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PART I

WARDEN HALL


CHAPTER 1




The Intake Line





The heat stuck to my skin like glue. I crouched over the busted pump with my hands buried in mud and rust. Sweat rolled down my neck, hit my collarbone, and kept going. The metal was so hot it felt alive.

I tightened my grip on the wrench. The bolt refused to move.

“Come on…” I muttered.

I leaned in, putting everything I had into it. My shoulders shook. The pump groaned, then snapped forward with a loud metallic crack. Water burst up and splashed straight into my face. Cold. Shocking. Almost enough to wake me up.

I stumbled back, boots sinking into wet grass. Another morning, another mess. The kind of life where nothing changed unless it broke first.

I wiped my face with the back of my hand. The sun was ruthless, pinning me to the ground with its weight. The air tasted like dust and warm iron. I hated how familiar it all felt.

My family used to joke that I was born with a wrench in my fist. Some legacy.

I twisted the valve to test the flow. It rattled but held steady, vibrating under my palm. Good enough.

I straightened, stretching my back until it cracked. Relief shot up my spine. I breathed in slow, filling my lungs with air that was somehow both hot and damp.

That was when it hit me.

A faint, needling spark pricked beneath my ribcage. The pump vibrated unevenly under my palm. Not a rattle—a stutter. The pressure gauge clicked twice, then froze between numbers. Light at first, barely there. Like static crawling over bone.

I froze.

The feeling spread, creeping up toward my throat. My pulse jumped. Fast. Too fast.

I pressed a hand to my chest, half expecting it to burn through my shirt. The world tilted for a second, then snapped back into place.

I exhaled hard and shook it off. Just tired, I told myself. Just another day. But deep down, something felt wrong.

Like a warning without words.

I slung the wrench over my shoulder and started back toward the village. The dirt paths were cracked from too many summers and too little rain. Every step kicked up a puff of pale dust that clung to my boots.

Someone shouted my name in the distance. Kids playing. Their laughter carried on the wind—thin, fragile. I lifted my hand in a half wave and kept walking.

The sky over the ridge was bright and clear. Too clear. No clouds. No breeze. Just a flat, endless blue. The kind of sky that made you feel like the world was holding its breath.

My stomach tightened again.

I reached the main well and checked the pressure gauge. The needle twitched, struggling to find a number it liked. I tapped the glass. It steadied. A good sign. A normal sign.

I needed normal.

My shoulders still felt heavy, like something had settled on them while I wasn’t paying attention. A weight I couldn’t shake off.

I heard movement behind me and turned. Old Man Varrin hobbled up the path with his cane tapping the ground in stubborn rhythm. His face was red from the heat, sweat beading along his brow.

“You fix it?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “For now.”

His eyes narrowed like he didn’t believe me, but he nodded anyway and shuffled past. I watched him go. The cane dragged a line through the dust.

Everything felt too slow. Too quiet.

Then the prickling hit again. Sharper this time. A jolt ran up my spine and stole what little breath I had left. I grabbed the edge of the well to keep myself steady as the world blurred at the edges.

The sky shifted.

Not changed—shifted. Like something behind it had moved.

I blinked hard.

Something interrupted the sky. Not appeared—interrupted. The blue warped around a point that refused distance. Sound thinned. My ears rang without noise. A point of darkness against the bright blue.

I squinted. The air around it shimmered like heat rising off metal. A thin ring pulsed around the object. Not glowing—vibrating. Distorting the sky like a ripple through water.

My throat tightened.

“What the hell…” I whispered.

I took a step back.

The pressure in my chest flared. Heat crawled through my veins, spreading fast. My vision dimmed at the edges. The ground wobbled under my feet.

The shape in the sky pulsed again.

The world punched me in the head. Pain detonated behind my eyes—sharp, blinding, immediate. My knees buckled. I hit the ground hard. Dust exploded around me.

My fingers dug into the dirt, trying to anchor myself, but the pain kept climbing, drilling into my skull. I tried to breathe. Failed. Tried again. Nothing.

The ringing in my ears got louder. Higher. Until it wasn’t sound anymore—just a crushing force.

A heavy pounding slammed deep in the center of my torso. Once. Twice. Too fast.

It didn’t feel like strength building.

It felt like something reaching its tolerance.

I rolled onto my side, gasping. It felt like my whole body was being peeled apart from the inside. Heat surged up my spine, spreading into my neck. My vision pulsed white.

Someone shouted my name again—or maybe I imagined it. Voices blurred together like echoes underwater.

I pushed myself onto all fours. My arms shook violently. The dirt under me vibrated.

The sky pulsed again.

And something opened.

Not in the air. Not in the ground.

In me.

A violent pull grabbed my stomach and yanked. I choked out a breath as my whole body lurched forward—not toward the village, not toward the well, but straight up.

I couldn’t scream. There wasn’t enough air left for that.

The world snapped sideways. A flash engulfed the sky. Pressure peaked—then vanished. My body didn’t fall. The world let go.

Everything went white.

For a fraction of a second, there was no sensation at all.

No up. No down. No weight, no pain. Just absence — like the moment between breaths when the body forgets what it’s supposed to do next.

Then pressure returned all at once. Not as impact, not as motion, but as compression. As if something vast had wrapped itself around me and gently started to squeeze.

My muscles locked without instruction. My lungs stalled halfway through an inhale, waiting for resistance that never came.

I didn’t feel like I was falling.


I felt like I was being held — improperly.


And then sensation rushed back in faster than my body could process it.

White consumed everything. Not light. Not glow. Just…white. Like someone erased the world and forgot to draw it back in.

I hit a surface that shouldn’t have existed.

Not soft. Not hard. Somewhere in between—like landing on stretched canvas that absorbed part of the impact and shoved the rest straight through the center of my torso. Breath ripped free in a single harsh burst.

I rolled, coughing, grabbing at nothing. My fingers scraped smooth flooring—clean, cold, flawless. Too perfect to be real. Too empty to belong anywhere.

A brutal, frantic rhythm pounded behind my sternum like it was trying to escape. I pushed myself up onto my elbows.

The whiteness stretched in every direction. Floor. Horizon. Sky. All the same, seamless. Infinite but claustrophobic at the same time.

My breath echoed. A deep, uneven thud reverberated through the center of my torso. Even my thoughts felt too loud. My throat worked around nothing, raw.

“What…where—” My voice cracked. Sound disappeared into the blank air before it could bounce back.

Panic flared again, fast and sharp. I forced myself to breathe. Slow. Deep.

My body hurt too much for anything else. My knees burned from the fall. My palms throbbed where skin had scraped off. My skull pulsed with the aftershock of whatever had ripped me out of my world.

Alive. Barely.

Something clicked above me. A faint mechanical snap, like a camera shutter.

I flinched and scrambled back, heels sliding across the floor.

A single black square flickered to life in midair. Just hovering. Thin as paper. Sharp-edged. Out of place in a space that didn’t seem to allow places at all.

The square blinked. A line of text appeared. Small. Precise. Cold.

[Assessment: Subject Awake]

My stomach tightened. Subject. Not person. Not name. Subject. The square pulsed once, as if acknowledging my reaction.

[Cardinal Override In Progress]

My breathing hitched.

Override. Of what? Me?

My pulse climbed back into my throat, pounding too loud.

“No—” I started, but the word died in my mouth.

A new sensation crawled over my skin. A hum. Faint, but deep enough to make my bones vibrate.

I clenched my jaw, forcing myself to stay upright as the hum grew stronger. The floor beneath me rippled. Not visually—physically. A rolling wave of compression moved outward, making the surrounding space contract and expand like a giant breath. The cold surface pressed back against my palms. It felt like it was breathing, too.

Space folded once. Not visually—structurally. The floor bowed. The air thickened. And something occupied the distortion.

No sound. No flash. Just an instant shift—like reality blinked and an outline appeared.

Humanoid. Tall. Broad-shouldered. Made fully of matte-black plates that shifted like muscle under armor. Its head tilted toward me with slow, deliberate precision.

The thing didn’t have a face. Just a smooth, featureless helmet split by a single vertical line of dim silver light.

Every instinct in me screamed to run. I couldn’t move. My legs were locked, tremors shooting through the muscles.

The figure stopped a few feet away and stood perfectly still. The black square beside it pulsed again.

[Designation: Rewinder Unit — Tier Unknown]

A sharp jolt kicked through my chest.

Unit. Unknown tier.

The Rewinder’s chest plates unfolded slightly, releasing a soft hiss of air. Not a breath—a pressure release, like a machine resetting itself.

I scrambled backward, palms slipping.

“Stay back,” I snapped, voice shaking more than I wanted.

The Rewinder’s head followed the sound, tracking me smoothly. It didn’t reach for me. It didn’t speak. It didn’t show any sign it even recognized me as alive.

It just observed. Too still. Too controlled.

The black square flickered again.

[Purpose: Transport]

A short, uneven inhale snagged halfway.

Transport?

“Transport me where?” I demanded.

No answer.

The Rewinder stepped forward. One step. Heavy. Measured. The weight of it hit the ground like a muted thud.

I pushed myself to my feet so fast the world swayed. My legs almost gave out, but I forced them to hold.

“Don’t touch me,” I warned.

It didn’t stop. Its steps were slow but inevitable—like gravity deciding it had business with me and walking over to collect.

Heat flushed up my neck. My fists tightened at my sides. Not because I thought I could fight it—I wasn’t stupid—but because every muscle in me needed something to do with the panic.

“What do you want from me?”

The square answered instead.

[Subject Selected: Cardinal Candidate]

Selected. Candidate.

My stomach twisted.

“For what?” I demanded.

The text blinked away. A new line appeared.

[Initiating Transfer]

“No—wait! Hold on!”

But the Rewinder was already reaching out. Its hand opened—five segmented fingers, smooth and silent. Too precise. Too perfect.

I tried to step back. My heel hit nothing. My balance wavered.

The Rewinder’s hand closed around my upper arm.

Cold shot through me. Not skin-cold—deeper. Like its grip seeped past flesh and straight into bone.

My legs folded beneath me as a crushing wave surged through my entire body. The floor tilted. The white around us began to dim, like someone was lowering the brightness of the world.

I yanked against its grip. Useless.

The cold spread further, up my arm. Air punched inward where my lungs should’ve drawn breath. I felt like I was freezing from the inside out.

“Stop—” I managed, breath ripping out of me.

The Rewinder didn’t react.

Another wave of pressure slammed into my skull. My vision flared. White. Black. White again.

The floor fell away. Not a drop. Not a fall. A removal. Like space itself got bored of holding me up.

I gasped as my stomach flipped.

The Rewinder pulled me into its chest—or maybe the world pulled us both somewhere else—and the last thing I felt was the cold metal tightening around my arm.

Everything went dark.

Darkness didn’t feel like darkness. It felt thick. Heavy. Pressed against my skin like wet cloth wrapped too tight.

I tried to move. My limbs answered late, sluggish, like they were floating in syrup.

A low hum vibrated in my teeth. Not sound. Not exactly. More like a tight pressure settling behind my eyes.

I sucked in a breath. Cold air flooded in—sharp, metallic, almost sweet. Wrong.

My fingers twitched. There was a surface under me. Smooth. Cold. Slightly curved.

I pushed myself up, my arms shaking under my weight.

Shapes began to appear in the darkness. Not lights—outlines. Soft glows tracing the edge of a circular chamber. A ring of faint white lines pulsed around me, growing brighter with each heavy beat thudding through my chest.

I blinked hard.

The Rewinder stood a few feet away. Exactly where I didn’t want it to be. Still. Silent. Waiting.

A panel of black light hovered beside it, projecting a single line:

[Transfer Stable]

My breathing hitched. Stable for who?

I looked down at myself. My shirt was torn from the fall. My palms were scraped raw. My knees were bruised and throbbing. Every part of me hurt.

Good. Pain meant I was still me.

The chamber shifted. Not physically—more like my senses realigned all at once. A click inside my head. A sharp inhale I didn’t choose.

Then a voice. Cold. Flat. Genderless. It didn’t echo. It didn’t need to.

[SYSTEM BOOT: COMPLETE]

[NOTICE: System Output Is Context-Limited]

[Rule Declaration: System Messages Reflect Available Data, Not Absolute Truth]

I jerked upright, a crushing blow of a heartbeat slamming through my chest so hard it hurt.

“No. No—don’t do this. Don’t—”

[WELCOME, SUBJECT: KAI REEVEN]

Hearing my name made it worse. Like it reached inside me and pinned something down.

“Let me go,” I said, voice shaking. “Send me back.”

No answer.

The glowing ring on the floor tightened, light narrowing around my feet. I stepped back on instinct. The ring moved with me.

Great.

A harder pulse hit my ribcage, like someone thumped me with a fist from the inside. I hissed and grabbed my side.

“What do you want?”

The black panel shifted, characters rearranging.

[BEGINNING BASELINE EXTRACTION]

A cold rush hit the base of my skull. I staggered, clutching my hair as a tight pressure gathered behind my eyes. It felt like my brain was being squeezed through a funnel.

“What—what are you doing?!”

The Rewinder stepped forward. One step.

I stumbled back until my shoulder hit the chamber wall. Its visor line brightened by a fraction. It was looking at me. Or scanning me. Or waiting for me to break.

The squeeze snapped like a rubber band. I gasped and dropped to my knees. My vision blurred—not from darkness, but from information.

Not abstract patterns—memories. Fragments. My father’s laugh. Tess running past the orchard. The pump spraying water.

Then—gone. Ripped away before I could hold onto them.

I snarled and slammed a fist into the floor.

“Stop it!”

The panel pulsed.

[BASELINE EXTRACTION: SUCCESS]

A broken gasp faltered on its way in.

“What did you take?”

No response. Of course.

A different ring lit up on the ceiling—brighter, spinning slowly. Light trickled down like falling dust, settling over the Rewinder first, then drifting toward me. My skin tingled.

[INITIALIZING CARDINAL TRIAL PATHWAY]

My throat closed.

Trial.

That word didn’t feel neutral. It felt like a sentence.

I got to my feet, legs trembling but holding.

“You picked the wrong person,” I said. Not defiant—honest. “I’m not a soldier. I’m not anything.”

The system disagreed.

[SELECTION IRREVERSIBLE]

[Clarification: Trial Progress Alters Subject State Permanently]

I clenched my jaw hard enough to make my teeth ache.

“Why me?”

The chamber dimmed, just slightly. Then— A new line. This one flickered. Hesitated. Almost…strained.

[INSUFFICIENT AUTHORIZATION TO DISCLOSE]

That told me one thing: even this place had limits. Something above the system. Something that made choices without telling it why.

My throat worked around nothing.

The Rewinder took another step. I held up a shaking hand.

“Don’t.”

It stopped.

For a moment, we just stared at each other—man and machine in a room that didn’t belong to either of us. A tremor ran through every part of me. Fear pressed into my spine, but something else pushed up against it.

Anger. Small. Sharp. Alive.

“If this is some kind of test,” I said quietly, “I don’t plan on failing.”

As if the system had been waiting for that, the floor symbols surged to life. The outer ring split into four rotating segments. The ceiling light tightened into a thin beam, aiming straight down at the center of the chamber.

A single black panel appeared directly in front of me. Larger than the others. Heavier. Final.

[TRIAL ZERO: ACTIVATION]

I didn’t register the words right away.

Not because they were unclear — but because my body was already bracing for something it couldn’t name.

The pressure in the room shifted first, subtle but wrong, like the space itself had taken a breath and decided not to give it back yet.

My heartbeat stumbled, then forced itself into rhythm again.

Only then did the meaning of the message begin to land.

The air thickened. My ears popped, like the room was inhaling everything inside it.

The text shifted.

[CLASSIFICATION LOCKED]

A second line formed beneath it.

[BEGIN: SURVIVAL EVALUATION]

A third.

[FAILURE CONDITION: DEATH]

Nothing about this made sense. I was just trying not to drown in whatever the System threw at me next.

My pulse hammered once, violently.

Then everything snapped outward.

The floor dropped. The chamber stretched. Light fractured and pulled away, revealing shapes—walls, shadows, ground, weight. A new environment rushed in like a flood.

And I fell straight into it.


CHAPTER 2




Integration. 

I woke to cold.


Not air. Not floor. Cold everywhere—seeping through me, chilling my insides, along my spine, crawling over my skin like I’d been dropped into a block of ice and told to breathe. I sucked in a sharp breath.

The world around me was white. Not bright. Not glowing. Just white—blank, empty, endless. A void scrubbed clean. My pulse hammered so hard it shook under my sternum.

I forced my palms against the ground and pushed myself upright. The surface was smooth as glass, cool against my skin, solid enough to feel real even though nothing else did. The next exhale drifted out in a pale cloud. I blinked. No shadow. No horizon. No ceiling. Just the same white stretching in every direction until it felt like it was pressing on me from the inside.

Panic clawed up my throat. I tried to stand. My legs barely listened. They trembled under my weight, joints stiff like I’d been lying still for days.

“What…where am I…”

My voice sounded small. Thin. Wrong.

A sound clicked above me. I flinched hard, dropping into a crouch before I even thought about it.

A black square materialized in the atmosphere—a window suspended by nothing. One line appeared.

[Assessment: Subject Conscious]

That single word—Subject—sent a shiver through me. I took a shaky step back. The window pulsed.

[Remain Still]

A command. Flat. Absolute.

I didn’t remain still. I scanned the void for anything—a door, a shadow, a shape—

Something shifted behind me.

A presence. Tall. Heavy. Near.

I spun.

A figure stood there. Humanoid. But not human. Its body was made of overlapping black plates, each one matte and seamless, like armor built for something that didn’t need protection. Its shoulders were broad, its frame too precise, too symmetrical. A single vertical slit of silver light ran down the center of its faceless helmet.

The Rewinder.

My chest tightened.

It didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. Didn’t acknowledge me. It just existed—a silent machine standing in a world without sound.

“What are you?” My voice cracked.

The black window answered instead.

[Rewinder Unit — Interface Designation: Prime-7]

The Rewinder took one slow step forward. The weight of it settled through the ground, a muted thud that vibrated up my calves.

I backed away. There was nowhere to go—but backing away felt better than standing still.

Its head tilted. Just slightly. Tracking me like an automated turret deciding whether to fire.

My throat tightened. “Stay back,” I forced out.

It didn’t. The black window brightened.

[Do Not Move]

This time the words hit like pressure against my skull. Not pain—compulsion. My muscles seized, locking before I could fight it. My breath came out sharp.

“What are you doing to me?”

The Rewinder stopped in front of me, towering over me by almost a head. Cold radiated off its armor. Not icy—dead cold. Mechanical. A faint hiss escaped the vents at its chest, releasing a slow exhale of sterilized air.

Then it spoke.

Its voice wasn’t human. Not robotic. Something in between—low, flat, rigid.

“Subject Kai Thorne,” it said. “Initial parameters confirmed.”

Hearing my name made the floor feel unsteady.

“You were extracted from a threshold world. Biological integrity: preserved. Cognitive stability: pending.”

My throat tightened around a dry knot. “What do you want from me?” I managed.

The window replaced the previous lines.

[Integration Phase: Initiation]

Integration. The word carried weight heavier than the Rewinder.

My pulse spiked again. Fast. Uneven.

“I didn’t agree to this.” My voice cracked. Sweat gathered at the back of my neck.

The Rewinder didn’t respond. It raised its hand instead. Fingers unfolded segment by segment—smooth, silent—and reached toward my head.

I jerked back instinctively. Every part of me twitched a fraction of an inch before the invisible command slammed into my nerves again. My limbs froze. Panic kicked me in the gut.

“No—don’t touch me!”

The Rewinder’s palm hovered inches from my face. Cold radiated from it. Another line appeared.

[Neural Baseline Required]

“Baseline for what?” My voice came out ragged.

No answer.

Pressure hit my skull—instant, sharp, knifing behind my eyes. I growled through clenched teeth, hands trembling even though they couldn’t move. My vision flickered. Not images—just bursts of white and black like a stuttering heartbeat.

The pain vanished all at once. My limbs unlocked. My footing collapsed for a moment. I caught myself before hitting the floor, chest heaving.

The Rewinder lowered its hand.

[Baseline Extraction: Complete]

I wiped cold sweat from my forehead, breath shaking. “What did you take?”

No response. Figures.

I forced myself onto my feet again. The Rewinder’s visor line brightened by a fraction. Watching. Studying.

Then the entire space trembled. Not visually—physically. A vibration rolled through the ground, climbed up my legs, set my teeth on edge. The white around us dimmed.

A ring of light formed on the floor—a perfect circle enclosing my feet. The black window shifted again.

[Transfer Sequence Pending]

My stomach dropped.

“No. Not again.”

The Rewinder stepped closer. One step. Another.

I backed away automatically—but the circle moved with me, trapping me inside its boundary. Pressure built in my ears. A tight compression pinched through my torso. The surrounding space thickened like someone had turned it into paste.

The window flashed a final line.

[Prepare]

“For what?”

The Rewinder answered without turning its head. “Your first greeting from the System.”

Light exploded upward. And the world erased itself again.

The world slammed back with a punch of cold air. I stumbled forward, boots scraping a new surface—rougher than before, textured like stone worn smooth by centuries of hands. Another thin plume escaped into the cold.

The white void was gone.

In its place: darkness.

Darkness with edges.

A chamber materialized around me one breath at a time—not through magic, not through glowing patterns, but through weight. Walls settling. Floor thickening. Air gaining density like someone was pouring atmosphere in by the bucket.

I sucked in a sharp breath.

This place felt real. Too real.

A deep thrum pulsed under my feet—slow, rhythmic, like a giant heartbeat buried far below the ground.

The Rewinder appeared behind me without sound, its steps sinking into the new floor.

I spun toward it. “What did you do to me?”

It didn’t answer.

The black window reformed in the atmosphere, crisp as a blade.

[Integration Phase: Progressing]

My chest tightened. “Progressing how?” I demanded.

The window flickered.

[Calibrating Physical Host]

Host.

My stomach dropped. “That’s not what I am.”

The chamber vibrated again—harder this time, rattling my bones. A line of faint lights burned into the far wall, forming a door-shaped outline. No door. Just the outline of one. Like the room itself was waiting for something. Or someone.

I stepped back from it, chest heaving.

A second window blinked into existence.

[Acknowledgment: Fear Response Detected]

“No shit I’m scared,” I snapped. “You kidnapped me. You—”

[Fear Response Acceptable]

The words hit harder than they should have. Acceptable. Like fear was just another number on a checklist.

My pulse climbed into my throat. “What do you want from me?” My voice cracked mid-sentence. “Why me? Why pull me out of my home?”

The Rewinder shifted slightly, plates sliding over each other with a soft mechanical whisper.

“Subject Kai Thorne,” it said. “Your world reached termination thresholds.”

My stomach twisted. “No,” I breathed. “No, that’s not—that can’t—”

“Intervention was deemed viable,” it said.

“Intervention?” I stepped toward it, fists trembling. “Where’s my family? Where’s my—”

The Rewinder cut me off. “Your assignment is all that remains.”

Heat flared behind my eyes. “You’re lying.”

Rewinders weren’t supposed to lie. I didn’t care.

The black window pulsed again—brighter, more urgent.

[Prepare For Test]

I shook my head hard enough to blur my vision. “No. I’m not ready. I don’t even know what you want me to—”

The atmosphere shifted. Heavy. Sudden. Crushing. It forced my knees to bend, dropping me to one hand. My palm slapped the stone, pain slicing up my wrist. The chamber vibrated fast, like something massive was dragging itself awake beneath the floor.

“What—what is this?” I gasped.

The Rewinder didn’t move. “This is your orientation,” it said.

Orientation. Like a class. Like this was normal.

A tightening force edged upward. My ears popped so hard I tasted metal.

“Stop—” I hissed. “Please. Stop—”

The floor beneath my hand heated, warming through the fabric of my glove, through skin, straight into bone. My muscles shook uncontrollably.

Then—

A flash. Not of light. Of force.

A shockwave punched outward from the center of the room, exploding across the chamber like a concussion blast. I flew backward, hit the floor on my back, breath slamming out of me. My vision swam.

Pressure cinched around the upper part of my torso and I screamed. I rolled onto my side, coughing so hard it felt like breath was trying to tear its way out of me.

“What the hell…what the hell was that?”

The black window answered without emotion.

[Integration Systems Synchronized]

I forced myself to my knees. Red spots floated across my vision.

“Stop calling it integration,” I growled. “You’re hurting me.”

The Rewinder stepped closer. Not fast. Not slow. Just inevitable.

“This process is essential,” it said. “Your physiology needs alignment.”

“I don’t want alignment,” I spat, staggering to my feet. “I want answers.”

“Answers come after survival.”

That shut me up. Not because it convinced me. Because it scared the breath out of me.

I felt the shift before I saw it.

A new weight gathered above us—thick, pulsing, almost electric. My hair stood on end. The outline of the door brightened. Lines tightened, sharpening into shape.

Then it pushed inward.

Not opening. Forming.

Stone slid into existence grain by grain until the doorway was complete—tall, wide, carved with deep vertical grooves like claw marks. Cold air seeped from the darkness beyond.

My stomach twisted.

I could smell damp earth. Rotting wood. Something metallic underneath it all.

The system window snapped into clarity, bigger than before.

[BEGIN TRANSFER TO TRIAL ENVIRONMENT]

Transfer. Trial. The words clanged around in my skull.

“No—wait, wait, I’m not ready—”

The Rewinder’s arm extended, palm up. It didn’t touch me yet. Just held the pose. Like an offer. Or a guarantee.

“You will proceed,” it said. Statement, not command.

I reeled back. “I’m not going in there.”

“You will.”

“I said I’m not—”

The chamber pulsed again.

My stance folded for an instant. I caught myself on the wall, fingers clawing the stone. Pain shot up my arm. Breath burned through the center of my torso.

The doorway yawned wider. Dark. Endless. Cold wind rushed out, smelling of soil and old blood.

The Rewinder reached me in a single step. Its hand clamped around my upper arm. Cold. Deep. Mechanical.

I choked on air. “No—please—don’t—”

The Rewinder didn’t tighten its grip. It didn’t have to.

“Proceed,” it said.

The world tilted. The doorway pulled at me, dragging breath from my chest, dragging heat from my skin. The last thing I saw before the darkness consumed everything was the Rewinder’s visor line—a thin strip of silver, reflecting nothing.

Then the world snapped forward.

And I was gone.

I hit the ground hard enough to knock the breath straight out of me. Cold earth slammed into my shoulder. My hands scraped rough stone. My knees slid across dirt that felt damp and real and absolutely nothing like the chamber I’d just been ripped from.

I sucked in a ragged breath. The atmosphere here had taste. Wet. Metallic. Like rain trapped underground.

I rolled onto my back, gasping, chest heaving as if someone had driven a fist straight up under my sternum.

Above me was no sky—just a ceiling of jagged rock, dripping with thin lines of water that pattered against the ground in uneven beats.

A cavern. Dark. Wide. Breathing.

I pushed myself upright, dirt sticking to my palms. My vision swayed.

The Rewinder wasn’t here.

For the first time since the extraction, I was alone.

Almost.

A soft electronic pulse blinked in the atmosphere ahead of me. A new black window. Of course.

[Orientation Commencing]

I dragged myself to my feet, legs wobbling.

“Orientation,” I muttered, angry and breathless. “Your idea of orientation is throwing me into a cave?”

The window didn’t care. It expanded into a square nearly a meter wide. Text scrolled down in cold, perfect lines.


[Survival Trial Category: Introductory]
[Threat Level: Low]
[Environmental Hazard: Moderate]
[Objective: Reach Exit]


Low threat. Moderate hazard. My stomach twisted. If this was “low,” I didn’t want to know what “high” looked like.

The cavern stretched in two directions—left into darkness, right into deeper darkness. Neither path had light. Neither looked safe.

The ground beneath me pulsed once—like something big shifted below the earth. I froze.

The window pulsed again.

[Host Note: Sensory Distortion Expected]

“Stop calling me a host,” I snapped.

A faint echo answered from the tunnel walls, bouncing back at me with a shaky, distorted edge.

“Host…host…host…”

The sound made the hairs on my arms rise.

I took a slow breath, trying to steady the jittering pulse in my chest.

The cavern smelled wrong. Not rotten. Not sulfur. Something else—a wild, animal musk mixed with cold stone and stagnant water.

My throat tightened. Something was down here.

I scanned the area again, searching for anything—a rock, a stick, a weapon—but the cavern floor was bare except for dirt and shallow puddles reflecting the faintest hints of light.

Another pulse. Stronger. A tremor rolled through the ground and up my legs. My balance slipped.

“What now?” I hissed.

The window flickered.

[WARNING: Entity Activity Detected]

A hollow drop opened beneath my sternum. “What entity?”

No answer. Just another cold line:

[Proximity: Increasing]

I backed up instinctively, my boots sliding across wet stone. A faint plume drifted from my lips.

I strained my ears.

Silence.

Then—

A scrape. Stone against stone. Far back in the right-hand tunnel. Slow. Deliberate. Heavy. The kind of sound something big makes when it doesn’t care about being heard.

I stepped away from the tunnel, fists clenched even though they were useless.

Another scrape. Closer.

A heavy, pounding rhythm crashed through my chest.

“What is that?” I whispered.

The window tightened its text.

[Orientation Reminder: Host Must Act]

“Act how? With what?!”

No reply.

Movement echoed again. A low exhale followed—too deep to be human. A sound dragged out of a massive chest through teeth I did not want to imagine.

Fear spiked up my spine, sharp and electric.

I spun toward the left tunnel. Dark. Silent. Just as dangerous. I didn’t want to choose.

I had to.

My pulse pounded loud enough to drown out thought. My legs finally moved—slow at first, then faster as instinct took over. I sprinted into the left tunnel, breath ragged, footsteps splashing through shallow puddles.

The cavern closed in around me. Walls tightening. Air cooling.

Behind me, something massive inhaled—a deep, echoing pull of air that made every instinct in me scream.

I ran harder. My shoulder slammed into a jagged rock formation. Pain shot down my arm, but I pushed off and kept going.

The ground dipped, pitching me forward. I caught myself on all fours, palms burning as grit scraped my skin. I scrambled up again just as the window blinked back to life beside me.

[Movement Speed Improving]

It responded fast—too fast. Almost like it wasn’t tracking my movement, but my fear.

It wasn’t skill. Half the time I moved because panic shoved me in the right direction before my brain caught up.

“Not helping!” I snapped between breaths.

And if it could read my fear…what else was it watching?

A roar tore through the cavern.

For a split second, something sharp and violent surged through me—an impulse that didn’t feel like mine.

[WARNING: Unaligned Core Response Detected]

Not loud—deep. A low-frequency bellow that vibrated through the core of my torso and made my spine feel like it might shake loose.

My feet skidded on the stone. I caught myself, barely.

If I died here, no one would even know where to look.

My body wasn’t keeping up; every step felt borrowed, like I was running on someone else’s strength and it was running out.

I pushed forward anyway.

Fear wasn’t the only thing keeping me moving. Something deeper pushed back—something that didn’t want to break.

Didn’t.

Another pulse rattled the floor. The entity was gaining.

I pushed harder, lungs burning.

A faint glow appeared ahead—a pale, bluish shimmer reflecting off water-slick rock. The exit?

No. Not an exit. An opening. A split in the cavern wall big enough for a person to squeeze through.

I sprinted toward it.

Another roar shook the tunnel. A sharp, punishing beat crashed along the inside of the space behind my sternum hard enough to sting.

I dove into the gap.

Cold stone scraped my shoulders and sides as I squeezed through, twisting my torso, forcing myself into the narrow crevice. My boots slipped. A sharp inhale snagged hard inside me. Every breath felt like a knife.

Behind me, something huge slammed against the cavern floor. Dust cascaded down the rocks.

I pulled myself deeper into the crevice until there was barely room to move. The window blinked one more line.

[Threat Proximity: Immediate]

The System’s voice hit harder than the warning itself. Cold. Detached. Like it wasn’t reporting danger—it was measuring how I’d die.

No shit.

A massive shadow blocked the tunnel entrance behind me. I couldn’t see it fully—only the silhouette. Broad. Hunched. Wrong.

A snout pushed toward the crevice opening, inhaling deeply, sniffing the surrounding air. Cold air brushed my face.

I clamped a hand over my mouth, swallowing the next inhale before it could escape.

The creature snorted—a wet, animal sound—then dragged its claws across the rock, testing the crack for weakness. Stone chipped. Dust rained over my head.

The shadow lingered. Waiting. Searching. Hunting.

A tight ache spread through the upper part of my torso from holding back the inhale.

Just when I thought I’d pass out—

The beast exhaled sharply. Turned. And lumbered back down the tunnel with heavy, dragging footsteps. The ground trembled until the sound faded.

I waited ten full seconds before I let myself breathe again. It came out shaky. Quiet. But real.

Another window appeared.

[Orientation Conclusion Pending]

“Pending?” I whispered, voice hoarse. “What does that mean…?”

The window flickered. Brightened. Then delivered one final message:

[Prepare For First Trial]

My pulse stuttered.

The crevice vibrated. The walls shifted. Light leaked through cracks ahead like something was opening beyond the stone.

And the world began to change again.


CHAPTER 3




The First Room





The air thickened first. Heat arrived before the ground did.

The ground hit me like a punch. Packed earth. Hot. Dry enough that it scraped my palms raw. I sucked in a breath and nearly choked on the heat.

The atmosphere felt thick—too thick—like I was breathing through a furnace. I pushed myself to my knees. My head swayed. Sweat broke across my skin instantly.

The world around me wasn’t a world. It was an arena. A brutal one.

The sky above was bruised purple, the kind of color that didn’t belong in nature. Jagged mountains loomed at the edges like broken teeth. Trees—if you could even call them that—twisted up from cracked soil, their branches sharp and bone-white.

Nothing in this place wanted me alive.

A soft ping flickered at the edge of my vision.


[TRIAL: SURVIVAL — 10 MINUTES]
[OPPONENT: TIER-0 PREDATOR]
[TIMER: STARTING SOON]


The numbers flickered—not error, not delay—like the System was arguing with itself.

My pulse jumped. “Ten minutes,” I muttered, voice cracking. “Ten minutes in this hellhole.”

The heat pressed against me like a body trying to smother me. My shirt stuck to my back. My throat felt scraped dry.

I forced myself upright.

That was when the ground trembled.

A single vibration—small, controlled, deliberate. Not an earthquake. Footsteps.

I spun toward the sound, chest tight.

A creature stood at the far end of the arena. Small at first glance. Dog-sized. Fast. But wrong.

Its legs bent in too many directions, joints folding and unfolding with a smooth, unnatural rhythm. Each step warped the dust beneath it, pressure rings rippling outward like shallow shockwaves.

Its body stretched long and low, moving like liquid muscle poured into the shape of a predator built to chase. And the head—

Almost all jaw. Rows of crystalline teeth glinting under the purple sky. Black eyes that weren’t eyes at all—voids that seemed to swallow the light around them.

Those eyes locked onto me.

And my body surged before the word formed.

Something fired early—wrong timing, right direction.

I didn’t argue. I bolted.

My boots hammered across the cracked ground, each step kicking up dust that scorched its way down my breathing passages. The wind whipped past my ears. A heavy, rapid pounding shook through my chest cavity loud enough to drown out everything else.

Behind me—a screech. High. Predatory. Hunting. It cut through me like barbed wire.

I didn’t look back. Didn’t have to.

The thudding steps behind me sped up. Too fast. Way too fast.

A ragged inhale snagged mid-pull as I dodged between two jagged stones jutting from the ground. One of them sliced a line across my arm, stinging warm and wet, but I didn’t slow down.

Pain was better than teeth.

The arena floor tilted downward. I stumbled, caught myself, kept moving. My legs burned already. Sweat blurred my vision. Every inhale scraped the center of my torso like sandpaper.

A pulse hit my peripheral vision.

[TIMER: 09:42]

Eighteen seconds. I’d survived eighteen damn seconds.

“Great,” I gasped. “Fantastic.”

A snarl erupted behind me, closer this time. Too close.

I risked a glance over my shoulder.

The predator’s limbs unfolded into a new configuration mid-stride, joints twisting as if its bones were made of metal cables instead of flesh. It surged forward. Faster.

My stomach lurched.

I veered left, darting toward a fallen tree trunk half-buried in sand. My boots skidded. I almost went down.

The creature leapt. I heard it. The space behind me split open.

Instinct took over.

I threw myself forward, shoulder-rolling across the ground as hot breath and crystalline teeth sliced through the space where my back had been a heartbeat earlier.

I hit the dirt hard. Pain shot up my side. The world spun.

I scrambled up, legs shaking.

The predator landed, skidding across the ground in a spray of dust. It pivoted instantly, joints cracking, head snapping toward me. No hesitation. No confusion. Just hunger.

“Tough audience,” I panted.

The creature charged again.

I ran—not in a straight line this time. I zigzagged between rock outcroppings and dead branches, pushing my legs harder even as they screamed for mercy. The air tightened around me. Heat clung to my skin like molten iron.

Another pulse.

[TIMER: 09:12]

Breath seared through my chest. My vision narrowed.

Then a new problem hit me.

The terrain wasn’t flat.

The ground dipped into a shallow crater, but my momentum carried me right into it. My foot slipped on loose sand.

I fell—hard—knee slamming into a rock. A bolt of pain ripped up my leg.

“Shit—!”

The predator shrieked. Close. Too close.

I rolled, clutching my knee, dust choking my throat. The creature launched at me again. I flung myself sideways. Its jaws snapped shut inches from a tight band beneath my ribcage. The sound was a crack—like glass shattering.

I scrambled up the crater wall on all fours, fingers digging into crumbling sand. Every muscle burned. My knee screamed with each push.

Behind me, claws scraped stone. The predator was climbing after me. Fast.

I dragged myself over the ridge and nearly collapsed, chest heaving like it was tearing itself apart.

I didn’t get a second to breathe.

The creature vaulted the ridge.

I cursed and staggered backward. It hit the ground right in front of me, landing silently despite its size. Its head tilted. Those black void eyes studied me.

It sniffed. A quick, sharp sound. Almost curious.

Then it lunged.

I jumped back, boots sliding across sun-baked earth. My heel caught on a rock, nearly sending me sprawling. I kept my balance. Barely.

My breath came in ragged gasps.

The creature stalked closer, limbs twitching in unnatural motions. It wasn’t rushing this time. It had me pinned. It knew it.

My hands trembled.

“Nine minutes,” I whispered. “I just have to survive nine more minutes.”

The predator crouched. Muscles coiled. Teeth glinted.

And the ground behind me crumbled.

I fell backward—off a low ledge I didn’t see. My stomach lurched as I plunged.

The predator launched after me, jaws wide—

Everything went black.

The fall wasn’t long. It was violent.

I dropped maybe ten, twelve feet—enough for gravity to take control and make sure pain did the rest. My back slammed into sloped rock. Breath punched out of me. My shoulder skidded over rough stone hard enough to tear skin. I tumbled the rest of the way, hitting ground in an explosion of dust and sharp grit.

For a moment, I couldn’t breathe.

A sharp strain flared beneath my collarbone and I screamed. I forced air back in through clenched teeth.

Then I heard it.

The predator hit the ledge above—and leapt.

I rolled just as it crashed down beside me, landing with a thud that shook the dirt. Its claws dug furrows into the ground. Its void-black eyes snapped to mine instantly.

Too fast. Too aware.

I scrambled backward until my spine hit a rock wall. Pain jolted through me. Didn’t matter.

The creature stalked forward, its joints clicking softly as its limbs folded and unfolded with that sickening mechanical grace.

A pulse flicked across my vision.

[TIMER: 08:21]

I let out a shaky breath.

Eight minutes. I only had to survive eight more minutes.

The creature lowered its head, jaws parting slightly. Saliva dripped between crystalline teeth, sizzling when it hit the hot ground. It smelled like scorched metal and decay.

I grabbed the nearest thing—a loose rock the size of my palm.

Pathetic.

The predator lunged.

I threw the rock as hard as I could. It smacked the creature across the snout. A useless hit. The predator barely flinched.

Then it was on me.

I dove sideways, dirt exploding under my boots. The creature’s jaws snapped shut where my torso had been a heartbeat earlier, teeth smashing together with a crack that vibrated in my bones.

I sprinted. Didn’t think. Just ran.

My legs stumbled over uneven ground. My knee throbbed with each step, promising to give out if I asked too much from it. The predator screeched behind me—an angry, metallic sound that tore into my ears.

Breath scraped hot and harsh through my chest. The heat smothered me. Every inhale felt like swallowing hot sand.

The terrain dipped again—this time into a shallow gully. I didn’t have a choice. I slid down the incline on my hip, dirt showering around me.

The predator followed, bounding down the slope with terrifying ease.

My boots hit the bottom. I staggered forward—and slammed into a thorned shrub I hadn’t seen. Needles sliced into my forearm, carving lines of fire across my skin. I ripped my arm free, blood dripping.

Behind me, claws tore into the earth. Too close.

“Move—” I growled at myself.

I shoved forward. Branches whipped my face. Something cracked under my boot. I nearly fell again.

The predator burst through the shrubs behind me like they weren’t even there—teeth first, jaws snapping at my heels.

I jumped over a fallen log, pain shooting through my knee so sharply I nearly collapsed.

Another pulse.

[TIMER: 07:49]

I cursed out loud. “If I make it through this—I’m punching the next System window I see.”

A roar cut through the surrounding air. The predator had landed on the log behind me—its weight snapping the wood in half like brittle bone.

I didn’t look back. Didn’t need to.

The ground ahead split into two paths—one narrow and steep, climbing over broken stone; the other flat and open.

Open meant death. Open meant the predator reached me in one leap.

I took the climb.

I scrambled upward, fingers digging into cracks in the stone, boots sliding on loose gravel. My shoulders burned. My knee screamed.

The predator hit the slope behind me. Its claws carved stone like soft clay, sending shards raining down. It was coming up after me. Fast.

I climbed harder, chest pressed against the rock face, knuckles bleeding as I pulled myself higher.

My foot slipped.

For one heartbeat, gravity won. My stomach dropped. My grip faltered. The predator hissed below, close enough that its breath brushed the back of my leg.

I shoved myself upward with everything I had. My fingers caught the edge of a ledge. I pulled, muscles shaking violently.

I rolled onto solid ground and scrambled away from the edge just as the predator leapt.

Its claws slammed into the ledge. Stone cracked under the weight. Its head rose over the top, jaws opening wide—

I kicked.

My heel smashed into its snout. Pain shot up my leg. The creature shrieked—more surprised than hurt—then slipped. The ledge gave way beneath it.

The predator tumbled backward, crashing down the slope. Rock and dust exploded around it as it hit the bottom in a violent roll.

I lay there for a second, chest heaving, staring at the sky.

Another pulse.

[TIMER: 07:12]

I laughed. A broken, breathless, hysterical sound.

Then the ground trembled.

Not near the predator. Behind me.

I pushed up on shaking arms.

A ridge of rock jutted upward like a broken spine—and beyond it, something huge shifted.

No.

Not huge. Enormous.

My breath froze before it could reach the center of my torso. My balance failed before fear did.

This was something else. Something that didn’t belong in a Tier-0 test.

Another window slid into view.

[Environmental Hazard Escalation: ACTIVE]

My mouth went dry. “You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

The ridge cracked. A massive shadow unfurled behind it—broad, spined, turning slowly like it was waking from sleep.

No. No no no—

A second window appeared, text blinking urgently.

[Recommendation: RUN]

I didn’t argue. I ran.

Boots slamming the ground, lungs tearing themselves apart, every muscle screaming as I shoved myself forward with whatever strength was left. The predator’s shriek echoed from below. The shadow moved above.

And I was trapped between them.

I ran until each inhale cut my throat. The ground shook behind me—heavy, uneven tremors, each one bigger than the last. Whatever was moving up there wasn’t small. Or subtle. Or meant for this tier of trial.

Breath rasped sharply through me. My legs screamed. My injured knee wobbled with every stride, but stopping wasn’t an option.

A warning pulse blinked across my vision.

[HAZARD: APPROACHING]

For a moment, I was sure I wasn’t making it out of this alive.

No shit.

Another tremor rolled through the earth. Dust rained from the ridge overhead. A boulder cracked loose and slammed into the ground ten feet behind me, the impact echoing like a cannon blast. I flinched mid-stride and nearly tripped.

The predator shrieked somewhere below, scrambling back up the slope I’d knocked it from.

Great. Two monsters. One me.

My breath hitched as I spotted a cluster of rock pillars ahead—tall, narrow things jutting from the ground like crooked spears.

Cover.

I sprinted toward them.

The first tremor hit before I reached the pillars. It wasn’t just a shake. It was a lift.

The ground actually rose beneath my feet, bucking upward like something huge was pushing the land from below. I slammed shoulder-first into a pillar and wrapped my arms around it to stay upright. My teeth rattled.

Something inside the space behind my sternum pulled tight, sudden and vicious, flaring with pain.

The tremor died.

For a heartbeat, the world went still.

Then—

A low growl seeped through the dirt. Deep. Vibrating. Alive.

I swallowed hard.

That sound didn’t come from the predator.

I peeked around the pillar—and saw it.

A ridge of jagged plates pushed up through the earth, dirt sliding off them in thick sheets. The plates twitched. Shifted. Then lifted.

Something massive was forcing its way to the surface.

The System window pulsed again. The text stalled mid-refresh. Symbols overlapped for half a second.

[WARNING: SUBTERRANEAN ENTITY — UNRANKED]

The ground bucked harder, like the arena rejected the classification.

Unranked?

My stomach dropped. “Why the hell is something unranked HERE?” I whispered.

No answer.

A second tremor cracked the ground open. A long fissure tore across the arena floor, splitting the land between me and the slope the predator had climbed.

And that was when I heard it—

The predator’s screech, sharper and more frantic.

It burst over the ridge with its limbs in that terrifying, multi-jointed configuration—but it wasn’t charging me. It was running away from the fissure.

Its head snapped toward me the instant it saw movement. Recognition flashed in that black void gaze.

Enemy. Target. Me.

It didn’t hesitate. It sprinted.

“Come on,” I hissed, bracing myself behind the pillar. “Come on, you nightmare—”

The predator closed the distance fast. Too fast.

I ducked as it leapt. Its claws slashed across the rock pillar, slicing a long groove through stone inches from my face.

I rolled out from behind it, dirt smearing across my arms and chest. The creature hit the ground, swiveled, and lunged again—

But the tremor hit at the same moment.

The ground bucked upward. The predator’s leap twisted mid-air. It crashed into a second pillar instead, snapping part of the stone clean off. The crash echoed across the arena.

I didn’t wait. I sprinted deeper into the forest of pillars, weaving between them as fast as my legs would let me.

The predator shrieked, claws scraping stone as it pursued.

Another pulse.

[TIMER: 06:08]

Six minutes. Six impossible minutes.

A shadow swept across the ground. Not small. Not fast. Huge.

I looked up—and my blood went cold.

The ridge monster was rising.

A massive, spined back pushed free from the ground, each plate the size of a wagon door. Dirt cascaded off its body in waterfalls. A low, rumbling growl vibrated through my feet and up my legs. It wasn’t fully out, but it didn’t need to be.

It was big enough to crush half the arena without trying.

The predator didn’t care. It darted between pillars, climbing them with unnatural ease, bounding from stone to stone until it launched itself at me from above.

I dove behind another pillar. Claws ripped past my ear, tearing the surface like wet clay. I hit the ground, rolled, and sprinted again.

My knee buckled. Pain flared. I grit my teeth and forced it to keep moving.

The predator dropped down in front of me, landing silently. Cutting me off.

I skidded to a stop, nearly falling backward.

Its head tilted. Its breathing quickened—quick, shallow huffs like an animal on the edge of frenzy.

Then it attacked.

Its jaws snapped inches from my face. I threw up my arms on instinct. Teeth grazed my forearm, ripping cloth and skin.

I screamed. Hot blood ran down my wrist.

The predator lunged again—

But the ground tore open beneath it.

A new fissure split the earth in a violent crack. The predator’s front limbs slipped, claws scrambling for purchase as half the ground dropped several feet. It shrieked, momentarily off balance.

I didn’t think. I acted.

I grabbed a loose stone bigger than my fist, spun with everything I had left, and smashed it into the side of the predator’s head. The impact jolted up my arm. Pain shot through my already injured wrist.

The creature reeled. Not injured—just surprised. Its limbs scraped wildly as it fought to regain balance on the collapsing ledge.

Another tremor. Bigger. The fissure widened. The predator slipped. Its hind legs dropped into the gap, claws carving deep tracks into the dirt as it struggled to climb out.

I backed away, chest heaving.

“Stay down,” I whispered.

The creature didn’t listen. It hauled itself upward inch by inch—

Until a massive shadow fell over both of us.

I froze.

The Unranked entity’s spined back loomed overhead now, half its body free from the earth. The air around it vibrated with heat and low-frequency sound. Dust swirled. Stones shook.

The predator shrieked—a sharp, panicked sound I hadn’t heard from it before. It looked up. And for the first time since the Trial began—

It hesitated.

Another window flashed in front of me.

[ADVICE: MOVE]

I didn’t need the hint. I sprinted.

Behind me, the predator finally clawed free—just as the massive creature roared.

The roar wasn’t sound. It was force.

A shockwave of pressure slammed into my back, lifting me off the ground and hurling me into a cluster of pillars. I hit one shoulder-first and collapsed. My vision blurred. Ringing filled my ears. My arms shook uncontrollably.

The predator shrieked again, but it sounded distant—buried under the massive roar of the monster behind us.

I dragged myself to my knees, breath ragged.

Another pillar cracked overhead. Stone fell.

I pushed myself upright in a shaky lurch—and saw the predator lunging at me again, desperate, frantic, wild—

As the entire arena shook under the weight of the approaching giant.


CHAPTER 4




The Weighted Floor





The predator hit me before the dust stopped falling. I barely had time to brace.

A blur of teeth and claws slammed into my side, knocking the breath out of me and driving me across the ground. My shoulder scraped stone. My hip hit hard. A shock of pain burst down my leg.

I rolled instinctively as the creature’s jaws snapped shut where my throat had been a breath earlier.

I scrambled to my feet, breath ragged, vision swimming.

Behind the predator, the giant—the thing with the spined back—shifted again underground. A deep rumble shook the entire arena. Chunks of rock fell from the ridge above. A pillar cracked in half and toppled.

The predator didn’t care. It only saw me.

It lunged.

I dodged left. Its claws sliced my sleeve open and raked skin. Blood hit the hot air and evaporated into a metallic sting. My nerves lit up like fire.

The creature spun with impossible speed, limbs bending into a new shape mid-turn, joints folding backward like it had no fixed structure. Its mouth opened wide. Too wide. Rows of crystal teeth gleamed.

It darted forward again.

I grabbed the nearest thing—a broken section of pillar about two feet long and sharp as hell. I wasn’t strong enough to swing it like a club. So I used it like a knife.

As the creature lunged, I dropped to one knee and thrust the stone upward. Not a perfect hit. Not even close. But the shard skimmed under its jaw and carved a long, shallow line along the creature’s throat.

A spray of dark fluid burst out, sizzling as it hit the ground.

The predator shrieked—a sharp, piercing sound that rattled my skull. It stumbled.

I didn’t waste the moment. I scrambled backward, clutching the stone shard tight enough to cut into my own palm.

The predator recovered faster than I hoped. It shook its head once, sniffed the surrounding air, then snapped back into a low stance—eyes locked on me again.

It was bleeding. It didn’t care.

Another tremor rolled through the arena.

This one was different.

The pressure wasn’t vertical. It pulled sideways, uneven—like the arena was redistributing weight instead of collapsing. The ground sank. A chunk of terrain behind me collapsed into an uneven pit. Heat and dust blasted upward like a furnace vent.

The Unranked monster below was climbing closer to the surface.

I glanced around desperately. Pillars. Broken earth. Heat shimmer. A predator in front of me. A giant behind me.

No safe direction.

A system pulse flickered at the edge of my vision.

[TIMER: 05:12]

Five minutes. Five impossibly long minutes.

The predator crept forward, its wounded throat leaving drops of sizzling fluid on the ground. I stepped back until my heel hit rock.

A wall.

Cornered.

The creature lowered itself, preparing to leap.

My grip tightened on the stone.

“Come on,” I whispered, throat dry. “Come on, do it—”

The predator sprang.

I threw myself sideways as its jaws snapped shut. The stone scraped past its head—too slow, too desperate.

But gravity did me a favor.

The ground cracked beneath us again, the fissure widening. The predator’s landing slipped. It crashed shoulder-first into the wall, sending shards of stone across my face.

I dove toward a narrow gap between two tilted pillars, forcing myself into the space. Barely enough room. A dull ache spread beneath my sternum like a tightening band as my ribs screamed when I squeezed inside, scraping along jagged rock.

The predator recovered instantly and launched itself at the gap—but it didn’t fit. Its head forced through first, snout wedging into the narrow space. Teeth snapped at me, inches from my chest.

I pressed deeper into the gap, boots slipping against the stone, body twisting to avoid the bite.

The predator snarled and rammed harder. The pillars shook. A crack raced up one of them. If it collapsed, I’d be buried. If it didn’t, the predator would tear its way in.

I shoved my boot against its snout, pushing back with everything I had. It didn’t budge. Its breath hit my leg—hot, foul, burning like acid.

I screamed and kicked harder.

The predator jerked its head, teeth gouging deep into the pillar. Chunks of stone fell.

Too close. Way too close.

Another tremor hit. Huge. The entire arena lurched sideways. The ground tilted under the shifting mass below.

The predator lost its footing. Its head slammed into one pillar while its body twisted the other way. The crack in the stone widened. I felt the structure weaken through my shoulder blades.

“Shit—”

The next tremor wasn’t a tremor.

It was an eruption.

Stone exploded upward behind the predator. A geyser of dirt and rock shot into the air as the Unranked creature’s massive back burst through the surface.

The predator shrieked in panic.

It tried to escape the crevice. Tried to pivot away.

Too late.

The shifting ground wrenched the pillars apart and the predator with them. Its hind legs slipped into the new hole. Its claws scraped desperately against stone. Its body contorted, trying to free itself.

Then the giant below let out a low, rolling roar—a sound so deep it made my bones vibrate.

The predator froze.

The roar grew louder, shaking dust from the ceiling, cracking more stone. The predator tried to climb out again—and the ground beneath it collapsed completely.

Its body dropped. It clawed. It screeched.

I reached out without thinking—some instinct, some reflex—

The creature looked at me in that heartbeat. Not with hunger. With fear.

Then the giant surged upward, its massive spined back rising like a continent, swallowing the predator in a single, brutal motion. The creature disappeared into the churning earth with a final crack of snapping limbs.

Silence followed. Heavy. Wrong.

Then the System chimed.


[TIER-0 PREDATOR: TERMINATED — EXTERNAL CAUSE]
[SURVIVAL CREDIT: CONDITIONAL]
[TIME CREDIT: PENDING REVIEW]
[UPDATED TIMER: 06:58]


For all I knew, the System could be lying about half of this. I wasn’t dead. Not yet.

But the giant wasn’t done rising. And it was still coming straight toward me.

The ground bucked again. The System didn’t comment on it.

That was the part that bothered me.

A wave of heat rolled out of the hole where the predator had vanished, thick enough to make my eyes water. Dust blew past me in gritty clouds. The atmosphere tasted like scorched metal and wet stone.

Then the top layer of the arena heaved upward.

A spine the size of a tree trunk burst through the surface—followed by another. And another.

The Unranked monster kept rising.

I backed up fast, boots slipping on loose dirt. Its scales—if you could even call them that—were slabs of black armor, each plate jagged and uneven like a volcanic ridge. Steam hissed from the gaps between them. The ground around it glowed faint orange from the heat.

It wasn’t just big. It was massive. A living landslide dragging itself from the underworld.

The System flashed.

[WARNING: MAJOR ENTITY SURFACE BREACH]

No kidding.

A second window appeared.

[HOST MORTALITY RISK: EXTREME]

“Yeah, I figured that out!” I yelled, stumbling backward.

A deep rumble crawled through my feet, up my legs. A deep, trembling thrum beneath my ribcage vibrated in sync.

The monster’s full back rose above the ground, towering over me like the hull of a ship breaking through water. It wasn’t even fully out yet. The earth split wider. Chunks of rock dropped into the abyss around its body. The land shook with every inch it climbed.

I turned and ran.

Not fast. Not coordinated. Just raw instinct—arms pumping, lungs ripping for air, legs buckling beneath me. My knee screamed with each step, threatening to fold. Sweat blurred my vision. The sky above warped from purple to a darker shade, like the trial itself was reacting to the monster.

Behind me, the creature released a second roar.

It wasn’t a roar meant for hunting. It was a territorial blast—deep enough to knock dust loose from the cliff walls and punch a vibration through my skull.

I caught myself against a jagged stone as the shockwave hit. My ears rang. I tasted blood.

The window flickered again.

[TIMER: 05:43]

“Still five minutes…?” I gasped. Half laugh, half despair.

Five minutes felt like five lifetimes.

I kept running. The ground ahead rose into a slope that curved around a cluster of stone pillars—some standing, some broken, all sharp-edged. I scrambled up the incline, dragging myself forward on all fours when my legs gave out. My palms slid over hot, gritty stone. Each breath burned more than the last.

Behind me, the giant surged upward again. A cascade of dirt and rock blasted outward as its front limbs broke the surface—thick, armored, and ending in talons long enough to bisect a house.

It didn’t chase me. It didn’t need to. Everything it touched died.

The slope beneath my feet shifted. Cracks spread from the monster’s emergence point like fractures in glass. The ground was collapsing.

I stumbled up the last few feet of the incline and threw myself behind a fallen pillar right as the earth behind me caved inward. A massive section of the arena sank into the chasm, swallowing boulders whole. A blast of hot air washed over me.

I shielded my face with my arm, teeth clenched.

When the dust cleared, the monster was fully on the surface. A towering mountain of black armor plates and heat. Its body spanned almost the entire width of the arena. Every breath it took rattled the land.

I pressed my back against the fallen pillar, chest heaving. A violent, trembling rhythm pounded so hard I felt each beat rise into my throat.

The monster turned—slowly—toward my direction. Its head rose. A massive, plated shape with no eyes I could see—just a ridge of armored bone splitting down the center like a prehistoric titan. Its nostrils flared.

Steam jetted out, leaving scorch marks on the ground.

It smelled me.

My veins iced over. I squeezed tighter behind the pillar. My fingers dug into the stone.

“Don’t come this way,” I whispered. My voice cracked. Pathetic.

The monster exhaled again. The atmosphere rippled. The pillar vibrated against my back. Small rocks rained down.

The thing took one step.

The world shuddered. A crack split the slope near my boots. Stone splintered.

I scrambled backward again, dragging myself on hands and heels.

The monster turned further. It was huge enough that even a small movement shifted half the arena.

A new system alert pulsed.

[STRATEGY RECOMMENDATION: AVOID]

I almost laughed out loud. Avoid? Avoid what, a living mountain?

My knee buckled as I tried to stand. I hissed in pain and braced against another stone.

The monster lowered its head—if that’s what you could call the motion—toward the area I’d just climbed. Heat poured from its mouth. The ground glowed red beneath it.

It wasn’t roaring. It was preparing something.

“No, no, no—”

The atmosphere tightened. A blast of molten air fired from the creature’s maw—a cone of burning pressure that turned the slope into a sheet of cracking, glowing stone.

I dove behind the next pillar, throwing my arms over my head as the heat wave hit. It was like standing in front of a blast furnace. My skin screamed. My clothes scorched. I rolled, gasping, sweat turning instantly to steam on my face.

The pillar behind me cracked from the heat. Chunks fell off. One struck my shoulder. I bit down a cry. My vision blurred from pain and exhaustion.

The System pulsed again.

[TIMER: 04:51]

Four minutes left.

Four minutes in a collapsing arena with a titan that turned solid stone into molten liquid just by breathing.

I forced myself to crawl toward another cluster of rocks. My knee dragged uselessly. My palms slipped on dust and sweat. I was shaking. Shaking so hard my muscles felt like they were tearing away from the bone.

The monster’s massive claws dug into the slope, tearing it apart as it moved. The entire arena tilted. I slid downward several feet, scrambling to grab hold of anything solid.

My hand found a jagged rock. I latched onto it like my life depended on it—because it did.

The monster pivoted again, plates grinding. The sound was like metal warping under extreme pressure. It opened its maw wider. Heat built. The second blast was coming.

And it was aimed directly at me.

The giant inhaled. The arena inhaled with it. Air thinned. Heat spiked. Every instinct I had screamed the same thing:

Move. Now.

I shoved off the cracking stone, sprinting downhill as the monster’s chest expanded with a sound like mountains grinding. My legs barely worked. My knee nearly buckled with every step. Pain flared sharp and hot, but I pushed harder, stumbling more than running.

A system window blinked beside me.

[EVASION REQUIRED]

“I KNOW!” I yelled as I nearly tripped over a sun-baked root.

The air behind me tightened—a vacuum pulling everything backward. I dove to the side behind a tangle of fallen stone just as—

WHOOOOOM.

A jet of molten heat tore across the slope, lighting up the world in blinding orange. Stone exploded where I’d been standing seconds earlier. The blast slammed into the rocks in front of me, showering my back with burning fragments.

I curled inward, gasping as sparks scorched my skin through my shredded shirt. The heat was unbearable. It seared the breath out of me. I pressed my forehead to the ground and forced air back into my lungs. It tasted like fire.

The blast ended abruptly, leaving the world ringing and warped.

I staggered upright, barely holding my balance. The slope the monster had hit was now a glowing field of fractured stone, molten cracks cutting through it like veins of flame.

The giant shifted its body, massive plates grinding together with earthshaking force. It hadn’t even noticed me survive.

Not yet.

A pulse hit my vision.

[TIMER: 04:08]

Four minutes.

Heat radiated off my skin. I bit down a groan and limped forward, using the jagged stones as cover. My leg felt like it was filling with molten lead. Every step threatened to buckle it.

The ground shook again—a smaller tremor this time. Closer.

I risked a look over my shoulder.

The monster’s head—if that’s what it was—tilted in my direction. Steam hissed from between its plated jaws. The air rippled.

“Shit—”

Heat built again. I shoved myself behind another pillar as the creature let out a violent exhale. The blast ripped across the arena, melting a trail through the earth. The pillar shielding me cracked down the middle. I held it like it was the only thing tethering me to life.

When the heat passed, I sprinted again. Or limped quickly. Whatever my ruined legs could manage.

I ducked behind a low ridge and collapsed, chest heaving.

A new window slid into view.

[SURVIVAL RECOMMENDATION: CREATE DISTANCE]

“Oh really?” I gasped. “Hadn’t thought of that.”

I pushed up on trembling arms. My hands left streaks of blood on the stone.

Behind me, the monster dragged one immense limb forward. Dirt avalanched around it. Stone pillars toppled in its wake. It wasn’t chasing me. It was simply crossing the arena. And that was enough to destroy everything in its path.

A deep, driving rhythm pounded so loudly it drowned the tremors.

I looked around desperately.

Left: molten ground. Right: collapsing slope. Behind: living mountain.

Ahead—

A narrow gap between two pillars. Barely wide enough for me. Definitely not wide enough for the giant.

Weak. Fragile. But real.

I limped toward the gap as fast as I could, gasping through clenched teeth. My injured knee buckled once—twice—and on the third time, I slammed against a stone outcropping so hard my vision burst into stars.

I forced myself up. Seconds mattered. My breath burned.

[TIMER: 03:22]

The giant reached the center of the arena. It paused. Not from confusion. Not from exhaustion. It was adjusting. Positioning.

A low groan rolled from its chest, shaking dust loose from the cliffs above.

I squeezed through the gap, scraping skin off my arms as I pushed myself between the pillars. Rock cut into my sides. My knee dragged over jagged stone. I hissed in pain, biting down on a curse.

Once through, I collapsed onto softer dirt, panting so hard it hurt. I wiped blood and sweat from my eyes.

For a heartbeat—just one—I let myself breathe.

Then the giant roared.

And the entire cavern responded.

The walls vibrated. Stone cracked. Chunks fell from the cliffs like hail. A shockwave ripped across the ground, blasting through the pillar gap like a cannon. It threw me sideways. My shoulder slammed into the dirt. I rolled, choking on dust.

My ears rang so hard I couldn’t hear my own breathing.

I forced myself upright. My vision blurred.

The giant was turning toward me—too slow to fit through the gap, but not too slow for what it was doing next. It inhaled again.

I froze.

A third blast would melt the pillars. It would incinerate the gap. It would hit me head-on.

My legs refused to move. Fear pinned me harder than pain ever could.

“Move,” I whispered to myself.

No response from any part of me.

“MOVE!”

I stumbled forward—half crawling, half running—as the giant’s chest expanded to its full size. The atmosphere tightened so drastically it felt like breath collapsed inside me. The heat built. Hotter. Hotter—

A System window flashed violently.

[MANDATORY ACTION: TAKE COVER]

My instincts screamed to do the opposite of what it wanted.

I dove behind the nearest stone—not even a pillar, just a slab sticking out of the ground like a broken shield. I curled behind it—

And the blast hit.

The world turned white-orange. Heat seared past the stone, roasting the ground, igniting dry vegetation, cracking earth in molten lines. I screamed into my arm as pain flared across my legs where heat licked around the edges of my cover.

The stone shook. A piece cracked off and hit my back. I pressed closer to the dirt, tears burning my eyes.

The blast lasted longer than the last two. It felt like an eternity.

Then—silence.

A wet, choking silence filled with dust and burning air.

I coughed violently, rolling to my side. Everything hurt. Everything. My legs. My chest, like something had driven a spike straight through the middle of it. My ears. My throat, raw from breathing fire.

I forced myself onto my elbows.

A new window appeared.

[TIMER: 02:11]

I exhaled a broken laugh.

Two minutes. I could survive two minutes.

Probably. Maybe.

The giant shifted again, its massive form blocking half the sky.

I crawled along the rocks, dragging my leg, seeking any crevice or hole to disappear into. Every part of me trembled uncontrollably.

But I kept moving. To stop was to die.

Another tremor hit—small, testing. The giant was searching. For me.

I squeezed myself under another slab of stone, heart pounding against pressure hammered deep into my torso like it wanted out. I pressed my face into the dirt and whispered:

“Just two minutes. Two more minutes.”

Above me, the monstrous titan loomed—

And its whole body began to rise again.

Straight up.

As if answering a call from somewhere beyond the arena.


CHAPTER 5




Tess Is Taken





The giant kept rising. Higher. Higher. Its massive frame lifted straight off the ground, as if something above the arena had hooked it and started pulling. Dust rained down over me, seeping into my clothes, sticking to sweat and blood.

The stone slab I hid under vibrated with every inch the monster climbed. My teeth rattled. I pressed myself flatter to the ground. The heat rolling off the creature faded—not gone, just shifting upward, away from me. My lungs loosened. I sucked in a shaky breath.

The arena felt different without its weight crushing it. Lighter. But more unstable. The ground underneath me trembled again—this time not from the giant, but from the absence of it. Like the earth didn’t know what to do with the sudden emptiness.

I wiped dust from my eyes. Fingers trembled violently enough to nearly strike my own face.

Above me, the monster’s silhouette blotted out the purple sky—a floating mountain of black plates and ridges. Then it passed through something. Not air. Not clouds. Just—gone. Lifted beyond the arena, like it had been pulled out of existence.

Silence dropped like a hammer. No heat. No roaring. No tremors. Just me, the collapsed terrain, and a burning pain that refused to fade.

My entire body felt shredded. My knee throbbed. A deep, internal squeeze folded through my torso and ached. My throat tasted like smoke. I forced myself to breathe slow. One breath. Another.

The slab above me stopped vibrating.

I eased out from under it, every joint screaming in protest. The arena looked worse than ever—gouged earth, molten cracks cooling into black veins, shattered pillars everywhere. And the smell. Burnt stone and scorched soil. Thick and suffocating.

A pulse flickered at the edge of my vision.

[TIMER: 01:24]

A minute and a half.

“That’s it?” I whispered. “That’s all that’s left?”

I could survive ninety seconds. Probably.

I limped forward, scanning the wreckage for anything that could kill me in those ninety seconds. Because in this place? A falling pebble could probably take my head off. I didn’t trust anything.

The ground suddenly groaned beneath my boots. I froze.

A thin crack split under my foot, expanding like a lightning strike across the broken earth. Heat puffed up from below—the lingering breath of the monster.

I lurched back fast. The crack widened, the stone collapsing inward. Part of the slope I’d climbed earlier crumbled into the hole, consumed by the emptiness the giant left behind. A hard, relentless thud pressed through me.

“Okay,” I muttered, backing away from the shifting ground. “No more cliffs.”

I reached a flatter patch of earth—still steaming in spots, but solid. My breath shook. Every inhale burned. My throat scratched raw.

Another pulse.

[TIMER: 01:02]

One minute.

I could hear my pulse in my ears.

I wiped sweat and soot from my face and scanned the landscape again. No predators. No giant. No immediate death. Just heat, dust, and the sound of the arena settling into itself.

A faint trickle of stone fell from a cracked ledge. A breeze—first one since the trial started—pushed gritty air across my face. It almost felt cool. Almost.

My legs trembled under me. My injured knee wobbled with every step. It felt like a broken hinge.

I sank onto a chunk of broken stone, breathing hard. Not sitting. Just letting my legs not collapse for thirty seconds.

Another rumble traveled through the ground. Small. Weak. Like an aftershock.

I flinched anyway. Fingers clenched into fists. I’d been running from death for what felt like hours, but I couldn’t let myself unravel now.

Another window flashed.

[SURVIVAL PROJECTION: POSITIVE]

It wasn’t like I actually understood any of this. Half the time I was just pretending the pieces fit together.

I snorted a tired laugh. “Good to hear,” I muttered. “For once.”

The breeze flushed another wave of dust into the open space. Breath recoiled the moment it hit me. I doubled over coughing, arms locked around a searing, tearing knot beneath my ribcage as pain ripped through my chest.

When I finally forced air back in, I tasted blood.

Great.

Another pulse.

[TIMER: 00:31]

Thirty seconds.

Thirty seconds of not getting crushed, burned, eaten, stabbed by stone, or dragged underground. Simple.

I dragged myself back to my feet. My legs shook. My vision blurred. But I stayed upright.

The ground shifted one last time—a faint tremor, nothing more. I braced myself just in case. A thin column of dust fell from a jagged ridge, but nothing else moved. Nothing chased me. Nothing roared. Nothing tried to kill me.

I almost didn’t trust it.

The arena fell into total silence. My breath echoed against the broken walls. Sweat dripped off my chin and sizzled on hot stone.

I held myself still. Waiting. Listening.

The seconds crawled by like they enjoyed watching me suffer.

Then—

A soft chime. A window flashed in front of me.


[TIMER: 00:00]
[TRIAL COMPLETE]
[RESULT: SURVIVED]


I had no idea how I’d made it through that. It didn’t feel like skill—more like the System had overlooked something.

My knees buckled. I dropped to the ground, palms smacking hot dirt, shoulders shaking with a mix of relief and exhaustion. The trial wasn’t won. It was endured. Barely.

The window expanded.


[REWARD: CARDINAL CATALYST — ACCESS GRANTED]
[REWARD: PHYSICAL RECOVERY PROTOCOL — INITIATING]
[TRANSFER PENDING]


It wasn’t trying to kill me. Not outright. It wanted to see how close it could push me to the edge.

Heat washed over me—not burning, not painful. Warm. Steady. Almost soothing. The pain in my knee faded. A hard pulse knocked through the center of my torso, then loosened. A clean breath finally slipped into me.

I blinked up at the sky, vision clearing. The purple glow brightened. The arena shifted.

And the world began to dissolve around me.

The last thing I heard was my own heartbeat—steady, alive, defiant.

Then everything went white.

White closed over me again. Not soft this time. Not empty. It was tight, like a mask sealing over my face.

Air punched out of me when the world reassembled. I landed on polished stone and my legs sagged hard. The white ceiling arched impossibly high. Light hummed from everywhere and nowhere. Breath rattled through a tight, quivering band beneath my ribcage. My skin still remembered heat. Burn scars itched underneath. My knee throbbed when I moved.

A square of black light blinked into being by my ear.


[TRANSFER COMPLETE]
[RECOVERY PROTOCOL: ACTIVE]


I didn’t trust rewards from something that kept trying to kill me.

Warmth slid through me—gentle, medicinal. The pain thinned like fog. I pushed myself to sit.

The chamber around me felt monumental. Not cruel this time. Clinical. Efficient.

Footsteps approached. Soft. Even. Not the Rewinder’s mechanical stride, but the light crunch of someone used to order.

A woman stepped into the glow.

She wore white the same way a general wears a uniform—calm, exact, no wasted motion. Lines at the corners of her eyes. Tired shoulders. She carried a tablet that flashed cold information.

“Kai Thorne,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

My mouth felt like sand. I forced a sound. “Where—what now?”

She didn’t smile. “You completed Trial Four,” she said. “Performance: survived. Integration progress: twenty-two percent.”

Progress. The word tasted clinical.

“Where are the others?” I asked.

Her eyes flicked. A small, almost invisible movement. “They are present. Resting in adjacent bays. Class Selection is scheduled in forty hours.”

Forty hours. My muscles clenched. Forty hours of whatever they called rest in this place.

“Am I—” I started.

“You are marked,” she interrupted. Short. Heavy.

Marked.

The word pinged like a needle in my side.

She reached out and tapped the tablet. A black window bloomed between us, projecting thin blue text.


[NOTICE: ASCENDANT CANDIDATE FLAG — ACTIVE]
[OBSERVATION: INTENSIFIED]


It didn’t feel like it was observing me—more like it was evaluating a piece of equipment. I could feel it watching me—cold, clinical, counting every breath like data.

My throat shifted in a small, reluctant motion.

She watched me do it. No pity. Only efficiency.

“Follow the corridor,” she said. “You will be assigned to Housing Sector Seven. Med bay access immediate.”

I pushed to my feet. Legs wobbled. The recovery warmth was fading quicker than I liked.

I walked.

The corridor hummed with a quiet that made my teeth ache. Other doors lined the white stone like ribs. A dozen figures moved behind them—shadows shifting in the glow.

When my door opened, it revealed a narrow chamber: a sleeping platform, a hygiene pod, a single alcove for meditation. Small. Spare. Mine.

I let myself drop onto the platform and the world pressed down with all the weight of what I’d just been through.

A soft chime.


[INTEGRATION: HOUSING ASSIGNMENT COMPLETE]
[RECOMMENDATION: MEDITATION, HYDRATION]


“Hydration,” I scoffed. My voice scraped the ceiling.

I opened the hygiene pod. Water pooled inside, cool and clean. I drank until my stomach protested. Clothes peeled off like old skin. My wounds tingled as new tissue knitted itself under the System’s protocol.

It was clinical. Efficient. Not mercy—just function.

When I lay back, the memory of the arena stuck like burrs in my throat. The predator’s teeth. The giant’s breath. The way the ground had torn open beneath us.

I didn’t know how long I lay there. Seconds, minutes—time lost its edges.

Then a knock at the door.

A sharp, uneven jolt faltered inside my chest. I sat up, peering through the slit.

Lira’s face filled the gap—sharp eyes, ponytail tight. Dorian behind her—shoulders broad and solid like bedrock. Tess trailing, fragile as a reed.

They breathed when they saw me. Relief flickered across their features. Small, private, human.

“You look worse than when I left you,” Lira said dryly as she stepped in, scanning my cuts the way she scanned systems.

“Thanks,” I rasped.

Dorian closed the door and blocked the corridor with his broad back. He sat on the edge of the platform opposite me, elbows on knees, jaw working. “You did good,” he said simply.

It was the closest thing to praise he owned.

Tess sat beside me. Her hand touched mine—warm and real.

“You scared me,” she whispered. “I thought—”

“You’re alive,” I said. Not a question.

The room pulsed with a quiet intensity. We all carried something raw. The trials leave bones picked clean by fear.

Lira folded her hands together. She looked at me like she was cataloging an input. “Your Core Resonance pattern is unstable,” she said. “It spiked during adaptation. The System flagged you.”

I felt that old prickling straight through the middle of my chest again. Like electricity waiting to arc.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means you’re interesting,” she said. “And interesting gets watched. Not always friendly watching.”

Dorian’s knuckles whitened around his fists. “People die in here,” he said. “We don’t have the luxury of sentiment. We adapt, or we fall.”

Tess squeezed my hand. “You survived,” she said. “That counts.”

My throat moved around a faint, reluctant gulp. The words landed like small stones.

A chime cut through the room. A black window rose in the air—thin text like a scalpel.


[INTEGRATION NOTICE: CLASS SELECTION — ARCADES OPEN]
[TIME TO SELECTION: 36 HOURS]
[PARTICIPANTS: HOUSING SECTOR SEVEN]


Lira’s expression sharpened. “Class Selection,” she said. “The Hall of Potential. Three plinths. Three orbs. Choose wrong and you lock yourself out of options.”

I pictured the orbs—blue, green, amber—shining like small suns in a cold cathedral. The weight of the decision rolled over me like a second exhaustion.

Dorian stood. “Rest,” he said. “We meet to plan in twelve hours. No heroics tonight.”

He left a second later, blocking the door again, watching the corridor like a live gate.

Lira stayed until the last second, standing over me like a scientist and a sentinel in one. “Sleep,” she said finally. “If the System wants to study you, don’t give it extra data. Be still.”

Tess leaned in and pressed something into my hand—a small strip of paper with coordinates and a time. “For later,” she whispered.

She kissed my knuckles. Warm. Real.

I closed my eyes. The room hummed with white light. My muscles loosened, then twitched with old fire. The Resonance in my Core felt like something moving under the skin—new, alive, and not entirely mine.

I lay there, an odd, dangerous thing in a white bed, while beyond the door the System clicked and turned and watched. The countdown to the next decision started ticking.

I didn’t sleep long. Didn’t sleep well.

Every time my eyes shut, the giant’s roar shuddered through me again. Heat against my skin. The predator’s teeth snapping inches from my throat.

When the room dimmed for “night cycle,” I lay there staring at the ceiling, counting the breaths I could still feel instead of the ones I’d almost lost. Tremors wouldn’t leave my fingers. Not fear. Aftershock. You run that hard, you survive that close—your body doesn’t just switch off.

Eventually I forced myself out of bed. The stone under my bare feet was cool, smooth, real. The only real thing in here.

I grabbed the small strip of paper Tess had slipped into my hand. Coordinates. Time: 04:19.

It was 04:17.

Two minutes.

I slipped out of my room. Housing Sector Seven slept in rows of narrow doors, each belonging to someone who’d screamed during trials just like I had. The hall smelled faintly of antiseptic and welding smoke carried from deeper floors.

Tess waited by a side corridor. She didn’t wave. Didn’t smile. She just nodded and started walking.

I followed. Her steps were soft. Mine echoed a little too loud—fatigue made everything heavier. We weren’t supposed to be out. Not this early. Not without clearance. But rules in here had cracks if you knew where to press.

Tess led me through a maintenance arch into a narrow walkway above some kind of processing chamber. Pipes glowed with hot mist. Steam drifted upward in rhythmic pulses.

She stopped at a railing.

“I didn’t want the others listening,” she said quietly.

Her voice always hit differently at night. Softer. Honest in a way daytime didn’t allow.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

She looked at me then. Not just with worry—with something like fear she didn’t want to show.

“You were marked,” she said. “And marked candidates… the System doesn’t treat them like the rest of us.”

I felt a pulse bloom from a small, tightening spark beneath my ribcage. The same place the Rewinder had touched.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

Her fingers tightened on the railing. Knuckles pale. “It means you’re being watched,” she whispered. “Not monitored. Watched.”

The word slid cold down my spine.

“I thought everyone was watched.”

“Not like this.”

Steam rolled past us again, warm and metallic. Tess looked up at me, eyes bright in the half-light.

“Kai… when you were in that arena, when the giant rose, when everything collapsed—your Core signature spiked. Hard. The System flagged it. It doesn’t spike like that unless—”

“Unless what?” I stepped closer.

Her throat worked in a tight, uneasy swallow. “Unless something in you is changing.”

My breath caught. Not comforting. Not gentle. Just a truth she hated delivering.

I leaned on the railing beside her. The metal hummed faintly with the pulse of whatever machinery lived beneath our feet.

“I don’t feel different,” I said. “Not yet.”

We stood in silence for a moment. Her shoulder brushed mine. Warm. Present.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked.

“Just…” She breathed out slowly. “Don’t face Class Selection alone. Whatever’s happening with your Core, you need the three of us with you.”

I nodded.

She didn’t smile. Not fully. But she relaxed a fraction. Then she reached up and cupped the side of my jaw—gentle but grounding.

“You terrify me, Kai,” she whispered. “But I’m glad you came back.”

I froze. Not because I didn’t want the touch—but because I did. Her thumb brushed a line of dried soot on my cheek.

A second passed. Then two. Her breath hitched—just enough for me to feel it.

She dropped her hand suddenly and stepped back. “Okay,” she said, more brisk now. “We should get back before the system sweep.”

“Tess—”

“Later,” she said. “Promise.”

She pushed open the maintenance hatch and slipped inside. I followed, pulse thudding in my ears louder than any alarm.

We made it back to Sector Seven with a minute to spare. She paused at her doorway. And for the first time since extraction, she touched her forehead to mine. Light. Quick. Human.

Then she vanished inside.

I went back to my room—if you could call it that—and collapsed onto the platform again. My pulse still raced. Not from running. From her.

I exhaled hard, rubbing a hand down my face. The lights dimmed further. Night cycle deep. The room felt too small, too bright, too tight around my ribs.

I rolled onto my side and stared at the far wall until the ceiling chimed morning.

A sharp tone pulled me from shallow sleep. I shot upright. A black window hovered inches from my face.


[NOTICE: TRAINING PREP — 90 MINUTES]
[CLASS SELECTION: 28 HOURS]


A sharp jolt snapped into motion inside the space behind my sternum.

Today wasn’t a trial. It was worse.

Today was about the future. What I’d become. What I’d be allowed to become.

I splashed my face in the hygiene pod, the cold water shocking the fog out of my head. Pain lingered in my muscles—deep bruises, stiff joints—but not enough to slow me. My knee felt almost normal. Still sore. Still fragile. But functional.

I pulled on the fresh clothes the System provided—simple, dark, flexible. Then I stepped into the corridor.

Dorian waited at the far end, arms crossed, the kind of stillness that meant he hadn’t slept at all.

“Morning,” he grunted.

“Barely,” I muttered.

Lira appeared next, her hair tied back, eyes clearer than they had any right to be at this hour. Tess joined last, soft steps, quiet expression masking something sharper underneath.

We stood together. A unit. Shaken, scraped, exhausted—but alive.

Lira scanned each of us. “Prep Hall opens in ten minutes,” she said. “We go as a group. No wandering. No isolation.”

Dorian nodded once. “Stay in sight. No matter what.”

Tess’s hand brushed mine. Not enough to draw attention. Just enough to say I’m here.

A System pulse echoed down the hall. Doors unlocked. Lights flickered on.

Training day had begun.

My throat worked around a hard, reluctant knot. My next step felt heavier than the arena.

We walked. Together.

Into whatever the System had planned next.


CHAPTER 6




Special Trial





The Prep Hall wasn’t a hall. It was an arena pretending to be polite.

The doors slid open and a wave of cold air hit us—clean, filtered, sharp enough to sting my nose. White stone stretched out under harsh ceiling lights. Training platforms rose like blunt slabs of concrete, each one surrounded by thin lines glowing faint blue. Everything smelled like steel and disinfectant. Neutral. Perfect. Unforgiving.

Dorian cracked his neck as he stepped inside, eyes scanning for angles, exits, threats. Lira walked like she already owned half the room. Tess’s breath hitched softly—nerves she tried to hide, but her fingers twitched once against her thigh.

I kept my steps steady. A hard pulse knocked through the center of my torso and hurt. My knee buzzed like an exposed wire. But nothing here was trying to kill me.

Yet.

A system window flashed overhead.


[PREPARATION SEQUENCE — STAGE I]
[PHYSICAL CALIBRATION — REQUIRED]
[MENTORS: 1 ASSIGNED]


“Mentors?” I muttered. “We get someone human for once?”

“Unlikely,” Lira said.

She was right.

A metallic hum rolled across the room. A door opened on the far wall.

And the “mentor” stepped out.

Not human. Not close.

Its frame was humanoid—vaguely—but built like a weapon platform: reinforced joints, heavy plating over the chest and limbs, a visor that burned white instead of glowing. A Construct. A training drone designed to break bones and rebuild confidence out of the scraps.

Dorian grinned. “Finally,” he said. “Something I get.”

Tess forced a tight, painful swallow down. Lira didn’t blink. My stomach tightened.

The thing moved with that same machine-smooth certainty the Rewinder had, but heavier—a predator in metal. It stopped in front of us with the blunt thud of servo-heavy feet.

“Candidates,” it said, voice deep and flat. “Line up.”

Dorian stepped forward first. Lira followed. Tess and I took the last spots.

The Construct’s visor flicked from one of us to the next—a cold scan. Not for identity. For weakness.

When its gaze landed on me, the inhale sitting inside me thickened.

I held it anyway.

A faint click sounded inside the Construct’s chest. Then a window opened.


[CANDIDATE 07: KAI THORNE]
[FLAG: ASCENDANT CANDIDATE]
[PROTOCOL: ADJUSTED]


Tess stiffened beside me. Dorian glanced my way, jaw tight. Lira’s fingers curled.

The Construct didn’t react. Not visibly. But a subtle shift rolled through its stance—the smallest adjustment.

It would hit me harder.

Great.

“Calibration begins,” it said.

The floor under us split into four lanes of stone, each one humming with cold blue lines. We stepped onto our lanes. Heat prickled across my palms. My pulse quickened.

The Construct lifted its hand.

“Run.”

The floor under us snapped downward. I lost footing instantly, sliding into a narrow trench that stretched forward like a sprint lane from hell. The stone under me jerked and began to move—fast—pushing me forward whether I liked it or not.

My boots hammered the floor as I ran to keep from face-planting. Air whipped past my face. My knee protested every step. Blood thumped in my ears.

The Construct’s voice echoed overhead. “Speed calibration: level one.”

The ground sped up. My body lurched. I pushed harder. Legs burning already.

Dorian cursed somewhere to my left. Tess gasped. Lira’s footsteps stayed steady, sharp, precise.

Sweat ran down my back. The floor accelerated again. My breath tore in and out, raw. My knee wobbled.

“Don’t—” I hissed to it. “Don’t you dare—”

The next surge hit. I almost fell. My foot skidded. I caught myself on reflex, every muscle straining, lungs screaming.

The Construct monitored us from above like a silent judge.

“Speed calibration: level two.”

The floor ramped faster. My legs shook. My throat scraped. I grit my teeth and pushed harder, arms pumping in rough rhythm.

Dorian’s breathing turned into a growl. Tess’s steps turned frantic. Even Lira sounded strained.

My knee gave a sharp jerk—pain flaring up my thigh. I stumbled. The ground kept moving. I threw my weight forward, catching myself with fingertips against the stone wall of the lane before falling flat. My shoulder screamed. A sharp inhale jerked to a stop inside me.

The Construct’s visor flared. “Candidate 07: unstable gait.”

“I’m—fine—” I spat, forcing myself upright.

The floor accelerated a final time. Level three? Four? Hell? Didn’t matter.

I ran until spots burst across my vision. Until my legs felt like wet wires. Until the pain in my knee went numb.

Then—

The floor slammed to a stop.

My momentum carried me forward. I crashed into the barrier at the end of the lane, shoulder first and messy. A groan escaped my throat before I could swallow it.

The barrier hissed open and I stumbled out. Dorian limped from his lane, sweat streaking down his face. Lira breathed slow and sharp like she was rationing air. Tess collapsed to her knees, clutching her chest, whispering through ragged breaths.

I bent over, hands on my thighs, sucking down air like I’d never tasted oxygen before.

The Construct stepped forward.

“Speed acceptable.”

Acceptable. Not good. Not bad. Just a number to it.

A new window blinked into view.


[PHYSICAL CALIBRATION: COMPLETE]
[PHASE TWO: BEGINNING]
[HAND-TO-HAND SIMULATION — REQUIRED]


Dorian straightened like someone had plugged him into a power cell. Finally.

Lira wiped sweat from her brow. Tess looked like she might pass out. I wasn’t much better.

But the Construct’s gaze pinned me like a nail.

“Candidate 07,” it said. “Front.”

My stomach dropped.

Tess reached instinctively toward my arm—but stopped. Rules. Observers. Punishments.

I stepped forward anyway. A deep, dragging ache settled through my muscles. My shoulder throbbed where I’d hit the barrier. My knee buzzed with a low electric pain.

The Construct tilted its head. “Begin.”

No countdown. No warning.

It charged. Fast.

The air turned into pressure. And all I had to survive with was instinct, bruises, and whatever was happening in the Core buried inside me that the System seemed so damn interested in.

The Construct hit the ground hard enough to shake dust loose from the ceiling.

I didn’t get a second to breathe.

It came at me again—closing the distance in a blink, metal feet tearing grooves into the stone. I threw myself sideways. A miss. Barely. Where its fist swept through, a shock rolled outward like a train’s gust.

I hit the ground, rolled, and came up on one knee. Pain shot down my leg. The tight knot in the middle of my chest protested the twist.

The Construct didn’t pause. It pivoted with impossible precision, one heavy arm swinging toward me. I ducked. Its knuckles slammed into the training slab behind me—stone cracked loud enough to make my ears ring.

Dorian swore under his breath. Tess gasped. Lira’s eyes sharpened.

I scrambled backward, boots skidding on polished floor. The Construct advanced.

“Candidate 07,” it said. “Instability detected.”

“I noticed,” I snapped, pushing myself upright.

The Construct lunged again.

I blocked. Not cleanly. Not well. My forearms lit up in agony as metal slammed into bone. The impact launched me backward like a kicked door. I crashed onto my side and rolled until friction finally stopped me.

The ceiling spun. My breath refused to come for a moment.

Tess stepped forward instinctively— Dorian caught her arm before a warning could trigger. Lira watched me with that split attention she had—part analyst, part soldier.

The Construct moved toward me again. No mercy. No hesitation. Just protocol.

I pushed myself upright in a wavering heave. Every muscle screamed. My legs shook. My shoulder throbbed.

But stopping wasn’t an option.

“Candidate 07: resume.”

It charged.

I stepped in—not away.

Its fist came down. I ducked under it and slammed my elbow into the joint of its arm. Hard. Metal rang. Pain spiked through my elbow like I’d hit a steel door.

The Construct barely slowed. Its other arm came around and hit me square in the chest. The impact folded me in half. My back hit the ground. Breath rushed out in a violent burst.

I wheezed, rolling instinctively before the stomp landed where my ribs had been. Stone cracked. Dust exploded.

“Get up,” I told myself. “Get up—get—”

Nothing in me responded.

The Construct bent down, reaching for my collar, ready to drag me up like a broken weapon.

Something pulsed under compression in my chest. Not pain. A low, heavy thump—like something inside me pushed outward in a single, hard beat. A thin, uneven inhale caught hard inside me.

The Construct hesitated.

Only for a fraction of a second. But I saw it. Lira saw it too. Her eyebrows twitched—tiny, shocked.

“Kai,” Tess whispered. “Your Core—”

No time for questions.

The Construct reached again. I rolled sideways and pushed up on my palms, ignoring the screaming burn across my torso.

It followed—fast.

Our bodies collided in the middle of the floor. Metal against bone. Its fist slammed into my shoulder. Pain shot through my arm.

I gritted my teeth and threw a punch at its visor—stupid move. Panic move. My knuckles cracked. The Construct didn’t even blink.

But the force of my strike—small, desperate—made something flicker in it. A glitch. A momentary stagger. Its visor dimmed, then brightened again.

Lira leaned forward. “Again,” she said sharply. “Kai—hit it again.”

Not helpful. Not reassuring.

But I did it.

I surged forward and slammed my elbow into its torso with everything I had left. The Construct jerked. This time the flicker lasted longer. Its joints locked for a fraction of a second like something inside it misfired.

Dorian’s eyes widened. “What the hell was that?”

“I think it’s him,” Lira murmured. “His Core resonance—”

The Construct reactivated instantly. It grabbed me by the front of my shirt and threw me across the platform.

The world twisted. My shoulder slammed into the ground. My back scraped stone. Pain ripped straight through the middle of my chest.

I forced myself up again. My vision blurred at the edges.

The Construct charged.

And something inside the space behind my sternum thumped again—heavier this time. Like pressure pushing against my bones. My breath came out rough. My hands trembled.

The Construct swung. I raised my forearm to block—knowing it would break, knowing it wouldn’t be enough—

But the impact never landed.

The Construct’s arm jerked mid-swing. Its elbow locked. Its shoulder twitched. Its entire body stuttered like a video buffer choking. The visor flashed white—then dark—then white again.

A system alarm pinged overhead.


[ERROR: RES0NANCE INTERFERENCE DETECTED]
[PRIMARY DRONE — UNSTABLE]


Lira’s breath caught. Tess clapped a hand over her mouth. Dorian muttered, “What are you doing, kid?”

It wasn’t me.

It was inside me.

The Core inside me pulsed again—once, twice—a deep, internal push like something heavy shifting position. The Construct staggered backward. It tried to reset—but every time its systems cycled, the stutter got worse. Metal groaned. Gears skipped.

I looked down at my own hands. They were shaking violently. Heat crawled under my skin—not from exhaustion. Not from adrenaline. Something else.

A system window sliced through the air in front of me.


[ASCENDANT FLAG — CONFIRMED]
[RESONANCE LEVEL: UNSANCTIONED]
[RESTRICTION PROTOCOL: PREP HALL LOCKDOWN]


Lira swore under her breath.

The alarms cut in—shrill, piercing, mechanical. Red lights strobed across the ceiling. The Construct froze completely. Not down. Not broken. Just held—caught in the System’s override.

My pulse slammed in my throat.

Tess grabbed my arm, eyes wide. “Kai—are you—”

“I don’t know,” I rasped.

Dorian planted himself between us and the disabled Construct, fists clenched. “If it reactivates, I’ll put it down.”

“You won’t,” Lira snapped. “You’ll die trying.”

A door slammed shut at the far end of the hall. Then another. Then another. Lockdown.

The windows updated.


[ALL CANDIDATES — REMAIN IN POSITION]
[PRIME EVALUATOR EN ROUTE]


Prime Evaluator.

Not good. Not good at all.

Tess squeezed my arm tighter. Lira stepped closer, voice low. “Kai. Listen carefully. Whatever you felt—whatever your Core is doing—shut it down. Right now.”

I tried. I really tried.

I focused on my breathing. On the ache driving straight through the center of my torso. On the cold stone under my feet. On anything that wasn’t that internal pressure.

But the pulse inside me didn’t fade.

It grew. Slow. Heavy. Steady.

Footsteps echoed down the sealed corridor outside. Sharp. Metal. Uncompromising.

Not a Construct. Not a drone. Someone higher. Someone the System didn’t send unless something truly dangerous was happening.

Lira’s breath went still. Dorian squared his shoulders. Tess stepped in front of me like she could shield me with her heartbeat alone.

The footsteps stopped outside the locked doors. Silence stretched.

Then—

They opened. And the Prime Evaluator walked in.

The Prime Evaluator didn’t walk into the room.

He arrived.

A presence before a person.

The atmosphere shifted the moment the doors opened—cold, compressed, sharp enough to sting the back of my throat. My pulse jumped.

The man stepped through like the world was adjusting around him, not the other way. Tall. Broad shoulders. Uniform black and white, stitched with thin metal seams. No armor, no visible weapons—he didn’t need any.

His eyes were pale silver, like polished steel cooled too fast. They swept across the room and stopped on me immediately.

My stomach dropped.

Tess tightened her grip on my arm. Dorian moved half a step in front of us—instinct, not thought. Lira stood rigid.

The Prime Evaluator didn’t slow. He crossed the floor with silent, precise steps until he was five feet from me. Close enough that the lights reflected off his eyes in two cold points.

“Candidate Seven,” he said.

His voice was deep, calm, and absolute—like he was used to people listening the first time.

I forced a dry knot down my throat. Something deep within me pulsed again. Slow. Heavy. Unstoppable.

The Evaluator’s gaze flicked to it—or through it.

“Stand.”

My legs obeyed before my brain caught up. I stood straight, breath tight, hands trembling at my sides.

Tess stepped with me—but the Evaluator lifted one finger. She froze mid-step. Dorian clenched his jaw hard enough I heard his teeth grind. Lira’s eyes narrowed, calculating angles that didn’t exist.

The Evaluator studied me like a surgeon before a cut.

“Your resonance,” he said. “Show me.”

“I don’t know how,” I rasped.

“You do,” he said. Flat. Certain.

A throbbing squeeze pulsed through my torso. My breath hitched.

“I can’t control it,” I said. “It’s just—there.”

“Then stop fighting it.”

His words struck like a hammer.

That pulse inside me surged again—rising up, pushing into a hard, climbing load beneath my ribcage, up my spine, into my skull.

The training hall blurred at the edges. I grabbed my shirt near the collar, fingers twisting the fabric, trying to hold something still inside me.

Tess whispered my name. Lira’s eyes widened. Dorian’s fists tightened.

The Evaluator didn’t move.

“Breathe,” he said.

I sucked in a sharp breath—and a bursting squeeze erupted outward.

Not air. Not energy. A shock of physical force inside my bones. Like every nerve fired at once.

My legs buckled. I dropped to one knee, choking on a sound I didn’t recognize as my own. The Construct behind the Evaluator stuttered again—metal whining—like whatever was happening in me was still jamming its systems.

A warning window flashed overhead.


[RESONANCE SPIKE — UNSANCTIONED]
[LEVEL: UNKNOWN]
[CONTAINMENT RECOMMENDED]


The Evaluator didn’t even glance at it. His eyes stayed locked on me.

“Look at me, Candidate Seven,” he said.

I forced my head up. My vision pulsed. The hall tilted slightly. Heat pooled behind the compressed knot under my sternum, ready to break again.

“What did the Rewinder do to you?” he asked quietly.

I blinked. “What do you mean?”

His jaw tightened. A small, controlled movement. “The baseline they extracted,” he said. “It did not stabilize. It changed. That should be impossible.”

My breath caught. The pulse inside me struck harder—sharp enough to make me curl forward, gripping the bone-deep pressure just below my chest like something inside wanted out.

Tess moved toward me— Dorian grabbed her wrist. Lira’s eyes stayed on me, wide and razor-sharp.

The Evaluator leaned closer.

“Listen to me, Kai Thorne,” he said. “Whatever is happening in your Core is not intentional. Not designed. Not authorized. Do you understand?”

I shook my head. “I don’t—”

“You will,” he said. “But not here.”

He straightened. A window blinked open in front of him.


[PRIME AUTHORIZATION REQUESTED: CANDIDATE EXTRACTION]
[OVERRIDE LEVEL: 3]


Tess gasped. “No—he can’t—”

“Extraction?” I said, throat dry. “What does that mean?”

“No,” Lira snapped, stepping forward. “He hasn’t completed Class Selection. You can’t take him out of the cohort.”

Dorian’s whole body lowered into a stance—two seconds away from attacking the highest-ranking officer in the building.

The Evaluator didn’t even acknowledge them. His silver eyes stayed on me.

“You’re unstable,” he said. “Your presence disrupts Constructs. That alone warrants review. But your Core isn’t just unstable. It’s reactive. To what, I don’t know yet.”

My heartbeat turned into a drum. “I didn’t ask for this,” I said.

“And yet,” he replied, “here you are.”

The override window pinged.

[OVERRIDE LEVEL 3: APPROVED]

Tess gasped. Lira inhaled sharply. Dorian stepped forward—

And the Evaluator finally moved. One step. One motion. The entire hall responded.

The lights brightened. Doors locked. Systems fell silent.

He lifted his hand—not threatening, just a command.

“Stand down,” he said. “All of you.”

The words hit like physical weight. Tess froze. Lira’s jaw clenched but she didn’t move. Dorian shook with rage he couldn’t act on.

“What happens if I go with you?” I asked.

The Evaluator studied me for a long, heavy second. “Truth,” he said.

Another pulse inside me—sharp, painful.

“And if I don’t?”

His eyes hardened. “Then the System will take you anyway.”

The room went silent. Completely silent.

Tess’s breath stuttered. Lira’s hands balled into fists. Dorian stood like a wall beside me.

And me?

A deep, insistent thud shook the space behind my sternum. The knot under my sternum ached. The Core within me pulsed like it wanted an answer before I gave one.

Then the lights overhead flickered—

And the choice hit me like a fist.


CHAPTER 7




Warden Arrival





The air in the Prep Hall thickened. Not with heat. Not with pressure. With choice.

The Prime Evaluator stood in front of me, silver eyes bright under the sterile lights, waiting for my mouth to move. Waiting for something inside me to answer before I did.

Behind me, Tess’s breath hitched. Dorian planted his feet wider. Lira’s jaw locked in a hard line. Everything in the room pulled toward the moment.

“Choose,” the Evaluator repeated. His voice didn’t rise. It didn’t need to.

My pulse hammered. The compressed knot under my sternum felt like welded metal around a furnace. Whatever lived in the Core at my center—whatever was waking—pushed against my bones like a fist wanting out.

My throat worked around nothing. “I’m not going anywhere until I understand what this is,” I said. “What you think I am.”

The Evaluator stepped once toward me. My legs tensed. He didn’t reach for me. He only said, calm as a heartbeat:

“You don’t understand because you can’t. Not yet.”

My teeth clenched. “Then explain.”

“You wouldn’t survive the explanation.”

That landed like a punch.

Lira moved first. A sharp step forward, eyes like knives. “That’s not an answer,” she snapped. “It’s intimidation.”

“It’s a fact,” the Evaluator replied without looking at her.

Tess trembled beside me, voice barely a whisper. “Kai…please…”

Dorian stepped forward again—thick, immovable, protective. “You take him,” he growled, “you take us all.”

Finally, the Evaluator looked at him. Not impressed. Not threatened. Just…measuring.

“And you think you could stop me?” he asked.

Dorian didn’t blink. “I think you’d have to hurt me first.”

The Evaluator exhaled once. Slow. Almost disappointed. “Kai Thorne,” he said again, “this is your final decision. Come willingly—your friends remain unharmed.”

My stomach turned. “And if I don’t?” I said.

The lights flickered with the pulse in my chest. The Evaluator held my gaze. “Then they will watch what the System does to a candidate who refuses.”
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