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            "The mistake was assuming addiction is a flaw in the chemistry. It is not. It is an open port waiting for a compatible cable. We simply provided the bandwidth."

— Dr. Aris Thorne, AEGIS Global Lead Virologist (Deceased)

"There is no silence in the hive. There is only the hum of the others, and the terrible comfort of never being alone again."

— Recovered Neural Log, Subject 004 (The North Ridge Patient)

"Nature does not knock. It grows over, it grows through, and eventually, it becomes the structure itself."

— Analysis of the Modern Epoch, Section 4: Survival through Design

"If you can hear the clicking, it is already too late to hang up."

— Graffiti found in the Sycamore Hills Quarantine Zone, Sector 7
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Aegis Global: Forensic Archive
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RESTRICTED

report Id: Nr-1099 (the North Ridge Incident)

subject: Chronicle Of The Violet Pulse

status: Reconstructed From Neural Residue And Encrypted Logs

encryption Level: Omega (leaked / Unauthorized Access)

Manifest Preamble

The document you are about to interface with is not a work of fiction. It is a harvest. In the wake of the North Ridge quarantine, total data erasure was attempted. While the world remembers the North Ridge Incident as a municipal failure, the infection began in the quiet suburb of Sycamore Hills—the ground zero where five individuals unwittingly brokered the end of human privacy.

What remains here is a composite reconstruction—a synchronization of fractured consciousnesses recovered from the debris of Sycamore Hills. To comprehend the collapse, you must look through the eyes of the Sycamore Hills Crew, the five primary nodes who opened the door to the "Queen" and brokered the end of our species' privacy. The data stream is split across five specific frequencies. Pay attention to the hardware through which the truth is processed.

The Evolution of the Drug: From Harvest to Emergence

This analysis tracks the transition of medicinal and transformative substances from primitive naturalism to the high-density data-biological hybrids of the modern quarantine era.

I. The Epoch of Serendipity (Ancient - 1800s)

In the earliest phase, "drugs" were not designed; they were found. Healers functioned as curators of the natural world, identifying specific biological patterns that produced desired outcomes.

The Primordial Harvest: Medicinal plants, minerals, and animal extracts were used without an understanding of their molecular mechanics.

Key Vectors:

Opium (Poppy): The first encounter with systematic neural dampening.

Cinchona Bark (Quinine): A template for chemical intervention against systemic infection.

Salix (Willow Bark): The precursor to synthetic pain management (Aspirin).

Limitation: Lack of standardization. Efficacy was tied to the soil, the season, and the specific plant—much like the initial erratic symptoms observed in the North Ridge incident.

II. The Epoch of Isolation (1800 - 1940)

The 19th-century shift from "extracts" to "compounds." This was the first time humanity isolated the "soul" of a drug—its active principle—from its biological casing.

The Molecular Break: In 1804, morphine was isolated from opium. This marked the birth of modern pharmacology.

Industrial Synthesis: The 1890s saw the first mass-marketed synthetic drugs (Bayer’s Aspirin and Heroin).

The Antibiotic Leap: The discovery of Penicillin (1928) shifted the paradigm from "treating symptoms" to "eradicating the invader."

III. The Epoch of Logic (1950 - 2000)

Drug development moved into the realm of "rational design." Rather than finding a molecule and seeing what it did, scientists began identifying "targets" (proteins, receptors) and building keys to fit those locks.

The Golden Age: The development of vaccines, antipsychotics, and antihypertensives.

High-Throughput Screening: The introduction of robotics allowed for the testing of millions of compounds. This was the precursor to the massive data-harvesting efforts that later defined the Node Chloe era.

Digital Modeling: Early computational pharmacology began simulating drug-receptor interactions, reducing the reliance on "wet" testing.

IV. The Epoch of Precision & The Pulse (2000 - Present)

The current era is defined by the blurring of the line between information and biology. It is no longer about the chemical; it is about the code.

Genomic Tailoring: Drugs designed for the individual's specific DNA. Efficacy is no longer universal; it is personal.

The Vector of Influence: The rise of monoclonal antibodies and mRNA technology. These "drugs" are instructions—messages sent to the cells to produce their own defense.
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The Violet Pulse Emergence:
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BIOLOGICAL MUTATION (Node Jax): The point where the drug ceases to be a treatment and becomes a rewrite. In the athlete's case, the drug replaced the physical logic of his musculoskeletal system with a predatory, self-repairing lattice.

The Data Connection: The "Emergence" in Sycamore Hills represents the final stage: a drug that functions as a data-transfer protocol, turning the human host into a physical node within a larger, non-human network.

NODE MIA (The Observer): Recovered from the only surviving human heart in the epicenter. She is the baseline—the last human lens that measures the weight of what we traded for "perfection."

NODE SILAS (The Architect): A record of intellectual suicide. He provided the logic for our optimization, treating the invasion as an equation until the variables decided to solve him.

Node Jax (the Patient): Logged from the physical root of the Emergence. A study in Biological Mutation; the athlete who traded a shattered knee for a physical godhood that required the death of his soul.

Node Chloe (the Face): The Vector Of Influence.

in Sycamore Hills represents the final stage: a drug that functions as a data-transfer protocol, turning the human host into a physical node within a larger, non-human network.

Node Toby (the Interface): The digital bridge. He translated the "Clicking" from the dark until the machine world and the biological world shared a single, terrifying handshake.

Supplemental Intel: Forensic markers have been integrated from the tactical logs of Sarge (Elias Rook), the official police record of Chief Kowalski, and the final transmissions of Coach Bull.

System Warning To The Future

This archive is live. The Violet Pulse was not a local event; it was a planetary software update. The technology described herein—the "Genetic Paste" and the neural synchronization protocol—is inherently predatory. We proved we could kill a single Queen, but we only succeeded in telling them exactly what kind of fire it takes to stop us.

By processing this manifest, you are establishing a neural link with the source code.

Watch for the twitch. Listen for the silence. The handshake is already in progress.

Proceed at your own risk.
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Aegis Global: Neural Reconstruction [Restricted]
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SUBJECT: ROOK, ELIAS (designation: Subject 00 / "Sarge")

Timestamp: 03:12 Am [t-minus 0:00:00]

Location: Memorial Park, North Ridge

Data Source: Residual Cortical Imprint [Post-mortem]

The silence of North Ridge wasn't a natural silence. It was a holding breath.

I’ve spent forty years listening to the difference between a world that is sleeping and a world that is hiding. Most people in this town—the ones in the beige houses in Sycamore Hills with their alarm systems and their two-car garages—they don't know the difference. They think quiet is peace. They think the lack of noise is safety. They’ve forgotten that in the jungle, when the noise stops, it’s because something has just entered the clearing that doesn't belong to the local food chain.

I sat on my bench in Memorial Park, my back against the statue of the General whose name everyone has forgotten. The bronze was cold, leaching the heat from my spine through the tattered layers of my M65 field jacket. I didn't mind the cold. Cold is an honest sensation. Cold tells you exactly where your body ends and the world begins.

It was 3:12 AM. The hour of the wolf. The time when the drunks have finally passed out and the early-shift workers haven't yet hit their alarms.

I was sharpening my stick.

It was a piece of seasoned white oak I’d found near the old limestone quarry three days ago. Solid. Dense. I was using a rusted Buck knife, the blade thinned by years of whetstones. Whittle. Shave. Whittle. The curls of wood fell onto the frozen grass like dead skin. I wasn't making a weapon, not really. I was making a tactile anchor. I needed to feel the resistance of the grain to keep my mind from drifting back to the A Shau Valley.

The air in the park tasted like damp earth and the oily exhaust of the nearby industrial district. It was a familiar, depressing bouquet of rust-belt decay. But as I pulled the blade along the oak, the air changed. The pressure dropped. My ears popped, a sharp click inside my skull that made the shrapnel in my hip throb with a sudden, electric heat.

I stopped whittling.

I didn't look up. Not yet. I closed my eyes and let my other senses expand. This was the Long Range Recon training—the LRRP protocols that don't leave you just because you’ve spent three decades being the "Town Fool."

The birds were the first tell.

Memorial Park is usually home to a dozen fat pigeons and a few crows that think they own the place. They huddle in the rafters of the gazebo or the branches of the elms, even in the dead of night. They make noise—shuffling feathers, a sleepy coo, the scratching of claws on wood.

The birds were gone.

I couldn't hear a single wing-beat. I couldn't hear a squirrel in the leaves. The park had become a vacuum. The only thing left was the hum of the city’s power grid, and even that was modulating, shifting into a higher, more frantic frequency.

Then came the smell.

Ozone. It was the scent of a lightning strike, sharp and metallic, like licking a copper penny. But mixed into it was something cloying. Sweet. The smell of rotting lilies in a funeral parlor. It was a biological smell wrapped in a technological one.

I looked up.

The sky over North Ridge was a bruised, light-polluted orange. But cutting through that orange was a streak of green fire.

It wasn't a meteor. Meteors tumble. They burn unevenly, shedding sparks of yellow and white as they break apart in the friction of the mesosphere. This thing was stable. It was a black shard, encased in a shimmering, emerald-colored plasma, cutting a straight line through the atmosphere with a mathematical precision that made my gut tighten.

It didn't scream like a jet engine. It hissed. A sound like a thousand snakes moving through dry grass, amplified until it vibrated in the marrow of my bones.

"Broken arrow," I whispered to the General. "Incoming."

I watched the trajectory. It wasn't headed for the city center. It wasn't headed for the industrial plant. It was aimed directly at the "Blind Spot"—the gap in the geography between the suburbs and the rust.

The Quarry.

The shard cleared the ridge line, a silhouette of obsidian against the green glow. For a microsecond, the world went white. Not the white of a flare, but a negative-exposure white that turned the trees into skeletal ghosts and the park into a moonscape.

Impact.

There was no sound at first. Just the ground beneath my bench jumping six inches to the left. A seismic shudder traveled through the limestone bedrock, a deep, tectonic groan that rattled the windows of the police station two blocks away and set every car alarm in Sycamore Hills screaming in unison.

Then the sound hit.

BOOM.

It was a thunderclap that tore the air apart. A physical weight of sound that knocked the breath out of my lungs and sent my whittling stick flying into the dark. It wasn't an explosion of fire and shrapnel; it was a thud of immense, impossible mass hitting water and silt.

A geyser of steam and mud shot up over the tree line, illuminated from below by a flickering, violet light.

I stood up, my knees cracking like gunshots. My heart was a frantic bird in a cage, but my mind was clear. The "Town Fool" was archived. Elias Rook, 101st Airborne, was online.

I reached into the pocket of my jacket and pulled out my Zippo. 1968. I flipped the lid—clink—and struck the wheel. The orange flame flared, steady and small. I looked at the flame. It was flickering toward the Quarry.

The wind was being sucked toward the impact site. A thermal vacuum.

"Oxygen intake," I muttered. "The fire is breathing."

But there was no smoke. No smell of burning gasoline or jet fuel. Just that cloying, rotting-flower scent, growing stronger by the second, carried on the back of the ozone.

I walked to the edge of the park, where the manicured grass met the gravel of the access road. I looked at the streetlights. 

They were pulsing. Dim. Bright. Dim. They were out of sync with the grid. It was as if something was drawing power from the air itself, a parasitic load that was rewriting the physics of the town.

I looked toward the ridge. The violet light was fading, settling into a low, rhythmic throb. It looked like a heartbeat.

Thump-glow. Thump-glow.

"You're not dead," I said to the distant crater. "You're just settling in."

I knew what came next. I’d seen the manuals the government didn't show the civilians. I’d seen the reports from the "Anomalous Event" teams back in the seventies. When something falls from the sky and doesn't explode, it’s not a weapon. It’s a delivery system.

It was a seed. And North Ridge was the dirt.

I walked back to my bench. I found my stick in the grass and picked it up. I sat back down and started whittling again. My hands were perfectly steady.

Most people would be calling 911. They’d be running toward the Quarry with their cell phones out, hoping for a viral video. They’d be looking for the "meteor."

They’d be providing the first wave of biomass.

I wouldn't. I’d seen enough wars to know that the first one to the clearing is the first one to get harvested.

I looked at the sidewalk.

A centipede was crawling across the concrete. It was moving toward the Quarry. I looked at the trees. The few leaves remaining on the elms were curling, turning a deep, bruised purple at the edges.

The terraforming had already begun.

The vibration in the ground shifted. It was no longer a seismic echo; it was a frequency. A low-pitched, rhythmic clicking that I felt in my teeth.

Click. Click-click. Click.

It was a signal. A handshake. It was searching for a port.

I reached up and touched my own ears. I could hear it. But more than that, I could feel it trying to find a rhythm to match my pulse. It was an invitation to stop thinking. An invitation to let the noise go and join the silence.

"Negative," I whispered. "Frequency denied."

I hummed a discordant tune—an old song my mother used to sing—just to keep my brain noisy. I needed the static. I needed the interference. I needed the human mess to act as a firewall against the perfection coming out of that pit.

I looked up at the sky.

The green fire was gone, but the stars looked different. They looked sharper. They looked like they were watching.

I thought about the town. I thought about the kids who would be heading to the Quarry tomorrow to drink and smoke and be young and stupid. I thought about the "Sycamore Hills Crew"—the ones I saw in the Bronco, the ones who thought they were the kings of a world that was currently being uninstalled.

They wouldn't see the shard. They’d see the Violet.

They’d see the "Fairy Water." They’d see a way to be better, faster, stronger. They’d see a shortcut to the future, never realizing that the future was a mouth and they were the meat.

I pulled my knife across the wood, carving a final, sharp point.

"Beware the old soldier," I said to the empty park.

I stood up and walked to the statue of the General. I knelt at the base, in the shadow where the security cameras couldn't reach.

I used the tip of the knife to carve a symbol into the stone.

A circle with a line through it.

Safe Zone.

It was a lie, of course. There were no safe zones anymore. Not in North Ridge. Not on this planet. But a soldier needs a rally point. A soldier needs a place to start the resistance. I stood up and looked toward the Quarry one last time.

The violet pulse was steady now. A rhythmic, hypnotic beacon in the dark.

I could smell the change in the wind. The "Zero Hour" had passed. The "Handshake" had begun.

I turned my back on the light and walked into the shadows of the trees. I didn't go to my camp. I went to the perimeter. I had tripwires to set. I had tin cans to string. I had an analog war to prepare for in a world that was about to go digital.

The town of North Ridge slept on, dreaming of football games and Ivy League futures.

They didn't know that the update was already downloading.

They didn't know that the silence was coming for them.

But the Watcher was awake.

And I was making a lot of noise.

[Neural Overlay: Aegis Analyst Note]

Subject 00’s initial assessment shows a 98% correlation with the verified impact data. His tactical intuition regarding the "Handshake" protocol suggests a high level of cognitive resistance to the early-stage Pulse. Note his use of auditory static (humming) as a defensive measure. This has been added to the "Containment Best Practices" manifest.

The "Violet" smell reported by Subject 00 indicates a hull breach occurred at T+0:00:04, earlier than initially estimated by the physics models. The terraforming vector was active before the first human subject arrived at the epicenter.

Proceed to Chapter 1 Reconstruction: Node Mia.

I stopped at the edge of the park pond.

The water was usually murky, green with algae and littered with soda cans. Now, it was clear. Too clear. I could see the bottom. I could see the old shopping cart rusted into the mud.

And I could see the bubbles.

Tiny, shimmering violet bubbles were rising from the silt. They didn't pop when they hit the surface. They drifted. They looked like liquid stars.

One of the bubbles drifted toward me. It bobbed in the air, glowing with a soft, inviting light.

I felt the pull. The "Sync."

My hand reached out of its own accord. My fingers wanted to touch it. They wanted to feel the warmth. They wanted to know the secret. Join us, the bubble seemed to whisper. The noise is so loud, Elias. Let it go. Be whole.

I felt a tear run down my cheek. A human tear. Salty and warm. The bubble touched the tear. Sizzle.

The violet light flared for a second, then vanished. The pull snapped.

I stumbled back, gasping for air, clutching my chest. My heart was thundering, a chaotic, messy, beautiful human rhythm.

"Not today," I wheezed.

I pulled the Zippo from my pocket and struck the flame again. I held the fire between me and the pond.

The violet bubbles recoiled. They sank back into the water, disappearing into the dark.

They hated the fire. They hated the noise. They hated the mess. I closed the lighter.

I looked at the town. The streetlights were still pulsing. The car alarms were still screaming. The war had come home. And the first shot had been a bubble. I turned away and began the long walk toward the high ground.

I had a stick to sharpen....And a town to watch die.

[Pov: Sarge]

The park was my fortress, but even a fortress needs a patrol.

I moved through the woods on the western edge of the park, the "Dead Zone" that led toward the industrial district. I kept my boots in the soft dirt, avoiding the dry leaves. I moved like a ghost, a skill I’d learned when the ghosts were the ones trying to kill me.

I reached the overlook above the North Ridge Packaging Plant.

The plant was a sprawl of corrugated steel and steam pipes. It was the heart of the town’s economy—a place that processed pesticide and fertilizer for the surrounding farms. It was the reason North Ridge existed, and the reason it was dying.

I looked at the storage tanks....They were vibrating.

The heavy steel cylinders, filled with thousands of gallons of high-concentration chemicals, were humming at the same frequency as the Quarry. I saw a leak in one of the primary valves. A thick, grey sludge was oozing out.

But as it hit the ground, the sludge turned violet.

The infection wasn't just in the biology. It was in the chemistry. The Queen was using the plant’s own infrastructure to refine the "Genetic Paste." She was hijacking the very things the town used to survive.

I saw a figure moving near the loading docks.

It was a security guard. A man named Henderson. I knew him. He was a decent guy. Had a kid on the junior varsity team.

Henderson was standing perfectly still. He was looking at his hands.

His skin was pale. Almost translucent. And in the moonlight, I saw the "Hardening."

Small, shimmering patches of scales were forming on his knuckles. He wasn't scratching them. He was admiring them. He flexed his hand, and I heard the sound of a dry branch breaking.

He looked toward the ridge. Toward the light. He didn't scream. He didn't run for help. He smiled. It was a wide, perfect smile that didn't reach his eyes.

"Upgrade complete," Henderson whispered.

His voice carried across the distance, amplified by the silent air. It didn't sound like Henderson. It sounded like a choir.

He turned and walked into the plant. His gait was smooth. Too smooth. He didn't look like a man anymore. He looked like a machine that had just been oiled.

I backed away from the overlook.

The perimeter was compromised. The "Optimization" had reached the industrial sector.

I checked my watch. 04:00 AM.

The first shift would be arriving in an hour. Three hundred workers. Three hundred hosts.

I looked at the whittled point of my oak stick.

"It's not enough," I whispered.

I needed the fire. I needed the thermite. I needed the C4 I had hidden in the bunker beneath the reservoir.

I began to run.

Not toward the plant. Toward the park. Toward the rally point.

I needed to find the girl. Mia.

She was the variable. She was the one who could bridge the gap between the noise and the silence. She was the only one who could help me burn the root.

But as I ran, I heard the clicking again.

It was louder now. It was coming from the trees.

Click-click. Click.

The Drones were waking up. The first generation. The scouts.

They weren't looking for me. Not yet. They were looking for the biomass. They were looking for the "Users."

I dove into the bushes as a shape moved through the canopy above me.

It was fast. A blur of black chitin and violet light. It didn't have a face. It had a sensor array.

It passed over me, its "Clicking" pinging off my field jacket.

I held my breath. I hummed the song in my head. I made my brain a wall of static.

The shape moved on, heading toward the residential districts. Heading toward Sycamore Hills.

I stood up, my heart hammer-striking my ribs.

"God help them," I whispered.

But I knew God had left North Ridge at 03:12 AM.

Now, there was only the Watcher.

And the fire.

I hit the gravel road and sprinted into the dark.

The "North Ridge Incident" had officially moved into Phase 1.

The Infection.

And I was the only one who knew the cure.

Burn it all.

[Aegis System Override]

Status: Reconstruction Complete.

Integrity: 94%.

Next Node: Mia (Chapter 1).

Warning: The Violet pulse is retroactive. By analyzing this record, you are already 

part of The Harvest.

ENJOY THE SILENCE.
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Chapter 1: The Blind Spot
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[POV: MIA]

The Quarry didn’t exist. Not really. On the GPS, it was just a grey void between the manicured grid of Sycamore Hills and the rusted skeleton of the North Ridge industrial district. A glitch in the geography.

We called it the Blind Spot.

It was where you went when you didn't want to be found. The cell service strangled itself halfway down the gravel access road, choked off by the limestone walls. Police patrols never came down here; their cruisers couldn't handle the ruts, and frankly, I don't think they wanted to know what happened in the dark.

It was Friday night, which meant the rest of the town was three miles away at the stadium, worshipping the god of high school football. I could hear them even from here—a distant, rhythmic roar like ocean waves crashing against a seawall. Touchdown. Roar. Whistle. Roar.

But down here, in the throat of the earth, it was dead silent.

I sat on the hood of Jax’s beat-up Ford Bronco, dangling my legs over the edge. The metal was still warm from the drive, a stark contrast to the damp, cooling air of late September. I took a sip of the beer Jax had swiped from his dad’s garage. It was warm and tasted like copper pennies, but I drank it anyway. It was free.

"You're brooding again, Mia," Chloe said. She was perched in the passenger seat with the door open, using the Bronco’s side mirror to fix her eyeliner by the dome light. Even in a limestone pit, Chloe Cross treated the world like her personal vanity. "I can hear you thinking. It’s loud."

"I'm not brooding," I lied. "I'm listening to the frogs."

"There aren't any frogs," Toby said. He was leaning against the back tire, face washed in the pale, sickly blue glow of his phone. He didn't look up. He rarely did. "Actually, that is statistically improbable. This is a wetland ecosystem. The amphibian population should be deafening right now. Current decibel levels? Zero." He tapped his screen, adjusting his glasses. "It’s weirdly quiet."

"Maybe they know we're here," Jax said.

Jax was standing at the water's edge, skipping rocks into the darkness. He threw with his left arm, favoring his right shoulder, shifting his weight off the right knee currently encased in a heavy black neoprene brace.

Snap. Splash.

Every time he threw, I saw the wince. A micro-expression—a tightening of the jaw, a flicker in the eyes. Jax Teller was six-foot-two of pure potential, a golden boy carved out of granite, but ever since the ACL tear last season, he moved like a machine with a stripped gear. He was broken, and the terror that he might never be fixed radiated off him like heat.

"Frogs don't care about us, Jax," Silas said.

Silas Thorne was pacing, as usual. He wore a vintage trench coat that cost more than my mother’s car, looking like a poet who’d gotten lost on the way to a darker century. He stopped, staring out over the black water.

"It’s atmospheric pressure," Silas dismissed, waving a hand. "Barometric drop. Storm coming. Animals go to ground."

"No rain in the forecast," Toby mumbled, still scrolling. "Clear skies for forty-eight hours."

Silas ignored him. Silas ignored anything that contradicted the world according to Silas. "We’re wasting time. Who has the bottle?"

Jax reached into his varsity jacket—the one he still wore despite being benched—and pulled out a flask. Not beer this time. The expensive whiskey his dad saved for 'special occasions,' which usually just meant days ending in Y.

Jax took a long pull, shuddering at the burn, then passed it to Silas.

"To the future," Silas said, raising the flask to the moon. His voice dripped with the specific irony rich kids use to hide their desperation. "May it be less boring than the present."

He drank and passed it to me.

I held the cold metal, feeling the weight of it. I looked at them. My crew. We didn't make sense on paper. Silas, the genius with the god complex. Jax, the fallen gladiator. Chloe, the queen hanging onto her crown by her fingernails. Toby, the digital ghost. And me—Mia, the charity case from the wrong side of the planned community line.

We were friends because we had been in the same kindergarten class, back before zip codes mattered. Now, the divide was widening. They talked about Yale and gap years in Europe. I thought about community college and picking up extra shifts at the diner.

I took a sip. The whiskey burned, hot and clean.

"You guys hear that?" Jax asked suddenly. He stopped mid-throw.

"Hear what?" Chloe snapped her compact shut. "I thought we established it was quiet."

"No," Jax said. He limped back toward the truck, looking north toward the 'Deep End' of the quarry. "A smell. Not a sound."

"You can't hear a smell, genius," Silas drawled.

"Shut up, Si," Jax snapped, uncharacteristically sharp. He sniffed the air, brow furrowing. "It smells like... burning. Like welding. You know? Ozone."

I lowered the flask. Now that he said it, I could taste it. Faint, drifting on the stagnant breeze. Sharp. Metallic. Like licking a 9-volt battery.

"Probably the plant," I said. "Venting the stacks while the EPA isn't looking."

"No," Jax insisted, rubbing his bad knee—a nervous tic. "It’s coming from the ridge. I saw a flash earlier, driving in. I thought it was lightning."

"Toby said no storms," Chloe pointed out.

"Let's look," Silas said. The boredom vanished from his face, replaced by a predatory curiosity. Silas loved puzzles almost as much as he loved being the one to solve them.

"Silas, no," Chloe groaned. "I'm wearing heels. I am not hiking through mud because Jax smelled a fart."

"Stay here then," Silas said, already moving. He clicked on a heavy-duty tactical flashlight. The beam cut the darkness, illuminating dust motes dancing in the damp air. "Coming, Jax?"

Jax didn't hesitate. He needed the distraction. Anything to stop thinking about the game he was missing.

Toby sighed, pocketed his phone, and stood up. "I should document this. If we find a dead body, I want to monetize the footage."

They all looked at me. The designated driver. The mom. The designated survivor.

"Fine," I sighed, sliding off the hood. "But if we get arrested, I'm telling the cops Silas kidnapped me."

The Quarry was a scar on the earth, three miles wide and two hundred feet deep. We walked the upper rim, following a deer trail that skirted the abyss. The ground was treacherous—loose shale and slick mud hidden by tangles of kudzu.

"It’s getting stronger," Jax said, his voice tight.

The metallic tang was heavy now, coating the back of my throat. It smelled like a car crash. Like hot metal and spilled coolant.

"Look at the trees," Toby whispered.

Silas swung the light left.

The trees along the ridge weren't just broken; they were shattered. Massive oaks, fifty years old, snapped in half like toothpicks. The tops were sheared off, leaving jagged splinters pointing at the sky.

"Tornado?" Chloe suggested, clutching Silas’s arm, her voice trembling.

"No," Silas stepped to a ruined trunk, running a hand over the wood. "Look at the charring. Something hit these trees. Something hot. And moving fast."

"A plane?" I asked, dread pooling in my stomach.

"No debris," Silas muttered. "No aluminum. No luggage. This is... surgical."

He swung the light down, toward the water.

The beam hit something that made us all stop breathing.

The landscape had changed. At the north end, where the water usually lapped against a steep limestone wall, a massive crater had gouged the earth. A landslide of mud and rock had slid into the water.

And the water was smoking. Thick, white curls of vapor twisted into the night air.

"Boiling," Toby whispered.

"No," Silas said. "Reacting."

He started scrambling down the slope.

"Silas! Wait!" I hissed.

He didn't wait. He slid down the loose shale, kicking up clouds of dust. Jax followed, his bad knee making him clumsy, grunting as he landed heavily on a ledge.

"God damn it," Chloe muttered, hiking up her skirt. "If I break an ankle, I am suing his father."

We followed. My instincts were screaming at me. Turn around. Go back to the car. This wasn't a party spot anymore. This was a crime scene. Or worse.

When we reached the bottom, the heat hit us—a humid, cloying warmth that smelled of sulfur and electricity. Silas was standing at the water's edge, his light trained on something half-buried in the mudslide.

It wasn't a rock.

It was black. Not the flat black of shale, but a glossy, impossible void. It seemed to drink the light from the flashlight. It was curved, organic, smooth. It looked like the shell of a beetle the size of a minivan.

"What is that?" Jax asked, reaching out a hand to steady himself against the hull.

"I don't know," Silas whispered. He sounded delighted. "It’s not metal. Or... not just metal."

"Is it a satellite?" Chloe asked. "Space junk?"

"Satellites are gold foil and panels," Toby said, holding his phone up, recording. "This is... aerodynamic. Look at the fins."

He pointed to ridges protruding from the side. They looked like gills. And they were pulsing.

Thump... Thump...

"It's moving," I said, my voice small. "Silas, it's alive. We need to go."

"It's cooling down," Silas ignored me, stepping closer. The mud squelched under his boots. "Look. The hull is breached."

He aimed the light at a fissure running down the side of the object. A jagged tear in the smooth black surface.

And that was when we saw it.

The Violet.

It was leaking out of the crack. A thick, viscous fluid that didn't look like oil or gas. It was a deep, electric purple—a color so vibrant it hurt to look at. It pulsed with its own inner light.

It oozed out of the machine and hit the water, but it didn't dissolve. It formed perfect, shimmering spheres that floated on the surface, casting a violet glow onto our faces.

"It's beautiful," Chloe whispered, stepping out from behind Jax.

"Bioluminescent," Toby muttered, zooming in. "Like deep-sea jellyfish. Or radioactive waste."

"It’s not waste," Silas said softly, crouching at the edge. "Look at the viscosity. It’s intentional. It’s... pure."

"Silas, don't touch it," I warned. "Seriously. It could be acid."

"It hums," Silas said. He reached into his coat pocket, pulling out an empty vape juice bottle he’d repurposed for one of his 'experiments.'

He leaned over, dipping the glass into the water, scooping up one of the floating violet orbs. The fluid slid into the bottle with a heavy grace, swirling inside, glowing bright enough to act as a lantern.

Silas screwed the cap on and held it up. The light made us look like ghosts. It made Jax look pale. It made Chloe look sharp.

"What do you think it is?" Jax asked, his voice low.

"I think," Silas smiled, "that we just found the most interesting thing in the history of North Ridge."

"I think we found a hazard," I said, backing away. "We need to call someone. Hazmat."

"No," Silas stood up, clutching the vial. "We call no one. You know what happens? The Feds come. Men in Black. They cordon this off, and we get nothing. We see nothing."

"It’s not ours, Silas," I said.

"Possession is nine-tenths, Mia," he countered. "Toby, did you get it?"

"Every second," Toby said. "Encrypting now to the private server."

"Good. Jax, help me check the perimeter. I want to see if there's more debris."

Jax hesitated. He looked at the pod. He looked at the glowing purple water. He looked at me. I shook my head. Let’s go.

But then he looked down at his knee. He rubbed the brace. The pain was always there, a constant background noise. He was desperate for something to happen. Anything to change the channel.

"Yeah," Jax said. "Okay."

He stepped closer to the water.

"Jax, be careful," I said.

"I'm good, Mia," he said, though I could see the sweat on his forehead.

He stepped onto a slick rock near the hull to get a better look.

"Watch your step," Silas warned, too busy examining his prize.

Jax leaned in, peering into the crack where the violet light poured out. "It looks... deep. Like it goes on forever."

And then, the physics of the world caught up with him.

The loose shale under Jax’s bad foot shifted. Just an inch.

Jax’s knee—the one held together by screws and hope—buckled. He gasped, arms flailing for purchase.

He fell.

He slammed forward against the side of the pod. His right hand slapped directly into the fissure.

Into the leak. Into the Violet.

"Jax!" I screamed.

He scrambled back, slipping in the mud, landing hard on the shore. He held his hand up. It was coated in the stuff. Thick, glowing, purple slime dripping from his fingers, pulsing against his skin.

"Get it off!" Chloe shrieked. "Oh my god, get it off him!"

"Water!" Silas yelled. "Wash it off!"

Jax was staring at his hand. He wasn't screaming. He wasn't burning. He looked... confused.

"It's cold," Jax whispered.

He raised his hand. With a clumsiness born of shock, he tried to wipe the fluid away, bringing his hand up to his face.

He smeared the violet fluid right across his right eye.

He blinked. Once. Twice.

The fluid didn't wipe away. It sank in. It vanished into the corner of his eye like water into dry sand.

Jax froze.

"Jax?" I took a step forward.

He went rigid. His back arched, head snapping back, mouth opening in a silent scream. The veins in his neck bulged—but they weren't blue anymore.

They were violet.

The glow shot through him, a pulse of purple light racing under his skin, from his eye, down his neck, into his chest. He hit the mud, convulsing.

"Seizure!" Chloe screamed. "Call 911!"

I fumbled for my phone, fingers numb. Silas tried to hold him down. "Jax! Breathe!"

Jax thrashed, scattering gravel, letting out a guttural, wet gasp.

And then... he stopped.

Total stillness. The convulsions ended instantly. His body went limp.

"Is he..." Chloe whimpered. "Is he dead?"

I dropped to my knees, reaching for his neck.

"Jax?"

Slowly, impossibly slowly, Jax turned his head. He opened his eyes.

The left eye was blue. The same familiar, cornflower blue I’d known since kindergarten.

But the right eye was gone. The white was gone. The iris was gone. It was a pool of electric, swirling violet. A nebula trapped in a human socket. It glowed with a cold, terrifying intelligence.

Jax stared up at the moon. He didn't blink. He took a breath—a deep, shuddering inhale that sounded like a machine coming online.

Then he looked at me.

"Mia."

His voice was different. The jagged edges of pain were gone. The exhaustion was gone. It was smooth. Calm. Hollow.

"Mia," he said again. "I can see the stars."

"Jax, you're hurt," I said, tears stinging. "We need a hospital."

He sat up. He didn't use his arms to push himself up. He just... rose. Like gravity had decided to make an exception for him.

He stood up. On the bad leg. On the knee that had been shattered six months ago.

He stood perfectly straight, looking down at the heavy neoprene brace. He looked at it like it was a foreign object. A shackle.

He reached down, ripped the Velcro straps open, and threw the brace into the water.

Splash.

"Jax?" Silas whispered, stepping back. "Your knee..."

Jax flexed his leg. He bounced on the balls of his feet. He looked at his hand—the hand that had touched the fluid. The glow was gone. Absorbed.

He looked at us. And then he smiled.

It wasn't Jax's smile. It was too wide. Too perfect. Too cold.

"It's quiet," Jax said. "The noise. It's gone."

He turned toward the steep, forty-foot limestone wall of the quarry. The wall we had slid down. The wall that was almost vertical rock.

"Watch this," he said.

And then he ran.
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Chapter 2: Patient Zero
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[POV: JAX]

Gravity is a suggestion. That was the first thought.

It wasn't a coherent sentence in my head. It was a feeling. A sudden, visceral understanding that the laws of physics I had obeyed for seventeen years were optional.

I was running.

Not the limp-jog I’d been doing for six months since the linebacker from East High turned my knee into a bag of gravel. This was running. Real running. The kind I used to dream about when I was waking up from surgery, sweating through the oxycodone haze.

But it was different.

Before the injury, running was effort. It was lungs burning, lactic acid building up in the quads, the heavy thud of cleats on turf. It was violence against the ground.

This? This was fluid.

I hit the limestone wall of the quarry. It was a forty-degree incline of loose shale and wet mud. A kill zone. If you tried to climb it, you’d slide back down shredding your fingernails.

I didn't climb it. I sprinted up it.

My right foot—the bad one, the one that usually screamed if I stepped off a curb wrong—slammed into the rock. I waited for the pain. I waited for the familiar, jagged spike of agony that always shot up my femur.

It never came.

Instead, I felt... hydraulic.

I felt the muscle fibers in my thigh contract with the force of a piston. I felt the tendons snap tight like steel cables. There was no pain. There was only output. Force. Vector. Velocity.

I drove upward. The mud didn't slip under my boot. It felt like I was gripping the earth itself, like my feet had claws.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

I was moving fast. Too fast. The wind roared in my ears, but it wasn't loud. It was just information. I could hear the specific frequency of the air rushing over my ears. I could hear the grit of the limestone crunching under my Nikes.

I reached the top of the ridge—a forty-foot vertical ascent—in four seconds.

I crested the lip of the quarry and didn't stop. I didn't need to catch my breath. My heart wasn't hammering against my ribs; it was beating with a slow, powerful rhythm. Boom... Boom... Boom. Like a war drum.

I skidded to a halt on the gravel path near the Bronco. I turned around and looked down into the pit.

They were dots. Tiny, pale shapes in the darkness. Mia. Silas. Chloe. Toby. They were staring up at me, their flashlights looking like fireflies.

I could see them.

I don't mean I could see their shapes. I could see them.

The darkness of the quarry was gone. The world hadn't turned into day—it wasn't bright like sunlight. It was clear. It was like someone had stripped away the shadows and replaced them with wireframes.

I could see the heat rising off Silas’s trench coat. I could see the rapid flutter of Chloe’s heartbeat pulsing in her jugular vein—a tiny, frantic thumping that looked like a trapped bird. I could see the fear radiating off Mia like cold steam.

"Jax!"

The sound of my name floated up from the bottom of the pit. It was Silas. He sounded miles away, but I heard the intake of breath before he shouted.

"Jax, how did you do that?"

How did I do that?

I looked at my hands. They were trembling, but not from weakness. They were vibrating. I felt... full. I felt like I had just swallowed a lightning bolt and it was bouncing around inside my ribcage, looking for a way out.

I looked down at my knee.

My jeans were torn where I’d fallen against the pod. I could see the skin. The scars from the surgery—the three ugly pink lines where they’d gone in with the scope—were there. But they looked different. The skin around them was pale, almost translucent. And beneath the skin, tracing the line of the reconstructed ligament, was a faint, violet pulse.

It wasn't glowing like the fluid in the water. It was darker. Deep in the meat.

I flexed the knee. Nothing. No pop. No grind. No hesitation.

I laughed.

It bubbled up out of my throat, a wet, rough sound. I felt giddy. I felt high. But I’d smoked weed before, and I’d taken plenty of painkillers. This wasn't a haze. This was the opposite of a haze.

It was clarity. absolute, terrifying clarity.

"Jax!" Mia’s voice. She sounded scared. "Stay there! We're coming up! Don't move!"

Don't move?

Why would I stay still when I could fly?

I looked at the access road. There was a ravine there—a washout from the last big storm. A ten-foot gap of darkness with jagged rocks at the bottom. Usually, we had to drive the Bronco all the way around through the brush to avoid it.

I looked at the gap.

My brain didn't just see a hole in the ground. It saw a math problem.

Distance: 12 feet. Elevation change: -2 feet. Wind resistance: Negligible. Required velocity: 18 mph. Trajectory: 35 degrees.

I didn't do the math. The math did itself. It flashed behind my eyes like a heads-up display in a video game.

I took a step back. Then another.

I wanted to see what this body could do. I wanted to redline the engine.

I sprinted.

Three steps. That was all it took to reach maximum speed. I hit the edge of the washout and launched.

For a second, I was weightless. The air rushed under me. I looked down at the jagged rocks ten feet below and felt nothing. No fear. No "what if I miss." My brain knew I wouldn't miss. The calculation had been verified.

I hit the other side.

I didn't stumble. I didn't roll. I landed on the balls of my feet, my knees bending to absorb the impact, then snapping straight again. Perfect suspension.

I turned around and looked back across the gap.

Twelve feet. I had just jumped twelve feet in work boots and jeans.

"Holy shit," I whispered.

The feeling was fading slightly. Not the strength, but the rush. The initial spike of ice-cold adrenaline was settling into a steady, humming warmth.

I heard scrambling behind me. The others were coming up the deer trail, panting, slipping on the loose rocks.

Silas came over the ridge first. He was out of breath, his face flushed. He swept the flashlight around until the beam hit me.

"Jax!"

He ran toward me, stopping short of the ravine. He stared at me across the gap.

"You were at the bottom," Silas wheezed. "Seconds ago. You were at the bottom."

"I ran up," I said. My voice sounded calm. Too calm.

"You ran up a forty-degree incline?" Silas demanded. "With a torn ACL?"

"It’s not torn anymore," I said.

Mia crested the ridge next, dragging Chloe by the hand. Mia looked terrified. She pulled away from Chloe and ran to the edge of the gap.

"Jax, are you okay?" She shined her own light on my face. "Your eye..."

She stopped. The beam of light was blinding, but I didn't blink. I didn't need to. My pupil constricted instantly to a pinprick, filtering the glare.

"What about my eye?" I asked.

"It’s purple," Chloe whispered, coming up beside Mia. She sounded horrified, but also... fascinated. "Jax, your eye is literally glowing."

I reached up and touched my face. The skin around my right eye felt cold. Numb.

"I can see everything," I told them. I pointed at Toby, who was struggling up the path last. "Toby has a cracked screen protector on his phone. Top left corner. Hairline fracture."

Toby froze. He looked at his phone. "He's right. I dropped it yesterday. You can't see that from twenty feet away in the dark."

"I can," I said.

I looked at the ravine between us. "Move back."

"Jax, don't," Mia warned. "Just walk around."

I didn't walk around. I took two steps and hopped back across the gap. It was effortless. I landed two feet in front of Mia.

She flinched. She actually took a step back, like I was a wild animal.

That hurt. Somewhere deep inside, beneath the cold layer of alien calm, that hurt. Mia was my best friend. She wasn't supposed to be afraid of me.

"It's me, Mia," I said. I reached out to touch her arm.

She didn't pull away this time, but she was trembling. "Jax, your hand."

I looked down. My fingernails—on the right hand, the one I’d dipped in the fluid—were dark. Not dirty. Dark. The nail beds had turned a deep, bruised violet.

"Does it hurt?" Silas asked. He had moved closer, staring at my eye with that intense, microscope look of his. He reached up and grabbed my chin, tilting my head to the side.

"No," I said. "It feels... good."

"Good how?"

"Like I just woke up," I said. "Like I've been asleep my whole life."

Silas let go of my face. He looked at the vial in his pocket—the one filled with the glowing fluid. He looked at me. Then he looked at the ravine I’d just jumped.

"The knee," Silas said. "Show me."

I rolled up my jeans.

There was silence in the group.

The swelling was gone. My knee, which had been a puffy, scarred mess of fluid and inflammation for six months, was sleek. Defined. The scars were still there, but they were pale, silvery lines.

"Jump," Silas commanded.

"Silas!" Mia snapped. "He's not a circus dog."

"Jump," I said, repeating the word. It sounded like a good idea.

I jumped. Just a vertical hop.

I cleared four feet. Easy. I landed silently.

"My god," Silas whispered. A slow grin spread across his face. It wasn't a nice smile. It was the smile of a guy who just realized he held the winning lottery ticket. "It’s a regenerative agent. Cellular acceleration. It fixed the tissue instantly."

"It changed his eye color, Silas," Mia argued. "That’s not healing. That’s mutation."

"It’s a side effect," Silas dismissed. "Look at him. He’s not in pain. Are you, Jax?"

"No," I said. "I feel strong."

"He jumped a ravine," Chloe said, her voice trembling with excitement now. "Did you see that? He literally flew."

"We need to get him to a doctor," Mia insisted. "We don't know what that stuff is doing to his brain."

"No doctors," I said.

The words came out sharp. Automatic. It wasn't me speaking. It was the Instinct. Protect the host. Avoid detection.

"Jax is right," Silas said. "We take him to a hospital, they quarantine him. They find the quarry. They take the pod. And Jax ends up in a government lab being dissected."

"So what do we do?" Toby asked. "We can't just leave him like this. He looks like a Cyborg."

Silas turned to the Bronco. "We go to my place. My dad is on shift at the hospital until tomorrow night. The basement lab is fully stocked. We run some tests. We check his vitals. We see what we’re dealing with."

"And if he starts convulsing again?" Mia asked.

"Then we deal with it," Silas said. He opened the driver's door. "Jax, you ride shotgun. I want to keep an eye on you."

I walked to the truck. I felt the ground under my feet—every pebble, every vibration. I felt the engine of the Bronco idling—I could feel the pistons firing in the block.

I got in. The seat felt cramped. The world felt small.

Mia climbed into the back seat. She leaned forward, putting a hand on my shoulder.

"Jax," she whispered. "Are you sure you're okay?"

I turned to look at her. With my left eye, I saw my friend, worried and scared. With my right eye, I saw a biological organism, heart rate elevated, cortisol levels spiking, structural integrity fragile.

I blinked, trying to make the data go away.

"I'm fine, Mia," I lied.

But I wasn't fine.

I looked down at my hand. The violet stain under my fingernails was pulsing. Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

It matched the rhythm of the thing in the water.

I wasn't fine. I was hungry.

Not for food. I had just eaten a burger an hour ago. This was a different kind of hunger. A hollowness in my chest that screamed to be filled. I looked out the window at the dark woods passing by.

I felt alone. For the first time in my life, I felt truly, deeply alone. The Silence in my head was beautiful, but it was cold.

I needed... more.

I looked at Silas’s pocket, where the vial was hidden. I could feel it there. Calling to me.

Just one more drop, the voice in my head whispered. It didn't sound like my voice. It sounded like the hum of a high-tension wire. Just one more. To balance the signal.

I clenched my fist. The leather of the armrest creaked and then tore under my grip.

"Silas," I said.

"Yeah?"

"Drive faster."
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Chapter 3: The Alchemist
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[POV: SILAS]

Most people mistake chaos for disorder. They see a car crash, a riot, or a cancer cell, and they see a mess. They see entropy winning.

I don’t.

I see variables. I see a complex system seeking a new equilibrium. Chaos isn't a mistake; it’s just a pattern you haven't deciphered yet.

Driving the Bronco back to Sycamore Hills, I was surrounded by chaos. Mia was in the back seat, hyperventilating, her moral compass spinning like a magnet in a solar flare. Chloe was manic, scrolling through WebMD on her phone, diagnosing Jax with everything from radiation poisoning to demonic possession. Toby was silent, but I could hear the rapid-fire click-clack of his thumbs on his screen, logging data, archiving the night.

And Jax?

Jax was the variable that had just changed the equation of my entire life.

He sat in the passenger seat, staring out the window. He wasn't breathing hard. He wasn't clutching his knee. He was perfectly, unnervingly still. In the intermittent flash of the streetlights, I caught glimpses of his right eye.

It wasn't just glowing. It was processing.

I took a turn too fast, the tires squealing on the asphalt. The g-force pushed everyone to the side. Jax didn't sway. His body adjusted instantly, his core muscles locking him in place like he was bolted to the chassis.

"Slow down, Silas!" Mia snapped from the back. "We're carrying a... a patient. We don't need a wreck."

"He's not a patient, Mia," I said, keeping my eyes on the road. "Patients are sick. Look at him. Does he look sick to you?"

"He has a purple flashlight in his skull!" Chloe hissed. "He touched space sludge! Of course he's sick!"

"I feel fine," Jax said. His voice was a flat line. No spikes of emotion. No fear. "I feel efficient."

Efficient. That was an interesting word choice for a seventeen-year-old linebacker who usually communicated in grunts and locker-room clichés.

I pulled into the driveway of my father’s house. The Thorne Estate. That’s what the neighbors called it, though really it was just a monument to my father’s ego constructed out of glass, steel, and imported Italian marble.

It was dark. Good. Dr. Marcus Thorne, Chief of Surgery, was undoubtedly at the hospital, elbow-deep in someone’s thoracic cavity, repairing the damage done by bad genetics or bad decisions. He wouldn't be home until dawn.

"Everybody out," I commanded. "Quietly. If you wake the housekeeper, I’m blaming this on a drug haze."

"Technically," Toby muttered, pocketing his phone, "that wouldn't be a lie."

We shuffled into the house. The air inside was conditioned to a crisp sixty-eight degrees. It smelled of lemon polish and silence. We bypassed the living room—white sofas, no touching allowed—and headed straight for the basement door.

Most kids have basements filled with ping-pong tables or dusty Christmas decorations. I had a Level 2 Bio-Safety lab.

Well, my father had a lab. He liked to bring work home. He liked to run his own pathology reports because he didn't trust the hospital technicians. He called it "maintaining standards." I called it "an opportunity for unauthorized extracurriculars."

Before we went to the basement, I stopped in the hallway outside my father’s study.

The door was open a crack. I could see him sitting at his desk, bathed in the blue light of his monitors. Dr. Marcus Thorne. Chief of Surgery. The man who had never lost a patient on the table because he refused to operate on anyone with less than a 90% survival probability.

He was reviewing a file. I knew the look. It was the same look he gave my report cards. Clinical. Disappointed. Detached.

"Dad?" I knocked on the frame.

He didn't turn around. He held up a hand—a "wait" signal. He finished typing a sentence, hit enter, and then slowly swiveled his chair.

"Silas," he said. "It’s 2:00 AM. Why are you awake?"

"We were... studying," I lied. "Group project."

"With the Teller boy?" He raised an eyebrow. "I saw his truck in the driveway. The cripple."

"He’s not a cripple," I said, a flash of defensive heat rising in my chest. "He’s recovering."

"He’s broken," my father corrected. "Structural failure of the ACL. Meniscus tear. He’s obsolete, Silas. Just like that girl you follow around. The one from the trailer park."

"Mia," I said through gritted teeth.

"Inefficient associations," he said, turning back to his screen. "You are the average of the five people you spend the most time with. If you surround yourself with broken parts, you will break. I expected better metrics from you."

"Metrics," I whispered.

"Performance," he said. "Excellence is not an accident, Silas. It is a process of elimination. You remove the distractions. You remove the emotions. You remove the weak links. That is how you survive. That is how you win."

He waved a hand, dismissing me without even looking at my face.

"Go to bed. And tell your friends to leave. This house is for serious people."

I walked away.

My hands were shaking. Not from fear. From rage.

Remove the weak links.

I looked at my hands. They were soft. Human. Weak.

I thought about the vial in my pocket. The violet fluid. The way it glowed. The way it hummed with a perfect, silent efficiency.

My father was right. Humanity was a mess of broken parts and bad data. We were slow. We were fragile. We were inefficient.

But he was wrong about one thing.

I wasn't going to break.

I was going to upgrade.

I walked down the hall to the basement door. I punched in the code.

1-9-8-4.

I opened the door to the lab.

If my father wanted "performance," I was going to show him performance. I was going to show him a world where nobody ever broke again.

And I was going to be the one who built it.

Banks of fluorescent lights flickered on, bathing the room in a harsh, clinical white. Stainless steel tables, a centrifuge, a high-powered electron microscope, and a wall of locked cabinets filled with reagents that would get me expelled if the school board knew I had access to them.

Jax sat in the examination chair in the center of the room. He didn't slouch. He sat with his spine perfectly straight, his hands resting on his knees.

"Shirt off," I said, snapping on a pair of blue nitrile gloves.

Jax complied. He pulled his varsity jacket off, then his t-shirt.

I heard Chloe gasp.

"Oh my god," she whispered.

Jax was ripped. He had always been fit—he was an athlete—but this was different. The layer of subcutaneous fat that softens human muscle definition was gone. Vanished in the span of an hour. His muscles looked like braided steel cables under shrink-wrapped skin.

"His veins," Mia said, her voice shaking. "Silas, look at his veins."

I stepped closer.

The veins running from his neck to his right shoulder weren't blue. They were dark. Violet. They stood out against his pale skin like a road map. I pressed my finger against his jugular.

"Cold," I muttered. "His skin temperature is... has to be ninety-five. Maybe ninety-four."
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