everything,” Selene snapped. “He said I’m special. That my mother—” Her voice caught. “He knew things about her too. He’s pulling the strings, Lace. All of them. My job’s being messed with. My hours. He’s trying to push me.”

Lace stood slowly. “Selene, listen to me. We need to go to someone. File a report—”

“No one above him will listen,” Selene cut in. “And if they do, it’s already too late. He’s watching me. Every second.”

A long pause.

Then Lace did the one thing Selene didn’t expect—she walked over and hugged her.

Selene froze.

“You should’ve told me sooner,” Lace said, voice firm. “We’ll figure it out. But you’re not going through this alone anymore.”

Selene’s throat tightened. She wanted to resist it—this warmth, this loyalty. But she let herself sag into it for just a breath. Just long enough to remember she wasn’t some alien ghost in human skin.

Then her comm buzzed.

Unknown ID: "We need to talk. Privately. No threats. Just truth. – Alaric"

She stared at the message, then slowly slid the screen to Lace.

Lace’s jaw tightened. “What’s your move?”

Selene closed her eyes and whispered, “I’m done running.”

Outside the breakroom window, the wind howled unnaturally through the alley behind the hospital. Streetlights flickered—then dimmed—as if sensing the storm to come.

Here's the continuation, capturing Selene's quiet unraveling, Alaric’s obsession, General Gatsby’s tension, and the eerie arrival of Io—all in elevated prose:
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Chapter Five – When the Ground Won’t Hold You
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The hospital doors didn’t slide open.

Selene stood there in uniform, badge still clipped to her chest, the morning cold brushing at the edges of her skin. Her thumb hovered over the security terminal.

ACCESS DENIED

The message blinked in sterile red. A beat later, another appeared.

Status: Terminated. Further inquiries must be submitted to Administration.

She stood motionless for several seconds, the wind curling her hair like a taunt. Lace wouldn’t be on shift for another hour. No one met her eyes through the glass. She wasn’t just locked out—she’d been scrubbed.

No warning. No goodbye. Just... gone.

Her fists clenched so tight her gloves creaked.

No proof it was Mercer. Nothing is traceable. Nothing is actionable.

But she knew it.

The elevator display inside ticked downward—someone was coming out. Selene turned before they could see her. She didn’t want pity. She didn’t want questions.

She wanted to scream.

Instead, she walked. Boots heavy against the sidewalk, head low, the wind gaining speed in unnatural pulses.

The farther she went, the more the street resisted her weight. Her footsteps barely scuffed the pavement. Gravity—her oldest anchor—was slipping. Her body began to hum, faint and internal, like some buried engine winding up without her command.

A soda can rattled across the street. She stopped, staring at it.

It rose.

Just an inch—hovering like it forgot how to fall.

“Damn it,” she muttered, pressing herself to the ground mentally, holding herself to Earth like a prayer. Her shoulder ached—the old scar from Alaric’s attack beginning to throb.

By the time she reached her apartment, her knuckles were white from gripping streetlamp poles just to stay grounded.
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Chapter Six – Eyes of the Machine
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Below Luxon Tower.

The war room of the underground laboratories hissed with sterile light, machines humming in cold cadence. Screens lined every wall—pulses of data, visuals of earthbound scanners, and black-box schematics so complex even artificial intelligences stalled mid-parse.

Dr. Alaric Mercer stood at the helm, visor aglow with a shifting spectrum of neural commands. He was bare-armed now beneath his coat, revealing the faint silver veins of inlaid Luxonite tech threaded through his musculature. Muscles built over a disciplined lifetime of work and war, now enhanced beyond standard human design.

Every breath was calculated efficiency. Every glance, unreadable.

General Gatsby entered like a slow storm, dark uniform crisp, eyes grim.

"You went too far," Gatsby said without preamble. "We have senators asking questions. The Thena incident is still unresolved. And now Selene's been flagged by half the network."

Alaric didn’t look at him.

"I don't care about senators. Or networks. I care about time."

“You always do,” Gatsby snapped. “But there are limits.”

“Not for me,” Alaric said, quiet as a scalpel.

Gatsby scowled. “You think she’s the key?”

“I think she’s part of it,” Mercer replied, voice glacial. “But there’s a new variable now.”

His visor flared—three tones rang like tuning forks only machines could hear.

ALERT – ATMOSPHERIC ANOMALY.

UNKNOWN ENTRY. NON-HUMAN.

“First contact,” Mercer whispered, a hunger touching his voice for the first time. “It’s here.”

Gatsby took a step forward. “What the hell do you mean?”

But Mercer was already walking—his lab coat slicing the air behind him like a blade. Holograms bloomed to life in his wake, tracking something streaking down from low orbit into the northern forest quadrant.

He didn’t stop to explain.

He wouldn’t share this moment with anyone.
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Chapter Seven – The Watcher Waits
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Somewhere in the Blackgrove Forest.

The trees whispered as if afraid to speak too loud.

Twilight loomed unnaturally fast. Birds had fallen silent. Deer had gone still. Even insects refused to hum.

Among moss-covered trunks and roots grown over ancient things, a form shimmered and blinked out—then shimmered again. Not quite invisible, not quite seen.

Io crouched beside a stream, his reflection a broken suggestion of form. His skin adjusted to match bark, then earth, then moonlight. His breath was quiet—measured in fractals, not lungs.

He had landed hours ago, skipping past Luxon radar on borrowed gravitational tricks. The pain in his limbs was dull now, like wearing a suit too long. The Earth’s magnetic field was wrong. Heavy. Electric.

But the Luxonite—he could smell it. Taste it. In the air. In the soil.

They didn’t know what they had yet.

But he would learn.

And he would find the one called Selene.

He settled deeper into shadow.

Let them come.
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Chapter Eight – Skin Like Morning Light



[image: ]




The gym was nearly empty that evening, and Selene was grateful. She didn’t need machines or screens. Just the silence of steel and sweat. Clad in simple black workout gear, her frame moved through slow repetitions, not to sculpt—but to center. Her skin, even under dim fluorescent lights, carried a warm, luminous hue. Not metallic. Not artificial. Just... golden, like morning sun blooming on quiet hills. Curls coiled freely around her face, slightly damp from exertion, clinging like vines around a marble statue. Her long limbs moved with the grace of someone who was comfortable in their skin, natural and free.

Occasionally, someone passing by would double-take. It wasn’t just that she was beautiful—it was how she belonged to the air, how her big, brown eyes softened when she smiled. Deep dimples bloomed on her cheeks like secrets let loose. Tiny freckles dusted her nose; playful traces of youth that defied the burden she now carried.

But today, her smile never came. She pulled harder on the resistance bands, veins pulsing at her temples. She needed to stay grounded. She needed the burn. Anything to stop her from floating again—literally. The weights at her ankles rattled softly as she shifted positions. They weren’t for training anymore. They were anchors.

Miles outside Luxon City, in the northern frost-line forests; the pines loomed tall and still, wrapped in fog. Three Veil hunters—cloaked in sleek Luxonite armor—glided silently through the underbrush in arrow formation. The hounds they once used for tracking had retired. Io gave off no heat, no heartbeat, no trace.

Behind them strode Dr. Alaric Mercer, his visor constantly flickering through wavelengths, data fields, and low-spectrum vision. His hands were gloved, but they flexed every so often as if yearning to shape the world directly.

He was not pleased.

“Fan out,” he ordered.

The lead hunter, Vex, adjusted her rifle. “Still nothing.”

“Quiet,” Mercer snapped. “He’s here.”

He was right.

In the next instant, before they could form a defense or raise a weapon, the forest shimmered—and a figure stepped into view. He didn’t drop from the trees or phase from camouflage. He simply was, one moment absent, the next present. As if the space had always belonged to him and they were merely visiting.

Io stood tall, skin shifting from bark-brown to an iridescent shimmer that faded into pale grey. His eyes, if they were eyes, pulsed like galaxies viewed from far away. His hands were raised—not out of fear, but formality.

“I surrender,” he said calmly, his voice harmonic—echoing as though it had passed through a wind tunnel of light.

Mercer’s eyes narrowed.

“You... what?”

“I know who you are, Arbiter Mercer,” Io continued. “You are the one who seeks time.”

The hunters stood frozen, unsure.

Mercer took a slow step forward, his visor scanning Io head to toe. The data made no sense. The being was alive, yes—but his biology folded inward on itself, like a recursive puzzle.

“Why surrender?” Mercer asked, voice like a sword held behind his back.

Io smiled softly. “Because I’m not here to fight.”

“Then why are you here?”

The alien’s eyes turned east—toward the distant spire of Luxon City’s center.

“To find her.”
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Chapter Nine– Lifted by Ghosts
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Selene exited the gym into the cool night air, towel draped over one shoulder, breath still steady from exertion. The city lights danced on the sidewalk’s polished stone, Luxonite-charged rails humming faintly beneath her feet. But her mind wasn't here. Not really.

It was with the old holomessages she watched each night—her mother’s voice grainy but warm, her eyes haunted but resolute.

"You were born with the sky in your veins, Selene. You’ll learn to feel it one day. You’ll learn to leave the ground like I did... but not too soon. Don’t let them find you before you’re ready."

But she hadn’t been ready. Not when the hovering started. Not when the dreams began. And definitely not when Alaric Mercer called her by name.

He knew. And worse... he was waiting.

Selene clutched her jacket tighter, trying to calm the storm swelling in her chest. The weight of the gym was gone, and her powers were no longer content with silence. They wanted to move. They hungered.

Her stride broke—just slightly—and the tension in her back snapped like an overstretched wire.

A crack echoed through the alley.

Then came the pull.

Like a rubber band let loose, her body was yanked upward with a burst of sheer kinetic force, a violent gasp of wind and speed. Her sweatpants tore at the waistband, ripped from her frame along with her shoes, spinning downward like autumn leaves behind a missile. Her skin tingled—no, burned—as friction met raw, uncontrolled flight.

She shot past rooftops, a glowing blur in the dark sky. Windows vibrated. Power lines snapped. Birds scattered in terror.

From down below, pedestrians looked up and stopped. Mouths open. Some stumbled backward. One man dropped his coffee.

She was streaking light against the stars.

The Luxonite-infused sky above Luxon City split for a breathless second, a fissure of blue-gold energy tearing through the smog like the divine arrival of a fallen angel reclaiming the heavens.

And she couldn’t stop it.
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Inside a shielded transport, invisible to civilian satellites, Alaric Mercer sat silently across from Io. The alien had not moved since boarding, only observed. Light bent subtly around him—wrong angles, wrong colors, like the universe hadn’t quite decided how he should exist.

Mercer’s visor pulsed softly, scanning.

Until suddenly—everything spiked.

Luxonite pulses detected. Altitude: 2,000 meters. Trajectory: uncontrolled ascent. Identity match: SELENE.

A sliver of a grin tugged at Mercer’s lips, though his jaw remained clenched. He turned slightly in his seat, fingers dancing across a holographic display that opened before him.

“Something amusing?” Io asked, his voice still calm, but alert.

Mercer didn’t look up. “She’s ascending. Finally.”

“Who?”

“The daughter of the one I lost,” Mercer said. “And the one who might undo everything I failed to fix.”

Io tilted his head. “She’s not ready.”

“She doesn’t have to be,” Mercer murmured, narrowing the Luxonite trail further, tracing her arc. “Only in motion.”

He closed the projection with a thought. The transport rumbled lower, steering gently toward the horizon where a golden streak had just broken the veil of cloud.

Mercer’s gaze, even behind the visor, was ice.

“Prepare the recovery team. I want her grounded—without scars this time.” Absolutely—here’s a cinematic, emotionally charged chapter weaving Selene’s reluctant descent with Ezekiel’s awakening. Both moments mirror one another: one life falling from the sky, the other rising from the abyss.
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The sky was cold now.

Selene’s body, once yanked violently upward, began to slow. The pulse of Luxonite energy faded from her skin like heat bleeding into snow. Her limbs trembled, rigid against the chill slicing through her. The clouds thinned as gravity reclaimed her with deliberate cruelty.

Her breath came shallow. Her lips parted but caught nothing. Wind screamed in her ears.

I can’t breathe.

Then came the fear.

Not of falling.

But of her mother.

Of those broken messages, the ones filled with riddles and warmth that now rang like lies.

Why didn’t you tell me it would feel like dying? Why didn’t you warn me it would hurt this much?

She was angry—furious, even. At being left. At being rewritten by something she never chose.

Tears streamed upward along her temples, caught in the descent.

Below, the skyline of Luxon City widened, golden lights blooming like wildfire. Her body finally obeyed—just a twitch at first. Then a small tilt of her hands. She exhaled once, sharp, and slowed her fall.

She was flying again—but this time downward.

Controlled.

Barely.

Her bare feet scorched the rooftop she landed on, knees buckling as she collapsed to all fours. Steam hissed from the concrete where she knelt. Her chest heaved.

But she didn’t scream.

She just whispered, “You left me with this.”
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Chapter Ten – The Abyss Stirs



[image: ]




Miles beneath the city, far from the sterile gloss of the council towers, a light flickered.

Deep in Lab Sublevel Nine, surrounded by automated turrets and bio-hazard warnings in three languages, a chamber hissed open.

Ezekiel’s eyelids snapped open.

A pulse of Luxonite arced through his body like black lightning—unrefined, experimental, volatile. The monitors screamed in protest, unable to translate what he’d become.

His massive frame, ebony and smooth, wrapped in muscle and scars, shifted slowly under the silver-blue sheen of stasis light. The cords connecting his skull and chest to the bio-bed snapped loose with a wet snap-pop. His skin pulsed with veins of dark energy that moved—slithered—under the surface.

He remembered everything.

The betrayal.

The council’s smug faces.

Alaric Mercer’s voice saying it would be "temporary sedation."

The smell of burning rock. The tremble of the first Luxonite flare.

The last words he ever spoke—“We don’t understand what we’ve dug up.”

And then—

A scream.

High-pitched. Male.

Across the lab, a junior tech, barely twenty and panicking, tried to seal the blast door manually. The stasis systems were never meant to open. There were no protocols for a waking Ezekiel.

The door was too slow.

The tech turned to run.

But he was already caught.

Ezekiel’s hand, rough and enormous, clamped around his entire torso and yanked him backward like a child’s doll.

"Tell me," Ezekiel rumbled, voice like gravel soaked in thunder, "how long have I been sleeping?"

The tech couldn’t speak. He stammered, limbs flailing uselessly.

"Was it worth it?" Ezekiel asked, dragging him closer. "The silence? The lies? The experiments?"

The tech sobbed.

"Shhh..." Ezekiel whispered, almost tender. "You’re just the messenger."

Then he crushed the man’s comms badge in one fist and dropped him gently against the wall.

He didn’t kill him.

But the tech would never forget the eyes staring back—eyes that had seen the end of one world, and had woken to begin another.

Ezekiel turned to the wall console, the veins in his arm glowing with pulsing rhythm. The machines responded to his presence.

And somewhere far above, on a private channel, Alaric’s visor flickered.

“Subject E-01: Active.”

Mercer’s lips barely moved. "So the lion awakes.”

The rooftop deck was quiet, bathed in pale light from the distant moons and city glow. Plants swayed gently in the wind, and Lace’s small dog barked once—then twice more—until the door swung open.

“Selene?” Lace stepped outside, barefoot, still in her scrubs, blinking in the night.

And there she was.

Cratered into the rooftop tiles, surrounded by faint scorch marks, her golden skin steamed like smoldering metal. Her curly hair fanned out around her head, tangled and windswept. The soles of her feet were raw. Her clothes were torn. Her breath, shallow and wheezing.

“Oh my God...”

Lace dropped to her knees beside her, checking her pulse, eyes wide with panic and awe.

Her skin was hot to the touch. Not feverish but charged. Lace could feel something humming just under it, like a storm trying to hold still.

“Selene, what the hell is happening to you?” she whispered, fighting the rising fear.

Then, gently, she pulled her closer and whispered, “You’re okay. I’ve got you. I’m here.”

––––––––
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Deep below the city, alarms began to shut down—not because the danger was over, but because Alaric Mercer made sure only he knew how bad it was.

The lab’s steel bulkheads slammed down, one by one, sealing off Sublevel Nine.

The security feed from the central corridor flickered—Ezekiel was gone from the bed. A single lab tech lay unconscious near the far wall. No blood. Lucky him.

Mercer moved fast, fingers dancing over holographic input fields, rerouting feeds, locking door overrides, deleting access logs. His visor displayed a real-time scan of the situation; the Luxonite trace patterns glowing like veins through walls and pipes.

Then it happened. A sudden flare.

The gauntlets.

Ezekiel had found them.

The screen pulsed white-hot as the door to the weapons cache detonated outward, not with explosives, but with a controlled beam of Luxonite energy. It didn’t just burn through the alloy—it rewrote its structure on impact, turning metal to molten vapor in a narrow path.

The tech behind Alaric flinched. “What the hell was that?!”

Mercer didn’t answer. His visor’s data stream scrolled faster, logging the anomaly. Then he smiled.

“Perfect.”
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Chapter Eleven – The Watcher
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Alaric turned from the central feed and walked briskly through a sealed corridor lit only by the pale blue of containment lights. Behind reinforced glass, armored guards stood at attention. Weapons sheathed but hands twitchy. Inside the vault chamber—sitting calmly, hands clasped over alien knees—was Io. His form shimmered, never quite still. Like light around him refused to behave. His skin, if it could be called that, shifted between transparency and a deep reflective black. His eyes were luminous, but unreadable.

“I’m surprised you surrendered,” Alaric said, standing outside the glass.

Io tilted his head. “I did not surrender. I arrived. There is a difference.”

“You came here for something.”

“Yes,” Io said, “but I can’t reach it without you.”

The way he said it made the guards shift uncomfortably. Alaric’s fingers twitched near the release console, but he resisted.

“You remain unseen by the Council,” Alaric said flatly. “But only for as long as my patience lasts.”

“You’re afraid,” Io observed, a slow blink following.

“Of wasting time, yes,” Alaric snapped, his control fraying. “This is already beyond containment. The girl is active. Ezekiel is loose. And you—are an unknown variable.”

Io shifted its face and a mirrored smile appeared for the first time. Tiny clicks and shuddering noise like escaping pressurized air sounded all around the creature. It continued to shudder. Laughter? Alaric wondered.

“You were never in control,” it said. “But I can help you pretend a little longer.”

Alaric turned away, fuming.

He knew it was true. The guards knew too much already. Every second the alien remained visible was another chance for the whole game to collapse.

And yet... he needed Io.

They all did.

The countdown to revelation had begun.
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Chapter Twelve – Cleanup Protocol
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Alaric stood alone in the observation chamber, his hands still behind his back as if nothing had changed. But his voice was already speaking low commands into the inner frequency of his visor.

“Activate Protocol Nocturne Ghost.”

In the distant data silos of the Citadel’s neural systems, thousands of near-invisible drones—small as silverfish and silent as breath—awoke from stasis. Their target list was already uploaded.

Each of them knew exactly who had seen Io. The Council aide. The junior tech. The containment guards. General Gatsby.

The drones moved with surgical speed.

In the secure hangar bay, Gatsby’s hoverjet roared to life, systems blinking green as his boots hit the ramp.

“GO!” he shouted to his guards.

Two fell before they even raised their weapons, throats pierced by high-velocity Luxonite splinters. The drones were inside the metal seams, crawling from vents, slicing soft tissue with unrelenting precision.

Gatsby ran.

He never reached the ramp.

One of the drones lanced straight through his armored shoulder, and another detonated a localized EMP in his neural implant.

His body collapsed, twitching, eyes still open as he watched the sky vanish behind the hangar doors.

In the sublevel chamber, Io watched the carnage through a projection on the glass.

“You kill your own,” he said. “Efficient.”

“They weren't mine,” Alaric replied, not looking up from his console. “They were liabilities.”

Io let out a slow, low laugh that reverberated faintly, almost musically.

“I think,” he said, “you and I will get along just fine.”

––––––––
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Miles beneath the surface, Ezekiel crouched in the warm dark of a forgotten maintenance tunnel, his pulse beginning to slow from the chaos.

The gauntlets on his arms—etched with glowing veins of raw Luxonite—still crackled faintly with residual charge. They had found him, bonded with him, as if drawn by some echo of purpose.

He could hear them in the dark.

The creatures.

Once rats, once pests—now long-limbed, hairless things with reflective eyes and loping gaits. Mutated by Luxon exposure. Smarter. Bolder.

But they watched from the shadows.

They knew him.

They smelled what he had become, and they were wary.

Ezekiel kept walking, gauntlets dimming as he passed. He didn’t need light. His eyes were adjusting to something else, something deeper. Luxonite wasn’t just in the air. It was under the skin. In his blood now. And it had brought him back for a reason.

He had warned them all before.

Now, he'd show them.

The tunnels hadn’t seen light in decades. Pipes dripped. Old power conduits blinked erratically, casting false shadows. And still, Ezekiel walked. Gauntlets humming faintly, steps deliberate.

The air shifted.

He felt it before he saw them—others.

Hollow-cheeked. Mismatched clothes scavenged from forgotten depots. Children with eyes too wise, mothers missing limbs, old men holding makeshift weapons carved from discarded tech. Outcasts. Survivors.

They stared at Ezekiel in stunned silence as he emerged from the dark, taller than they expected, his presence like thunder wrapped in cloth and fire.

“You’re not council,” someone whispered.

“No,” Ezekiel said. “I’m what they buried.”

The crowd stirred, uncertain. Then came the sound—low chittering, wet breath echoing in the dark behind them.

The mutated ones.

The creatures once known as vermin. Changed now—some bone-bent like dogs, others with pale fungal growths. Intelligent enough to avoid light and charge in groups. Hungry.

A woman screamed.

But before the creatures could leap, Ezekiel raised a single hand—and the gauntlets answered.

Twin blasts of radiant Luxonite surged from his palms. The tunnel lit up like day, and the lead creature screamed before evaporating in midair. The rest hissed and scattered.

Silence fell again.

One child stepped forward and said, “Are you... a protector?”

“No,” Ezekiel said softly. “I’m a warning.”

But the people surrounded him. And still, they followed.

––––––––
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Selene gasped as her body surged upright.

The rooftop deck was scorched beneath her—an outline where she'd landed in a halo of steam and heat. Her curly hair clung to her face, her golden skin warm to the touch. Her eyes flicked with a flicker of unnatural light.

Lace stood nearby with a bag of ice and a terrified little dog.

“Girl, you look like you wrestled a microwave and won,” Lace said.

Selene blinked, dazed. “What happened...?”

“You went human comet again,” Lace said. “Seriously. We need to get you, like, a flight permit. And pants.”

Selene laughed weakly, but her smile faded quickly. Her fists clenched.

“I can’t do this anymore,” she said. “I need answers. I need to know what Mercer wants—and what happened to my mom.”

“Cool. Just make sure you’re employed when you do it,” Lace said, tossing her a towel. “Bills don't care if you're secretly Wonder Woman.”

Selene stared out at the skyline, renewed focus burning through her. The joke landed, but barely. The time for hiding was over.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Thirteen – Reawakening
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In the upper chambers of Luxon’s administrative tower, the Council convened for the first time in months with full attendance—what remained of them.

The death of General Gatsby had sent panic through their ranks. Surveillance was inconclusive. Sensor interference, bodies melted from the inside, drones corrupted or unrecoverable. No witnesses. No suspects.

“What do you mean we don’t know?” one councilwoman snapped.

A graying man leaned forward. “This bears all the hallmarks of a black operation. Mercer’s fingerprints are all over the classified terminals—again.”

“We gave him too much,” someone else whispered.

A vote was called.

Mercer was officially removed from council duties.

Not unanimously.

One hand remained raised in his defense, fingers trembling.

––––––––
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Alaric Mercer sat in silence as the council edict arrived through his visor.

Stripped of privileges. Removed from command.

He dismissed it with a blink.

“They’re slower than I expected,” he muttered, walking calmly across the polished corridor of his private facility.

In the containment chamber, Io watched him with sideways amusement.

“You have enemies now,” the alien said. “Loud ones.”

“I’ve always had enemies,” Alaric replied. “Now they’ve only given me permission to act without them.”

He passed through biometric locks and reached a sealed data terminal. The screen illuminated with a name:

Subject: Thena – Archive Footage Recovered.

He smiled faintly.

“Begin transmission,” he said.
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Chapter Fourteen – Her Mother’s Voice
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Selene stood alone in the dark of their shared apartment, Lace gone to work. Her body ached, but her mind burned.

Then her wristband buzzed.

A private channel. Anonymous source. Audio file attached.

She hesitated, then pressed play.

Her mother’s voice filled the room. Soft. Urgent.

“Selene... if you’re hearing this, then you’ve started to feel it. The change. Don’t be afraid. You were never meant to stay grounded. You’re more than what they told you. But they’ll come for you. Especially Mercer. He—”

The message cut off.

Selene stared at the silent screen. Her jaw tightened.

Then another message arrived.

From: A. Mercer

Message: I have the rest of the recording. Come alone. No tricks. Just answers.

Selene sat slowly now, lowering to the bed and began to breathe again, this time gravity worked just fine.

Selene sat on the edge of her bed, still sore from her latest episode. The back of her hoodie had been singed to a crisp, and her sneakers were somewhere in the stratosphere. Lace walked into the room with a steaming mug of synth-coffee and a look that blended both sympathy and exasperation.

“Girl, we have got to do something about your aerodynamics,” Lace said, handing her the mug. “I found your sock in a bird nest two blocks over.”

Selene groaned, taking the cup gratefully. “I’m literally becoming a hazard. I almost landed in someone’s barbecue pit.”

“Which is why,” Lace grinned, dropping a bulging duffel onto the bed, “I went shopping. Thrift-core chic, anti-wind edition.”

Selene raised an eyebrow. “We can’t afford ‘anti-wind.’”

“Which is why I got the next best thing— ‘grandma’s ski lodge clearance bin.’”

They both laughed as Lace started unpacking the makeshift haul: a quilted thermal bodysuit two sizes too big, a neoprene scuba hood (“for your ears, you need those”), a battered military flight jacket with “BUZZKILL” stenciled on the back, and what appeared to be leggings made out of heat-treated rubber.

Selene held up the jacket. “This smells like burnt oil and regret.”

“Perfect camouflage,” Lace deadpanned. “No one will suspect the golden-skinned flying goddess is dressed like a retired airfield janitor.”

“I’m not a goddess,” Selene muttered, trying on the leggings and nearly falling over.

Lace caught her. “No, but you’re something else. And whatever that is, you’re not facing it alone.”

Selene looked at her roommate—her friend—and smiled for the first time in days.

“You’re really okay with all this? The flying, the freak-outs, the weird glowing skin stuff?”

“Selene,” Lace said, “I work with vomiting Luxonite miners who hallucinate pink goats on a good day. And you are not always glowing. You’re practically normal by comparison.”

Selene let out a laugh and wiped her eyes, which had started to sting unexpectedly. Lace pulled out a pair of old aviator goggles with a cracked lens and jammed them on Selene’s forehead.

“There. Now you look like a steampunk meteorite. Go save the world—or at least survive your next trip to the sky.”

Selene nodded, adjusting the jacket and the rubbery leggings. The outfit was ridiculous, but it was hers. More importantly, they made it together.

Somewhere far below the clouds and across a city choking on secrets, Dr. Alaric Mercer watched her Luxonite signature flicker across his visor again and smiled.
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Chapter: Fifteen The Rooftop Divide
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The rooftop of the Mercer Compound was quiet save for the distant hum of Luxonite turbines and the crisp whine of drones slicing through the sky far above. The city lay beneath them like a living circuit board, pulsing with synthetic light and secrets. The air was cold, dry, and sharp—the kind that made lesser lungs ache. But not Selene's.

She stood at the edge of the rooftop, arms folded over her patched-together flight gear, her wind-wild hair catching the last glow of the low red sun. Her golden skin shimmered faintly with residual energy, soft and cold like a dying star. The wind tugged at her but couldn’t take her unless she let it. Her jaw was clenched.

Alaric Mercer approached with deliberate care.

He was alone.

His long coat fluttered behind him, the embedded Luxonite nodes in his body subtly reacting to her presence—pale blue pulses racing down his arms like whispered circuitry. The faint glow behind his visor flickered as he stopped a few paces from her.

“You're stronger than she ever was,” he said, without preamble.

Selene didn’t turn. “Don't talk about her.”

Mercer’s voice lowered, not out of fear, but out of a surprising trace of reverence. “I’ve seen every data trace you’ve left in the atmosphere. Every flight, every pulse. You’re not just flying—you’re commanding space. Bending motion.”

Finally, she turned to him, her eyes like dark molten gold beneath the sky. “I didn’t ask for this. You of all people should know what it feels like to carry something you can’t control.”

Alaric tilted his head slightly. “I do. And I also know the value of harnessing it before someone else does. I’m not here to control you, Selene.”

She gave a humorless laugh, arms still folded. “Oh really? Is that why I got fired after your little lunchtime ‘hello’? Or is that just a coincidence?”

His visor flickered again, processing. “I only nudged the system. To motivate yo-.”

“You don’t get to nudge me,” she snapped, stepping forward. “Not after keeping Thena’s fate secret. Not after watching Mom disappear and doing nothing.” She shook her head slightly. “I didn't even get a chance to call her mom.”

Mercer’s jaw twitched behind the visor. “Thena chose her path. You think I haven’t paid for what happened to her? She was brilliant. She was... more than you know.”

Selene stared at him. “She was my mother.”

The wind carried silence between them.

Then, softer: “And you think I’m just going to trust you now? Work with you? For what?”

Mercer stepped closer, slowly, not out of intimidation but awe. “Because you’re becoming more than even she imagined. And because you’re already in this, whether you like it or not.”

Selene’s feet hovered slightly off the ground without meaning to. “That’s not a good reason.”

“No,” Mercer said. “But it’s an honest one.”

She hovered higher, just above his head now. Her body is radiant with defiant control, her face unreadable.

“If I find out you had anything to do with her disappearance,” Selene said coldly, “I will bury your compound in your own experiments.”

Alaric nodded slowly, respectfully. “Then I’ll just have to keep telling you the truth.”

She vanished into the clouds, leaving behind a low shimmering echo in the air—and Mercer, still standing alone, feeling his age for the first time in decades

––––––––
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The silence before the assault was surgical. Like the exhalation before taking the shot.

Veil operatives emerged from nothing — ghosted in by chameleon tech and null-field silencers. They dropped onto the outer walkways of Mercer’s compound in perfect formation, obsidian armor gleaming faintly under the floodlights. Their helmets shimmered with mirrored visors, scanning, processing, analyzing.

Then came the signal. A brief digital pulse. And war erupted.

Explosions rocked the perimeter — precise, coordinated charges that disabled the outer auto-turrets in a flash of fire and EMP disruption. But they didn’t account for Mercer’s other defenses.

From hidden alcoves, Luxonite-bound sentries rose like spectral titans, their armored exoskeletons crackling to life with electric fury. Wall panels folded open, revealing rotating coil cannons and shimmering defensive fields. Some would never rise again. The Veil operatives barely made it past the second checkpoint before the corridor bathed in red warning light.

In the heart of the compound, Alaric Mercer stood perfectly still — his visor feeding him a tactical layout in real-time. He was calm, even as his elite guards fell outside. His hand moved only once — fingers brushing the Luxonite panel near the command pillar.

“Protocol Arcadia,” he said softly.

The ground shivered. Walls sealed. Blast doors closed like the eyelids of a waking machine. Luxonite core energy rerouted — powering floors, ceilings, defenses hidden even from Council eyes. His compound wasn’t just a lab.

It was a weapon.

The Veil team breached into the east wing — only to find the corridors shifting around them, walls moving like living matter, separating them. Three were sliced in half by fast-moving gravity shutters. The rest tried to fall back.

Mercer was already gone.

He ghosted through his own maze, steps smooth and guided, deeper into the heart of the compound where his remaining secrets waited.

But even he hadn't accounted for the Council’s timing.

While the assault distracted the front, Council-authorized agents slipped in through a hidden override tunnel — one Mercer never used. They were armed with authority and backed by codes Mercer hadn’t seen in years. Inside minutes, they accessed and seized Lab Zero — the vault of unsanctioned experiments.

One of them, Agent Kern, noticed the large stasis field pulsing irregularly in the center of the room.
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Chapter Sixteen: The Price of Power
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“What's this one?” he asked, reading the file.

A tech frowned. “Subject H-01. That’s... Hugo.”

Kern stiffened. “That Hugo? The one in the black file archives?”

Before anyone could answer, the systems failed. The entire lab dimmed as the Luxonite feedback surge from the siege tripped the grid. Generators hiccuped. Seals disengaged. Stasis fields crashed. And something breathed in the darkness. With a low, rattling exhale, Hugo opened his eyes. The room expanded slowly with the tension of a translucent membrane about to burst ever so slowly. Hugo raised his hand.

The chamber erupted. A pulse wave of sheer reality distortion exploded outward — crushing machines, bending walls, ripping the air into kaleidoscopic ribbons. One soldier screamed as his own voice folded back into his mouth, erasing him from sound. Kern tried to run. His legs vanished. The floor was no longer flat. It wasn’t even floor. It was possibility, spinning.

And in the middle of it all, stood a tall, muscular figure — naked, steaming, hair falling like burned threads around his head.

Hugo tilted his head and smiled. “It’s too loud here.”

He whispered, and three agents imploded in silence.

The lights failed completely.
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Chapter Seventeen: Meet Hugo
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The Luxonite-laced walls of the compound trembled with a frequency Alaric hadn’t felt in years.

It started as a flicker — a subharmonic pulse that danced at the edge of perception, pinging his visor like a whispered curse. A warning appeared in his display in stark red:

H-01 CONTAINMENT FAILURE — SIGNAL BREACH

SUBJECT AWAKE. UNKNOWN VARIANT DETECTED.
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