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PROLOGUE — Before Anyone Was Watching


Talia Kade noticed the glow before she understood it.

It started months earlier, tucked under her ribs like a warm ember. Nothing bright. Nothing alarming. Just a quiet heat that came and went in waves. She assumed it was stress, or lack of sleep, or the way the city pressed on people until their bodies forgot how to rest.

But the warmth kept growing.

And on this morning, it finally asked to be seen.

She climbed the old tower in First District, the one people joked about demolishing every year but never did. Most things up there were dead now. Broken lights. Silent screens. Rusted rails. The place had become a hollow pocket above the city, forgotten by everyone except the pigeons and the wind.

Talia liked it for that reason.

No scanners. No metrics.

No one measuring her worth.

She stepped onto the roof and let the air cool her cheeks. The city below hummed with its usual electric pulse. Everywhere she looked she saw the soft blue glow of the grid, crawling along buildings, threading through the streets, seeping into the sky. Its message waited on every billboard.

YOUR ENERGY

YOUR WORTH

She whispered a quiet laugh. The glow in her hands answered with a small tremble.

She lifted her palms. Light slipped through her fingers, thin and gold, like sunlight leaking through a cracked door. Not sharp. Not violent. Just there, and completely her, and completely impossible.

She closed her hands. The glow bled through her skin anyway.

Not now, she thought. Not here.

But the light did not care.

Warm, steady, almost rhythmic, it climbed through her wrists.  It reached the area behind her heart and the hollow of her throat.  It was an odd, but not frightening, feeling.  Something inside of her seemed to have been yearning to breathe for years.

The roof shook while she continued to look at her hands.

A low metallic thud echoed from the next tower.

Then another.

Heavier this time.

Talia turned.

Three Hunter Units marched into view. The older kind. Thick armor. Slow steps. Visors glowing a flat red that made them look more machine than human. They scanned the rooftop without a word. They always knew where to find anomalies long before the rest of the city did.

The first Hunter raised its weapon.

Talia backed up until the edge of the roof pressed against her calves. She could feel her pulse rising. Not just her human pulse. The new one. The warm one. The one that felt like it belonged to something older than the grid.

The Hunters advanced.

She lifted her hands out of instinct.

The glow flared.

For a brief moment the entire city blinked. Screens flickered. Windows dimmed. A few of the towers stuttered as if they had forgotten how to breathe. The morning sky shifted from gray to a soft gold that lasted only half a second.

Talia felt no fear.

The light inside her made it impossible.

Then the Hunters fired.

There was no explosion.

No scream.

No clear moment of impact.

The rooftop simply filled with white light so bright it erased everything.

And when it faded, Talia Kade was gone.

No body.

No scorch marks.

Only a faint warmth that lingered over the broken concrete, fading slowly into the cold blue glow of the grid.

The report filed that morning was brief.

An anomaly detected.

A threat neutralized.

A signature absorbed.

Life returned to normal.

People forgot her name.

The grid did not.

And nearly eighteen years later, on an ordinary night that should have stayed ordinary, that forgotten light rose again.

This time inside her daughter.
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CHAPTER ONE — The Girl Who Lights Up the Shadows 
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Nights in the city always carried that restless buzz.

It was this subtle, anxious drone, tucked beneath the wail of emergency vehicles, the rush of cars, and the grumbled chatter from folks lingering past their bedtime. Power cables snaked through the skyscrapers like arteries pulsing with life. Billboards spilled their glow upward into the clouds. The network never took a break. That was the guarantee they sold us.

Elena had zero faith in assurances delivered through circuits.

She headed back to her place, hood pulled low, fists buried in her jacket pockets, sticking to the skinny alley that sliced between a couple of apartment complexes. The big avenue she'd left behind thrummed with buzzing quadcopters and sleek transport capsules. In this tucked-away spot, things dialled down. Only the click of her soles on the ground and the gentle whoosh from the exhaust pipes dangling above.

Her implant on her wrist throbbed a weak azure glow against her flesh.

Battery at 27%.

It'd limp her through till morning. If she was lucky.

A courier bot darted by up high, sprinkling faint beams across the damp sidewalk like scattered confetti. Glowing ads winked through the mist. Up on the building to her right, a towering ad strip cycled through its endless reel, same as it had for days:

YOUR POWER. YOUR VALUE.

She did her best to ignore it, but those words still dug into her gut like a splinter.

Tonight, though, unease clung to her like humidity.

Nothing specific she could name. Just a heaviness hanging in the atmosphere. The network's constant vibration always hovered just beyond earshot, this unseen weight, like lingering too near a thumping bass. But right now, without any clear trigger, that vibration rang discordant. Off-key. As if the whole urban sprawl had paused, tense and expectant.

She eased her pace.

The alley unfurled before her, deserted. Windows in the high-rises flickered with warm hues in tidy rows. Way up top, a burst of laughter echoed down. Deeper below, some plumbing groaned. It all seemed routine, yet the fine hairs at her nape prickled.

Her wrist implant stuttered.

27%... dropping to 25%... then 24%.

"Not cool," she grumbled under her breath.

The readout stabilized at 24%.

She scowled, swiping the inner screen twice to pull up the checks. Nothing flagged. No warnings about leaks. No odd spikes noted.

Yet that nagging sensation refused to fade.

Elena tilted her ear, straining to catch it.

The flow of vehicles. The sigh of the vents. The rumble of an underground train far off. The faint crackle from power nodes embedded in the bricks.

Beneath the layers, though, lurked something different. A subtle, erratic throb. Like a pulse that wasn't hers.

She advanced one more footfall.

Then darkness swallowed everything.

No heads-up. No gradual fade. Pure, total void in a blink.

The vivid neon’s snuffed out halfway through their dance. The ad strip blinked to nothing. The network's drone cut off sharp, as though yanked from the earth's core.

In that endless, surreal instant, the metropolis vanished.

Elena's inhale caught sharp. Noise folded in on itself. The quiet wasn't hollow; it pressed thick and solid against her eardrums. Her own pulse hammered wildly in her chest, deafening in the vast emptiness.

First instinct: Network sabotage.

Second: This isn't how it works.

The system wasn't built to crash. It had backups on backups, mended itself on the fly. Another vow from the suits. Forty years without a single flicker, or so the stats claimed. Not even a hiccup.

Except this stretched past a hiccup.

Instinct kicked in ahead of thought. Her palm slapped against the rough wall, nails grating stone. A tingling warmth bloomed beneath her surface, igniting in her core and spreading like wildfire. She chalked it up to adrenaline at first—until she glimpsed the truth.

Her fingers shimmered.
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