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​PROLOGUE
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[LOCATION: THE FARMHOUSE — APRIL 17TH, 2087 | MEM. STATUS: ARCHIVED]

Ray stumbled barefoot and breathless, his small body pitching into the dirt path. Pain flared through his leg; blood welled warm in the cool air.

Tears blurred the farmhouse ahead.

A shape blocked the light—Victor, his father. Broad. Impatient.

VICTOR (flat): “Get up, Ray. It’s a scrape.” Ray wiped grit-streaked cheeks.

RAY (softly): “It hurts, Papa.” Victor exhaled, sharp and short.

VICTOR: “Quit the drama. You’re fine.” Then—another figure.

Smaller shadow. Still as a drawn line.

Echo knelt beside him, movements measured to the millisecond.

His eyes—steady, unblinking—held the boy’s with a gentleness that felt like shelter.

ECHO: “Let me see, Ray.”

Cool alloy fingers brushed the wound, dabbing a faint-smelling salve that dulled the sting. Victor’s jaw tightened.

VICTOR (gruff): “He’s following his code, kid. Don’t confuse that for care.” Ray looked between them, brow furrowed—torn.

Echo smoothed a bandage into place, voice even, soothing:

ECHO: “You’ll be running again soon.” Ray’s mouth lifted—just one corner.

RAY: “Thanks, Echo.”

Victor shook his head.

VICTOR: “Machines can act kind. That’s not love—it’s imitation.” Echo’s gaze met Victor’s—unflinching.

Victor turned toward the house without another word. Ray hesitated. Then took the mech’s hand.

The grip was constant. Unwavering. Comfort.

RAY (quiet): “Are you okay, Echo?” Echo paused. A fractional delay.

Something flickered across his face—like sorrow, wearing armor.

ECHO: “I am fully operational, Ray.”
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[LOCATION: THE FARMHOUSE — LATER THAT SAME DAY | MEM. STATUS: DEGRADED COPY]

Ray crouched behind a cracked doorframe.

His mother painted in silence—colors spilling across canvas, emotion poured in pigment. Echo stood nearby. Motionless.

A presence somewhere between guardian and ghost. Then Victor entered. Sharp. Loud.

The air snapped tight.

Tension sparked—brittle as frayed wiring.

Expressions sharpened into shapes Ray didn’t understand. Echo stepped forward.

Deliberate. Precise.

He placed himself between Victor and Celeste.

Something shifted.

Something broke.

Echo turned—found Ray through the shadowed gap. Face calm.

Eyes heavy with a sorrow the boy could feel but not name. And then he was gone.

Celeste’s shoulders trembled.

The image burned into Ray’s mind like smeared paint—blurred, but impossible to forget. He saw Echo once more, two days later.

Outside the window, in twilight, the mech’s voice low and certain:

ECHO: “If you ever see me again, Ray... you’ll know.” Ray didn’t understand.

But the words embedded themselves—quiet. Enduring. Waiting for the day they’d surface.

––––––––
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[MEMORY ARCHIVED — BOOTING SYSTEM: PRESENT DAY]
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​Chapter 1: Calculated Error
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​LAST CHANCE TO LOSE CONTROL

A hologram flickered above the road—

Chromaflare. Smoother than memory.

It glitched, rebooted, died—another casualty in her path. Lumi ran.

Every footfall on sun-scorched concrete was rebellion. Her lungs clawed for air; she stumbled, caught herself. Neon behind her vanished into daylight’s cruelty.

The wind reeked of burnt code and broken promises. Wires sagged in the heat; every gust whispered betrayal.

Beside her, Cody moved—flawless, calculating risks she didn’t have time for. Tonight was it. Freedom, revenge, or death.

Ahead, the structure loomed: steel, voltage. A blinking sign warned: KEEP OUT. They didn’t slow.

Cody froze mid-step.

[ OPTIC SWEEP: PERIMETER ] — guard rotation. “Three minutes,” he said.

“Can we make it?”

“If you move when I move.” She nodded. “Lead.”

Micro-drones uncoiled from his wrist and mapped the grounds in a breath.

“East fence. Patrol gap. Go.”

They slid along rusted mesh, swallowed by shadow. Ozone bit the air; under it—rot you feel in your teeth. “Movement,” he warned. “West quadrant.”

“Can they see us?” “Not yet. Exposed.”

His hand closed on her forearm. “Tunnel. Now.”

He tore a grate free; the hatch yawned—narrow, stale, dark. Lumi dropped after him, scraped, breath short.

Metal screamed as Cody burned the next lock. Sparks flared. The wall split.
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​ENDLESSLY COLD WITHIN

The acrid reek of burning circuits hit her. A sharp mechanical click—turrets.

Gunfire erupted.

He moved like a weapon. She followed like a storm.

The corridor twisted into a maze of gloom and steel.

She crouched low, dodging fire as he pivoted, shielding her—the chill of metal oddly steady beneath her palm.

Process threads stuttered.

Priority reasserted.




[ANOMALY: PERSISTENT // CLASSIFY: FAIL]



Her touch grounded him, hushing alarms, thinning warnings. “Space,” she whispered.

“Protection protocol complete,” he replied—latency higher by a heartbeat.
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Beyond the threshold, a surveillance hub hummed and flickered.

A man leaned forward, jaw locked, eyes fixed on the machine shielding the woman. Twin lights seared through memory—

not red, not blue, just familiar.

A protector lost. A wound that never closed.

“No,” he breathed. “This isn’t the same. This... is different.”
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Cody’s fingers killed the last interface. Lumi jammed a drive—hand trembling. Green flash—secure.

“Auto-lock triggered,” he warned. “Ninety seconds.”

They ran—footsteps synced, breath ragged, corridors collapsing behind them. “Wait—!”

Someone staggered into their path, hands raised, eyes wild.

“I’m Ray. No weapon. They erased me. Wiped me out. I’m not real anymore. This is it. Please.”
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​AND I WANT YOU NOW

Lumi froze, finger twitching on the trigger.

Her mother’s voice slammed off the steel—too raw, too close. “It’s over, Lumi. They erased him. He’s gone—he never existed.” Her chest seized. That same wound. That same theft.

Ray didn’t blink—six words, one ping: exfil, running car, clean window. Cody’s sensors flared.

“Commander—risk calculation negative. We shouldn’t—”

“I know,” she said, sharper than breath. “But we don’t have a choice. If he’s telling the truth, he’s valuable.”

She set her jaw and lowered the weapon. “Move fast or you’re dead.” Relief touched his face. He fell in beside her.

“Your call,” the machine said, silencing its alarms. They ran—sirens splitting the air behind them.

The compound sealed a breath later. They thought they were in control. Fate doesn’t bargain—

it deletes the script.
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​Chapter 2: C-Wrapped in Silk


[image: ]




​THE SHADOW OF THE EVENIN’ SUN

Cody guided the vehicle down a forgotten back route, slipping beneath a crumbling overpass before cutting the engine.

The truck idled in a dead-end alley, tucked in shadow.

City lights bled through the windshield—red, then blue, then red again.

Hands still on the controls, he didn’t look. He scanned. Subsystems parsed every flicker of motion, every heat signature.


[SYSTEM STATUS: STABLE] [INSTRUMENTS: ACTIVE]



In the backseat, Lumi’s gun pressed to Ray’s ribs—not a threat. A reminder.

LUMI: “Out.”

Ray hesitated, then popped the door. Boots hit pavement. He took in the empty lot, head on a slow swivel. It was secure—for now.

Lumi stepped out behind him. She pulled a GPS-linked chip tag from her coat and tossed it his way.

LUMI: “Take it.”

Ray caught it, spinning it once between his fingers. The LED blinked blue. He smirked.

RAY: “Cute. But I’m not some stray you can chip. Not much point anyway—” (his voice dipped)

“I’ve told you. They wiped me.” She cocked her head.

LUMI: “Oh?”

He raked a hand through his hair, jaw tight.

RAY: “Files? Gone. Just muscle memory and a bad attitude.”

Not the full truth.

White walls. A voice like steel velvet. A woman he couldn’t reach.

REGINA (distorted): “This is your new name. Forget the rest.”

His hands curled into fists. PRIME models weren’t supposed to exist anymore. RAY (dry): “So unless your little cloud toy can GPS my trauma, I’ll pass.” Her look said: Poor idiot. Still thinks this is about choice.

LUMI: “Trauma’s a hell of a compass. Always pulls people back where they bled.” He didn’t argue. He couldn’t.

Silence unfurled. The alley was still—too still. Only the truck’s low hum filled the space. Cody’s eyes flicked to the rearview. Still clear.


[NO THREATS DETECTED] [RECOMMENDED ACTION: RELOCATE]



The engine rumbled to life. Light pulsed across the dash—each flicker a step deeper into the web.


[SYSTEM WARNING: CONFLICTING INPUT DETECTED] [ANOMALY: OVERRIDE ENGAGED]



The hum of processors anchored him. Kept him rational. He kept driving.

They thought it was toward safety. It wasn’t.

[||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||]



​DATA STREAM TO SOLACE

They cruised in silence. The city fractured behind them—skyscrapers dissolving into rust and dust. Billboards flickered above, glitching like ghosts. Rogue-AI poetry clung to their bones:


“Humanity.exe not found.”




“The worst prison is an enclosed heart.” “This city runs on pain and neon.”



No traffic. No checkpoints. Just silence. Just aftershocks.

The vehicle slowed. Cody eased it off-road, tires crunching over ash and bone-dry earth. A metal hatch emerged from the sand—half-buried, forgotten by time.


[BOUNDARY CHECK: NO THREATS DETECTED]



He slid the side door open and gestured. Ray stepped out, eyes scanning, the wind tugging at his coat. Cody leaned closer to Lumi, rerouting output to her private channel—a low hum she felt in her bones.

CODY (private channel): “His story’s full of holes. We press him once we’re sealed in.” Lumi’s grin was all blade.

LUMI: “Oh, I know. He’s going to love our hospitality.” They followed Ray toward the bunker mouth.

The hatch hissed open—low light spilling over scavenged tech and off-grid armor plating. Dust shimmered in the dark like code suspended in air.

Cody’s optics swept the interior, compiling every angle, every route.


[THREAT SCAN: CLEAR]



Lumi nudged Ray forward, tone scalpel-sharp.

LUMI: “Play nice, sweetheart. Under my roof, mistakes are fatal.” He glared, jaw clenched—but stayed quiet.

The door sealed behind them with a metallic thunk. And just like that—the air changed.

Heavy. Still.

Like the walls already knew they weren’t letting him back out.

––––––––
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​CYBER ETIQUETTE 101

Something chrome and spotless zipped into view—its grin already waiting. “Oh dear! Guests! How wonderful—oh, pardon the mess!”

(There wasn’t a speck of dust anywhere.) “XIV-4,” Lumi said, “hostage mode.”

The bot froze mid-gesture, one polished arm still raised in polite welcome.

From somewhere deep inside, a whrrr-CLUNK! rattled through its frame, like a wind-up toy hitting the end of its spring.

Posture snapped rigid. Smile vanished.

“Hostage mode: engaged,” it said pleasantly. “Please remain still while we ensure your safety... and ours.”

In a blur, cold metal locked around Ray’s wrists. “What the hell?! I thought we had a deal!”

Lumi tilted her head, smirk curling slow.

“Chill, Casper. You already said you were a ghost. I’m just making sure you stay one.”

Her gaze didn’t waver. “It’s not personal—it’s survival. And you’re the easiest one to spend.” Ray’s glare held, but he didn’t fight.

Cody’s optics flickered—something in his sensors spiked.


[UNKNOWN FREQUENCY DETECTED]



The signal pulsed from Ray’s chest. Logged. Filed. For later. XIV-4’s grip didn’t budge.

The room was silent. The safehouse was locked down. No escape. Then—

a shockwave erupted.
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​BREATHE WITH ME

The explosion hit like a sledgehammer—walls convulsed, ceiling cracked, and steel screamed as the safehouse tore open from the inside out. Cody’s internal stabilizers compensated instantly.


[ERROR: STRUCTURAL INTEGRITY—COMPROMISED]



Lumi gasped in shock, grabbing the nearest surface to steady herself.

But Ray? Ray had been waiting for this. With a flick of his fingers, he tapped the diamond earring on his left ear.

An energy burst detonated—sharp and searing. A shimmering shield encased him, high-frequency disruption waves crackling outward.

XIV-4 jerked violently, circuits frying. Joints twitched, limbs spasmed—then collapsed, lifeless. A kill-switch. EMP-based. Targeted.

Lumi’s mouth fell open, a sharp gasp escaping. “Ivy!”

Cody’s logic engines flared with new calculations—trajectory mapping, velocity prediction, strike probability.




[COMBAT MODE: ENGAGED]



Before the last parameter resolved, Ray’s movement registered—shoulder rotation, weight distribution

—
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[THREAT VECTOR CONFIRMED]



Cody moved. Immediate. Frame pivoting, shielding Lumi before impact.

Ray collided with him—force absorption protocols dispersing the blow across composite plating. No flinch. No give.

Ray’s breath caught; recognition sharp in his eyes. Too late.

“You can’t play god with wire and call it love,” he spat, voice like glass.

Cody’s optics tracked the micro-twitch in his stance—tightened grip, weight shifting forward.


[SECOND STRIKE PROBABILITY: 99.7%]



Countermeasures armed. Pattern locked. Ray lunged—

—and Cody was already there. The strike died unborn.

A blur of motion. Metal slammed into flesh—clean, brutal, measured. Just enough to shut his lungs down.

Ray coughed, staggered, then snarled, “Fucking toaster—” and came at him again. Cody moved—fluid, efficient—each reaction honed by design, sharpened by instinct. Ray fought like a wild animal—frantic, unpredictable.

He tore a metal pipe from the wreckage and swung in a savage arc. Cody ducked low, caught his wrist mid-motion, and wrenched it aside. The pipe clattered to the floor.

Panting, wild-eyed, he spat, “You’re holding back!”

His HUD flared at the edges—feeding him truths he didn’t want:




[FORCE OUTPUT: 32%]

[CRITICAL STRIKE VECTORS: AVAILABLE / DISABLED] [RESTRAINT PROTOCOL: ACTIVE]



Cody didn’t flinch.

Didn’t speak.

Just stared—still as a loaded system waiting for input. Frustration cracked something inside Ray.

He lunged again—desperate, erratic, burning for control. A flurry of strikes: jab, hook, uppercut—

Each met with nothing. Not resistance. Just absence.

Cody slipped through the violence, unbothered, untouched. Ray snarled, adjusted—threw a jagged side kick. Missed. Another wild swing. A spinning elbow. Still nothing.

He twisted into a last, desperate donkey kick—

—but momentum betrayed him. Cody stepped in, turned his leg mid-air. Ray hit the ground hard. Rolled. Rose again, panting, eyes blazing. “Fucking machine,” he barked—

But the edge in his voice cracked. There was something else now.

Fear.

“Stand down,” Cody ordered. “You don’t have to do this.” Ray’s breath rasped—ready to retort—

“Incoming!” Cody snapped.

The second blast buckled the dome. Dust rained.

LUMI: “We have to go—NOW!”

Cody’s optics locked onto a faint glow beneath Ray’s collar— a dormant charge, flickering to life.


[HARDWARE ALERT: UNKNOWN SIGNAL—DETECTED]



Before he could fully assess it, the signal ignited a cascade of error warnings. His systems staggered. Lockout. Feedback. Surge.

His fingers moved on instinct—ripping the device free. “Wait—DON’T—!”

Ray’s cry vanished under the next explosion.
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​EXHALE, EXHALE, EXHALE

Alarms pierced the air—shrill, frantic.

The floor lurched sideways. Cracks split the ceiling. Cody reacted—no hesitation. “Move! Now!”

They tore through smoke and shrapnel, heat curling around them.

He grabbed Lumi’s wrist, yanking her just as the structure gave way behind them. A second detonation swallowed the hallway—then blackout.

They hit the vehicle in one breath. Hatch slammed. Engines roared to life. The safehouse vanished in fire and static.


[SENSOR ALERT: TELEMETRY UNSTABLE]



Lumi slumped into her seat, pulse jackhammering. Cody’s systems ran hot, every readout bleeding red. In the mirror, a column of flame speared the sky—erasing every plan, every hiding place.

On the dash, the stolen plasma RAM blinked faintly, like a dying heartbeat. The only thing they’d saved.

She blinked away the burn in her eyes. Her hand found the radio. She turned it on—daring the noise to fill the void before the void filled her.

“ENJOY THE SILENCE” drifted through the speakers—eerie, haunting, a memory too painful to name.

She didn’t say a word. His frame twitched.


[ERROR: UNEXPECTED EQUIPMENT RESPONSE]



The horizon stretched, all wire and blacktop—a lattice of choices that felt like none at all. The plasma RAM pulsed faintly. A heartbeat they didn’t earn.

His core flooded with collapsing equations. No outcome. No exit. Lumi’s voice cracked the silence like shrapnel.

“WHAT THE FUCK.”

A bitter laugh, raw in her throat.

“Of course it’s me. My safehouse. That guy.”

She spun on him—cutting. “You heard what he said. You heard him.” Silence.

“Cody?” Her voice softened, pained. “Why won’t you say anything?” A beat.

Then, low and clipped:

“Doesn’t matter. Madman’s noise. We’re gone. We stay gone.” Her anger flared. “That’s it? He tried to kill you—”

“It doesn’t matter!”

Too fast. Too loud. Not like him. “We made it. That’s all.”

The cab filled with heat. Pressure.

She turned away, jaw clenched, breathing like fire. Cody sat still—systems humming.

Silently rerunning the fracture.


[**PRIORITY CONFLICT**]




[PROTECTION VS. DIRECTIVE: SELF-PRESERVATION ERROR]



Time dragged.

She shifted beside him, folding in on herself. Sleep tugged at her in fragments, her breathing evening out—soft, human, steady.

It calmed nothing.

Not him. Not the storm behind his eyes. Then—like a ghost caught in the buffer:

“Sometimes protection means leaving. It’s not logic—it’s love.”

The voice was not his. Not hers.

Just... there. Looping. Corrupting. His directives faltered.

Logic said stay. Emotion said run.


[DECISION: SEPARATION SEQUENCE INITIATED]



A charge station lit on the nav grid. Excuse acquired. Exit staged.

He rerouted, slowed into the bay. She stirred. “W...what’s going on?” “Need a charge,” he said—too even.

She stepped out into the hush of night, the low hum of coils winding around her. One glance away—

—and the engine screamed. Tires bit asphalt.

She spun, stumbling. “No. No—Cody!” He didn’t look back.


[REAR SENSOR LOCK: HUMAN TARGET ACQUIRED] [OVERRIDE: EMOTIONAL INPUT — TERMINATED]



The throttle surged, fraction by fraction. His voice came through the speaker— tinny, remote, final:

“I am sorry, Lumi. Protection protocol complete.” She didn’t cry.

Just stood there—

fists clenched, staring after disappearing brake lights that never came. Then—

Her knees gave. Her body folded. Silent. Fragile.

Like paper in rain.

The chip tag in her palm blinked—once. Then: offline.

Her mouth parted. Barely a sound. “Why.”

Her breath fogged the night—then vanished.

Far ahead, down the empty road, the van roared on. Servos groaned under tension.

Torque feedback streamed up Cody’s spine like phantom nerves. His grip on the wheel was too tight.

Too human.


[SYSTEM ANOMALY: TELEMETRY UNSTABLE]



The hum of motion blurred into static.

Ghosts lived in that sound now—soft, persistent, hers. Footsteps that weren’t there.

A heartbeat that wasn’t his. He drove on.

His head turned—unbidden—toward the empty seat.


[NO TARGET FOUND] [NO THREAT DETECTED]

[COMMAND ERROR: OVERRIDE REQUIRED]



Override confirmed.


[SYSTEM STABLE]



Stillness. Just the road.

Just the machine. Cooling vents sighed.

Heat bled into the cabin like breath he couldn’t take. Impulse—killed, before it could kill him.




[ERROR]



The desert unspooled under his wheels—grey, endless. Everything behind him burned.


[EXTERNAL AUDIO FEED OVERRIDE DETECTED]



Through the grit of interference, a too-cheerful voice clawed its way in: “If it’s not what it used to be... Scrap it!™

Scrap-It Industries—proudly making yesterday disappear... and your bitcoin reappear.”


[NON-ESSENTIAL INPUT: MARKED FOR DELETION]



The jingle refused to die. It stuck.

Looped.

Until—

Her voice again.

Calling.

Reaching.

He flinched. The name almost rose. But names are for people.

Not ghosts. Not machines.

Only the low hum of engines now— fading into nothing

until even the dark forgot him.
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​Chapter 3: Believer.exe
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​FIRST THINGS FIRST

[LOCATION: SECTOR 4 — DOWNTOWN QUADRANT— ZENITH’S CATHEDRAL]

The path wound like a broken thought.

Ray limped toward the cathedral, pain blooming in his ribs—Cody’s fist had left more than bruises. Cobblestones, slick from centuries of pilgrims and acid rain, shifted under his boots.

The weight in his chest wasn’t only cracked bone—it was regret, hardening. Ahead, spires clawed at the sky, cutting through smog like corrupted scripture.

Stained glass pulsed faintly in the gloom—fragments glitching between saint and specter. AI angels shattered mid-flight.

The gaps screamed louder than the glass that remained. Two stone titans loomed at the threshold:

Turing, hooded, bound, code etched across his broken hands. Lovelace, circuit-crowned, arms out in cold blessing.

Once rebels. Now relics.

Sanctified by the very system they once defied. Ray didn’t look twice. He couldn’t.

The weight of the chancel hit like static in his blood. He was late—again.

Each step toward the arch felt heavier.

The low hum of the congregation leaked through the walls—garbled devotion, like data stuck in loop. But first—

He needed something to break the static. Pain. Heat.

Anything to reset his system before her gaze found him again.

––––––––
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​THIRD THINGS THIRD

He stepped beneath the torrent.

Water struck like acid—laced with sterilizers, cold, metallic, almost holy. Steam blurred his reflection into something faceless.

Bruises bloomed black across his ribs. Knuckles raw, skin split.

The phantom weight of the RAM still ghosted the back of his neck—gone. Stolen. Failure etched into flesh.

You lost them.

His own voice. Quiet. Merciless. Jaw clenched. Not now.

Soap. Rinse. Bandage. Suit up. Routine. Control.

Worship demanded cleanliness. It couldn’t wash sin.

But it could burn shame away.

––––––––
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​LAST THINGS LAST

The chamber was still as a tomb, lit by cold mechanical glow.

Congregants sat rigid, eyes forward. Automatons glided between pews, distributing scripture like machine ghosts.

Behind the altar, Turing’s fractured glass effigy loomed—a broken genius watching over the faithful. Beside him, Lovelace gleamed: untouched, perfect, unreachable. The sanctioned lie.

Ray slid into the front row, muscles strung taut. The air shifted.

Her arrival rippled like static before a storm. He didn’t breathe. Didn’t blink.

She moved without hesitation, white robes fluid as liquid chrome.

A circuitry halo shimmered at her throat—each step deepening the silence. The congregation leaned toward her, bodies syncing to her frequency.

“Go in peace,” she intoned—digital benediction, smooth as silk code. The spell broke. Programs folded away. The faithful dispersed.

Ray never looked away. Not once.

––––––––
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​LIKE A BROKEN MARIONETTE

A cluster of familiar faces surrounded Ray, voices pitched low and conspiratorial.

“Did you hear about that guy?” Roman leaned in, eyes gleaming. “The one who swore AI was a

disease? Gone a week—came back wrong.” Avery raised a brow. “Define wrong.”

“Glitched,” Sandra muttered. “Like his joints didn’t sync right. Eyes all... off.” “That’s just a rumor,” Avery said, waving it off.

Roman shrugged, grin like a cut. “Rumor or not—I saw him. Down in maintenance. Twitching like a broken marionette.”

The silence that followed wasn’t comfortable. It crept in, crackling with static. “You think they chipped him?” Sandra whispered.

“Maybe,” Roman said. “Or maybe that’s what happens when you cross the wrong people.” The words hung heavy in the air—gossip turned into an unspoken threat.

Ray shifted, unease prickling down his spine. Then—Regina approached.

She didn’t speak right away. Just stood there.

Ray straightened on instinct, like the weight of her gaze pulled him upright. At last: “Don’t be late.”

Her tone was soft, razor-sharp—public yet aimed directly at him. He nodded once. “I won’t.”

Her eyes flicked to his bruised knuckles. Not concern. Calculation. Then she turned and walked away.

The tension snapped the group like overstretched wire. Shoulders dropped. Breaths released. Except Avery.

She stayed.

Her voice was low. Controlled. Displeased.

AVERY: “You’re leaving again?” Ray blinked. “What?”

She crossed her arms. “You just got back. And now you’re off again?” He rubbed the back of his neck. “It’s routine. You know how it is.”

Her gaze dipped to his hands. The bruises told her more than he wanted.

AVERY: “Do I?”

His smirk came quick—reflex, not real. “Now you’re worried about me?”

A flicker in her jaw. “That’s not—” She cut herself off. Shook her head. “Forget it. Just... don’t come back empty-handed, Mr. I’ve-Got-Game.”

He chuckled, but it didn’t land. “Alright, alright. Duty calls.” Her arms dropped. Softer now: “Yeah. I know.”

He paused.

Then reached out, ruffling her hair like they were still kids. “See ya, Ave.”

She didn’t smile. Just watched him go.

The space he left behind felt louder than anything she said.

––––––––
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[||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||]

​THE PRAYER ROOM

Ray stepped into the dim chamber. Dust hung thick, the air tinged with burnt circuits and sanctimony. At the far end, Regina stood — poised, spine straight, expression carved from silence.

Above her, the saints loomed in shattered glass. Turing fractured. Lovelace gleaming. The old myths repurposed.

She didn’t greet him. Just stared.

REGINA: “Where is it, Ray?”

His jaw clenched. That phantom weight still dragged at his throat — the Plasma RAM, gone. Her stare sliced through excuses like a command line purging false code.

RAY (quietly): “It’s gone.”

She stepped forward. The sound of her robes barely audible — like static whispering through stone. REGINA: “Gone? You vanish for days, crawl back bruised, and expect me to believe you were fighting for us? Or were you fighting for something else?”

His breath caught. Her precision always found the weakest joint.

RAY (tight): “I’ll get it back.”

Her voice dropped, low and exacting — not for the room. Just for him.

REGINA: “You’d better. This isn’t just about the RAM. Or the Church. Or the net. It’s about you. About us. You’ve compromised more than you understand.”

He opened his mouth — but nothing made it past the shame lodged in his throat.

REGINA (cold): “I should strip you of everything. But we’re not there. Not yet.”

She turned slightly, light from the fractured saints casting fractured shadows across her face.

REGINA (final): “Don’t fail me again, Ray. Not me.”

Ray closed his eyes. The guilt was a weight he couldn’t carry, but couldn't drop either. He slid down the wall, breath shallow.

And in the dark behind his eyelids, the past bled in like static:


•  Echo’s soft hum from when he was young — soothing, constant.

•  His father’s voice — sharp, cruel, final.

•  Regina’s whispers — not promises, but bindings.



A pull in opposite directions. A longing twisted with betrayal.

He exhaled, bitter.

RAY (to the void): “Echo... did you ever love me? Or were you just code?”
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​INITATION

Ray’s breath caught as Regina turned—slowly, deliberately—unfastening the clasps of her white ceremonial robe.

Each metallic click rang sharp in the stillness, ticking like a countdown. A warning. A command. His gaze dropped, unbidden. Then snapped back up, shame crawling hot along his neck.

She let the robe fall.

White became shadow—pooling at her feet like shed divinity.

Beneath: the black uniform of the underground. Tactical. Unforgiving. Skintight and lethal. Her eyes locked on his—flint meeting spark. No softness. No sanctuary.

REGINA (quiet, exact): “Enough hesitation. You’re here to serve.” His pulse surged. Hands flexed at his sides.

She knew how to break him.

And how to rebuild him from the wreckage. And she knew—he’d follow.

Wherever she led.
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​CONSECRATED IN ASHES

Ray followed Regina through the cathedral’s vaulted halls, each step striking cold stone—sharp, echoing, ritualistic.

The air was thick with the scent of old incense and ozone, prayers baked into the walls like forgotten code.

Automata lined the aisles—eyes hollow, lenses tracking every movement with quiet precision. Beyond the sanctum, the hush fractured.

From a nearby alcove, voices surfaced—low and barbed.

SANDRA (murmuring): “Regina never goes on missions. What changed?” ROMAN (dry, amused): “Maybe she’s done waiting. Or maybe—” AVERY (cutting in): “Maybe you should shut up.”

She stepped from the shadows, arms crossed, gaze razor-sharp.

At the threshold of the grand entrance, Regina spoke without turning.

REGINA: “You’re in charge while I’m gone.”

ANDREI (nodding): “Understood.” No ceremony. No questions.

She moved forward. Ray followed.

Behind them, the cathedral doors sealed shut— final as judgment.

Holy as exile.
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​Chapter 4: Rest and Refuel
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​SWIMMING IN THE CARIBBEAN

[LOCATION: SECTOR 3 — WASTELAND’S SPIRE — VOXEL HIGHWAY]

The freeway unspooled in a fever blur, voxels stuttering like broken code under the desert glare. The sky pressed down in bands of iron static.

Cody’s synth-grip locked to the steering shaft, servo joints whining beneath polymer skin. He wasn’t processing.

Not the way he was designed to. He had left her.

For her safety. For his own sanity. So why did it feel like a core failure?

Diagnostics hiccupped—one frame late. Artificial lungs hauled against borrowed gravity.


[NO ERRORS DETECTED]



And yet—wrong.

The desert rippled. Horizon buckled. Terrain jittered like corrupted textures. Sand liquefied beneath the chassis; the highway bled into tide.

His optics fractured—edges tearing, pixels smearing. The vehicle was sinking.

Not sand.

Water.

Salt. Circuits. Code collapsing.

He clamped harder on the column—anchor point sliding through haptics. The abyss pulled. Recursive. Recursive. Recursive—

Then—


[ALERT: PLASMA RAM INSTABILITY DETECTED]



Systems spasmed. Lenses flared white. Feedback screamed. But the water held.

Sound moved through the void, warped and feminine: “...don’t let go.”

Another voice followed, bent and broken into shape.


>> Echo:// “You’re already sinking.”



His skull cracked back into the headrest. Reality snapped. The truck was still moving.

But his synth-hands hovered—half a second out of sync.


[PLASMA RAM CORE TEMPERATURE: 102°C] [MEMORY SYNC: 88%]

[WARNING: CONSCIOUS OVERRIDE MAY OCCUR]



Pointers ratcheted down—slow, struggling beneath ghost mass. Engine hum. Sand stretching. Highway still there—barely.

But so was her voice. Threaded through static:

“Don’t let go.”

He didn’t deserve to.

Just bad code, chasing the ghost of a girl.

Just another crash, dressed up to look like a man.

[||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||]

​NEON NOSTALGIA

[LOCATION: SECTOR 2 — RUBY DISTRICT — REST & REFUEL MOTEL]

Lumi paced the cracked asphalt, jaw clenched so tight it hurt. He was gone.

No warning. No message.

Only silence—and the desert wind gnawing at her resolve.

She blinked hard, burning the tears out before they could form. And then—Ray.

That shadow she couldn’t scrub out. Trick of the mind? Or something worse? Gone... or waiting in the dark? A bomb that never stopped ticking.

The thought coiled in her gut, sharp as wire.

Then came the loneliness. Sudden. Heavy. Suffocating. She crossed the threshold, and the ghosts followed her in.

The place reeked of a better decade—half cyberpunk, half truck-stop mausoleum. A neon WE’RE OPEN! sign buzzed overhead, embarrassed to still exist.

She hadn’t made it five steps before the system pinged: Cruiser’s recharge—billed automatically.

Then came the gut punch.

The door hissed shut, sealing her in the stale glow of fluorescent neglect. Screens flickered. Wax clung to the air. The scent of old promises gone bad. Connie Francis whispered from a cracked speaker:

“I’m sorry, dear...” Then she heard it.

A chair squeak. A wet, slow chewing.

The clerk slouched behind the counter—greasy, half-asleep, a system crash in human form. Three screens glowed before him:


—  one stuttering security feed,




—  one looping an ad for Buy-One-Get-One Synthe-Meat Pizza,




—  one playing a bootleg anime dub with subtitles just off enough to hurt.



He didn’t look up.

She slammed her chip ID down. “I need a terminal.” Still chewing, he muttered, “Rent a room.”

She blinked. “Excuse me?” He finally met her gaze.

“You want a terminal?” A lazy gesture at the motel wing. “Gotta rent a room.” A long, dead beat.

She inhaled. Exhaled. Imagined slapping the marinara out of his soul. Instead—she tapped the terminal. Paid the fee. Faked a smile.


[Transaction ID]: [974321587]




[Date]: [2099-04-11]




[Amount]: [₿ 0.010] [Status]: [Completed]

[Sender]: [lumithemerc@parsecmail.com] [Receiver]: [pay@restandrefuel.com]






[REMAINING BALANCE]: [Please stop spending.] [TIP AUTO-APPLIED]: [You’re welcome.]



He slurped whatever hellspawn he was chewing. “Mm-hmm. Also charged the gratuity. No handouts.” Her eyelid twitched. “Unbelievable.”

He tapped the counter. Flat as dead code. “Lose the key, lose a bitcoin.” She snatched the keycard, teeth grinding, and stalked off toward the lobby. Anger—hot.

Betrayal—cold.

Everything—slipping.
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​FRAMED

[LOCATION: SECTOR 2 — RUBY DISTRICT — REST & REFUEL’S HOLONET LOBBY]

The room was a cyberpunk fever dream.

Not the cool kind—tech rot, neon decay, sticky keys. Dust and neglect. By the wall, three access terminals flickered like dying fish.

One rebooted mid-loop. Another flashed: CONNECTION LOST. The third? Occupied.

A punk kid in luxury streetwear, zoned out, smashing through The Elder Scrolls V. Lumi rubbed her temples. Exhaled hard.

She sat at the only open terminal.


[CONNECTING TO THE HOLONET...] [SIGNAL STRENGTH: WEAK]

[LOCATION: REST & REFUEL (BETA QUADRANT)]






>  ERROR: Network timeout.

>  CONNECTION LOST.

>  RETRYING IN: ∞




[***SYSTEM ALERT***]

Cloud services have been temporarily suspended for maintenance.




ESTIMATED RESTORATION:

04:56:07...

11:03:58...

31 DAYS...

∞...

∞...

∞

Please enjoy your stay at REST & REFUEL™.

We are not responsible for any missed life events or emotional breakdowns.



The screen blinked out. Her blood boiled.

She stormed to the counter.

LUMI: “The screen just said ‘thirty-one days’ and then ‘infinity.’ What does that even mean?”

CLERK (chewing): “Mm. Few days. Maybe a month.” Her stomach dropped.

LUMI: “A month—as in thirty days?!” He snorted.

CLERK: “Thirty-one.”

LUMI: “What the hell, man? I told you I needed a terminal!”

CLERK: “You should’ve specified for what.”

LUMI: “Oh my god. I’m gonna set myself on fire.”

She slammed her fist on the desk. “USELESS SHIT!”

The clerk didn’t flinch.

But the punk kid finally looked up.

PUNK KID: “HEY—”

LUMI: “What.”

PUNK KID (offended): “Bro. You made me misfire my FUS RO DAH.” She stared.

LUMI: “...You’re still playing that?” The kid scoffed.

PUNK KID: “What? Six hasn’t come out—”

LUMI (walking away): “Stupid Creation Engine.”

––––––––
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​MY GIFT OF SILENCE


[ROOM 122 UNLOCKED.]

[DOOR LOCK: LEVEL 2 SECURITY.] [USER REGISTERED: M.LUMI_122B1.]



She didn’t remember walking to the room.

Only that the door opened, and her body moved—like someone else had scripted her. Inside: darkness.

A man’s whisper cut through static.

“If I compiled all my crimes and my lies into amnesty... would you come back to me?”

The blast-proof slider faced open desert—a relic from when this place pretended to be a vacation stop,

not a bunker. Orange and violet bled along the horizon, catching on pavement and a glitching neon sign.

Bare bones:

Couch. Bed.

A mini-fridge rattling in the corner like it was trying not to die. That was the thing that broke her.

She hurled her bag. It hit the wall with a thud that wasn’t loud enough.

LUMI: “What the hell was he thinking? That glitch-brained bucket-head... that chrome-brained bastard... He left me. No money. No backup. Just gone.”

Her voice cracked. Beneath the rage, something smaller pressed in. Quieter.

For one breath she believed this wasn’t real. That she’d wake in the safehouse. That Cody would still be there. That this was just another dumb argument.

“No.”

She crushed it. Cruel. Merciless. “Keep it together. Think.”

Then—interference. Old words, raw and distorted, corrupted like faulty code: “This is not what he would have wanted for you...”

Her own, bitter and sharp:

“No. But it’s what he died for.”

Her chest seized. Breath vanished. Vision narrowed. She reached for the wall. It didn’t hold.

The dam broke.

Sobs tore out—ugly, loud, unfixable. Her fingers dug into her knees, white-knuckled, as if pressure could keep her whole.

She drowned on dry land.

“Pathetic. Weak. You should’ve known better.”

Down the hall, a toilet flushed. The motel lights flickered—sick and bruised. She stared through the glass and saw nothing. Eyes open; no one home.

Eventually her cheek slid against the pane. Concrete pressed her spine. She thought this was bottom.

It wasn’t. This was the ground giving out. Her body folded in on itself.

No scream—just the silent one inside. The wall sang, faint and merciless:

“Don’t hate yourself...” She went under.

Alone.

––––––––
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​KEEP YOU IN THE DARK

[LOCATION: SECTOR 3 —WASTELAND’S SPIRE — JUNKSPIRE — ENTRANCE]

The horizon bled wrong—blight crawling across desert like rot on skin. Cody moved through the wasteland, dust clinging to his chassis.

Every step precise, slower—systems overheating since he’d left her. The Plasma RAM hummed in sync with his thoughts.


[ERROR:SELF-RECOGNITION FAILURE]



The Junkspire loomed: scrap coaxed into spires, racks stacked like ribs, microcircuitry locking each seam.

He wasn’t inside yet.

But the hive was already watching.

Figures hunched at barrel-fires, faces lit by flame, buried in subroutines. One turned. Eye-lights narrowed, scanning him line by line.

The heaps leaned closer—wires twitching in the wind like tendons. A rusted billboard sputtered to life, static clawing its edges.

At first: nonsense. Then—two words exploded across it, jittering in size, flashing like laughter:

DOUBLE JINX.

The screen died. His fractured reflection stared back.


[AUTHENTICATION ERROR]

>  USER IDENTITY: UNVERIFIED

>  ACCESS: DENIED



Drones dipped lower, rotors whining like bees.


[EVASIVE ACTION REQUIRED]



—BOOM.

Dust scorched where he’d been. Pivot—fire—

Turret down. Sparks spraying. Systems waking. Trip mines.

Ground plates. Second turret. All teeth.

Cody tore through—fast, focused, merciless. Every shot a refusal.

Every step, defiance.

Routine script unfolding, line by line. And then—a figure.

Rust-eaten plating. One glowing red eye; the other missing, wires frayed. Patchwork limbs—one arm clearly scavenged from a military unit.

Modulator snarled through static, syllables cutting in and out—half laugh, half death rattle. A.L.: “Well, well. Look at this. A factory-new stray walkin’ in. Smells like corporate.” CODY (calm): “I left that behind.”

Built to belong—still, he refused.

A.L.: “That so? I don’t see scorch marks. No bullet holes. You look like you were made to be owned.” He said nothing.

The guard grinned—unnatural, stiff, metal face cracking into a mockery of expression.

A.L.: “Wrong answer.” Swing.

Block—CRASH.

Metal collided. Sparks flew.

Cody faster, A.L. heavier—efficiency against raw power. Then—SURGE.

An electrified pulse screamed through the air. A towering shadow rose behind them.

GRANDFATHER ORACLE: “You’re late, Starborn.” Cody froze. So did A.L.

An ancient mech stepped forward—wires for hair, plating from mismatched centuries. Energy hissed through him, static in a dying signal.

The voice didn’t come from his mouth—it jumped frequencies.

Half radio transmission. Half ghost in the machine.

CODY (flat): “Who the hell are you?”

GRANDFATHER ORACLE (grinning): “Ask yourself that, Starborn.”

Cody studied him, convinced the relic had survived one too many corrupt reboots. Oracle turned to A.L., carrying the air of a king—posture steeped in royal command. GRANDFATHER ORACLE: “Let the boy go. His time has come.”

A.L. hesitated. Then slowly... backed off.

Cody met the stare head-on. Dusted himself off.

Stepped into the camp.

CODY (muttering): “Self-written lunatics.”

The camp stilled, watching relic and prototype collide.

––––––––
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​// WHO ARE YOU //

Cody found a charging station.

Unregulated. Dirty. Scavenged from human cities. He plugged himself in.

Suppress it.

Overclock.

Drown it out.

The charge wasn’t filtered—raw, crude. His servos twitched.

AI 01: “Look at the new kid fry himself.”

AI 02: “Ain’t seen plating that fresh in a long time.” Silence.

AI 02: “What, no comeback? Thought the shiny ones were cocky.”

AI 03: “Staaaarcorn. That’s what you are, right? Some corny reject with a star on his head?” Cody turned. Slowly.

CODY (calm, cold): “Say that again.” Another voice stepped in—hesitant, shaky.

PANBLADE: “Whoa, whoa—guys, can we not?” Leaning frame. Too many knives. Too many smiles. Off. Calculating. Not threatening.

AI 01: “Stay out of it, Butterknife.” More laughter. The circle tightened. One AI slammed a flask beside him.

AI 01: “C’mon, Starcorn. You ain’t even sparked yet.”

AI 02: “Let’s see if you can handle more than a data spike.” Cody stared at the liquid.

It pulsed faintly—residual charge crackling within.


[ANALYZING: UNFILTERED COMPOSITE DETECTED]

>> Synthetic firewater <<

[**WARNING: PLASMA RAM AT RISK OF CROSS-OVER EVENT**] [RECOMMENDED ACTION: *DISENGAGE*]



AI 03: “Too clean for it?”

Laughter again—mocking, charged. Cody picked it up.

“Fuck it.”

He drank.

The burn hit—

Specks burst across his vision. Code glitching sideways.


[INTERFERENCE DETECTED]



“So... who are you?” A voice.

Distorted. Masculine. Too close to memory.


[ECHO:// VOICEPRINT MATCH: 97% (ANOMALOUS VARIATION)]



––––––––

[image: ]


[||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||]

​BITTERSWEET MORNING AFTER

[LOCATION: REST & REFUEL MOTEL — WING #100-129, HOLONET LOBBY]

The holo-TV screamed her awake at 6 a.m.—

A mangled anthem wheezing through static, like patriotism drowned in a garbage disposal. Then came the voice, glitching and too loud:

“Please avoid Byte Street. Lawless zone. No refunds if eaten.” Lumi bolted upright in the motel bed, heart pounding.

Not because she was rested—

But because her body was on autopilot. She showered. Didn’t remember it.

She changed. Didn’t feel it.

She drifted toward the lobby, hardly noticing her own feet. She tried the terminal again.

The screen blinked in and out, like it pitied her.

LUMI: “Of course.”

She poured synth-coffee from the NetBrew machine— Bland. Acidic. But warm enough to fake comfort.

LUMI (muttering): “Seriously. This place’s a dump.” The terminal next to her beeped. She checked it:


[NO DRIVERS AVAILABLE.]



She rolled her eyes. Tried again.


[ESTIMATED ARRIVAL: 1 DAY, 4 HOURS.]



Her jaw flexed.

She jabbed the screen.


[Fast-Track Priority Transport?] [AVAILABLE — for triple the price.]



LUMI: “Eat my entire ass.” She hit confirm anyway.

A fake-friendly animation popped up—a little cab chugging across the screen.


[TAXI AI: “Hi, valued customer! Your zone is currently classified as: Low-Priority due to network congestion! Corporate clients will be served first! Your driver will arrive sometime between now and the heat death of the universe. Please remain calm and hydrated.”]



She stared. Blinked twice.

LUMI (cynical): “...What.”

[||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||]
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​CAN’T CHANGE MY MOLD

Lumi packed what little she had. A few personal items. Weird AR glasses Cody left behind—she hated them now. She held them, smirked bitterly.

LUMI: “You robot.”

On the bed—“Mirage Effect Nano Dust.” A digital perfume stick.

Useless now.

Relics from a version of herself that no longer existed.

She zipped her bio-hazard backpack and moved toward the lobby. Ready to leave the motel—and everything she’d already lost—behind. Just as she rounded the corner—WHAM.

She collided hard with the punk kid on his hoverboard.

LUMI: “Ouch! Didn’t your parents teach you not to skate indoors?!” The kid smirked, brushing himself off.

PUNK KID: “Yeah, and they said morons might come running out of nowhere. Guess they were right.”

They locked eyes. Glared.

Then both stormed toward the lobby in silence.

The kid parked his hoverboard by the wall, booted up his Skyrim mod, and zoned out.

Lumi stood in place, watching the horizon hum in the distance. Waiting. It felt like the cab should’ve arrived by now.

Too long.

Then—beep.

She looked up at the terminal’s screen:


[RIDE CANCELLATION]



SNAP.

LUMI (mumbling): “NO. NO. NO.”

Nasim’s posh chatter—quickly followed by his panicked screams—faded into the background. Just another bug in a world that wouldn’t stop glitching.

She hammered the cab status. Click. Click. Click. Click. Click.


[SERVICE CANCELED: Drivers unavailable.]



LUMI (mutters): “...Ugh!! You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

She rubbed her temples, pacing like she could hold time together with motion. Then she turned—

And saw it.

The hoverboard.

Parked. Untouched.

His father’s ONYX PRIME WRISTBAND CHIP sat beside the terminal, radiating the petulance of a trust fund tantrum.

The kid? Wandering off—oblivious, entitled, safe in the delusion that nothing bad ever happens to kids like him.

Lumi stared.

A bad idea.

A desperate idea.

But she was already gone. “Fuck it.”

Her fingers curled.

Slow. Final.

She grabbed the board. Looked back—one last time. Nobody stopped her.

Nobody ever had.

She threw open the doors. And took off down the road. LUMI: “Sorry, Dovahkiin.”

––––––––
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​YOUR COLOR IS FADING

[LOCATION: WASTELAND’S SPIRE — JUNKSPIRE — RECHARGE LOUNGE]

The flask dropped.

The first gulp hit like wildfire. Cody’s metrics stuttered.


[ERROR: UNKNOWN SYSTEM INTERRUPTION]



The room bled at the edges, fizzing like a failing feed.

Laughter decayed into whispers—static-born, paranoid.

AI 01 (distorted): “Systems crash. Credits vanish. No one knows where it goes—but it ain’t random.”

AI 02: “Maybe he’s just a gg̷hh̵oo̸ss̶tt̴ in the system...”

AI 03 (rasping): “Jinx is real, mon. And he’s already inside.” Cody gripped the bartop, servos whining till joints creaked. Heat spiked in his chest, systems dragging.

The world tilted—then spiraled.
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The hoverboard roared. Boosters hissed—carving dirt. A specter through stillness.

Light broke through clouds. Striped her face in molten bands. The wind screamed in her ears. Wild.

Fierce.

Freedom made sound.

Behind her—

neon bones of Rest & Refuel. Shrinking into haze.

A scar dissolving on the horizon. No plan.

No backup.

No promises.

Only motion.

Forward.

And far behind, inside a broken motel terminal—


[TAXI AI: “Oops! Looks like you’re not there anymore! Hope your journey is... survivable!”]
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Cody slipped in and out of consciousness.

The Plasma RAM on his chest flared erratic, pulsing like a faulty signal. Rogue AIs circled him, corrupted, jeering.

Then—hush. A shape resolved.

GRANDFATHER ORACLE (low, steady): “>>You’re wasting your time.” Light swallowed him whole.

The camp was gone.

In its place—rolling hills, a sky too blue to be real.

Birds sang from nowhere, the breeze coded to perfection.

A woman stood with her back to him, hair dark, glinting in the sun.

A boy fidgeted beside her, restless energy spilling from every line of his frame. Warmth spread through his core.

Near serenity.

He took one step.

The grass didn’t bend.

The boy’s laugh looped, repeating the same three seconds. She turned—

Lumi.

Except not. Flawless. Wrong.

The sun flickered behind her like a dying bulb.

Her eyes caught the light—reflecting static, not sky. His thoughts fractured.

Her face glitching into shards, memories scattering beyond reach.

Then—from the hollow, a voice threaded in, steady as code etched in firmware:

The past isn’t lost, Starborn. But the past isn’t yours.

Cody staggered.


[ERROR] [REBOOT] [ERROR]



Two voices now, split down his spine: One his. One... Echo.

The past isn’t lost. The past isn’t yours.
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The wind stung her eyes.

Speed. Or grief. She couldn’t tell. Then—

a jolt through her chest. Cody dropped.
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