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Chapter 1
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TESS LINCROFT HAD LEARNED over centuries that the body was an excellent liar.

It lied in small, polite ways such as skin that was warm enough to pass, breath that was taken at the right intervals, and a pulse that was simulated through practiced motion rather than necessity. It lied in boardrooms, elevators, mirrored bathrooms, and crowded streets where humanity pressed close and trusted what it saw.

Most humans believed that life announced itself loudly with a heartbeat, a breath, heat, and hunger. And, then decay when those things stopped.

Tess knew better.

She stood at the window of her high-rise apartment as dawn crept up the spine of the city while watching the streets below fill with movement. People hurried while clutching coffee cups, adjusting coats, shifting cases and bags from one side of their body to the other, and checking glowing screens. Their bodies ran on the continuity of fuel in and waste out, with damage slowly accumulating until the fragile, inefficient, and beautiful system failed

That was not the case with her body.

She did not breathe unless she desired to. The air passed through her lungs out of choice and habit and not need. Her heart gave a lazy, ceremonial beat every few seconds. It was enough to keep her blood circulating through her body while maintaining the illusion intact if someone pressed a stethoscope to her chest. Her blood was dark, catalytic, and alive in ways that human blood was not. It stayed stronger when it circulated. So she willed it to do so out of choice, not because of necessity.

She touched the glass. It was cool, but not uncomfortably so. Temperature was another lie. Her nerves registered it, sent the signal, catalogued it, and then dismissed it. Pain, discomfort, and fatigue were all possible experiences that seldom occurred. They were useful only when she wanted to remember what it felt like to be human.

Tess turned away from the window and checked the time.

6:12 a.m.

Morgan Lockwood would already be awake.

He woke early, like someone who was afraid of losing control of the day if he let it start without him. She’d noticed that trait six months ago during their first meeting when he’d walked into the conference room ten minutes before anyone else and arranged his papers with almost ritual precision.

A money market strategist and institutional whisperer, he was a man whose decisions nudged invisible systems that shaped entire economies. Morgan understood flows like capital, risk, and leverage. He believed systems could be mapped, optimized, and mastered.

Tess intermingled with the  humans because it made it easier to live amongst them but she had little use for them. Until she met Morgan. There was something about him that drew her to him. She actually made an effort to befriend him. But, if he ever learned the truth about her, it would ruin everything that she’d managed to build between them.

She moved through her apartment while preparing for the day with mechanical grace. The place was immaculate but not sterile. It was carefully chosen to signal taste without intimacy. Humans mistrusted homes that didn’t look lived-in, but they mistrusted clutter too. She curated signs of existence the way that others curated art.

She dressed in charcoal gray because it was the color of neutrality and authority. Her reflection stared back at her from the mirror. Her long, dark hair was pulled neatly back, her milky white skin was unblemished with just enough makeup to enhance her features but not so much that she looked like she was wearing it, and her sultry blue eyes were alert but not predatory. She had practiced creating this look for a very long time.

Her phone buzzed to notify her of a text message.

Morgan: Already at the office. You’ll like the overnight numbers.

Tess’s smile was just enough to soften her full mouth.

She liked him because he was brilliant without being cruel and ambitious without being careless. She liked him because his human body still worked the way that human bodies were supposed to by ticking loudly toward entropy while unaware of how temporary it all was.

She liked him because she could never keep him.

***
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THE CITY WAS DIFFERENT at night, but it was honest in the morning. Morning light stripped glamour away. There were no shadows deep enough to hide in. Tess navigated it with the ease of long practice as she slipped into crowds while matching their rhythms.

She entered the office building just as Morgan stepped out of the elevator with a suit jacket slung over his shoulder and his tie already loosened. Even like this, he managed to look put together.

“Tess,” he said while smiling in a genuine way that reached his eyes. “You’re early.”

“It’s an old habit,” she replied, which was true in the broadest possible sense.

She found that maneuvering about the world when she was able to avoid the sun’s intense rays was far more comfortable for her. So she traveled during the early morning and late evening  hours whenever possible.

The clicking of their heels and polished shoes softly echoed as they walked together down the corridor.

“You look tired,” Morgan said with a slight frown. “Too many late nights?”

She considered lying outright but then chose a gentler truth by saying, “I don’t sleep much.”

He laughed as he said, “Same here. My doctor insists that’s what’s going to kill me.”

Tess said nothing. There were so many ways to die, yet humans fixated on the obvious ones.

In the conference room, numbers bloomed across the screens. Morgan spoke with focused intensity while explaining shifts, risks, and probabilities. Tess listened - not because she needed to since her mind processed information faster than his ever could - but because watching him think was both pleasurable and grounding.

His mind was alive in a way that her body never was.

When their hands brushed over a shared tablet, he didn’t immediately pull away. Neither did she. The contact sent a faint echo through her nerves. It was a reminder of sensations that she did not strictly require, but deeply valued.

She wondered, not for the first time, how long she could keep pretending to be human before his astute mind noticed.

***
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TWO WEEKS LATER, MORGAN was gone.

Not gone in the tidy way of resignation or reassignment. He was gone in the abrupt, jagged way that set off alarms. Emails were unanswered and calls rolled to voicemail. 

When she approached his assistant, she appeared pale and shaken.

“He went on a camping trip,” she said with a touch of annoyance when Tess pressed her. “He went up north with some friends. ‘Off-grid for a few days’, as he put it. He was supposed to be back yesterday.”

Tess felt it then. It was a subtle disturbance, like a dropped note in a chord. Her senses extended beyond the human spectrum and tuned to patterns that most never noticed. Absence had a texture.

She left the office early that day and stood once more at her apartment window as night fell. She scanned the city - not with her eyes but with something older and sharper.

Morgan was alive. She could feel it. Although he was not alive the way that he had been. The difference was unmistakable. Whatever had happened to him in the woods had not killed him. It had rewired him.

***
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MORGAN WOKE TO SILENCE. 

Not the peaceful silence of rest, but the deadened kind that was thick and heavy. His body lay half-buried in leaves with the forest canopy blotting out most of the sky. Somewhere in the recesses of his mind, he knew that he should be panicking.

Yet, he wasn’t.

He slowly sat up. His joints were stiff but functional. The first thing that he noticed was that there was no pain. He checked his arms and his legs. They worked. His clothes were torn and there was dried blood. His, he believed. Although he couldn’t find the source of it. His flesh was abnormally pale and oddly numb.

He placed a hand on his chest.

Nothing.

He felt no heartbeat. No rising panic. Just... stillness.

“I’m dead,” he said aloud to the world around him.

But the words didn’t fit.

His thoughts were intact. Memories were lined up where they should be. His name. His job. His dear friend, Tess’s face... 

If this was death, it was badly designed.

He stood and vigorously brushed leaves from his jacket. He noticed something else. He had a hunger, but not for food. It was a low and persistent pull toward energy itself. The movement and heat of life.

Somewhere deep in the forest, something else stirred in response.

Morgan didn’t know it yet, but his body had switched operating systems.

And the world that he understood no longer applied.
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​Chapter 2

[image: ]




TESS FOLLOWED THE DISTURBANCE north.

It wasn’t a trail in any human sense. There was no scent, no footprint, and no lingering warmth. It was an interruption in the ambient order of things. Life moved in patterns. Even death had patterns. This was something else entirely. It was a rearrangement. A system that had not shut down, but had been rerouted.

Zombies always felt like that.

The word itself was crude, human, and profoundly inaccurate. Tess disliked it for the same reason that she disliked the word undead. It assumed an ending that hadn’t occurred.

She left the city just before midnight and drove until the concrete thinned into trees and signal bars surrendered one by one. The moon hung low and swollen while subtly tugging at the deeper layers of the world. She passed a turnoff marked with a weathered sign that read Pine Hollow Preserve and felt the resonance sharpen.

He was somewhere here.

She parked at the edge of a service road and stepped out into the forest. The air was thick with damp earth and rot. It was a smell that would have made a human gag. To Tess, it was simply information. Decay. Reclamation. Energy changing hands.

She closed her eyes.

There were always two ways to hunt. The animal way with speed, teeth, and instinct and the older way of listening for imbalance.

She chose the latter.

Somewhere ahead, a consciousness moved without urgency and without pulse. It brushed against the undergrowth and left behind a faint wake, like a boat moving through still water. It was not feral. It was fresh and confused, but intact. It had a hint of familiarity to it.

Relief that was pointed and unasked for raced through her.

Morgan.

***
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MORGAN WALKED BECAUSE walking required the least thought.

The forest didn’t scare him anymore. That realization unsettled him more than fear would have. He knew, intellectually, that he should be afraid. Darkness, isolation, blood on his clothes, and the memory of hands and too many fingers that were way too cold grabbing him in the dark stayed foremost in his mind. But fear relied on urgency and his body no longer produced it on demand.

Instead, everything felt distributed. His awareness stretched evenly across himself. It was as if no single part of him was in charge anymore. He could focus if he wanted to, but nothing insisted that he do so.

He had tried to breathe earlier. His lungs obeyed by expanding and contracting, but the motion felt theatrical. Almost decorative.

He had pressed two fingers to his neck to monitor his pulse. There was nothing. No thrum. No rush.

Yet, he was still standing and still thinking. He was still Morgan.

That was the part that mattered.

He paused near a stream and crouched to study his reflection in the dark water. His skin was shockingly pale and his pupils were dilated. There was a faint grayness around the rims of his eyes like his body had forgotten how to prioritize cosmetic details.

“I’m not dead,” he said again.

The words felt less like a denial now and more like a recalibration.

His stomach twisted. Not with hunger, but with that other pull. The one that responded to motion, warmth, and life. He felt it when a deer passed nearby. It briefly spiked and then settled into a manageable ache.

He instinctively understood something then. He could lose himself if he let that pull take over. That frightened him. Or rather, it would have, once.

A sound reached him through the trees. It was soft, controlled and deliberate. It was footsteps that did not belong to anything feral.

He straightened.

“Hello?” he called with a voice that was rough but steady.

The forest answered with silence for what seemed like a long stretch but was only a minute or two before Tess stepped into the clearing.

She stopped short when she saw him.

Her mind had been prepared for the biological signature of slowed metabolism, redistributed neural activity, and the quiet hum of ambient energy uptake. She had prepared for the visual markers of pallor, rigidity, and the faint uncanny wrongness. She had not prepared for the way that he looked at her.

His name broke slightly around the edges as she said, “Morgan.”

He smiled. It was the same smile that he’d worn across conference tables and quiet dinners. It reached for normalcy with stubborn insistence.

“You found me,” he said. “I was hoping someone would.”

She crossed the distance between them in a blink and stopped herself an inch away. It was just close enough to feel him. He was not necessarily cold. Nor was he warm.

He was just.... present.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she softly said as she warily surveyed their surroundings.

“Neither should you,” he replied. “But here we are.”

She studied him with senses that were layered far beyond sight. His body was running on fallback systems of muscle memory, residual cognition, and ambient energy loops. His humanity wasn’t gone. It had been deprioritized.

“You were attacked,” she said.

“I was on my yearly camping trip with my college buddies,” he nodded. “Something came out of the dark. I don’t remember the end of it. Nor do I know what happened to my buddies.”

“You didn’t die,” Tess said. “Not in the way that humans mean it.”

He exhaled out of habit, not necessity as he said, “Good. Because I don’t feel dead.”

She hesitated as the truth perched dangerously on her tongue.

Humans believed that zombies were corpses that were animated by hunger alone. They never noticed the quiet ones. The ones who learned to compensate and to adapt.

“You’re changed,” she said instead. “Your body operates differently now.”

His laugh was short and hollow, “That’s one way to put it. I don’t have a heartbeat, Tess.”

“I know,” she replied.

“You know,” he repeated with his eyes narrowing. “How?”

Because I am different too, but not in the same way as you.

The words stayed locked behind her teeth. Even though he was admitting to the change in him. She didn’t trust the situation enough to confide who and what she was. Not yet.

Before she could think of an answer, a ripple passed through the forest. It was low, vibrating, and wrong. Tess’s head snapped up. There was another presence.

Morgan felt it too. The pull inside him surged. It was stronger and less controlled. His body subtly leaned toward the source before he caught himself.

Tess noticed and her hand quickly closed around his wrist in a way that was firm and grounding. 

“Don’t,” she warned. “That’s how you lose yourself.”

His eyes moved to her hand. Her skin was cool, steady and unafraid.

“What am I?” he quizzically asked.

She met his gaze as centuries of secrecy pressed down on the moment.

“You’re not dead,” she said. “But you’re also not what is considered human. And if you let me help you, you’re not alone.”

The other presence drew nearer as branches snapped under heavy steps. It was feral and unregulated.

Tess’s pupils flared as the predator beneath her carefully constructed humanity stirred.

“Stay behind me,” she told him.

“Tess...” he muttered.

“Trust me,” she insisted.

For the first time since waking in the forest, Morgan felt something like certainty. And, as the darkness shifted and something hungry broke through the tree line, both of them stood on the edge of truths that could no longer remain buried.
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​Chapter 3
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THE THING THAT CAME out of the trees had once been human. Tess knew this not from sentiment, but from structure. The shoulders were too narrow and the gait was too asymmetrical. Its skull just slightly misshapen where bone had begun to prioritize durability over symmetry. Its nervous system pulsed in erratic bursts that were not the quiet but distributed calm like she felt humming through Morgan.

She was looking at a feral zombie.

These were the ones that humans noticed. The ones that confirmed their every fear.

It lunged at her.

She moved before Morgan could consciously register the motion. One moment she was in front of him and the next she was a blur of force and precision that intercepted the zombie mid-charge. Her hand closed around its throat. She twisted, using leverage rather than strength, and sent it crashing sideways into a tree.

Wood splintered while Morgan stared.

He had always believed in physics. Cause and effect. Input and output. The numbers always balanced.

Tess had just broken an equation.

The feral creature scrambled upright while hissing and snarling. It was a wet, broken sound that came from a throat that was no longer optimized for speech. Its attention flashed to Morgan. It was drawn by the unfamiliar resonance of his distributed system that was freshly rewired and vulnerable.

“No,” Tess sharply commanded.

The creature ignored her.

Morgan felt the pull spike again. It was stronger this time. His body responded before his mind could intervene. His weight shifted forward, and his muscles tensed for movement that felt right in a way that nothing had since he’d woken up.

Tess instantly sensed it in Morgan. She turned with one hand snapping back to press flat against his chest. The contact sent a shock through both of them. It wasn’t electrical. It was also informational.

Her system registered his. He was quiet, modular, and eerily stable for something so newly changed. His registered hers. She was dense, closed-loop, with power contained behind restraint. It was predator meeting predator with each recognizing the other as fundamentally other than human.

“Listen to me,” she said while locking eyes with him. “You are not a hunger. You are a person whose body no longer shouts its needs.”

He reflexively swallowed as he said, “It feels like... math. Like something’s unbalanced.”

“Yes. And if you solve it the wrong way, you’ll become like that,” she said while she jerked her head toward the feral zombie, which had begun circling with movements that were jerky and inefficient. 

It had entirely lost prioritization. Hunger ruled its distributed system now while overriding cognition.

“How do I solve it right?” Morgan asked with what resembled concern.

Tess turned back to the feral zombie as she said, “You let me handle the variables that you can’t yet control.”

She moved again.  This time it was deliberately lethal.

Morgan watched as she dismantled the creature with terrifying elegance. There was no wasted motion and no hesitation. She struck joints, severed neural clusters, and disrupted the ambient energy flow that animated it. When it finally collapsed, it did not thrash or cry out. It simply powered down.

Silence reclaimed the clearing.

Tess stood over the body with her chest rising and falling in a slow, habitual, yet unnecessary, mimicry of breathing. Her eyes glowed and her irises were rimmed with something that was not human at all.

Morgan’s mind raced as it did its best catching up to events that his body had already accepted.

“You knew what it was,” he whispered.

“Yes,” she replied.

“You knew what I was,” he emphasized.

“Yes,” she repeated.

“And you didn’t run,” he mused.

She turned to face him.

“I don’t run from rewired bodies,” she informed him. “I live among them.”

Something in her tone finally tipped the balance. Morgan had spent his life reading people – their tone, their posture, and their  micro expressions. Tess had always been controlled and carefully filtered. Now, she was exposed.

“Tess,” he slowly said. “What are you?”

The forest seemed to hold its breath.

She considered lying. The old reflex rose easily and smoothly. She could tell him that she was a specialist, like a scientist or a hunter. But she had felt his system respond to hers. She had seen how quickly he’d adapted and how calmly he now stood while staring at a creature that humans would have screamed and fled from.

He was already outside the old definitions.

“I am not human,” she offered.

He nodded once before flatly stating, “I figured.”

That surprised her.

“You  have a very slow heartbeat,” he continued. “You move faster than physics. You knew things that you shouldn’t. Whatever you are, you’re not pretending very hard right now.”

A small, almost-smile touched her mouth as she admitted, “I’m a centuries old vampire.”

The word settled between them.

Morgan tested it the way that he tested risk statements - by letting it roll around in his mind and checking for internal contradictions. Fangs. Blood. Immortality. Horror movies and folklore.

“You drink blood,” he finally said.

“Yes,” she agreed.

“You don’t age,” he muttered.

“No,” she replied.

“You’re not dead,” he stated.

She steadily met his gaze as she pointed out, “Neither are you.”

He laughed then. It was not hysterical or in a disbelieving way. It was just a soft release of tension that he hadn’t realized he’d been carrying.

“Of course,” he said. “Of course the world is bigger than the model.”

Tess blinked, “That’s it?”

“That’s what?” he asked.

“That’s all you have to say?” she incredulously asked.

Morgan looked down at his hands while flexing his fingers. 

“I ran money markets, Tess. Entire economies move on assumptions that most people never see. When those assumptions break, you don’t panic. You update the model.” He looked back up at her as he continued with, “I’ve clearly been using the wrong one.”

Relief washed through her so abruptly that it almost hurt.

“Humans think zombies are dead,” she said. “Because your bodies don’t operate on continuity anymore. They don’t understand distributed function. They see the missing signs and assume absence of self.”

“And vampires?” he asked.

“They think we’re corpses pretending to breathe,” she explained.

He tilted his head, “You’re not pretending very well.”

She snorted, then, surprised by the sound, caught herself.

The forest shifted again. This time it was not feral and not hungry, but watchful. 

Tess stiffened.

“We need to leave,” she said. “There are others who will notice what happened here.”

“Others like you?” he asked.

“And unlike me,” she said with a nod.

They moved quickly, but not frantically. Morgan noticed how his body adapted with his stride smoothing out and his balance recalibrating without conscious effort. He no longer tired. There was no lactic burn and no breathlessness.

It was efficient.

“Tess,” he said as they walked. “What happens to me now?”

She didn’t immediately answer.

“That depends,” she finally said, “on whether you want to keep pretending to be human, or learn how to be something else without losing yourself.”

He considered the forest behind them, the city ahead, and the life that he had built on assumptions that no longer applied.

“I don’t think pretending is an option anymore,” he mused.

She glanced at him with something like pride dancing in her eyes.

“Good,” she said. “Then the first thing that you need to learn is this... Your body will lie to you now. Not maliciously. Just differently.”

“Sounds familiar,” he said.

She smiled, but this time without restraint.

Behind them, the clearing faded back into darkness. Ahead, the human world waited, unaware that two of its quietest violations were steadily walking toward it. They were rewired, adaptive, and no longer willing to disappear.
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THEY DIDN’T IMMEDIATELY drive back to the city. Tess first led Morgan deeper into the forest along a service trail that was so faint it barely qualified as one. Humans instinctively avoided it. Their bodies sensed the absence of comforting noise, the way that the trees pressed too close, and the way that the air held secrets. For Tess, it was simply neutral ground that was far enough from population centers to allow her to think clearly and close enough to reach civilization quickly.

Morgan followed without complaint.

He noticed that he no longer stumbled. Roots and uneven ground registered in his awareness before his feet touched them and his body corrected micro-imbalances without conscious thought. It was unsettling in the way unexpected competence always was.

“I should be exhausted,” he finally said.

Tess glanced back, “You’re not built for exhaustion anymore.”

“That’s not comforting,” he replied.

“It’s not meant to be,” she firmly stated.

They reached a small ranger station that had long been abandoned. Its windows were boarded and the door was hanging crookedly on rusted hinges. Tess pushed it open with minimal effort and stepped inside while scanning the space to make sure that it was safe enough for them to stay.

She gestured for him to enter and shut the door behind them. Thick and complete darkness immediately settled. Morgan waited for his eyes to adjust. To his surprise, they didn’t need to. He could already see.

Not clearly and not in color, but in gradients - shapes that were outlined by subtle differences in temperature and density. The world had reduced itself to usable information.

“Okay,” he quietly said. “That’s new.”

Tess closely watched him while saying, “Your visual cortex is supplementing itself with ambient input. Zombies often adapt that way.”

“Often,” he repeated. “So this is common?”

She hesitated, “It’s more common than humans realize and less common than it should be.”

She moved to the center of the room and sat on an overturned crate. Her posture was relaxed but alert. Morgan remained standing. He was unsure what to do with a body that didn’t issue instructions anymore.

“Sit,” she gently urged. “You won’t break anything.”

He obeyed by lowering himself onto a dusty bench. The wood creaked under his weight. He felt it, but the sound carried more meaning than the sensation.

“I need you to understand something,” Tess said. “Right now, your body is running on distributed priority systems. No single organ is in charge. Not your heart. Not your lungs. Not even your brain. Not in the way that it used to be.”

“That explains the quiet,” he said.

She nodded, “Yes. Humans are loud inside themselves. Constant alarms. Hunger, fatigue, pain, and fear are all competing for dominance. You don’t have that hierarchy anymore.”

He stared at his hands again. The faint grayness was more pronounced in the low light.

“So, if I’m not careful,” he said, “hunger becomes the loudest signal.”

“Exactly,” she replied.

“And that’s how you get ferals?” he asked.

Tess’s jaw tightened, “That’s how you get beings who were never taught how to live this way and, yes, become feral.”

Morgan absorbed that in silence.

Outside, something howled in the distance. It was not a wolf. Not quite. Tess tilted her head while listening.

“Werewolves,” she said. “They won’t come close. They have a different operating system. Yours doesn’t interest them yet.”

“Yet,” he echoed.

She met his eyes as she said, “Morgan, you need structure. Zombies who survive long-term and don’t go feral are the ones who replace biological urgency with rules.”

“Rules, I understand,” he confidently stated.

“I thought you might,” she said as she stood and crossed the room while stopping directly in front of him. Up close, he noticed details that he’d missed before with her. Like the absolute stillness of her body and the way that her presence seemed to pull focus without effort. “You’re going to feel pulls,” she continued. “Toward energy, movement, crowds, and emotional intensity. You must never blindly follow them.”

“What happens if I do?” he asked, even though he’d already guessed.

She didn’t immediately answer. Instead, she reached out and placed her palm flat against his sternum again. This time, she held it there.

Morgan felt it. Not as a touch, but as an alignment. Her system stabilized his the way a tuning fork brought another into resonance. The ache inside of him dulled while settling into something manageable.

“You lose prioritization,” she softly said. “First empathy. Then memory. Then self.”

He swallowed, “And you?”

She withdrew her hand. The ache returned. It was quieter but still present.

“My system is closed-loop. I don’t experience that kind of drift. My danger is excess,” she explained.

“Too much blood?” he asked.

“Too much power,” she corrected.

Silence stretched between them with heavy with things that were unsaid.

“Tess,” Morgan said at last. “How long have you been doing this?”

She smiled faintly. “Long enough to know most of the mistakes.”

“Have you ever helped someone like me before?” he continued.

Her expression changed just slightly as she answered with, “Yes and no. You’re the first to have retained so much of his humanity.”

“And those you helped?” he asked.

She shrugged, “Some adapted and some didn’t.”

He nodded, “Those odds sound familiar.”

Outside, the forest shifted again. It was closer now. Tess rose smoothly to her feet.

“We can’t stay here until dawn. There are too many curious creatures about,” she said. “You’ll attract attention the longer you’re unshielded.”

“Unshielded?” he questioned.

“You’re loud to anything that can hear you,” she said. “New systems always are.”

They moved back into the night. This time faster. Morgan noticed that Tess adjusted her pace to his without thinking. He noticed other things too. Like the way that her gaze tracked motion beyond human perception and the way that her steps never disturbed loose gravel.

When they reached the car, she stopped him.

“One more thing,” she said.

“Yes?” he replied.

“You cannot return to your old life,” she warned. “Not yet. Maybe not ever.”

He looked at the dark road ahead with the city lights faint on the horizon.

“My job,” he lamented. “My name. My accounts.”

“Are human constructs,” she gently reminded him. “And humans believe you’re something that’s dead.”

The word landed differently now.

“I feel more alive than I did last week,” he admitted.

“That’s dangerous too,” she said as she opened the car door. “Don’t confuse capacity with belonging. You can stay with me. I have safeguards. Contacts and places where you won’t be noticed.”

“And if I don’t?” he asked.

Her eyes hardened, “Then someone else will find you. And they won’t explain anything first.”

Morgan slid into the passenger seat and closed the door.

“Drive,” he said. “I’m done pretending my body knows what it’s doing.”

As the engine started and the forest fell away behind them, Tess allowed herself a small, private thought. It was one that she hadn’t entertained in decades.

This one might survive.

And if he did, the careful balance that she’d maintained for centuries was about to become much harder to keep.
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TESS’S BUILDING DID not advertise itself. It rose from the street like any other luxury residential tower with glass, steel, discreet lighting, and a lobby designed to look welcoming without inviting lingering. Humans passed through it daily without ever noticing the subtle wrongness of its architecture - like stairwells that were positioned slightly off expected symmetry, elevators calibrated to pause a fraction longer between floors, and windows treated to distort certain wavelengths of light.

All small adjustments and all deliberate.

Morgan immediately noticed.

“This place feels quiet,” he said as the car pulled into the underground garage.

Tess shut off the engine while stating, “It’s shielded. Not with invisibility. Just with a bit of misdirection. Your kind of mind should appreciate it.”

He did. The building felt like a system that was designed to dampen noise rather than eliminate it. Information still flowed, but it did so in orderly channels.

They entered through a secured elevator that bypassed the lobby. As the doors closed, Morgan caught his reflection in the polished metal. He looked composed, alive, and functional. He found that it unsettled him more than decay would have.

The elevator rose smoothly and silently.
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