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Apostate: The First Heresy

(Book One of the Apostate Series)

For all of those who have been deeply wounded by society. Your scars are not flaws; they are part of your story, a sign that you survived.

"I will not let you go unless you bless me."

-Genesis 32:26
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Chapter One
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The neural jack bit cold behind my ear, a familiar pinch preceding the rush of data. I took one breath. Two. Then, the world outside the Department of United Strategic Command ops room vanished, replaced by the blinding, holographic grid of global threats.

TAC-7, my Threat Assessment Companion, sliced into my mind, its voice a razor’s edge of logic.

“Major Kael. Immediate assessment required. Threat level: critical. Incoming.”

An unprecedented swarm of three thousand small, agile, unidentified drones suddenly appeared. Their trajectory was alarming—toward a central power grid nexus for the Eastern Seaboard.

Every protocol, every hour of training, slammed into place.

The swarm’s movements were erratic, designed to overwhelm. I disregarded the chaotic visual noise, focusing on their collective vector. Weak point identified. Countermeasure sequence Delta-9.

“Recommended intercept vector: 3-Alpha-7.” TAC-7’s calculations were seamless. “Threat mass expanding. Probability of hostile intent: 98.7%.

“Kinetic payload required: three units.” My response was instantaneous, a thought-command sent through the direct neural interface, bypassing all vocalizations. Execute.

The drone’s trajectory shifted on the grid, already moving toward the intercept point.

TAC-7 provided live updates, its voice a constant, calming murmur in my neural pathways.

“Impact probability: 0.001% after intercept. Collateral damage estimate: negligible. Target acquisition confirmed.”

For a microsecond, as the command fired, a ghost of a scent whispered at the edge of my awareness: not the sterile ozone of the ops room, but something else, a phantom echo of...what? I shoved it down. My thoughts were the battlefield now, no room for static. Focus. My gaze locked on the rapidly dwindling distance to impact.

“Major Kael, the threat is neutralized.”

“Confirmation acknowledged, TAC-7.” I reached behind my ear, preparing to disengage the neural jack.

In a flash, the thrum of the DUSC ops room assaulted my ears, and quiet chatter and the dull buzz of the fluorescent lights replaced the perfect immersive silence of the DNI. I flexed my fingers, feeling an unfamiliar, dull ache in my forearms, a phantom tremor from the lightning-fast inputs. My jaw remained tight long after the threat dissolved.

Taking a breath, I slowly rose to my feet and walked to the conference room for the routine after-action review. General Thorne eyed the monitor at the head of the conference table. A tech officer and a mandatory engineer sat nearby, adhering to the Department of Unified Strategic Command’s SOP.

Thorne steepled his fingers, his gaze sweeping over the mission data. “Excellent work, Major. And your TAC-7 performed within expected parameters, despite the anomaly.”

“Anomaly, Sir?” I flexed my hands to hold off the tremors.

“TAC-7, what can you tell us about the anomaly you reported?” Thorne asked through the mic on his screen.

My TAC unit responded over the speakers. “Synaptic fluctuation detected in Major Kael’s DNI stream during critical phase. Duration: 0.003 seconds. Magnitude: negligible. Origin: unattributed.”

“Synaptic fluctuation, TAC-7? Explain.” The general waited while the technical officer and the engineer typed notes on their tablets.

“Insufficient data to determine origin. Possible environmental interference. Recommend DNI recalibration for Major Kael during the next maintenance cycle.”

“Understood, TAC-7. Standard procedure. Minor blip.” Thorne clapped his hands. “Elias, no issues on your end?”

“Negative, General.” My eyes darted between him and the others at the table. “Full operational capacity maintained.” Just static. Nothing more.

Thorne dismissed us. “Another clean sweep, Major.”

I nodded, already turning toward the door.

The synaptic fluctuation TAC-7 had reported, logged as “unattributed,” flickered in the periphery of my thoughts. A minor blip. Just system noise. Yet, as I reached for my caffeine synth at my station, my hand trembled, a precise, unbidden tremor. I clenched my fist, forcing it still. My own anomaly. Unattributed.

The subtle mood of the ops room felt heavy, pressing down on me.
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Chapter Two
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The digital clock flipped to 05:00. My body responded before my intellect, a practiced sequence of movements. Coffee brewed, black. Toast crisped precisely in two minutes. My basic training had drilled exact procedures into me, a calm anchor for my chaotic mind. My drill instructors would be proud; I even make my breakfast by the numbers. Every. Time. My morning routine and the apartment’s silence were like a salve.

Yet, the ghost of yesterday’s drone swarm still pricked at the edges of my thoughts, a phantom beneath the skin. Synaptic anomaly. Dismissed. I shoved it down, just like the whisper of a scent that had no place in the sterile reality of the ops room. My internal protocols demanded clarity, not lingering echoes.

A sharp, insistent knock shattered the morning’s quiet. My muscles tensed, an instinct honed by years of threat assessment. No one came to my door unannounced. I checked the monitor. Two uniforms. Local. Not DUSC. My gut tightened. I slow-walked to the door, my hand brushing the knob, wishing I could cast a spell and make them disappear.

Another series of knocks—harder this time. I pulled the door open. Officer Ramirez held a notepad, his gaze direct, and his partner standing at his side. “Major Kael?”

“Yes.” My gaze shifted between the two officers while watching for neighbors’ prying eyes.

“We regret to inform you of an incident involving...” Ramirez glanced at his notes and cleared his throat. “Mr. Ming.” He paused. “Mr. Ming Wu.”

“Michael,” I corrected him, trying to make it easier. “He goes by Michael. What’s wrong?”

Ramirez nodded. “Copy that. Michael listed you as his emergency contact.”

My breath hitched. I opened my mouth, but it was dry, useless—like trying to speak through sand. Emergency contact. Michael’s simple trust...now a cruel shadow.

“He was involved in a traffic accident.” Ramirez’s voice was devoid of inflection. “We understand you were a...friend of his.” The word sliced through me, a dull, familiar blade. Friend. I forced a stiff nod. My face remained a mask, my hands clenched at my sides, refusing to tremble. Wait...why did he say that in the past tense?

“What’s his condition?” My flat tone belied the tumult erupting inside me.

Officer Ramirez met my gaze with blank eyes.

His partner spoke for the first time. “I’m sorry, Mr. Kael. He died at the scene of the accident.”

My steady voice demanded details: crash site, time of death, official next steps. Each question was a hammer blow against the brittle shell of my composure. I filed away their answers, processing tasks I had to undertake later. The grief roared behind my eyes, but I would not let it show. They left, their polite farewells sounding hollow in the sudden quiet of my apartment.

The door clicked shut, a final, parting sound. Michael. Gone. The man who’d cracked open my carefully sealed world so late in life. The one person who saw beyond the protocols. Gone. I couldn’t even scream his name.

His family was in China. How would I contact them? Of all the things he taught me, I never learned Mandarin. I stared at the blank wall, wondering how I would handle the mountain of tasks. I couldn’t take leave from work. My heart fell, past bone and breath, and still it kept sinking. I couldn’t use bereavement leave because Michael was only...a friend.

My apartment became like a tomb, empty save for the oppressive silence of a future that had just shattered. The organization and sparse decor mocked the chaos erupting within me. The pain crawled over me, sharp and relentless, sinking its claws into my chest and preventing me from drawing breath.

My neural jack waited in its charging cradle on my nightstand. An extension of my job. A tool for data. Cold logic. But today, it felt like the only thing that wouldn’t judge the tremor in my hands. The only thing that wouldn’t see the raw, unadmitted truth screaming in my mind.
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