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    To my three sons,

You are the reason I keep going when the work is hard and the nights are long.You are my strength when I feel weak and my joy when the world feels heavy.

Every word I write carries a part of my love for you.Every story is a prayer that you always know who you are in Christ,how deeply you are loved,and how powerful your purpose is in God's plan.

May you chase God with brave hearts,stand firm when life shakes you,and never doubt the light He placed within you.

This book is for you…and every dream still ahead of you.

With all my love

      

    


CHAPTER 1 — The Glitch

Zy’Eir Renn could always tell when the system was lying.

Most people didn’t notice the tiny distortions—the half-second flicker in the corner of their AR lenses, the pixelated tremor in a smiling public-service avatar. But Zy watched for it. He’d trained himself to see the seams in the perfect digital world the Directorate had wrapped around everyone’s eyes.

Today, the seams were everywhere.

“Good morning, citizens!” announced the school’s Welcome Algorithm as Zy stepped through the scanners. Its voice was cheerful, warm, and perfectly false.

“Remember: Ownership is Obligation. Sharing is Freedom.”

Zy muttered, “Yeah, sure,” and kept walking. He didn’t bother pretending to smile; the emotion-readers were down this week. Budget cuts. Sometimes oppression was sloppy.

As he approached his first class, his AR overlay dimmed for an instant—like someone pulling down a curtain. Then it snapped back. A glitch. A real one.

Zy froze.

“Not possible,” he whispered.

Mandatory AR lenses didn’t glitch. They self-corrected. They rebooted. They adapted. But they didn’t just... break.

He tapped the corner of his lens, calling up the school interface. A wave of blue icons appeared—attendance, behavior score, daily assignments—all harmless at a glance. He dug deeper, bypassing the useless student settings and slipping into the diagnostic menu he wasn’t supposed to know existed.

Lines of code scrolled past. Then his heart lurched.

There it was: a hidden folder blinking red.

> CLASSIFIED MODULE: INTEGRATION—PHASE ONE

Zy’s first thought: Someone made a mistake.

His second: This is above my clearance by about twelve hundred lifetimes.

He reached out digitally—just to peek, not to open it—and his interface hissed static, sharp as a razor. The folder vanished. The system sealed itself like a healed wound.

Then the hallway lights flickered.

“Zy! You okay?” a voice called.

He turned to see Mia Solis jogging toward him. Fast, energetic, impossible-to-ignore Mia. Her dark curls bounced against the neck of her jacket, and her AR lenses shimmered with shifting images only she could see—probably some banned street-art filter she’d hacked into her HUD.

“You look like you saw a ghost,” she said, leaning in close.

“Glitch,” Zy murmured.

“In your lens?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s bad.”

“I know.”

They shared a look—one honed over years of small rebellions and close calls. Mia lowered her voice.

“What kind of glitch?”

Zy hesitated. If he told her, there would be no going back. But Mia was the only person he trusted with anything bigger than his own thoughts.

“Something called Integration,” he whispered.

Mia’s smile faded. “Where did you see that?”

“System file. Hidden.”

Her expression shifted—confusion warping into something darker, something more like recognition.

“Zy... my brother mentioned something about Integration before they ‘reformatted’ him.” Her voice cracked on the word. “I thought he was being paranoid.”

He swallowed. “Mia... what if he wasn’t?”

Before she could answer, a sharp ping echoed in both their lenses.

> WARNING: UNAUTHORIZED ACCESS DETECTED

USER: Zy’Eir RENN

REPORT TO ADMINISTRATOR VOSS IMMEDIATELY

Mia grabbed his arm. “Zy, run.”

“I didn’t open the file!”

“Doesn’t matter. The system thinks you did.

The hallway lights started to blink red. Security drones detached from ceiling rails, lenses narrowing like eyes.

Mir pulled Zy toward the nearest stairwell. “Come on, genius! Move!”

Zy sprinted beside her as alarms began screaming overhead. Students stumbled out of their classrooms in total confusion. The AR lenses in everyone’s eyes flashed emergency warnings.

The Directorate had noticed him.

And something told Zy the glitch wasn’t a mistake.

It was more like a warning.

A message.

Or a door the system never meant him to see.

CHAPTER 2 — Red Lines

The stairwell smelled like rust and old electrical fires.

Zy’s breath scoured like sand in his throat as he and Mia thundered down the metal steps, their footsteps echoing in a spiral of panic. Above them, the security drones whirling like a swarm of mechanical hornets, their red tracking beams slicing through the gaps in the railing.

Mia shoved open the door to the lower corridor. A wash of cold, artificial light spilled over them, painting her face ghost-pale. “Left,” she ordered. “Cafeteria wing. Cameras are blind on that side.”

“How do you know that?” Zy panted.

“Because I broke them last month.”

“Of course you did.”

They sprinted into the corridor—wide, sanitized, too clean to feel real. The AR overlays on their lenses 

kept flashing warnings, neon-red frames pulsing around their view like a heartbeat they couldn’t escape:

> RETURN TO AUTHORITY. NONCOMPLIANCE WILL RESULT IN SANCTIONS.

––––––––
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The message faded in and out, glitching, as if struggling to decide exactly how much trouble they were actually in.

Zy’s pulse hammered. His hands shook, the adrenaline buzzing through him like static. He wasn’t built for sprinting away from drones—he was the quiet kid who broke rules from behind a screen, not out in the open.

But Mia—she moved like she was born for this. Her breath came fast, but her eyes were sharp, steady. She scanned every doorway, every vent, every flicker of shadow, calculating exits faster than the drones chasing them.

“Zy.” Her voice was soft, but urgent. “Talk to me. What did you see in that file?”

“Just the name. Integration. And then—it just disappeared.”

“Disappeared like how?”

“It closed itself. Like the system deleted it.”

Mia’s jaw tightened. She slowed just enough to look at him, and he saw fear flicker in her eyes—real fear, the kind she couldn’t disguise with bravado.

“That’s what happened to Luca,” she whispered.

“My brother. He found something he shouldn’t have found. And then the system forced a memory wipe. Deleted parts of him. I watched him try to remember my name that night, Zy.”

Her voice cracked, breaking the rhythm of their escape. “He was still him—but also... not him. Like someone took a dagger to his thoughts.”

Zy felt his stomach twist. He’d seen reformatting 

videos during mandatory civics modules—always spun as “guided personal restructuring.” Never invasive. Never cruel.

But the look on Mia’s face told the truth in a way the Directorate never would.

“I’m sorry,” Zy said, the words sounding so small in the hollow corridor.

Mia shook her head. “Don’t be sorry. Be ready.”

A sudden metallic screech tore through the hall.

A drone swooped around the corner ahead of them, wings fanning open like blades. Its spotlight hit them full-force, searing white.

> HALT. YOU ARE IN VIOLATION OF—

Mia didn’t halt.

She shoved Zy sideways behind a recycling chute 

and karate-kicked the drone’s sensor. Sparks burst, casting frantic shadows across the walls. The drone pinwheeled, crashing into the lockers with a shriek of bending metal.

“Go!” she shouted.

Zy stumbled forward, still half-blinded. Mia grabbed his wrist and yanked him down a connecting hallway.

The cafeteria loomed ahead, empty during class hours. The chairs were stacked. Tables were folded. AR ads hovering like soft holographic ghosts—cartoon mascots dancing, urging kids to try the new “Nutrient Bar Plus.”

Everything felt too quiet, like the room was holding its breath, unsure if it should help them or betray them.

Mia dragged Zy behind the serving counter and crouched, back pressed to icy metal. He slid down beside her, trying to control his breathing.

For a moment, all Zy heard was the thunder of his own heart. And then Mia’s voice, low and trembling:

“Zy ... this is big. Bigger than either of us.”

He looked over at her. He REALLY looked at her. Her curls messy and wild, sweat painting her forehead, her fingers shaking even as she clenched her fists tight enough to turn her knuckles white.

She wasn’t fearless. She was terrified.

But she was choosing to stay. Choosing to help.

“For all we know,” Mia continued, “you just tripped a system flag meant to trap rebels. Or whistleblowers. Or anyone too curious for their own good.”

Zy swallowed hard. “I didn’t open the file.”

“I know. But the Directorate doesn’t care what you meant to do.”

A faint hum drifted into the cafeteria—the 

unmistakable sound of drones scanning.

Mia’s eyes darted to the ceiling vents. “We need to disappear.”

Zy blinked. “Disappear where?”

She pointed. “Up.”

Before he could argue, she leapt onto the counter, grabbed the vent grate, and ripped it loose with a strength fueled by raw panic and determination.

Zy stared. “You want me to climb into the school air ducts?”

Mia extended her hand. “Do you want to stay down here with the flying taser-blenders?”

He grabbed her hand.

The vent was dark, close, and smelled like old dust and neglected machinery. Mia crawled ahead, her boots clanking softly on metal. Zy followed, trying not to imagine how far the drop was beneath him.

As they moved deeper, the drone hum passed below—searching, scanning, hunting.

Zy’s pulse finally began to slow down.

Then Mia whispered, voice barely audible:

“Zy... you didn’t just find a glitch.”

He waited.

“You found the same file my brother warned me about.”

She turned her head slightly, eyes glowing faintly in the dark from her AR lens interface.

“Whatever Integration is... it’s the reason he lost himself.”

A cold chill spread through Zy’s chest.

Not fear.

Understanding. Realization.

The glitch wasn’t random.

It wasn’t an error.

It was a trap—or a message meant for someone else.

But he was the one who saw it.

And now the Directorate knows.

CHAPTER 3 — The Echo Chamber

The vents led them into darkness—thick, buzzing, electric darkness.

Zy crawled on elbows and knees, feeling each vibration of the school’s machinery through the metal. Every clang of his movement echoed like a shout. Mia’s silhouette crawled ahead, small bursts of light flickering from her lenses as she scanned the path.

“Zy,” she murmured, “don’t stop. We’re almost above the gym.”

“Great,” he whispered back. “If we fall, we can die somewhere with good acoustics.”

“Love the optimism.”

They kept crawling until the vent opened into a wider shaft. Mia slid down first, landing in a crouch on a narrow maintenance beam. Zy followed, less gracefully—half falling, half scrambling—Mia held him steady with both hands.

When he looked up, his breath caught up.

The gym below them was massive, hollow, and dim. Sunlight poured through tall windows, cut by the shadows of drone nets hanging like enormous spiderwebs. The drones perched silently along the rafters; camera-eyes blinking like patient predators.

It felt like a cathedral built for surveillance.

Mia whispered, “We’re invisible here. The Directorate shuts off gym sensors during class shifts to conserve power.”

“Why conserve power when you own the world?” Zy whispered back.

“Because even dictators have budgets.”

She was trying to sound casual, but Zy heard the quiver in her voice. He sat on the beam and pressed his back to the cold metal wall.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

All Zy could hear was the faint hum of the drones and his own heartbeat thudding in his ears. Every breath felt heavy, as if the air itself had turned rigid and stale.

Finally, Mia spoke.

“What did the glitch feel like?”

Zy rubbed his face with shaking hands. “Like... like someone pulled my mind backwards. Like the system hesitated. Like it wasn’t sure whether it should show me something or hide it.”

“And you only saw the name? Integration?”

“Yeah.” He swallowed. “It felt important. But not meant for me.”

Mia closed her eyes. “Luca said the same thing. That the system made a mistake. That it showed him something it was still in the process of building.”

Zy turned to her. Her expression was unrestrained—half fear, half memory.

“Mia... what exactly happened to him?” He asked gently.

She hesitated before answering.

“He came home late one night. Shaking. He kept saying he saw something in a secure module while running diagnostics for his tech internship. Something about ‘phases’ and ‘identity migration.’” She looked down at her hands. “And then he started forgetting things.”

Zy’s chest tightened. “What things?”

“At first it was small stuff. His locker code. His favorite food.” A tear rolled down her cheek, catching the faint red glow of a drone’s interface. “Then... then he forgot my name. And when I cried, he asked me why did it even matter.”

Zy felt a sickness rise in him. He’d never liked the Directorate—but this? This was something else. Something colder than control. Something surgical. Something evil. 

“Mia,” he whispered, “Luca didn’t just lose memories. He lost... himself.”

“I know.” Her voice cracked. “And the Directorate said it was voluntary restructuring. Said he asked for it. But he didn’t, Zy. He never would’ve.”

She pressed her palms to her eyes, breathing hard. Zy reached out, hesitating before resting a hand on her shoulder.

For the first time since the chase began, Mia let herself lean into him. Just a little. Enough to show 

she wasn’t unbreakable. Enough for Zy to feel her shaking.

“Zy,” she whispered, “if the system flagged you because you saw the same file... they might try to reformat you too.”

The words hit him harder than the alarms had. Harder than a cement block. 

“I won’t let them,” Zy said, voice stronger than he felt.

Mia turned her head, meeting his eyes. “Promise me something.”

“Anything.”

“If one of us gets caught... the other runs.”

Zy stiffened and crossed his arms in defiance. “No. We stick together.”

“Zy.” Her voice was suddenly solid as iron. “Promise me.”

He shook his head. “I’m not leaving you behind, Mia.”

“You might have to.”

“No.”

She exhaled, frustrated, but didn’t push further. Instead, she wiped her face and forced herself back into focus.

“Okay,” she whispered. “We need a plan.”

Zy stared down at the gym—at the silent drones, the automated bleachers, the banners on the walls reading things like:

UNITY IS EFFICIENCY.

EFFICIENCY IS PEACE.

He felt the weight of every word. He felt the world closing in on them.

“Mia,” Zy said slowly, “what if the glitch wasn’t a mistake?”

She looked at him sharply. “What do you mean?”

“What if someone sent it? What if the system didn’t break—what if someone cracked it open from the inside?”

Mia’s breath accelerating. “You’re saying... a mole? A rebel inside the Directorate?”

“I don’t know.” Zy stared at the spot where the glitch had appeared in his mind. “But something wanted to be found. And we need to know what.”

Mia leaned back against the beam, staring into the shadows below.

“Well,” she said finally, “then we will find it.”

Zy nodded—though fear twisted his stomach. Finding it meant going deeper into the system, deeper into the Directorate’s reach, deeper into the place where Mia’s brother had lost himself.

But he couldn’t turn back now.

Because for the first time in his life, Zy Renn wasn’t 

just breaking rules for fun.

He was fighting for the truth.

And maybe—for the future.

Mia nudged him gently. “Hey. You alright?”

“No,” he said. “But let’s do it anyway.”

She gave him a small, fierce smile.

“Good. Because the next step is going to be way worse.”

Zy blinked. “Worse like how?”

Mia pointed to a metal hatch leading deeper into the vents.

“That way,” she whispered. “It leads straight above the Administrative Wing.”

Zy’s heart dropped.

The Administrative Wing.

Where disciplinary hearings were held.

Where reformatting evaluations took place.

Where Administrator Voss ruled.

Mia met his eyes.

“You ready?”

Zy took a deep breath.

“No.”

Then, composing himself:

“But I will be.”

And together, they crawled toward the place no student ever returned from the same way they went in.

CHAPTER 4 — The Administrative Wing

The crawlspace tightened as Zy and Mia moved forward; the metal walls closing in like a throat swallowing them whole. The hum of ventilation fans grew louder, vibrating through their bones with a deep, unsettling drum.
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